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BOOK ONE


HUMPTY DUMPTY





MEG ELIOT was well aware that in taking her place as Chairman of the Committee for the third time in succession she was acting in an unconstitutional way. The rules of ‘Aid to the Elderly’, as old Mr Purdyke had pointed out, were quite clear on this point. The chair was to be taken in rotation. As she sat once more at the centre of the table, with Lady Pirie on her left and old Mr Purdyke on her right, and with young Mr Darlington, the secretary, covering the end of the table with his neat files and card indexes, she wondered why exactly she set such store by getting her own way on this point. It seemed absurd on the face of it: Aid to the Elderly was only a medium-sized charitable organization and acting as chairman only brought more chores. In any case she had got her own way only because September with its holiday absences usually saw no more than the minimum statutory attendance of three. Had that ghastly old battleaxe Mrs Masters been there she would have fought tooth and nail to keep Meg in her place.


Meg felt a bit ashamed when she considered how she had persuaded them; she had made much of the fact that she would be playing truant for the next six months. She was much concerned that her superior financial position allowed her to take this jaunt round the world, so much beyond the purses of the other committee members; she had been anxious to atone for it. ‘Do, for goodness’ sake, work me to death while I’m still here,’ she had said to them many times, yet the truth was that it was no atonement at all – at any rate not to her. She liked to be chairman, she liked to dominate any group of people with whom she worked. It had been the same with the Red Cross in the war. Other people make such stupid mistakes, she thought, and then she laughed at her own vanity. I may have been good for Aid to the Elderly, she thought, but I very much doubt if Aid to the Elderly has been good for me. They spoil me too much. They are easy game. A society which, despite its employment of trained social workers, was still palpably a charity, an organization which for all its occasional government grants was so much an old-fashioned voluntary body of a now dying kind, did not expect that a woman like herself should choose to be on its committee at all. She was, she knew, better off than many of the committee members – than the ‘new poor’ like Lady Pirie. And even if there were some wealthy ones, they were people who ‘lived quietly’, whereas she and Bill spent as it came. It was not surprising that they thought her rich and an especially dazzling sort of rich – not at all of the stolid rich, but of the fashionable and lively rich. She knew exactly how they saw her when she heard Viola Pirie describe her as ‘the younger hostess type, you know’. Her fluency in saying absurd or ironic things made them think her smartly ‘irreverent’, essentially worldly. And, as she well knew from the past, to conventional people her height and her irregular features qualified her as a ‘striking woman’. Viola had told her that the committee were agreed in describing her as ‘exotic looking’. She was very conscious of being forty-three, but since that was ten years less than any of the others, they no doubt thought of her as young. In any case, she thought, I don’t seem my age and I don’t believe, thank God, that I look as though I’ve ‘kept going’.


It was hardly surprising that Aid to the Elderly should think of her as a ‘catch’. It was more surprising that she should feel pleased that they did so. She had, of course, had to fight the few diehards who saw no need for ‘catches’, and who were suspicious of anyone from the smart world who wanted to meddle in the world of social service. She had, at any rate, forced them to feel that it was wiser to keep their doubts to themselves. Perhaps it was that victory, she decided, that made her pleased, but if so it wasn’t really good enough – the victory was such an easy one. As old Mr Purdyke had said, ‘Mrs Eliot’s so quick, she rather leaves us standing. But I’m sure it’s been very good for us all to be shaken up.’ Viola Pirie, of course, in her mothering moods sometimes pulled her up sharply with a gruff, downright snub – but then Viola was happy to be known as a barker rather than a biter.


In gaining her mastery of the committee, however, Mr Darlington had been the greatest help to her, but then so had she been to him. When she found that he was a trained social worker brought in at the suggestion of the Ministry, she had immediately been on his side. She wondered for a moment if she was not too impressed by trained people; it was partly having missed the University herself, partly her brother David’s academic training that had influenced her. Anyhow she’d been all for Darlington immediately.


The others, conscious that to refuse the Ministry’s suggestion would be to lose the Ministry’s occasional grants, had not been all for him. She hadn’t really understood a lot of his modern university-trained methods, and when she had understood, she’d been a bit doubtful of some of them, but she had backed him against the others. He was obviously grateful and probably a bit affected by the paradox of having a fashionable woman for an ally. She was pretty sure that his idea of a useful world had not previously included fashionable women. Then, like her, he had a strong sense of the ridiculous, and she had encouraged him to think that, far from being a frivolity, it was in some way a necessary part of the ‘modern’ approach to the alleviation of human misery.


Meg came to from her reverie and felt a peculiar pleasure in realizing that she had been able to deal with three cases of aged hardship, and had used sense and humanity, while her mind had really been elsewhere. She felt, as in everything she did, a battle between this self-consciousness, between her histrionic enjoyment of it, and her certainty that she cared seriously and completely for the work itself. She had always to keep in check the self-mockery that would have persuaded her that her ‘good’, ‘genuine’ motives were only the protective product of a ‘real’, ‘unworthy’ desire to win applause. To strengthen her confidence in her own ‘sincerity’ she assumed a serious direct gaze and a frown, conscious at the same time that for her colleagues this only added to her charm – made her, for them, a child playing at ‘hospitals’ or at ‘working in the office’. But as she went on dealing with the affairs of the afternoon meeting, absorption in immediate problems pushed the self-consciousness away into a remote corner of her mind, whence it issued only in momentary jabs of self-ridicule.


‘Mrs Mountain’s granddaughter has come along,’ Mr Darlington said, as he filed away the draft of the letter they had decided to send to old Mr Runcorn’s sharp-practising landlord. ‘Miss Rank tells me she was somewhat unwilling. The bus journey from Brixton apparently brings on sickness. But,’ he smiled, ‘I understand that a reminder that the society might have to discontinue home-help to her grandmother, unless there was some family cooperation, lessened the dangers of this malady.’ This was a familiar type of joke to the committee, but one which helped to ease the strain of their work and they were all smiles.


‘I don’t believe,’ Meg said, ‘that people are ever sick in buses. One hears about it a lot, but I’ve never seen it. However, I think, in view of this cooperation, we should see her immediately.’ She looked at Lady Pirie and Mr Purdyke in turn, but without waiting for their verbal agreement, she said, ‘Ask her to come in, Mr Darlington, will you, please?’


She anticipated with satisfaction a tarty girl, for she had found rather to her surprise that her own chic, instead of antagonizing, seemed to induce cooperation from the more showy daughters or granddaughters of Aid to the Elderly’s protégés. The young woman who came in was neat, dowdy, and sullen looking. Meg felt immediately the challenge of producing a response that would not come easily.


‘Thank you for coming here, Mrs Crowe,’ she said, as the young woman sat down. There was no answer. Meg, elbows on the table, cupped her hands in front of her.


‘We wanted so much to see you before the winter came on. You see, although your grandmother’s a remarkable person and very independent, she is getting to the stage where she needs a lot of things done for her. Especially in the winter time.’ She paused, but there was silence.


‘We’ve been willing to do all we can,’ she went on. ‘Miss Rank does shopping and a lot of housework. But we have a great number of old people to help who have no family at all. We have to consider that.’


‘It’s a long bus journey down there,’ Mrs Crowe said, ‘and I get sick in buses. I told Miss Rank that.’


‘Your grandmother’s very lonely, you know,’ Lady Pirie began, but Meg took it up.


‘You’ve no idea, perhaps,’ she said, ‘how much she looks forward to seeing her family. You see she’s very shy with strangers, even with Miss Rank. They fuss her. That’s why we do so want to avoid an old people’s home as long at any rate as we possibly can.’


‘You want me to have her with us?’ Mrs Crowe said, looking down at the table.


‘Well,’ Mr Purdyke said, ‘if there is no other …’ But Meg smiled across at Mrs Crowe.


‘You’re quite right. We do,’ she said, ‘that’s why we asked you here. As you know.’ She caught the woman’s eye and they both smiled.


‘I knew it all right,’ Mrs Crowe said, resuming her grim look. But she sat less stiffly.


‘She’ll ask very little, you know,’ Meg said, ‘and she goes to bed very early.’


‘It’ll mean going without the lodger’s money,’ Mrs Crowe announced.


Mr Purdyke stirred angrily. ‘Your grandmother brought you up, didn’t she?’ he asked.


‘Oh, she was good to me,’ Mrs Crowe said, ‘I’m not saying anything against that. But I’m not going to pretend I want her with us. I’ve got my husband and Cecil and the twins. We’re happy as we are. But, of course, if it’s our duty …’


‘I think it is,’ Lady Pirie said,


Meg leaned forward as though she were about to touch Mrs Crowe’s sleeve. ‘Oh, no,’ she cried, ‘that wouldn’t work at all. I don’t think you’d feel happy on that basis, and I’m sure Mrs Mountain wouldn’t. But you must race the alternative. We can’t do any more.’


‘You want me to take her in out of pity,’ Mrs Crowe said.


‘I don’t know that that’s the word I’d choose,’ Meg said, ‘but that would be a beginning. What’s most important is that you should make her as happy as you can.’


‘Oh, we’d do our part by her all right if she came to us. But out of pity is what it would be.’


Meg stifled an impulse to carry the argument further.


‘I’ll talk to my husband about it,’ Mrs Crowe said.


‘Thank you. You know Mr Darlington and Miss Rank. If you want to discuss it further with them, they’re always ready to help,’ Meg said and brought the interview to an end with a handshake.


The others seemed most satisfied with the outcome of Mrs Crowe’s visit.


Lady Pirie said, ‘They’ll shake down,’ and Mr Purdyke, ‘She was more frightened to take the first step than anything, I think. But with Mrs Eliot’s able assistance …’


Meg, silent, appeared to wait on a word from Mr Darlington, but when he said, ‘From what Miss Rank tells me, the husband doesn’t count, so I think we can hope to remove Mrs Mountain from our files. It’s wonderful what a little faith will do,’ she looked at her watch impatiently.


‘Is there anything else?’ she asked. ‘It’s after four.’


Mr Darlington said rather quickly, ‘There is this business of Mrs Tucker’s gin.’


‘Mrs Tucker’s gin!’ Lady Pirie laughed. ‘Surely that can wait until next time. Meg’s obviously longing for her tea.’


Mr Darlington said, ‘Well, I had hoped …’ and he looked at Meg.


‘Of course we’ll deal with it,’ she cried, ‘but let’s have a cup of tea while we’re doing so.’


‘If you remember,’ said Mr Darlington, when the office caretaker had produced tea and ginger nuts, ‘we had assigned Mrs Tucker to our new social visitor. We thought she was a good easy case for Miss Rogers to get her hand in on. She’s not very mobile but perfectly clean and an easy-going person.’


‘There’s some contradiction there,’ Mr Purdyke said, ‘as to mobility, you know.’


Lady Pirie made a snorting noise. Someone, she felt, had always to mark Mr Purdyke’s jokes. Mr Darlington accepted her snort as sufficient mark to allow him to continue.


‘Everything seemed to be going very well from Miss Rogers’ account. But I’m afraid that isn’t altogether correct. Miss Rank went in to see Mrs Tucker last week and found her in a very upset state. It seems that Miss Rogers has refused to bring her her weekly nip of gin.’


Meg always approved the slight note of irony with which Mr Darlington gave his reports. She felt that it added to his sincerity, as any touch of moral earnestness would have removed from it.


‘Refused?’ Meg said. ‘Well, you must tell Miss Rogers that we are not a temperance society. She’s perfectly entitled to her own views about drink, but Mrs Tucker’s equally entitled to her gin.’


‘Oh, I should have done so in the ordinary way, but Miss Rogers tells me she referred the matter to a member of the committee and was told that she shouldn’t encourage the old woman in drinking.’


‘Oh dear,’ Mr Purdyke said. He disliked all rows.


‘You know,’ Lady Pirie said gruffly, ‘I think this had better hang over, Mr Darlington, until this member of the committee’s present.’


‘I don’t agree,’ Meg declared. ‘Mrs Masters has absolutely no right


‘We don’t know that Mr Darlington’s referring to Mrs Masters,’ Mr Purdyke put in.


‘I do,’ said Meg. She lit a cigarette and drank some of the thick brown tea to relax her annoyance.


‘I’m not going back over all this,’ she said, ‘don’t worry. But it’s one thing for Mrs Masters to bring in an untrained girl against the committee’s advice


‘Against yours’ Mr Purdyke said. ‘Be honest, Mrs Eliot.’


‘I don’t particularly want to be honest when the rest of the committee behaves so spinelessly.’ She smiled at Mr Darlington.


‘All right,’ she amended, ‘against my advice and Mr Darlington’s.’


‘Mr Darlington is not a member of the committee,’ Lady Pirie said with a chuckle intended to appease the secretary.


‘Mr Darlington has to manage the staff,’ Meg declared. ‘All right. The thing’s done. We have Mrs Masters’ old governess’s great-niece or whatever other piece of family piety. An untrained social visitor. But she is responsible to Mr Darlington and through him to the committee as a whole. Not Mrs Masters’ personal employee.’


‘Now Meg,’ Lady Pirie said. She remembered at times that she had after all brought Meg Eliot into the work of the Society. ‘I do think we should wait until Mrs Masters is here.’


‘I know you do, Viola, but I don’t trust you all not to let Mr Darlington down. He’s responsible for Miss Rogers’ work.’


‘I can’t help thinking,’ Mr Purdyke said, ‘that it would not be fair to say anything before we’ve talked to Miss Rogers herself. I’m sure Darlington won’t mind my saying so.’


‘I think she may be in the office,’ Mr Darlington said,


‘Oh dear,’ Mr Purdyke complained.


‘You mean you know she is,’ Lady Pirie declared.


‘Mr Darlington’s very efficient, Viola,’ Meg smiled at him and he faintly smiled back.


‘There are other words for it,’ Lady Pirie said, laughing.


‘Ask her to come in,’ Meg requested. ‘But before you do so, what do you think of her general work?’


Mr Darlington’s rather cherubic face looked earnest, his small mouth set gravely.


He looks like a hockey-playing spinster when he’s trying to be fair to people, Meg thought; he’s a nice man and I’m all on his side, but how do women marry such unromantic little men?


‘To be perfectly fair,’ he began.


‘You don’t have to be perfectly fair,’ Meg said. She could not bear him to look so solemn.


‘Oh yes, he does,’ Lady Pirie said.


‘Well, don’t fall over backwards doing it,’ Meg amended.


Mr Darlington smiled. ‘Shall I go on?’ he asked and continued, ‘I think she might be very good. Of course, she’d be better if she’d had some training. But she’s hard working and sensible. Her manner’s a bit unfortunate at times but I suspect’ – he assumed his professional psychological air – ‘that she’s nervous at having got the job by unorthodox means.’


‘I don’t think that’s a very fortunate phrase to use about any girl,’ Meg commented, ‘but you think the Society should try to keep her?’


‘Yes,’ said Mr Darlington, ‘I do.’


‘Well,’ said Meg and she smiled at Lady Pirie, ‘we must try, then, mustn’t we?’


Miss Rogers’ manner that afternoon was certainly most unfortunate. She was a heavy busted and broad hipped young woman and she scowled at the committee from beneath a fringe of black hair. Mr Darlington placed a chair for her which she ignored. Meg did not smile at her but she said:


‘We just wanted to know how you were liking the work, Miss Rogers.’


‘All right.’


‘Good. I’m glad of that because Mr Darlington’s given such a good report of you that we shouldn’t want to lose you.’


Miss Rogers said nothing but she sat down.


‘The Latimer Road area’s not the nicest beginning,’ Meg said. ‘If she’s survived that she’ll survive anything, don’t you think, Mr Purdyke?’


Mr Purdyke was vague about the area but he said: ‘Yes. A very difficult district.’


Meg waited for Miss Rogers to register Mr Purdyke’s vagueness; then she began to discuss the relative difficulties of the streets in Miss Rogers’ area, asking her about her particular cases as she did so. At first the girl responded shortly, then with increasing eagerness; and then suddenly she said: ‘Well, are you satisfied that I’d done my work?’


‘Yes,’ said Meg, ‘I am. But why do you ask?’


‘Because you didn’t want me to have the job.’


‘Really,’ said Lady Pirie, ‘I don’t think anyone should have told you that.’


‘Oh, my dear Viola,’ Meg laughed, ‘committees always talk You’re quite right, Miss Rogers, I didn’t. I prefer trained social workers. In principle I’m sure I’m right. Though in your case I was wrong.’


Miss Rogers smiled rather awkwardly.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


But Meg maintained her serious, straightforward manner, ‘Oh, I’ve no doubt you can learn a lot still,’ she declared. ‘For instance refusing Mrs Tucker her gin. That seems to have been a mistake.’


Miss Rogers was confused.


‘Mrs Masters agreed with me.’


Meg suppressed a smile.


‘Yes,’ she said dismissing this lightly, ‘you should have gone to Mr Darlington about that, of course. But I’m more interested in your reasons. As a general rule we should never take such a thing on ourselves, should we, Viola?’


Lady Pirie, anxious to appease, said, ‘No. But perhaps Miss Rogers had a special reason,’


‘Yes, exactly,’ Meg said casually, ‘that’s just what I was interested in.’


‘Drink’s a very dangerous thing for old people living on their own,’ Miss Rogers declared.


Mr Purdyke seemed impressed by this answer, so she said directly to him, ‘Miss Tucker’s very lonely.’


Meg smiled.


‘That after all is why Aid to the Elderly is concerned with her, Miss Rogers. But because people are lonely and old we can’t treat them like children. Not unless there’s some urgent medical reason. There’s no doctor’s report in Mrs Tucker’s case, is there, Mr Darlington?’


He shook his head.


‘But if they’re doing something harmful to themselves,’ Miss Rogers said.


‘Oh come,’ Lady Pirie cried, ‘a drop of gin isn’t as bad as all that,’ and she chuckled. But Meg took Miss Rogers’ suggestion more seriously.


‘Perhaps it may be. But we’re out to help those old people to lead independent lives. The right to harm oneself a bit is surely the essence of independence. Why, one shouldn’t even interfere where people are close to one, let alone with strangers.’


She paused for a moment; then to heighten the absurdity of the whole matter she produced an absurd example.


‘My husband’s an inveterate gambler. I’m sure it’s frightfully bad for him to waste his money like that. But I would no more think of refusing to telephone to his bookmaker for him if he was ill …’ She left the absurdity in mid-air and then turned quietly to drawing the general conclusion.


‘That really is the value of this training business I’m so keen on. It gives you at least a few basic rules in a job where, in the main, you’re thrown back on personal decision all the time. Don’t you agree, Mr Purdyke?’


‘Oh, indeed,’ Mr Purdyke said. He could hardly say less with Mr Darlington, all trained, sitting there; but he added, ‘I think Miss Rogers was trying to use her initiative.’


Meg carefully mistook his intention.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but you’ll know better next time, won’t you, Miss Rogers? You’ll go to Mr Darlington if there’s any query. But you’re obviously cut out for this work.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I wish,’ she said, ‘you could take a social service course. Apart from this job, qualifications are so important in the modern world.’


‘There is an evening course – a shortened one,’ Mr Darlington began and Lady Pirie grunted to show that she was not out of touch.


‘Why, that’s a good idea, Viola,’ Meg said, ‘but do you think, Miss Rogers, you could do evening work as well as this? Lady Pirie suggests …’


The girl’s heavy body sagged a little.


‘I don’t know that I could afford the fees at the moment, to be honest.’


‘Oh! I think the committee could do something about that,’ Meg cried, ‘surely. Unfortunately I shan’t be here but you’ll make it clear to the rest of them that it has my support, Viola, won’t you? We haven’t got Mr Purdyke’s view yet, though.’


Mr Purdyke hastened to agree with Lady Pirie. Meg only just checked herself from saying something about Mrs Masters’ undoubted support of the idea. Mr Darlington would like the joke, but such jokes often proved too costly pleasures. Miss Rogers’ thanks she deflected on to Lady Pirie.


She could not avoid a small sigh of relief as the girl left the room. It’s the thought of all that lumpy underwear that revolts me so, she decided.


*


As soon as Miss Rogers had gone, Mr Purdyke also took his leave. He found the meeting an increasing strain since Mr Darlington had introduced these little red American cloth chairs with metal legs, but he had to admit that the dirty cream distempered offices of the Society did need a note of brightness,


Mr Darlington, who hated disorder, would normally have escaped to his private office, leaving the slopped tea cups and overflowing ashtrays to tomorrow’s cleaners. He wanted still more, however, to continue talking to Meg Eliot, and so he stayed, perched on the edge of the table and sucking at his empty pipe.


‘If I may say so, Mrs Eliot,’ he said, ‘you handled that beautifully.’


Meg Eliot’s dark eyes glittered, ‘I hope I wasn’t too fierce with the poor thing,’ she said and by not waiting for his answer showed that her fears were a formality. ‘But really,’ she went on, and her tone became fierce and earnest, ‘I can’t let that moral bullying pass uncriticized. The paid social workers are here to administer the society’s funds for the benefit of the old people. It’s nothing to do with her whether old Mrs T. chooses to spend the little she gets on gin so long as the old creature doesn’t let herself go downhill. It’s her job to relieve the poor old thing’s loneliness, not to moralize about the results of it. We’re not a temperance society. I’m more and more convinced that we can’t afford untrained people. It’s a false economy. Indeed it would be a very good thing if the committee had to attend the course, though I’m sure very few of us would get our certificates or what have you.’


‘Well, Meg dear, when you get back from your junketing in the East, you must enrol.’ Lady Pirie checked Meg Eliot’s enthusiasm by a dry mother-to-daughter manner, ‘I’ll suggest it to the committee while you’re away.’


‘I’ll volunteer gladly if you will, Viola.’Meg winked at Mr Darlington.


‘Splendid,’ he said, ‘now we’re getting somewhere.’


‘We all ought to be getting on with our work,’ Lady Pirie said. ‘I’ve got to feed a hungry son, Meg. I don’t have Italians to do my housekeeping. And I’ve no doubt Mr Darlington’s got plenty to do as well.’


‘It’s nice for Mr Darlington to do nothing for a change, I think.’ Meg announced it simply as a fact.


Lady Pirie said, ‘He’d probably like to choose his own place and time for that. Missing trains because of a lot of women’s gossip …’


Meg, laughing, interrupted, ‘A lot of women’s gossip perhaps, Viola, but not mine. You’d miss a train for me, wouldn’t you, Mr Darlington?’


‘I’ve plenty of trains, Mrs Eliot …’ he began, but Lady Pirie said, ‘You may have, but I’ve got a lot of shopping to do and I’m relying on Mrs Eliot for a lift. Besides, she has a long and tiring journey ahead of her. I know you’re an experienced traveller, Meg, but you don’t fly about to the East and Australia every day. You’re going to need all your energies. What on earth you’re giving this party this evening for, I can’t think.’


‘We thought our old friends would like to say good-bye to us.’ Meg assumed a mock pained expression, but Lady Pirie would not be teased.


‘Good-byes,’ she said. ‘A lot of fudge.’


She sounded so cross that Mr Darlington, professionally conditioned to compose quarrels, called all his tact to the aid of the situation.


‘We shall miss you very much, Mrs Eliot. A lot can happen in six months. There’s this business of Mrs Chorley, for instance. I don’t know what you think, but Aid to the Elderly’s never contributed before where there’s a rich family in the background.’


Meg Eliot shifted squarely in her seat. She seemed to mark the change to a more serious topic by her new posture.


‘If she really wants to remain independent of her family then I think we must consider her eligible for help. But there can’t be any of this preferential treatment for distressed gentlewomen if that’s what she’s after.’


‘I think she’s difficult,’ Mr Darlington began.


Lady Pirie laid her huge bucket bag heavily down on the table.


‘Mr Darlington,’ she said, ‘this is all coming up at the next committee meeting. It’s quite improper to discuss it now. In the first place Mrs Eliot won’t be here, so I’m afraid her opinions aren’t going to help us. In the second place you know very well that many members of the committee have strong views on the subject. The secretary’s job is to advise the committee, not to try to make up their minds for them.’


The rather sour smile with which she accompanied her rebuke was so patently the formal softening of an order to a subordinate that it only added to Mr Darlington’s embarrassment. He seemed to look to Mrs Eliot for support, but such as she gave was indirect. Getting up from her seat, she held out her hand to him.


‘Good-bye,’ she said, ‘I look to you to keep the flag of good sense flying here every month while I’m away.’


‘Good-bye,’ Mr Darlington answered. ‘Six months seems a very long time.’ Perhaps he remembered that he had said something very like this before, for he blushed as he had not done at Lady Pirie’s rudeness. ‘I hope you have a very good holiday indeed,’ he added quickly.


‘I expect I shall.’ Meg’s tone was casual. ‘Malaya will be rather ghastly, I’m afraid, apparently we shall just hit the rainy season. But the company’s paying Bill such an enormous fee to defend the case that we can’t possibly refuse. Without it we couldn’t afford the rest of the trip. And I am looking forward to Australia and the Pacific. Although I must say I have such a wonderful life anyway that I’m not as excited as I ought to be at the prospect of change.’


Clearly Lady Pirie felt the impropriety of this remark to Mr Darlington, but she only underlined it.


‘We’re not all rolling in money like you, Meg,’ she announced.


Meg Eliot suggested the vulgarity she felt in the rebuke by slightly protruding the lower lip of her large sensual mouth.


‘Oh, Bill and I don’t roll,’ she said. ‘Far from it. No, I think the phrase for us is “spend as we get it”. But if you mean should I like to be poor, the answer is no. I should loathe it.’


She smiled, even giggled at Mr Darlington. To Lady Pirie’s evident annoyance he giggled with evident pleasure in return. He opened the door for them and watched them pass down the long stone corridor of the office building. He had hardly turned back into the disordered committee room, however, when Meg Eliot’s head appeared round the door.


‘Don’t take any notice of her moods,’ she said. ‘She’s always like that when she’s got her Widow Twankey hat on.’ She saw him laugh and was off again, delighted to have done the right thing.


Meg’s pleasure at the good relationship she had made with Mr Darlington swelled into a vague general sense of well-being with the world as she ran down the broad stairs. The quick, light clicking of her high heels against the stone echoed gaily through the building, seeming indeed an echo of her light, gay, easy relationship with all the many different kinds of people she touched upon in her busy life. She was struck by her self-satisfaction and wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it, and yet her ever ready self-mockery only made her more content. This she acknowledged by permitting the laughter.


Pushing open the heavy door by its iron bar she came out into the drabness of Uxbridge Road, glaringly dusty in the bright August sunshine. She imagined herself, tall and graceful, as exotic as a flamingo against the dirty yellow London brick houses and the smut-coated privet hedges. But not exotic really, or rather no stranger here than anywhere else with her ‘interesting’ irregular shaped face, large brown eyes, and thick, greying straw-yellow hair. At once ‘outside’ and ‘at home’ anywhere. Laughing at her vanity, she crossed the road to where Viola Pirie was dressing down a group of children who were playing around the Humber.


‘You children have got to realize,’ she was saying, ‘that you must not touch what doesn’t belong to you. You’ve got plenty of things of your own nowadays. How would you like it if I came into your house and scratched your precious tele?’


Meg smiled, for the children’s politeness and their awe of what was peculiar were clearly hardly sufficient to keep them from laughing in Viola’s face.


‘If you brats have written anything on my car!’ she cried, still laughing. She surveyed the black surface rapidly. ‘Not even a bad word,’ she said and gave the tallest girl sixpence.


As she manoeuvred the Humber through the crowded traffic of Shepherd’s Bush, she set herself to mollify Viola Pirie who was making bulldog snorts beside her.


‘It’s the fault of these cars,’ Meg said, ‘they have such huge, squat, shiny behinds that it’s a constant temptation to write bad words on them. I feel it myself sometimes.’


But Lady Pirie seemed determined to be stern. She said nothing for some minutes, then. ‘You trade on my being so fond of you, Meg. It really isn’t good enough, my dear.’


‘Oh, Viola, a few street children!’


‘You know I’m not talking about the children. You’re going well on the way to ruining a very good secretary in Mr Darlington. And he won’t be the first.’


‘Really, Viola. I don’t think you’ve any right to imply such things. And Mr Darlington a respectable married man.’ Meg spoke in imitated cockney. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘I don’t seem to fancy gentlemen who smoke pipes.’


‘No, Meg,’ Lady Pirie said, ‘I’m not going to laugh whatever Mr Darlington may do. You owe the committee some loyalty. And don’t try to look serious when I say that, because you don’t feel it.’


‘Well, you were so awful to the poor man. I had to go back and say something. And you always are in a temper for some reason when you’re wearing that Widow Twankey hat. It’s psychosomatic.’


‘So you didn’t leave anything behind. Really!’ Lady Pine’s square, grey face set in shocked maternal lines, then she saw reflected in the windscreen for a moment the green quills bobbing up and down above her russet felt cap.


‘It is rather awful, isn’t it?’ she said, ‘but I always get so fussed in shops.’


She laughed heartily on a deep, cracked note. She was silent, then at the traffic lights when they started again, she said: ‘You’re free to laugh at me as much as you like. You know that. But do you think it’s fair to that man to undermine his respect for the committee?’


Meg controlled her rising annoyance, trying deliberately to remember that Viola’s lecturing manner was a direct measure of her affection.


‘And you’re the person who’s always fussing about the importance of a sense of humour for social work,’ she said. ‘The number of times that I’ve heard you ask those wretched applicants for home visiting jobs whether they can see a joke! Well, Mr Darlington can, and that’s why I like him.’


‘You like him to see your jokes,’ Lady Pirie said gruffly. ‘You don’t consider that his job depends on getting on with the rest of the committee.’


Meg accelerated to pass two other cars, leaving barely sufficient time to avoid the oncoming traffic. The driver of one car hooted at her and she hooted back.


‘I know what I’m doing,’ she called out. In fact, she was trying to deflect her anger from Viola Pirie. Even so when she spoke it was in a drawling voice intended to provoke.


‘Oh, I think Darlington’s capable of fussing the committee when it’s required.’


Lady Pirie seemed absorbed in the flower barrows at Notting Hill Gate.


‘He understands us all much better than you think.’


Lady Pirie turned and looked at her. ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘He understands even less about the sort of people we are than I had thought. Look at this afternoon! The way he rushed in with his uncalled for tact when you and I had got a little sharp with each other. The cheek of it! Anyone even a little sensitive would know that when people are such old friends as you and I are …’ Her voice tailed away. Her grey, wrinkled neck had turned pink. ‘People like that have no shades of behaviour. For them a quarrel’s a quarrel.’


Ordinarily Meg would have reacted strongly to ‘people like that’, but now she was aware only of compassion for Viola’s loneliness; and as an older, more familiar pity, it clouded and obscured her feelings for Mr Darlington’s dismal daily round.


She sought for an expression that was part of her regular communication with Viola Pirie. ‘Oh, dear God!’ she said – an oath that Viola always found peculiarly absurd and endearing when Meg used it – ‘Dear God! I’m not proposing a friendship with him, Viola. I think he’s frightfully efficient at the job. I agree with most of his ideas about the work, even though like all those trained people he’s a bit solemn and absurd about it at times. And I like to protect him from all you old reactionaries on the committee. That’s all.’


Lady Pirie even smiled a little now.


‘Oh, he’s excellent,’ she said, ‘and a nice person too. But he needs a bit of criticism to sharpen his wits on. So much of the work is routine.’


‘Yes,’ said Meg, ‘and imagine how dreary his home life must be. He lives in North London, he told me. Merton or somewhere.’


‘Kenton,’ Lady Pirie corrected, ‘Merton’s in South London. I don’t know why you should think it must be dreary,’ she went on, ‘I always think of his house as rather bright – each wall with a different coloured wallpaper, with those modern designs, you know.’


Meg was not in the imaginative habit of following the people she met back to their homes, so she made no comment.


‘Not that I know much about how anybody lives nowadays.’ Lady Pirie was quite mollified now. ‘You’re the one who goes about, Meg, and knows what life’s like today, not me.’


They were in sight of the dismal converted mid-Victorian house in which Lady Pirie had her flat; looking at it, Meg could not bring herself to say, ‘Well, yes, darling, that is so.’ The teasing somehow seemed too cruel outside that decaying, genteel jail.


‘You’ll come early tonight, won’t you, Viola?’ she asked, as Lady Pirie got out.


‘Of course. I’m looking forward to it. Though I still think you’re very naughty to tire yourself like that.’ Viola Pirie paused a moment and then added, ‘You’ll forgive Tom if he doesn’t come, won’t you?’


Meg said quickly, ‘But of course. We know how he hates parties.’


‘Oh, he probably will,’ Viola rushed to get it in. ‘You and Bill are such favourites.’


‘Well, don’t force the poor darling to come.’ Meg pressed the starter and was gone.


As she made her slow way along Oxford Street, Meg contrasted her last errand with the next – Aid for the Elderly and Sczekely’s. Few people were lucky enough to have such a range of interests. What would Mr Darlington make of a Meissen dish, or Miss Gorres of Sczekely’s of modern methods in social case work? Detecting once more a note of cosy self-satisfaction in her thoughts, Meg applied the salt of irony – the Old and the Antique, that sort of journalistic phraseology was the price one paid for being under-educated, being brought up as a nice upper-middle-class girl.


She could not, however, help congratulating herself on her ability to cope with people as she trod the cushiony grey carpet that lined the passage to the showroom at Sczekely’s. Most people found Miss Gorres difficult and abrupt; she conducted her business by successful bullying. But Meg, with her instinctive response to mood and shape of speech, had early adopted a casual yet direct manner with this chic and ageing refugee gamine that exactly fitted her shy, aggressive behaviour. Since she was a regular patroness at Sczekely’s this adaptation had been no more than a convenience, had sprung in fact from her habitual desire to please; but today it promised to be of practical use.


She still found it strange that Bill should have asked her to cancel her purchase of the Nymphenburg figures. Two hundred pounds was not the sort of sum that he normally questioned; however, questioned he had, and Meg had been in a way pleased to have him deny her something; not only as a novelty, but as an expression of their relative positions in their devoted marriage. She loved Bill as much as anything for his conventional masculinity – or rather for the amalgam of qualities, sexual, emotional, and intellectual, which were implied in that term. His success had become for her a symbol of this masculine strength. She cherished his success and the way he used it – a way both generous and self-willed. A generosity that for her found expression in the allowance, growing as his success grew, that he automatically made to her; a self-will that showed itself in his unspoken demand that she should never inquire into the state of their finances, other than to know that he had been entrusted with this or this lucrative case.


It was an archaic position for a wife that most of her friends would have found intolerable, but, since it enabled her to lead the life she so exactly wanted, Meg had come to feel it almost an emancipation from the conventional feminine freedoms, certainly an advance over the starved lives that so many of her friends gained from their independent, mutually sharing marriages. When, then, Bill had said: ‘Cancel the order for that bit of Nymphenburg nonsense, lovey, will you? This trip round the world, you know, means refusing a number of rather big cases,’ she had been delighted to accept the request as an order. She had only wished that it had been more peremptory, unaccompanied by any reason.


So now she approached without concern the desk where Miss Gorres sat in a haze of cigarette smoke, once boyish but now a wrinkling monkey-boy.


‘I’ve decided not to have the two pieces I ordered, Miss Gorres,’ she said.


Miss Gorres’ large brown eyes expressed only a perfunctory surprise; Meg’s decision, they suggested, was so unlikely to be realized that surprise was hardly called for.


‘The figures have been sent to you, Mrs Eliot,’ she said patiently, ‘and I believe your cheque has been paid into the bank.’


‘I want to send them back,’ Meg announced, ‘and if you’ve paid in the cheque, you can refund the money to me.’


‘I don’t think,’ said Miss Gorres, ‘that there was any question of the objects being returned when you bought them.’ Her accent became sterner and more foreign. ‘I don’t think Mr Sczekely will agree to it.’


‘Oh,’ said Meg, ‘as to that, I’ll talk to him if you like.’


‘Those pieces are not everybody’s taste, you know,’ Miss Gorres observed.


Meg said nothing, and after a moment’s silence, Miss Gorres remarked casually: ‘We could try to find another buyer for you, if you like.’ She began to sharpen a pencil.


Meg looked round at the room.


‘I can’t think why you show all this inferior late Chinese stuff,’ she said. ‘I’m leaving England for several months tomorrow morning so if you have my cheque, perhaps you’d return it to me now, otherwise you can make a refund. I’ll arrange for the figures to be ready if you’ll send someone to my house for them.’


For a moment Miss Gorres seemed on the point of arguing, then she asked, ‘Shall I tell them to destroy the cheque?’


‘Yes. That will do,’ Meg answered. ‘Maybe when I get back if they’re still unsold …’


‘Oh, they won’t be,’ Miss Gorres said.


‘No,’ Meg picked on it, ‘I didn’t suppose for a moment that they would be.’ And she laughed.


Miss Gorres accepted the friendly malice in the same spirit.


‘You’re giving us a lot of nuisance, Mrs Eliot,’ she said, ‘but so few people know as you do what they want and want what they should, so we must be indulgent for once.’


‘Yes.’ Meg took the compliment flatly. ‘And then, of course, I buy a lot of objects from you.’


Now Miss Gorres too laughed. ‘We shall miss you here, Mrs Eliot,’ she said. ‘Where are you going?’


‘Oh, all over the place. Australia, South America, probably New York. My husband works so hard. This is a kind of treat for him. Only he’s always so restless on holiday that it’s no good trying to stay in one place.’


‘If I had not travelled so much against my will,’ said Miss Gorres, ‘I should envy you. Even so I do envy you the collections you will see. Perhaps I can give you some introductions to collectors and galleries. Look,’ she announced, ‘have you time for a drink?’


Meg had no time at all to spare and had sworn to herself that she would not be cluttered up with introductions on the trip. To see Miss Gorres so relaxed, however, to be offered a tête-à-tête that was surely given only to very few, and then only for the clearest business motives, was such a tribute to the easy terms she had established as she could not resist.


‘Of course. Thank you,’ she said.


Their heads were bowed almost conspiratorially over letters and visiting cards when a loud, flat drawl echoed through the small showroom.


‘Meg! You’re drinking. I do think you’re clever to find drink here. You must be one of those people who get booze out of a stone.’


Meg turned, as indeed did the few other visitors to Sczekely’s, to see a dumpy figured, middle-aged woman in a grubby black suit smiling vaguely, moonily about the room. Moony, too, was perhaps the adjective to describe her face, for it was heavily made up in the Dutch doll manner – plump, smooth, and lifeless except for very bright blue eyes, so round that they gave an appearance of perpetual childish fright.


‘Poll, how lovely to see you,’ Meg said quietly.


Miss Gorres replaced the papers in her drawer and disposed of glasses and bottle in a cupboard, although Meg had not finished her drink.


‘It isn’t very lovely to see all the beautiful drink put away,’ Poll said, more to the room than to Miss Gorres.


‘Why are you going to all those filthy foreign places, Meg? Travelling in aeroplanes and never knowing where your things are. That’s no life for a girl.’


‘Bill’s got an important case in Singapore, some big rubber company’s interests. And we’re going to blue the fees on a world trip. He so needs a rest, poor darling.’


‘Oh, husbands!’ said Poll, with a crushing emphasis on the first syllable of the word and in the tone of one who had enjoyed great numbers of husbands, which indeed she had.


‘Not that Bill doesn’t seem much more like one’s favourite dish than a husband. But then they all do until you marry them. Have you got lots of lovely “mon” for me, Miss Garrish?’ she asked without pausing.


Miss Gorres referred to a card index as the most appropriate place for Poll’s affairs.


‘I’m selling the two bits of Chelsea that my mum left me,’ Poll explained to Meg. ‘It’s all against promises to the dying and so on. But I do think circumstances alter facts, don’t you?’


To Meg it seemed that Poll was really asking for support. ‘Of course they do, darling,’ she said as warmly as possible.


Poll seemed to consider for a moment. ‘I think,’ she said with hesitation, ‘I meant that facts altered circumstances. But thank you for agreeing with me.’


Miss Gorres meanwhile had taken one of the cards from the index drawer and laid it on her desk.


‘No sale yet, I’m afraid, Mrs Robson,’ she said.


Meg could not for the moment connect Poll with the name Robson, and Poll, seeing this, announced:


‘You didn’t know I’d gone back to Robson, did you, darling? Well, I have. Only not with everybody. I’m trying it out. But I think I shall, because although Robson was quite ghastly in a lot of ways, he was really better than my others. What do you mean “no sale”?’ she continued, turning to Miss Gorres. ‘I know for a fact that Mrs Chisholm was after one and Lord Morrington said he’d bought the other. Mary Chisholm, Meg,’ she added in explanation, ‘not the old one. I shouldn’t think she’d buy porcelain, would you?’ She burst into a loud laugh at the absurdity of the idea, completing the isolation of Miss Gorres whose tone of voice openly announced that she was not prepared to maintain patience with her as long as she would with most clients. ‘You gave us a reserve price. None of the offers so far have reached that reserve.’


‘What do you mean, reached that reserve?’ Poll asked. She made Miss Gorres’ phrase sound like the ultimate hypocritical evasion. ‘I’m sure Lord Morrington would never have offered less than I asked. You don’t seem very good at selling things.’


‘You asked rather a high reserve,’ Miss Gorres said.


‘I didn’t ask more than I needed,’ Poll said, and then laughed loudly at her own frankness. ‘It’s my bloody trustees,’ she announced to the room.


Miss Gorres clearly found these personal revelations unpleasantly alien to the reticent decorum her own misfortunes had taught her. ‘I think perhaps you should see Mr Sczekely himself about it.’


‘I think I better had,’ said Poll, ‘where is he?’


‘He’s away this afternoon.’


‘Well, really,’ Poll cried. ‘What was the good of saying I should see him?’ To Meg she appeared to be about to stamp her foot in rage. Miss Gorres walked away ostentatiously to talk to another visitor to the gallery.


‘I hope you’re not going to be as cross as this at my party this evening,’ Meg said.


‘It isn’t crossness. It’s righteous anger. That beast must have known I wanted the money. I always hate little crop-haired women.’


‘Poor thing,’ Meg explained in a lowered voice, ‘I know she’s difficult. But she was in the worst of the concentration camps, Poll, for years.’


‘Well,’ said Poll, ‘suffering hasn’t ennobled her, has it?’ However, when Miss Gorres came back, she said, ‘Mrs Eliot says I’ve been jolly cross. Forgive and put it down to aching feet, will you? But do get a good price for them. After all, seeing as how they’ve got the sentimental value, I wouldn’t sell them unless I wanted the money pretty badly, would I?’


For a moment Meg thought that all Poll’s little efforts to be nice, including the comic cockney of her last sentence, were not going to soften Miss Gorres, so she smiled herself and said, ‘Well, I’m sure my friend couldn’t say fairer than that, could she?’


It was unlikely that Meg’s cockney appeased Miss Gorres as Poll’s had not, but something did, for she said: ‘I’ll do my very best for you, Mrs Robson.’


Poll took no more notice of her. M promise I won’t be cross at your party, Meg,’ she said, ‘but I expect I shall cry. I always do when people are going away. Even just for the weekend.’


After Poll’s departure, Meg could not forbear completing the cordiality. ‘Poor Poll,’ she said. ‘You were wonderful with her, Miss Gorres.’ It was only when she saw that Miss Gorres was accepting the praise with a flush of pleasure that she realized where her mood had led her. She got up hurriedly and left the gallery with only a murmured good-bye.


She had passed Westminster Abbey and was nearing home, when she remembered that she had not called for the air-sickness pills Doctor Loundes had prescribed for her. And there in the chemist’s shop in Victoria Street was Jill Stokes – poor Jill – her oldest friend whom at Bill’s request she had not invited to the party. ‘Oh, look here, not the Grim Grenadier, you know,’ he had said, when he saw Jill’s name on the list of prospective guests, ‘at least not if my tastes are being consulted.’ And of course, they had been, for it was as much his party as Meg’s.


Jill, standing so upright by the Toilet Requisites sign, did indeed look the Grenadier. Her red woollen suit was as simple as Meg’s blue one, but the simplicity suggested drabness rather than chic. Meg reflected embarrassedly that this was merely the difference of cost. Jill’s height, too, no greater than Meg’s, seemed gawky rather than graceful; and her regular features – straight nose, high brow beneath swept-up grey hair – had the severity of a ward sister rather than of a Roman matron. Her smile, Meg thought, so perpetual, had become with years the frozen smile of death. Almost unconsciously Meg began to summon all the expressive pantomime of her own mobile irregular face. I do see what Mother meant by the advantages of being a jolie laide, she thought.


For a moment she was shocked at her instinctive pleasure at outshining poor Jill, but then remembering her youthful jealousy of her friend’s classic looks she felt justified in her present little triumph. One can’t always have kind thoughts, she decided.


‘I’m buying some soap and maybe a hot water bottle,’ Jill announced and added, ‘I don’t know why I should tell you. It can’t be of any possible interest. But then, you know, I have no small talk these days.’ She smiled even more brightly as she uttered the last words.


It was on the tip of Meg’s tongue to say that she was quite up to any big talk in which Jill felt inclined to indulge – that was how she would have answered when they were girls. Then she remembered the significance that attached – had indeed now attached for fifteen years – to the words ‘these days’. The greatest irony that she could permit herself nowadays without offending Jill was to parody her flatness. ‘I’m getting seasick pills for our little trip,’ she said.


‘Little trip! That’s quite marvellous, isn’t it?’ Jill laughed. ‘I thought you were going by air anyway,’ she said.


‘We are,’ Meg admitted, ‘but I think the pills are the same.’


‘Are they? Well, I wouldn’t know. I’ve never flown.’ Jill paused and then added, ‘I don’t know why I say “never flown” as though I was always going by boat. I haven’t been abroad since nineteen-thirty-nine.’


‘I don’t think you’ve missed much.’


‘Haven’t I? Well, that of course I can’t tell, Meg.’ She asked the price of the large sized cake of Sandalwood soap and then said, ‘No, the small size will have to do. Isn’t it appalling,’ she remarked to the assistant, ‘how everything goes up?’ She turned to Meg, ‘All this conversation about prices grows on one. It’s one of the worst curses you avoid by not being poor.’


Meg, in retreat immediately, said the one thing she had determined not to. ‘What have you been doing with yourself lately, Jill?’ she asked.


‘Oh, I seem to keep busy,’ Jill began in the even, consciously boring voice that Meg had intended not to provoke. Or had she? Why else had she asked the pointless question?


‘The flat’s very small of course, but all the same … I only have Mrs Davies once a week now, you know. So there are always a lot of chores to do when I get back from work. I actually went to a film last week. I must say one thing for going out so seldom, I enjoy it like a small child when I do. Evelyn came up on Thursday. She didn’t bring the baby which was naturally a bit disappointing. But I do understand. London’s hardly a pleasure to her if she has to lug babies around. Anyway grandmothers are always a pest. You’re lucky not to be one,’ she laughed. ‘There you are,’ she said, ‘a dismal chronicle. But you asked for it. The truth is I’m just as jealous of the life you lead, Meg, as I sound to be. Beastly, isn’t it? But there it is.’


Meg strove desperately to meet her friend’s sincerity. ‘I do wish,’ she said, ‘that we saw each other more often, Jill. It’s idiotic to say this, I know, when I’m just off to the ends of the earth. But I’ll be back in the spring and then we’ll meet regularly for lunch as we used to.’


‘My dear Meg,’ Jill announced maternally, but not with the gruff affectionate maternalism of Lady Pirie, rather as the mother deliberately carrying out a detachment of affection. ‘Perhaps we may.’ She smiled a little remotely and then added, ‘And perhaps we won’t. Let’s be honest and add that.’


So it always was, Meg thought, their long friendship led her automatically to make advances only for Jill to cut them short when she felt them an intrusion. It was all very well for Jill to show that she had kept honesty and intelligence intact beneath her trivial grumblings and platitudes, but to be left holding the advances that had been forced from you – and they were forced by Jill’s silent demand for commiseration – made the friendship seem so one-sided. Time and the instinctive sympathies bred of it made her prefer Jill to all her friends – to Viola Pirie or to Poll even – but instinct could after all prove a deceptive bore.


Meg moved away to a counter to ask for the pills, and Jill, with her usual informality, turned to leave the shop with no further good-byes. So erect and dowdy and ungiving she seemed that Meg felt immediately how impossible it was for her ever to have any but a lonely ‘plucky’ life. And, after all, wasn’t Jill’s failure to give what her friends asked from her exactly the root of that independence which, however charmless, they all so applauded?


At once Meg called after her. ‘Oh, Jill, we’re having a few people in this evening. Just good-bye to old friends. Do come. About nine. I should be happy to see you.’ And, fearing that her late invitation might only wound, she added, ‘And Bill, too, will be so glad.’


When Jill did not even smile at the rider about Bill but said quite simply, ‘Thank you, Meg, I should like that very much,’ Meg felt for a moment that were Bill there to hear he would be glad that she had given the invitation, but the feeling was quickly gone. He would not be glad. He wanted no friendships for her that were centrifugal to her relationship with him. Such friends as he had who were not joint friends but nominally ‘his own’ – legal colleagues, poker or racing associates, a few limpetlike old school or university friends – he made nothing of, or, at any rate, no more than his social distractions demanded. And any surplus affection that such friends seemed to expect of him he warded off with easy chaffing generosity and ‘a helping hand in time of trouble’. She needed her friends no more than he did his, for it was not as if she was without a balance to his absorption in his profession as some wives would have been. Social work, porcelain, books, etc. were not just fill ups for her, they were objects of real absorption. And, as the eighteenth-century red brick of Lord North Street came in sight through the windscreen, she added to them the house – for that was at the centre of all the life she had made for herself.


No, their need for friends was different only in kind. He complained of her friends as lame ducks, yet he saw all his own cronies as nice enough but faintly pathetic. It was a measure of their happiness together that they were bound to feel that most people had lost the main thing in life – except for the few happy couples they knew whose mutual absorption, as great as their own, kept them at a sensible and respected distance of intimacy. The difficulty was, she decided, as she brought the car to a halt, that Bill controlled his pity, either respected others too much or was too indifferent to them – she never really knew which – to release emotional demands that he could not satisfy. Whereas she … Oh well, she allowed, even encouraged, her lame ducks to overrun the limits of her sympathy, to get themselves invited to parties when Bill didn’t wish to see them. At least, she decided as she set her Yale key firmly in the front door lock, she would pay them the respect of not thinking of them as lame ducks. And when she came back in six months’ time …


Once inside the hall, however, Meg’s thoughts ceased abruptly. They had been there fifteen years now, and though, in her determination to live consciously and fully, she fought a continuous battle against the grey ennui of habit, the house with its long familiarity had inevitably imposed certain rituals upon her. So now, as always when coming in, she called brightly, ‘Hello’. It was a greeting originally designed for old Mary at the time of the buzz bombs when they had bought the house so cheaply. It had kept the old thing’s terror at bay; and, to be truthful, probably her own. But now there were no buzz bombs to provoke chumminess, and no old Mary to cry, ‘Oh, thank goodness, you’re back, Madam. Did you hear that one go over half an hour ago?’ Only Bettina now answered or rather appeared from the kitchen bursting with smiles. With her and with Gino all communications seemed to be smiles, for their English did not increase and Meg’s conscientious determination to improve her Italian had led only to her speaking the few phrases she needed with a convincingly native rapidity but had not materially added to her vocabulary. It was an easy relationship, but for Meg a source of dissatisfaction. She had voiced it to Bill.


‘I simply can’t believe they find life as easy as they seem to,’ she had said. ‘They’re like two merry peasants.’ And when he characteristically had mocked the banality of her views as he urged her to accept it – ‘Well, that’s what Italians are meant to be like isn’t it? I shouldn’t worry. They save you a great deal of trouble’ – she had felt quite angry that his solicitude for her comfort should often so easily leave out of account consideration of her interests.


‘But I don’t want merry peasants about the house,’ she had cried. And it was quite true; all her childhood there had been the vagaries of the servants’ characters, her fuller comprehensions of them than her mother’s or David’s, and in the less affluent years of her early married life old Mary and Nanny and the succession of chars had always been central to her observation of people. And now there were these two efficient smiling dumplings.


She could not restrain her irritation as she gave the few orders that she knew would already have been anticipated. At such moments her rarely shown annoyance made her less like an exotic crane in flight, more like some greedy, pecking stork. In the distortion of the Empire mirror above the marquetry table she caught a glimpse of a long-nosed Pinocchio’s face, dark eyes that were sharp rather than lively, lines formed by laughter that now seemed simply drawn and tired,


‘I’ve had a terrible day, Bettina,’ she cried. ‘All my lame ducks in one afternoon.’ If she hadn’t said it then, it would have been said later to Bill. In breaking her promise only to Bettina’s smiling incomprehension she had, after all, made no betrayal of her friends. She turned from the mirror and from Bettina’s smoothness and ran up the stairs. Of late she had glimpsed such odious obverses too often to forget them easily. She had seen them first in Bill in moments of repose and now in herself at the rare times when she could find no way of enveloping life as she needed. What could you call them, she thought, but obverses – the other side of the medal you got for making some account of life? For it was this that was so frightening: that exactly those weapons one had used for victory seemed now to be turned against one, and since age was the enemy who could doubt that the puə would be defeat? The off hand, easy indolence with which Bill had smoothed out the tearing, breaking grind of the hard work that had given him his success showed at these times as a drink-flushed, petulant, sensual coarseness, signalling red for thrombosis. And her own constant, hard-working eagerness to fill life with use and pleasure, to banish the spectre of her sex, class, and age – hypochondriac ennui – stared back at her as hungry, lean exhaustion and signalled red for nervous headaches, breakdown – all the boring paraphernalia of the sort of unfilled life she had so successfully avoided. Tails I win, heads you lose. It simply wasn’t fair.


Meg pulled herself up sharply as she was about to light one cigarette from another, replaced the fresh one in the mother-of-pearl and ebony box, crushed out the used stub. When depression followed elation so closely, she knew that she must not deny her exhaustion for a moment longer. She might, of course, have guessed that she was overtired when she had invited Jill like that and risked annoying the one person who really mattered in her life. Poor Bill! He too was often so tired now at the end of the day. She felt sure that the sudden fears that now attacked her visited him yet more fiercely. He looked sometimes possessed with more than the haggard anxiety of a difficult brief or an exhausting day in court; his blue eyes were glazed and his wide mouth loosely open with what seemed to her something very like plain fright.


This too would not do. She recited carefully to herself their personal beatitudes; and blessings they were indeed – good health, energy, a proper income, a decent social conscience, wide interests, humour shared, sufficient humour indeed to accept large parts of life unshared, and, through it all, complete happiness together. It was simply superstitious fear of hubris that threatened to gnaw through such a fabric; and for atavistic, puritan superstition there was no cure like the months of wonderful new interests, the days of lazy ease that now lay ahead of them. Meanwhile, however, it was clear that the fabric was not strong enough to withstand the gnawing, and she turned about the room for some distracting task.


It was now that her own energy and Bettina’s competence seemed such mixed blessings. The packing had been completed two days before and the house made ready for the Copemans. There was little to do in any case, since Mrs Copeman thought everything ‘quite beautiful’ – especially the Louis XV buhl table and the Palladian secretaire; and, as she also thought Gino and Bettina ‘quite wonderful people’ and expressed her intention of leaving all the arrangements to them, there seemed nothing that Meg herself could do except to make the same act of trust. They had never before let the house, but then they had never before thought of being away for so long. No doubt Bill’s determination to find their American tenants so perfect, though intended simply to allay her qualms, was also a completely sensible one. Certainly the Copemans were perfect in one thing, their agreement to do without the porcelain collection. Mrs Copeman, having inquired if any pieces were Sèvres and having found that they were not, had been quite definite in her views,


‘Well, they’re certainly quite beautiful,’ she had said. ‘Trent and I don’t care too much for things that can’t be used as they were made to be, Mrs Eliot.’


Meg had said to Bill, ‘I don’t know whether she thought I was going to say she could use the Meissen plates or the Nymphenburg jug. And anyway what does she think the Derby Chinoiserie figures were meant to be used for?’


So the porcelain was to be stored. And Meg certainly felt that leaving the house was going to be the easier for it. She ought now, if friends’ felicitations were any guide, to be giving herself up to wondrous imaginings of the six months ahead of her. Anticipation, they said, was the greater part of pleasure. But, of course, they were wrong. How could she, leaving Europe for the first time, suddenly imagine what she had never before thought of? She could delve up fragments of travel films ill attended to, and season them with the cautious reservation that the reality would probably prove far more commonplace, but such imaginings were hardly likely to be wondrous and would certainly not allay the pain in her stomach that always came when she contemplated the unknown. For this was it, of course – the cause and centre of all her recent unfamiliar depressions – simply what she had known so intensely in girlhood and adolescence, but had experienced decreasingly as the years passed, what, in their teens, she and David had christened ‘The Horror in Between’. Every visit to the seaside, every return home had been a horror to them, a dreaded anticipation of what might lie at the other end. It was only in her twenties that she had been able to concentrate on books or scenery when travelling in trains, and, even later, as the destination approached, particularly on the return home, her mind would become clogged with a cotton wool of fright, and her stomach would heave in revolt against the inevitable.


She had decided later that it stemmed from a child’s sense of the insecurity of her home, and from her father’s sudden disappearance from the scene. She had declared it hysteria communicated by her mother. She had sometimes carried it further, to an equation with fear of death. But, of course, with Bill she was without these fears. With him, for all the aeroplane stoppings and startings of their coming journey, there could be no ‘Horror in Between’.


Meanwhile until he returned to the house she was alone. There was nothing for it but to seek the escape she and David had found in the past. Emma, The Mill on the Floss, The Small House at Allington, The Portrait of a Lady lay together with the hand luggage. They were the basic necessities of the voyage, not on any account to be anticipated; there were rules of the game even in stressful times. She went to the bookcase and took down Daisy Miller, an old standby, familiar enough to take quick effect, short enough to anaesthetize only for the ugly hour or so until Bill’s return, easily shaken off, leaving no after effects. Drawing her long legs up under her into the armchair, with cigarettes and matches on the table beside her, she felt herself suddenly the gawky, leggy girl of her past, who had obliterated dreary hotel bedrooms and hideous furnished flats with the subtleties of Daisy’s innocence pitted against the guiles of Rome. It seemed absurd that there should be no David there also, very much the elder brother, legs stretched out, in the other armchair to match her absorption with an equal engrossment in the sad futilities of Emma Bovary’s debts.


She saw her brother so seldom now, thought of him only rarely, so that his voice came to her imagination as it was in his most self-conscious, whimsical adolescence. ‘My sister,’ she could hear him saying, ‘inclines to the native tongue. My taste is more for the French. But then what English lady can happily support the improprieties that our neighbours across the Channel permit themselves in their so-called polite literature?’ This parodying of early Victorian speech had, thank God, like all David’s other affectations, lasted only a short while, but it came back to Meg now as clearly as if he were speaking in the room; and she found herself longing for a talk, a real gossip with him. Preferring not to dwell on the history of the distant though friendly relations that had grown up between them in the last years, she plunged headlong into Daisy Miller.


Some time later she was conscious of that muffled banging of the front door that meant that Bill had come home. He had never learned not to bang doors, yet he always remembered at the last minute, just in time to turn the knob and prevent the loudest reverberations. She did not go down to him. He liked to rush at the evening paper, to the stop press with his precious racing results; and then to read the letters that had come by the afternoon post. They were mostly bills or from bookmakers, anyway; she had seen them when she came in. He had got increasingly tetchy recently if anyone fussed him during this ritual. He took his racing so seriously nowadays, so differently from the time when a day at Kempton Park or Ascot had been a social occasion for them both. All his racing was by post nowadays. Silly ass, she thought with loving impatience. She could not stand people turning pleasures into fusses. He was just as keen on his bridge, but that had remained a game. Now he would bring with him an air of distraction simply because some wretched horse hadn’t won. And the evening paper would be all muddled and unreadable.


She could just hear him move across the hall. He moved so deliberately, and yet, considering the extra weight the years had added to his tall, thickset body, surprisingly lightly. Really, she thought, at fifty-five, he’s amazingly young, despite his flushed face and the way his hair is receding. One would take him for either a very mature young man or else an oddly youthful looking man for one who could accept such a position in life so easily. That was what she loved most – that look of a young man who’d succeeded gracefully. What at once stood out was that he had reached ‘such a position’, that he took it easily, and that he probably knew the advantages to be gained from appearing so to take it. And, of course, he did know them. He had always given people the impression of never acting without deliberation. She wished that so much consciousness of his own actions had not weighed upon him so greatly. It was this that made him look a little sad.


She could hear him talking with Gino and Bettina, giving last-minute orders about the drink probably. He seemed to be talking to them longer than usual this evening. He was always charming to them, but he had told her recently that Bettina was becoming a little too keen on him. He hated any involvement with people. Very well, she had laughed at him, ease up on the charm.


For some days now she had not heard his clear, very English Italian. They always understood him so much better than her. ‘You try to be too Italian, darling,’ he told her. But now he seemed to be having a full length conversation. Of course, they would not see Bettina and Gino again for six months.


Suddenly she could hear him striding the stairs two at a time. He was standing in the doorway watching her, but she pretended to be absorbed in her book. It was an absurd pretence, she knew; but she  also knew that he liked to find her so. Treading carefully on the rugs only, he came behind her, bent over and kissed her mouth.


‘Startled?’ he asked, his hands on her shoulders.


‘No,’ she said. She laid Daisy Miller on the table, but did not uncurl in her chair. ‘I expected it.’ She did note with surprise, however, that the evening paper was in his pocket and that it had not been touched.


‘And I suppose the anticipation spoiled your reading,’ he said.


‘Nothing really could spoil Daisy Miller,’ she answered, ‘not even you.’ She pressed his hand.


‘Is that the girl who didn’t know that her parents were adulterous?’


‘No,’ said Meg, ‘that was Maisie. Though it’s a poor and vulgar description of the book.’


‘Maisie, Daisy,’ he remarked. ‘Pretty poor and vulgar names. Did you cut your committee?’


‘No. Certainly not. How could you think it of me?’


As her words came more quickly in mock indignation, her fingers moved more slowly rubbing his cheek.


‘I thought it didn’t end until six,’ he announced.


‘I know,’ she said, ‘you always do. But they still end at four.’


‘I get it all wrong, don’t I?’


‘Yes, darling. But don’t worry. You don’t read the women’s journals; if you did you’d know that every woman expects her husband to get it wrong but she still loves him to take an interest.’


He laughed. ‘I don’t think I care for you as every woman,’ he said. ‘I wish though you had cut it. You’ll be tired out by the time we get on the plane. Committees! Parties!’


‘That’s what Viola Pirie said, darling.’


‘Oh,’ he left it. ‘Has that son of hers got a job yet?’


‘I don’t think so. I didn’t ask. She apologized for his probably not coming this evening.’


‘Probably. That sounds theatening.’


‘We’re favourites of his, Viola says.’


Bill made a grimace of distaste.


‘It’s probably true, you know,’ Meg told him.


‘Oh, I daresay there are worse cases than Tom Pirie,’ Bill admitted. ‘If he’d only shave off that beard. And be a little less grubby. Grubby-minded, too, I suspect. All the same, I can’t find him any more jobs. Poor old thing, she must have a life of it. But I still don’t know how you put up with her.’


‘Oh! She’s the least of worries,’ Meg cried, then as she saw him frown, she jumped up from her chair. ‘I’m not feeling the faintest bit tired,’ she said and kissed him. ‘And your day?’ she asked.


‘Oh, winding things up at the office,’ he said, ‘whatever that may mean.’


‘I don’t think barristers say it, Bill, only business men. Whatever it means you look well on it. Something especially good has happened. What is it?’


He smiled. ‘We don’t go round the world every day, you know.’


‘H’m,’ she considered it, ‘it’s hit you all of a sudden in that case. You haven’t shown any special excitement in the last weeks.’


‘I probably didn’t believe it until today.’


‘I’ve believed it for a long time,’ she told him and added quickly, ‘Oh! I shall love every minute of it once we’ve started. I hate partings, that’s all. We must go and dress.’


From Bill’s boxlike dressing room across the large bedroom to the open-doored bathroom where Meg lay soaking, the talk went on. Shouting to each other in the morning and evening dressing hours had become over the years their most satisfactory, intimate form of conversation.


‘There is another reason,’ Bill called.


‘I knew there was. What is it? Did you win a lot today? I saw it was Lingfield. You’re always lucky there.’


There was a pause and Bill’s voice came rather crossly. ‘Nothing to do with racing. Anyway I never win at Lingfield.’


‘Oh! Well there you are, I get things wrong too.’ After a few minutes’ silence she called, ‘Well? What is it? You must tell me now.’


‘I went to the doctor’s.’


‘Yes?’ She failed to sound casual.


‘I said that those T.A.B. inoculations were far more unpleasant than he’d warned us.’


‘Oh, Bill, don’t.’


‘I’ve told you it’s good news,’ he said, laughing.


She wondered suddenly how much he savoured her anxiety over him.


‘All right, then, darling, why can’t you tell me straight away?’


‘It seems a bit fatuous, that’s why. The truth is I’ve been suffering from a sort of phobia about thrombosis for quite a while now. Putting on weight, high blood pressure, so many people we’ve known and so on.’


‘Well?’ She had come to the door of the bathroom now, water dripping from her body.


‘Very well,’ he called, invisible to her, ‘nothing to worry about at all. Blood pressure quite normal. I was relieved because of the heat in the East.’


In her relief she considered for a moment going across to him as she was, wet and naked, but she turned back and plunged into her bath again.


‘Oh, I should have spoken to you,’ she cried, ‘I could have discussed it and made you go to Loundes before. You need never have had all this anxiety. It’s all your fault, Bill, for making me ashamed of hunches and intuitions. All these weeks I’ve been worrying about you and for just the same reason. I might have known that on anything so important we should be thinking the same. Any two people so close to one another are bound to.’


‘Hunches only work for horses,’ he shouted to her. She laughed but she said, ‘You sound as though you’d hate us to have any intuitive communication.’


‘Intuitive communication? Mind-reading the Victorians called it.’


‘Well, would you hate it if I could read your mind?’


‘Imagine,’ he said, ‘the social impossibility if such a thing became general. If Jill Stokes, for instance, could read what I was thinking.’


She decided to accept the evasion. ‘She always knows you dislike her, Bill. You’re so much more polite to her than to anyone else.’


‘I could remedy that.’


She laughed and said quickly, ‘Well, don’t start tonight, darling.’ She paused, ready with a glow of self-defence, but he only said, ‘Oh, she’s coming tonight, is she?’


Her defence, nevertheless, was too ready not to be given. ‘Well, I couldn’t do anything else, darling. I met her at the chemist’s and she was so grumpy and pathetic.’


He made no answer, but a minute later she saw him in the bathroom doorway looking at her as she dried. He turned away.


‘I wish you had a smaller store of pity,’ he said, so peremptorily that she drew her towel around her tightly for a moment. They had argued the question so often that she had to ask, ‘Bill, why suddenly now and so fiercely?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps because you’ll be so miserable in Malaya, and in Asia generally, if you’re going to let pity ride you.’


She instinctively withdrew to the particular. ‘I can’t imagine it all, you know. Not even tomorrow night.’


‘Oh, a hotel bedroom like most others, but with electric fans. And scorpions,’ he added.


‘My father chastised you with rods, I will chastise you with scorpions,’ she said.


‘What?’


‘Rehoboam. In the Bible.’


‘I don’t know the Old Testament.’


She laughed to herself with pleasure and affection for him; it was what he always said, as though he were a devout practitioner of New Testament Christianity instead of a mild agnostic of fierce agnostic parents.


Later as she was combing her hair before the dressing table mirror, she said, ‘I think pity’s a sort of insurance with me. We’re so much luckier than others. And anyway it’s a very humble pity. I feel ashamed of having such good luck.’


‘Well, you shouldn’t be,’ he said. ‘And anyway all this talk about luck is nonsense. Luck works with cards or horses, and even there it’s mainly intelligence and skill. But otherwise it’s a destructive sort of sentimentalism which shouldn’t be taken into account even in the rare cases where it operates. It’s a destroyer of justice.’


She began to pencil in her eyebrows. ‘I suppose you must think like that. You couldn’t exist through the miseries of the courts if you didn’t.’


‘I’ve always felt like it. Ever since I was a boy.’


‘Then perhaps it’s why you chose the law. It seems very arrogant. And yet I know you want people to like you.’


‘I don’t care twopence,’ he said, peering fiercely at her over the coils of the black tie he was knotting.


‘Oh?’ she questioned.


‘I care for the respect of one or two people, yes. One or two of the judges and Donald Templeton. And when Aunt Hester was alive I wanted her to like me, but then she had been very good to me and she was the rich aunt.’


For a moment she accepted the pseudo-cynical note by which he was trying to drop the subject.


‘Of course,’ she said, ‘and you did very well to persuade her to leave us the money for this house.’ But she felt the need to defy his evasion, though she turned and smiled at him to take any sting from her words. ‘And all the charm you use with people?’


‘You speak as though I was a confidence trickster,’ he laughed. ‘As to that, I’m not sure that I don’t think that the famous feminine interest in human beings, this intrusion, let’s call it no more, let’s say nothing about pity, isn’t worse. You’re bound to be giving blank cheques to all the lonely people and the misfits you come across, and you can’t honour half of them. No, not only you,’ he said, as she turned in protest. ‘Nobody could. There isn’t time if one’s to make anything of one’s life.’


She shaped in her mouth and then said rather ruefully, ‘I try.’


‘Oh, darling,’ he came and clasping her arms from behind pressed her to him. ‘I wouldn’t have you any different to what you are.’


‘I would,’ she said, then looking at his reflection she added, ‘we’re popular and we’re unpopular. At the same time and with the same people. Only I want to be liked and with no resentment. And you don’t care. That’s all the difference.’


‘Maybe,’ he said. She saw that he was determined now to be rid of the subject. ‘But it doesn’t matter,’ he announced, ‘we stand together against ’em all.’ She rubbed the crown of her head against his chin. ‘Yes, thank goodness. Together.’ Then, getting up to break the mood for him, she said, ‘There won’t be much to eat for dinner. I hope you won’t mind, before the party.’


Only as they were going downstairs she suddenly asked him, ‘Do you think fear can be communicated in the womb?’


He stopped dead and held to the banister. She turned and, looking at him, was appalled that she could be so far from him as to have had no inkling of what issues, long dead for her, might still be brought to life in his mind by an idle word. She gave him release in words that came too casually quick to sound convincingly casual even to her own ear.


‘I was thinking about Mother,’ she said, ‘and how I’ve always had irrational fears about journeys and homecomings. David had them too as a boy. It might so easily have been prenatal. Homecoming for her so often meant the discovery of some new exploit of Daddy’s – an affair with the governess, even just that he’d gone away with no warning. Do you think that could be the reason?’


She saw that he could not easily throw off the first associations her question had aroused in him.


‘I don’t know, my dear,’ he said, ‘I’m no gynaecologist or prenatal expert.’


She felt suddenly rebellious at having her communication, however tactless, left on her hands. ‘More likely really,’ she went on, ‘my early childhood. Daddy at the front and Mummy always apprehensive that she’d find a telegram when she got home. She could have communicated the fear to David too even though he was hardly born when the war ended. Don’t you think so?’ Bill did not answer.


But at dinner he asked her suddenly, ‘Shouldn’t you have invited David up here before we went off?’


‘Oh, no darling. I’ve written to him and at this time of the year I imagine the nursery keeps him frightfully busy. Autumn’s the time when all the big orders for next year come in.’


‘Well, he’s got Gordon Paget, hasn’t he? To say nothing of Paget’s capital. And that monstrous regiment of women in breeches. He could surely get up for one night.’


‘Oh, he would have done, of course, if I’d asked him. But it would have meant asking Gordon too.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘When you’re going away for six months?’


‘Well, you know how David is if one doesn’t ask Gordon.’


‘It’s so long since we’ve seen him that I forget. In any case we could have stood Gordon for one night. I rather liked him the few times that I met him.’


She felt so annoyed at this continued implied rebuke of what was, after all, something entirely on her own conscience that she smiled and said, ‘You’re being very broad-minded.’ How much in his turn he disliked her implication was clear to her from his remaining silent. Anxious to appease, she said, ‘It would have meant inviting Else Bode too.’


He was clearly grateful for this release into more orthodox relationships. ‘Oh well, in that case, of course, you couldn’t. Not the whole caravanserai.’ He laughed happily at Else Bode – a stock joke.


She felt it now due to him, her annoyance appeased, to express her grievance directly. ‘Why should you think I ought to see David?’ she asked.


‘Oh – you mentioned partings,’ he said, ‘as the fly in your ointment of our holiday.’


‘Oh, I didn’t mean anyone in particular,’ she cried, ‘only leaving my regular life behind – the committee, the galleries, the theatres, and so on. It’s just my love of tramlines. Once I’ve left them I shall adore it all.’


He smiled at her a little paternally. ‘I think you will,’ he said. ‘But it might be different if we were leaving people behind as well.’


At first she was a little scornfully amused, thinking that he was jealous even of her threadbare tie with David, since he himself had no one at all in the world; but it then occurred to her that he was still brooding over her tactlessly sudden mention of childbirth. She sought for something that could please him out of his brooding thoughts but she could find nothing less trivial than, ‘I’ve cancelled my order for the Nymphenburg figures.’


‘Good girl,’ he said, but his pleasure seemed tepid compared with the ardour he had shown in asking her to forgo the purchase.


It was not until a few moments before the first guest arrived, as they stood, tall, elegant, ready to please yet united to defend, that Bill suggested, ‘I should have thought it was your mother’s unreliability that was the trouble, if any. The constant moving from one place to another and the absurd enterprises that were bound to fail.’


Meg dismissed it instantly. ‘Oh, no. That was only financial worry. Sordid if you like, but not that awful emotional chasm that Mummy faced or tried to. The person you loved simply not there. Think of it!’ She shuddered and he put his arm round her waist. ‘Oh, no,’ she repeated, ‘the tea-room and the bookshop and the curio came much later. When we were almost growing up and quite able to cope. Father had finally disappeared by then and I had David to go to.’


He was about to say something when the bell rang and he turned to opening a bottle of champagne – he would allow no one else to obscure his skill in such tasks.


*


At a little before eleven Meg felt free to stand apart from the party for a few minutes and observe. This time of withdrawal was perhaps the highest solemnity of the entertainment ritual for her – then, and, if Bill was in the mood, the inquest afterwards. Despite all her experience now as a hostess, she was still remained keyed up – as they said every good actress must – until this moment. It came then as a relaxation; but also as the time of judgement. She was very critical – the verdict was so nearly always ‘success but’ or ‘success although’. Tonight it was very nearly plain ‘success’. The lame ducks were less of a problem than she had expected, although poor Tom Pirie, anaemic and bearded, clearly needed watching. But then the lame ducks were closer to her affections than the other guests and she inevitably expected to be more on edge about them. Bill’s ease had set the scene in the first quarter of an hour, until her own nervous tension was sufficiently relaxed to allow him to take three cronies into the small room for bridge. He would emerge only to dissolve it all with equal ease.


The word ‘cronies’ echoed in. her head uncomfortably. It was not a word that she would ever say. It suggested a pseudo-Dickensian old lawyer and his friends. Bill was the least Dickensian person in existence, and not old. And he had no close friends. Perhaps she felt that his bridge playing marked the difference in their ages; if so it was very foolish indeed, lots of young people played cards. She turned from such unpleasing reflections about Bill’s age impatiently. What was more absurd was this snobbish idea that there were things she didn’t say! This too she rejected angrily. She was unashamed that they lived in a certain style. To be so would be the snobbery.


Suddenly she realized that she was standing there ‘feeling like a successful hostess’. But if she was more self-conscious in this role than at other times it was a matter for amusement rather than for sharp self-censure. It was a part she had always so wished to play. She had hated the muddled, shabby gentility of the occasional parries her mother had given in the intervals of a plucky inefficient struggle to live. She had always made excuses, had been late at the secretarial college, or had hidden upstairs in her bedroom with a book – a book probably in which the part her mother muffed was played so splendidly by Glencora Palliser or Oriane de Guermantes or Clarissa Dalloway. It was not surprising, when at last she was able to assume the role herself, that her sense of it should have been a shade literary, a touch self-conscious.


She caught a look in young Tom Pirie’s eye that suggested a disgusted rejection of the ‘gracious living’ around him – and no wonder, she thought, if she was playing Glencora Palliser, Oriane, and Mrs Dalloway all at the same time. Nevertheless if he wanted to be an angry young man he really should look less damp and dismal – and to suppose that a beard was going to help him! Vexed by his naïveté out of her abstraction, she reminded herself that a hostess exists only in fulfilling her hospitable functions. She saw Donald Templeton isolated in a corner. Over all the years of her marriage she had never succeeded in unbuttoning the urbane, slightly prim guise that Bill’s nearest approach to a friend always presented to her; it was unlikely that she would ever succeed now. Yet on this last night before their long absence it would be not nice, but fitting, and therefore satisfactory, to go through the motions of trying once again to reach him. If by a wave of a hand, she thought, she could ever have transformed his sleek, waxy face and his plump body into something, well something less like a doctored tomcat, she would have been friends with him long ago.


For Bill, of course, a man’s outward appearance hardily existed; men either shared his interests, in which case they were useful as friends, or they didn’t. Donald had the best legal brain he knew and that was all there was to it. But she couldn’t feel like that. Men shouldn’t seem like doctored toms. Donald adopted the affectations of an eighteenth-century gentleman, but he was far more like an Edwardian drawing room tenor. She cut short the access of malice by going across to him.


‘Well? Well?’ he asked, thrusting his face a little too closely at her, ‘so you’re going to hold the gorgeous East in fee?’


It was ridiculous, she thought; he was less than Bill’s age and he spoke to her as though she was a small girl.


‘I hope it won’t be too gorgeous,’ she said. ‘I imagine everything there to be in bright, eye-aching colours enough as it is.’


‘So you think the Orient may be a bit of a sell, what?’ He shouted this separated interrogative ‘what’ at intervals in his conversation, under the impression, she supposed, that he gave the effect of some portly Regency Admiral on the quarter deck.


If it was shyness, as no doubt she ought to think it was, she could only hope to reduce his affectation by answering on as simple a level as possible.


‘The East isn’t really the part I’m looking forward to,’ she said. ‘All the disease and the dirt and the teeming millions.’ She spoke with an edge of irony, to set such a narrow Western point of view at a proper distance from herself. It annoyed her then when he ignored this separation.


‘I don’t imagine they see themselves like that.’


‘Oh,’ she cried, ‘I know perfectly well that they’re taking over tomorrow.’ He did not answer and she asked almost angrily, ‘Well, is that what you meant?’


‘Yes,’ he said doubtfully and he looked away from her, seeking an escape from the conversation, but finding none, he added, ‘Yes, I suppose I did. But knowing’s one thing, feeling’s quite another. I imagine you’ll feel it all when you’re there. What?’


‘You exaggerate my powers of comprehension. I’m far from the sort of person who apprehends history in a flash; not even a few weeks in Singapore will be able to do that for me.’


He laughed. ‘Good,’ he said and, although she could not be quite sure of what he was commending, she felt that he was accepting her a little for the first time.


‘But as to having a point of view,’ she said, ‘how can I? I don’t understand anything about them, and won’t in such a short visit. As for regretting that our day is over, whatever would be the good of that?’


He made no comment and she felt the need to increase his sympathy at cost to herself.


‘Bill,’ she remarked, ‘thinks my compassion will be strained.’


‘By the teeming millions?’ he asked and they shared for the first time a smile of affection for Bill; but he withdrew from any further intimacy.


‘It’ll do Bill the world of good. To take the holiday in Australia and America, don’t you know?’


‘If I can keep him from rushing back for some brief,’ she said.


‘Oh, for the Lord’s sake, do,’ he urged her.


She felt forced to admit to herself that he too might have been close enough to Bill to share in ‘intuitive communications’. ‘Have you been thinking that he was ill?’ she asked curiously; and his genuine surprise restored her self-esteem.


‘Ill?’ he asked. ‘No. Has he been?’


‘He thought he was,’ she said.


‘Oh! Probably. He’s thoroughly overworked. What?’ This time he threw his interrogative at her as though he would do her violence.


‘But he couldn’t live without his work,’ she cried, ‘that’s the trouble. I sometimes think he’s in love with those damned courts.’ As she spoke she asked herself why she was over-playing; and decided that she must assert to this waxy-faced man her closeness to Bill, even at the cost of appearing jealous.


‘Every love affair can get a bit stale,’ he said, ‘what?’


She saw finally that she disliked him and his pretentious, knowing way of talking. ‘Do you mean that you think Bill isn’t any good at his job now?’ she asked. She took his smile to imply pleasure at making her angry.


‘Good heavens, no,’ he cried. ‘That’s part of the trouble. A less brilliant man wouldn’t have stayed the pace.’


‘I just don’t believe it. Bill adores his job. You should have heard him defending justice this evening.’


‘Defending? Why? Don’t you like justice?’


‘Oh! I’m a sentimentalist. I should have thought that was all too apparent. My heart’s always being wrung.’ Really, she thought, anyone who is watching us must think we both have some nervous tic – all these smiles and gestures of frivolity to cover our hostility.


But immediately Donald spoke with a sudden uncovered fierceness. ‘And you don’t know whether Bill’s is?’ he asked. ‘Justice isn’t all Jehovah and thunderbolts, you know. It’s righting the wrongs of the innocent.’


She answered now with a deliberate drawl to annoy.


‘It must be absolutely ghastly in the criminal courts,’ she said. ‘I never rejoiced so much as the day that Bill gave it up for civil cases. Except when we were left the money for this house,’ she added.


He looked round the room and finally fixed his eyes on the rather massive jewellery that covered the equally massive bosom of a Park Lane financier’s wife.


‘Big Company cases are a bit remote from the human heart,’ he said. ‘That’s all I meant. But still Bill makes a lot of money, what?’


She would not be put on trial by a sentimental failure, for that’s what he was – jealous of Bill’s greater success; but if there was something he wanted to tell her about Bill, it was her duty to hear it, however little she liked him.


‘Donald,’ she said. She had only once or twice before ventured his Christian name and then only to please Bill. ‘Do you really feel that Bill should …?’ But her question had to remain unasked, for Lady Pirie was upon them.


‘You’re not tiring yourself too much, Meg, are you?’ she asked. ‘I’m sure we all ought to go.’


‘I shouldn’t be very pleased if you all did, Viola.’ Meg hoped that the off hand answer would send her away, but it was clear she had come up to them with some purpose.


‘This is Bill’s friend Mr Templeton,’ Meg said. ‘Lady Pirie.’ She suddenly felt exhausted and beckoned to one of the hired waiters for a glass of champagne.


‘Meg never looks tired,’ Lady Pirie announced, ‘that’s the trouble. But she’s been bossing us around on the committee all the afternoon.’


‘Bossing you for your own good, what?’


Even Lady Pirie seemed a little surprised by the booming fierceness of this fat little man’s tone.


‘Oh, we’re always the better for Meg’s advice,’ she said, and she seemed about to pat Meg’s arm, but finding it bare, ended with a vague gesture of protection.


‘What other young woman with all this,’ Lady Pirie waved her arm towards the room, ‘would spend afternoons getting something done for derelict old people.’


‘A great number much younger, my dear Viola,’ Meg said, ‘and with a great deal more than all this,’ she imitated Lady Pine’s gesture. There seemed to be an absurd conspiracy, she reflected, to make her out a sort of millionairess.


‘Wrung with pity? What?’ Donald’s ejaculation startled Lady Pirie. She looked at him as though he indeed belonged to the past century he affected. ‘Pity! We shouldn’t get very far if we approached our work in that state,’ she said.


Meg could see that she felt him to be an opponent of Aid to the Elderly, but she was obviously not sure of the grounds of his opposition.


‘There’s still room for charity, you know. As long as it’s efficient and not thought of as charity.’


Donald seemed to feel no wish to oppose this gruff, square lady so he merely smiled.


‘How efficient we’ll be when Meg’s away, I don’t know.’


‘You’ll do just what you want, Viola,’ Meg said. If she could not get Lady Pirie to go, she would at least prevent her embarrassing maternal praises before Donald’s cold fish eye.


‘Mr Templeton pleads in the criminal courts. He has to be stern,’ she added. She too could pat children on the head if she tried.


It was clear that Lady Pirie had something more important on her mind than Donald’s profession, for she looked impatient. ‘Ah! I daresay some of these wretched cases one reads of are enough to make anyone stern. Although I must say we find in our job that being tough is just a lazy way of avoiding the problem, don’t we, Meg?’ She looked up for approval at a modern lesson well learned. Meg smiled but Lady Pirie waited for no verbal agreement, she had seen her chance.


‘You mustn’t think I meant that Meg was hard when I said she was efficient, Mr Templeton. They don’t go together at all you know, in the work we do. No, she’s a model of practical kindness.’ And now, as though she had prepared sufficient introduction to satisfy social politeness, she said in a lower voice to Meg, ‘Go and be kind to my Tom, dear, will you? He’s afraid that you’re angry because he’s come in those corduroys.’


Meg realized that she had so taken Tom Pine’s corduroys for granted that she had not noticed their incongruity with the rest of the company’s dress. She believed that half Viola Pirie’s trouble with her son came from treating him as a child, so she said, ‘I’m sure he’s not a bit afraid. Tom always has the courage of his beliefs. But I’d love to talk to him.’


Lady Pirie smiled happily and, her task done, resumed her social duty.


‘You’d find it difficult to believe, Mr Templeton,’ she said in her usual loud brusque tones, as Meg moved away, ‘that our hostess of this evening was the same person as the efficient young woman …’


Meg was glad to escape from Donald Templeton’s eye as he listened. Besides, she reflected, it was only because Viola Pirie had felt so critical in the afternoon that she thought it necessary to be so praising in the evening; for all her honest gruffness she was a strangely up and down woman; no wonder that Tom Pirie fought with her as he did.


Meg thought of Bill’s charge that Tom Pirie was dirty-minded as she advanced towards him. He did have what her mother would have called a very peculiar look in his eye. But it was impossible to associate anyone as feeble with sex. I feel sure, she thought, that he’s never gone farther than pathetic masturbation fancies. She put the thought from her with disgust.


‘Well,’ he said as Meg sat down on the sofa beside him, ‘you’ve got the establishment here tonight all right, haven’t you?’ His voice was solemn and funereal, making his beard seem to belong more to the ghost of Hamlet’s father than to a young man in revolt.


It annoyed her that if he must try to keep up with his generation, he should get it all wrong.


‘No,’ she said, ‘none of these people have anything to do with ruling the country. A few of them have a financial pull, I suppose, but that’s their limit.’


‘The money bags are the ruin of this country,’ he said. He might have been one of his mother’s ex-colonial friends instead of an angry young man. His ideas were in a sickening muddle.


‘They seem to make you feel very superior,’ Meg said and she looked at his glass of beer. It annoyed her that he alone had insisted on beer.


He disregarded her comment. ‘It’s the bottom, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘What do you get out of it?’


She was hard put to it not to dry him up by being playful, but she had determined long ago on helping him, because of Viola and because of what she herself had felt at his age – keeping a lifeline to her youth had somehow become very important since she had turned forty.


‘Partly pure pleasure. But not much, I agree,’ she said. ‘Partly it’s something I can do well. Partly they’re a lot of them important to Bill’s career.’


‘Ah,’ he said, ‘spending money to make money. Is it chargeable to expenses?’


Heaven knew, she thought, what absurd imaginings of brutal virility were going through his head when he spoke to her like that; and the folly of it was that if he shaved off that beard and dressed only a little more carefully he would be very attractive no doubt to some girl (although she’d have to be rather soulful to take those mournful dark eyes).


‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘I don’t do the income tax returns. Would you like me to ask Bill?’ The introduction of Bill’s name, even in so facetious a context, made Tom look as though he’d been ‘threatened with the headmaster’, so she went on hurriedly. ‘A lot of them are old friends you know, like your mother.’


‘You won’t make much money out of her.’


‘We’re going away for six months. And so we asked our friends to a party. Does that satisfy you?’ She put it to him simply.


He gazed round at the thirty or so guests. ‘Friends!’ he said, ‘you must be big hearted.’


‘What a sentimentalist you are!’ she cried. ‘Friend’s a perfectly good conventional word covering a great number of people who don’t touch one’s heart deeply. Will you feel happier if I say “The Gang” is here?’


When he laughed, as now, he gave a high giggle even more out of keeping with his beard than was his hollow voice. ‘All right, you win,’ he said. ‘Anyway, who are they?’


‘Well, that’s Alice Ripley, and that’s a man called Turner who’s head of some sort of big trust, and those are the Pargiters, they run that gallery off Brook Street …’


‘Oh! Blimey,’ he said, ‘not the names.’


Although the ‘blimey’ was an affectation there was a certain genuine youthfulness about his response that made Meg feel she was getting somewhere with him.


‘Just the general lines of business will be enough,’ he added. She had to laugh as she categorized, for his face showed how satisfied he was that the answer was as he expected.


‘Architects, lots of lawyers, of course, some business men …’


‘But cultivated,’ he interjected.


‘I hope so,’ she said, ‘a civil servant or two, a couple of painters and their wives.’


‘All at the top or on the way there,’ he announced with naïve triumph, ‘and what a glossy finish it’s given them.’


‘Now there you’re just being silly,’ she said. ‘Glossy’s quite the wrong word.’


‘Oh, I don’t mean vulgar. Not the least little bit,’ he tried to imitate a mincing, ladylike voice, but he was no mimic, ‘but glossy in the most gracious sort of way.’


‘Oh! Gracious living!’ she cried. ‘Really, Tom, you live on catchwords. If you mean pretentious, they’re not. And if you mean what you say, well why on earth shouldn’t people lead decorative lives?’ She chose the adjective to show that she had no intention of retreating.


‘You judge so much by surfaces,’ she went on. ‘This is the social face. But most of these people are hard-working, married couples absorbed in each other and in their children. That’s why,’ she told him, ‘we haven’t that deep sincerity of friendship that you seem to feel is the only justification for knowing people. You don’t, Tom, when you get to a certain age, if you’ve found any happiness. It’s Bill and me,’ she waved her hand, ‘and Alec and Rosamund Turner and all the other couples. We’re sufficient to ourselves. It doesn’t mean we don’t want to meet. But we are sufficient.’


‘Very cosy,’ he said.


‘No. Just as happy as we can manage in a not very easy world. Oh! I wouldn’t mind if you were complaining that we had no right to it because of others less fortunate, as I did when I was young. But you don’t care about that. You’re just jealous.’


‘Of this?’ he asked contemptuously.


She smiled and nodded; then, ‘No,’ she cried. ‘I’m wrong. I judge everybody too much by myself. You may be more like my brother. I wish you could meet him. Not that you’d get on together, I expect. Generations are so different.’


‘Generations?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t that a catchword?’


But Meg, serious, was not to be deflected. She allowed herself a moment of feminine silliness to be rid of his intervention.


‘Well, there it is. Some catchwords are true and some aren’t,’ she said.


‘I only meant that I think I get on with you all right.’ He stuttered as he said it and blushed as he saw that he had spat on her arm.


‘Then you probably wouldn’t get on with David,’ she said, thinking how awful it was for him not to be able to be intimate without spitting, and how impossible it was for her to register the one without the other. ‘David and I,’ she said, warming to her reminiscence, ‘reacted so differently to our background. We had a most impossible one, you know. Genteel penury.’


‘It’s my own,’ Tom said.


‘Nonsense,’ she cried, ‘or rather not nonsense, but how different the same things can be. Your father was a distinguished man and your mother’s not only good but she has such marvellous good sense. My father was often called a very unsatisfactory man by people, or so Mother told us. He was certainly a very unsatisfactory husband and father. So unsatisfactory that in the end he just went away. To get away from the unsatisfactoriness, I suppose, but even that didn’t work very well, because he’d hardly landed in America before he died of pneumonia. And then Mother buckled to – that was always her phrase – and coped. Unfortunately poor dear, unlike your mother, she hadn’t the faintest idea how to cope. She had a little capital. Her father had been the headmaster of a successful private school. She tried her best to improve on it, but always with the rider that she should be known for a lady. I suppose she couldn’t help that, it was her generation. But it was fatal for us. All along the South Coast – teashops in the South Downs without enough winter trade to survive, a curio shop tucked away in a part of Hove that no one went to. David and I loathed every minute of it, her pluckiness and her failures. And there’s the difference between us. For all that, David now lives right on the middle of those ghastly Downs. And I can’t even go down to see him; I hate the memory of it so.’


She looked up to see the Pargiters ready to depart. ‘I must say good-bye to them, but I’ll come back and finish my story. I think it’s important to you,’ she said, although by now she was not too certain how it affected him, only knew that she had found a ready vacuum to fill with a story she had long wanted to tell.


She made her good-byes to the Pargiters, spoke here and there, saw that drinks were replenished. She noted with amusement that Poll had found the only faintly disreputable man present and Jill the only completely dead one. Viola Pirie she saw was hard at it with Donald Templeton, telling him of the need for men to help in organized charity; and Donald oddly looked flattered but less smug. Under all this activity her story ran on in her mind. She brought two glasses of champagne to the sofa, ‘No,’ she said authoritatively to Tom, ‘no more beer. You must drink champagne. Everyone needs a change now and again, dearie,’ she added in a cockney accent.


And now having already constructed her story word for word in her mind, she started off again so quickly that Tom, who with difficulty pierced through a cloud of anxious self-absorption to hear any conversation, followed only with jolts and bumps.


‘Neither David nor I were stupid,’ she said. ‘I don’t know that Mother was really, but she had let her intelligence slide for the sake of the conventions she loved. And anyway she felt that being plucky was more appropriate, more correct for people of our class and time than being clever. She saw our bookishness as a sort of betrayal. And, of course, we were frightfully priggish at that age.’


Tom put on a face of humorous self-defence when he heard the word, but Meg was so concerned with her story that she hardly noticed it.


‘David got all the university scholarships. It’s easier for a man. But even so he was cleverer than me. Very clever, in fact, in his academic way. Just before the war he was elected to a junior fellowship at Magdalen. But when he came back he gave it all up and took the nursery garden that he runs down in Sussex.’


‘I don’t want to cultivate gardens,’ Tom said. ‘I want to cultivate myself. I suppose that’s what you’d call the priggishness of youth.’


She couldn’t quite let him get away with that. ‘David and I were seventeen when we said that sort of thing,’ she told him. ‘You’re – what is it, Tom? Twenty-four?’ Conscious of the maternal, patronizing element in her remark, she tried to impart a more intimate note to her voice. ‘I’m on your side,’ she said. ‘You know that. Neither Bill nor I were annoyed because you threw up the export job Bill found for you. I was only annoyed that you preferred to think we were. It was such a poor compliment to our friendship. If you want to go from job to job – selling vintage cars, serving in bookshops, all these other things – well and good. As long as you don’t sponge on Viola, I’m with you.’


Below his beard his thin neck reddened. ‘Of course you know that I am sponging,’ he said defiantly.


‘Well, it’s disgraceful,’ she cried, but there seemed nothing more to say about it.


She had wanted to tell him how David had chosen another path to hers; to suggest that if a man wanted to ‘find himself’ it might mean, as for David, isolation and hard manual work. But really there seemed no relation between the two cases – and anyhow to put David’s decision in that light was complete falsification, for it omitted all mention of pacifism and of Gordon Paget. The truth was, she supposed, that she was anxious to clear her own conscience of the charge of narrow-mindedness, to show that she knew that there were other ways of living than the one she had chosen.


And her own way of living, of course, was what she really wanted to discuss, or rather expound – the life she and Bill had made, and why it had been worth making. Heaven knew why she would wish to extol it from the housetops and to poor Tom Pirie of all people, except that there was a strange feeling of judgement in the air, a sort of stocktaking. She saw for a moment her mother opening a long envelope at the breakfast table and heard her saying, ‘Well, Meg, all very nice as usual. They place so much importance on success in exams nowadays, don’t they? I wonder if that’s quite right for girls. But then schoolmistresses live so much out of the world.’ And what world do you live in? she had always wanted to cry, where success doesn’t count? She had not felt that particular anger for many years. Viola Pirie was probably quite right – good-bye parties were all fudge. It was not as if they were going to the moon anyway.


She would have been well content to let the silence last until, her own remembered anger dissipated, she could leave Tom and make a very overdue round of her guests. Looking down, however, she saw that his long, thin and oddly hairy hands were trembling. For a moment she thought that his nervousness could not sustain a silence; then she remembered where this conversation had left him. She was not prepared to take back what she had said of his sponging; but she could at least ease his close hugged guilt, dissipate a little of that surrounding mist of gloom which she felt must make him ‘wet’ even to the touch.


‘How did you find my suggestion for the start of the second act?’ she asked. It was pandering to drug addiction where the real need was more like analysis; but at least the drug had the effect of benzedrine.


Tom’s voice in reply sounded more buoyant than it had the whole evening – the wobbling, reedy note had gone from it. ‘You were right,’ he said, ‘it does make the development more intelligible simply by making it more gradual. But I reject all your rules for neat play-making, you know.’


‘This was nothing to do with rules,’ she said. ‘It’s simply that no woman, certainly not your woman,’ she ought to have remembered his heroine’s name, ‘who’s supposed to be sensitive, would fail to detect a real unhappiness in the man she loved. Women are not all sensitive, and a lot of them are fools, but they’re given a second sight when they’re really in love.’


‘I reject your woman’s intuitive knowledge, too,’ he said, ‘along with all the other neat rules for explaining life. But,’ he looked at her very earnestly, ‘I do thank you very much for your interest, especially as I’m sure you must think the whole thing a bit of a fraud.’


If one had plumped for benzedrine, then one could not withdraw the supply, so she said, ‘Why should you think that? I’m not the person to be bothered with it if it didn’t interest me. I’ve always been fascinated by the theatre.’ One general truth to one particular lie; there seemed to be rules for insincerity as for everything else.


‘Yes, I know,’ he said, ‘I suppose it’s because I’ve started so many things and scrapped them. I can’t expect others to have the faith in my ability to write that I have.’


‘Oh, I think you could be a writer,’ she said.


‘I don’t think I want to be. I just want to write one good play – not one that succeeds, you know –’


‘Oh, no, for heaven’s sake. Not that. That would be terrible,’ she cried. If her sarcasm sounded roguish it was in order to avoid showing anger.


But he said solemnly, ‘Mind you, I’m pretty sure it will be a success if I can do it at all. But to have written one good thing, that’s all I care about. I should have proved something about myself and I should be quite happy if I never wrote again.’


She stifled her first impulse to dismiss what he said as posturing and considered carefully. ‘I don’t believe it ever works out like that,’ she said. ‘Do you see that woman over there? The one with the emerald green dress?’


‘The one with the bathroom hair style?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she cried. ‘Poor Poll! She stuck about ten years ago as far as her appearance is concerned. And in other ways too. She’s an old friend of mine. We were at the Slade together just before the war. Oh, yes, I’ve had my ambitions. I went there just after I married; but I hadn’t got anything really, not even talent, so I stopped after a year. But Poll was good. She got so far as having an exhibition and quite a little réclame. And then it petered out. I don’t know why. Perhaps because she had enough means not to go on when it became really difficult, perhaps because there wasn’t anything more there.’


‘Poor woman,’ Tom said, ‘she looks like an angry clown.’


‘You will write,’ Meg cried, ‘or rather, you know something about people. It’s always coming out in things you say. Proving that she could paint didn’t make her happy.’ Whether because Meg’s compliment had put him on his mettle or whether from genuine curiosity, Tom stared fixedly at Poll with his huge, sad eyes.


‘I’ll take you over to introduce you,’ Meg began. She could prevent him staring and be free of him in one move. But it was too late.


Poll abruptly left the man she had been talking to for so long. She walked towards them so carefully that Meg feared she was drunk; it was impossible to tell because her tight skirt might equally have been the cause. In any case, Poll always drank so much and showed so few signs of it that there was no cause for disquietude – or rather, would not have been in the old days, but people said nowadays that the extra drink or two made her quarrelsome.


‘You’ll know me when you see me next time,’ she said to Tom, and to Meg, ‘You were whispering about me with the beard. That wasn’t very nice.’


Meg said, ‘This is Tom Pirie, Poll. Mrs Robson.’


‘Clever you,’ Poll interjected.


‘We’ve been discussing what’s going to happen to Tom,’ Meg announced.


‘What is going to happen to you?’ Poll asked.


‘Nothing, really.’


‘Well, that isn’t very interesting, is it?’ Poll declared. There was a moment’s silence, then she added, ‘But still you’ve got a beard. That might be a help. I thought at first it was a submarine one. But you’re too young for that. Just after the war my house was filled with submarine beards. And duffle coats. But I don’t allow duffle coats any more. They’re always dirty and they smell. Meg doesn’t have them here anyway. Everything’s much too posh. By the way, Meg, I shouldn’t have thought you would have had bottom-pinchers here. That man I’ve been talking to is rather a dish, but I’m sure he’s a bottom-pincher. But then,’ she came back to it in a low voice, ‘I didn’t think you’d whisper about me with beards.’ Her blue eyes had such a fixed, staring look that Meg really could not tell whether she was angry or not.


She said, ‘Tom thinks everybody here’s rather glossy.’


‘Oh does he? What does that mean?’ Poll asked.


Tom decided to assert himself. ‘I meant successful but not knowing anything worth knowing,’ he said savagely.


Poll looked for a moment at his spittle that had settled on the sleeve of his coat, then, ‘You’re quite wrong,’ she said, ‘Meg knows an awful lot. And what she doesn’t know Bill tells her. He’s in with all the high ups.’


Tom, it was clear, could make nothing of her and he looked even more uncomfortable when, as though she was confiding a tremendous secret to him, she said, ‘Do you know that they knew when the war was coming? Yes, they did. Meg left the Slade even before that old Chamberlain went to Munich and she joined the Red Cross.’


‘It was one part patriotism,’ Meg said, ‘three parts good sense.’


‘Well, anyway, it meant you had a good war. I didn’t. I had no idea it was coming and in the end they sent me to the country just because I’d been taught languages properly as a girl. It was awful. We had to listen to the wireless all day. But I know when the next war’s coming,’ she announced, ‘that bottom-pinching man told me. But I shouldn’t think anyone would have a good war next time, would you?’ She gave a loud laugh that blared through the babble of conversation.


Meg thought, whenever Poll laughs it’s at something frightening or depressing, and she makes the noise others use to greet a coarseness that touches their fancy.


‘I wish you weren’t going away, Meg.’ Poll sounded truly for a moment as though she were being abandoned on a desert island; then resuming her customary dead-pan manner she said, ‘I shan’t have anyone to borrow money from when those damned people don’t send my cheques in time. Do you borrow from Meg?’ she asked Tom.


That Tom had once done so was not a matter of great embarrassment to him, but his lack of embarrassment embarrassed Meg greatly, so she deflected wildly. ‘Look at Jill talking to that boring architect. She looks as though she were sharing the funeral baked meats.’


Poll looked round for a moment. ‘That Stokes woman of yours? But she always looks like grim death. I can’t see why you mentioned her, Meg. I can’t borrow any money from her. She hasn’t got any, has she? If I knew all these high ups I wouldn’t ask people like the Stokes woman and me and the bear here at all.’ She gave Tom a questioning look to see how he reacted to her talk, and finding that he was still puzzled, she suddenly took his hand. ‘I think I like the beard, Meg,’ she announced.


This softening into whimsy embarrassed Tom, but he smiled a little nervously. Meg, however, was suddenly concerned for herself. Innuendo, direct attack, or friendly teasing, she had had enough of any sort of criticism for today. True, except for Donald, they would not voice it if they did not like her; true that for all of them it was a kindly office to let them ease their pinched feelings; but if there was a place to kick off tight shoes, it was not under her dinner table; and in any case they should all, even Tom, have provided themselves with shoes of the right size years ago. Had she not been tired she would not have let it go on for so long; but if she did not exert herself now, her fatigue would turn into anger, and then all her patience would have been wasted.


She sought for a tone that would at once be light and final. ‘My guests can’t live by bread alone, Poll,’ she said. ‘They expect me to provide a circus too.’ But Poll met the emotion before she replied to the words.


‘You’re all right, Meg,’ she said. ‘It’s bliss to see someone who’s got what they want. I’m willing to jump through any number of hoops for you, darling. If the beard’s been saying you aren’t any good, he’s wrong.’


‘Oh,’ Tom said, ‘I’ve been behaving like a bear and Meg’s been good enough not to bait me. Even to entertain her guests.’


‘Yes. Well, we won’t go on with Meg’s little whatever it’s called about the circus,’ Poll told him. ‘I’d have pushed too, you know,’ she said, parodying whatever was wistful in her tone, ‘if I’d had a husband like Bill. But if I’d pushed any of mine they’d have fallen flat on their faces.’


‘Oh, I don’t think I should do that,’ Tom said, ‘if I married a wife like Meg, that is.’


Meg wondered what sympathy he had found with Poll that he could say such a thing without spluttering.


‘All the same,’ he added, ‘it must be a bit of a strain to be kept on the move.’


Here Meg felt it reasonable to snub a little. ‘It would be for anyone without Bill’s stamina. That and his knowing all the time where he’s going.’ She saw what she had accepted and laughed. ‘In any case, I don’t have a chance to push,’ she cried. ‘In fact, I’m always out of breath keeping up with Bill.’


‘Our mothers,’ Poll said, ‘would have thought all this talk about pushing very vulgar. Or at least mine would.’


‘Our mothers,’ Meg replied, ‘were stupid snobs. Or at least mine was. Tom’s mother is an angel.’


‘Well, don’t rub it in,’ Tom said, ‘anyhow she’s always saying what an angel you are.’


‘Yes,’ said Poll. ‘Well, we’ve all been saying that for the last ten minutes. Now I’m going to talk about myself.’


‘Do that, Poll,’ Meg said, ‘I must go and talk to all these people. Anyway I know the story. But Tom wants to be a writer. You listen to Poll, Tom. Her life’s as good as any book.’


As she moved away she saw that Poll had relaxed her square little body and was weighing in with relish.


‘I’d better begin at the beginning,’ she was saying. ‘Well, my father was an awful old swine really. I can’t find any other word for it. But a very rich one …’


And Tom sat impressed and on his mettle to be amused as though Grock or some great clown had favoured him with a special interview.


It surprised Meg to see Bill and his cronies abandoning their game of bridge so early. One, at least, she noted, was no crony at all but a visiting American lawyer. It meant that the party would soon be over, for Bill’s social gifts were used either to settle guests in or to prise them out. She would have gone to his help, for overstaying guests were an annoyance to him that she had always made it her duty to prevent, but Gino came with the news that David was on the telephone. Her absence would delay the guests’ departure and she could detect a very slight over-hearty note in Bill’s voice which gave meaning to the early end of bridge: the American perhaps had not been up to standard. The antithesis of her husband and her brother seemed determined to assert itself this evening. It was absurd that one moment of largely forgotten history should suddenly come alive again. Nevertheless she could not suppress her irritation as, picking up the telephone, she said, ‘Yes, David?’ in a voice which suggested that his call was one of a series of regular, unnecessary interruptions rather than a recall to past intimacy that he made at the most five or six times a year.


‘Only to wish you a pleasant trip.’ His voice, as always over the telephone, disturbed her by its nasal sound. She felt immediately guilty that she had forced him into apology for a call which no doubt he had already deferred as either obtrusively intimate or meaninglessly conventional.


‘That’s very sweet of you, David,’ she said, ‘I didn’t expect it, my dear. I knew how busy you must be.’


‘Well, we are. I should have come up to see you before you left, but Gordon hasn’t been well.’


‘Oh dear,’ she cried. It was more distress that she had not been the first to pronounce Gordon’s name in order to please David. ‘What’s wrong with him?’


‘Some sort of stomach ulcers, we think.’ There was a pause and then he said, ‘Gordon says to tell you that he doesn’t think anything of the kind. He says that between Else fussing with his soma and me with his psyche, all he really wants is a complete rest and he wishes he were travelling with you.’


She couldn’t really reciprocate the wish, so she said, ‘Tell him I would gladly give him my ticket. An infinity of aeroplanes and hotels fills me with horror at the moment.’ Here there need be no fear of arousing envy in David; indeed he immediately said,


‘Yes, awful. But I suppose there will be some things to see that will make up for it. There usually are moments. And you know how I hate foreign travel.’


His words suddenly gave her a sense of calm, smoothed out the strain that had been mounting all day, so that she cried, ‘Oh, David, do let’s meet more often when I come back.’


She heard him chuckle. ‘You can’t come to Sussex and I can never get to London. But we’ll contrive, Meg, somehow. Clapham Junction refreshment room perhaps. But we will meet,’ he said it with assurance. She longed to return from abroad the very next day just to set about showing that they could do it. And then the pips sounded and the spell was broken, for he immediately said, ‘There. I must ring off. My good wishes to Bill.’ His calm was no proof against his parsimony. She remembered all his cooperation with Mother over genteel cheeseparing. No wonder he had said ‘contrive’ – it was a key word to David and made all the peace he had found in life seem to her to narrow to a pinhead of petty isolation. She called almost spitefully, ‘And my regards to Miss Bode,’ but he had hung up.


To her surprise when she returned to the room Bill seemed to be talking happily with Donald, the American and, of all people, Jill. She set about releasing him from his own good nature, however – making good-byes to those who were prepared to leave and drawing into the atmosphere of their departure those who showed no signs of going. It amused her to hear Bill detach himself from his group, saying, ‘Meg’s pushing people off. It’s just as well, I’m afraid, because she’s given herself no rest before our journey tomorrow.’ He was probably paying her out for not having been on the spot when she was needed. She decided to say nothing about David as the cause of her absence. To Donald, as he put on his coat in the hall, however, she remarked as casually as she could, ‘You see how you impress me. I’ve already decided that Bill has to be coddled. All my guests got rid of before midnight’s finished sounding!’


He stared at her intently for a second, then, ‘You both of you keep it up a bit too much. What?’ he said.


Meg had been mistaken in her boast, as she saw on turning back into the drawing room. Jill stood in the corner of the room looking into the china cabinet. It was odd enough that Jill should bother with the Meissen or the Nymphenburg, it was odder still to Meg when she saw that Jill was smiling at her own reflection. And yet she had every reason to smile, for she had lost her grey grimness and, in her dress of silver and pink brocade – heaven knew how old and now almost fancy dress – she was for a moment the rather deadly beautiful, but quite perfectly beautiful person who had set such an impossible standard in their youth. She turned as Meg moved and came towards her.


‘You’re quite flushed, Meg,’ she said. ‘What is it with? Triumph, I suppose.’


‘Oh, Jill,’ Meg felt she could not stand it. ‘Don’t go on, for God’s sake. It’s been a ghastly evening, as you know.’


To her amazement, tears appeared at Jill’s lashes. ‘Meg, my dear. I was quite awful this afternoon. I had no right to speak to you like that. You know the reason. I said it quite honestly – jealousy. But I had no right to be jealous. None at all. Look at all the pleasure you give to people. To me. I’ve had a wonderful evening. That man Anderson knew the Barkers and the Crossthwaites. All the people that were our friends when Andrew was stationed at Malta.’


It was at once so absurd and so touching that Meg could find no answer; but she had no need, for as Bill came back into the room, Jill went up to him.


‘Have a lovely holiday, Bill,’ she said. ‘You spoil Meg. But go on doing so, she has a right to it.’


Bill looked at her quizzically. ‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘I shall do my best.’


‘What’s she bellyaching about now?’ he asked, when Jill had gone. ‘What the hell’s it got to do with her?’


Meg said, ‘No, Bill. She wasn’t being critical. She was being sentimental about me, I’m afraid.’


‘That’s a change. I’m glad though, because she was rather nice this evening. What’s put her in that soft mood?’


‘She met someone who’d known people who’d known Andrew.’


‘Andrew?’ he asked, turning from the preparation of their whiskies.


‘Andrew. Really, Bill. Her husband.’


‘Oh! Andrew.’ He paused. ‘It’s a pity, isn’t it?’ he added. ‘Talk about spoiling you. She’s spoilt herself with this hallowed memories stunt. Don’t you do that, Meg, when I die. It suggests such a lot that she should have done when he was alive, and didn’t. Much better take to drink like old Poll.’


Meg laughed. ‘You know I honestly don’t think, darling, that she was drunk. You can never tell with her now. She keeps up that line of hers so.’


‘Well, why not? It amuses a lot of people, I suppose. Young Pirie’d become quite human. He told me just why the job I got him at Carthews stank.’


She sat swilling her whisky in its glass, letting it slop to the brim but never spill. Then a drop splashed on her dress and it brought her to life again.


‘You liked the evening?’ she asked.


‘Yes. I was a bit worried about your overtiring yourself. But it went very well, I thought. Bessemer played an appalling game of bridge. You can never tell with Americans what their standard’s going to be. But he’s a pleasant and interesting person.’


She said, speaking each word with deliberation, ‘I am looking forward to the holiday, Bill.’ Then she added, ‘You’re a much nicer person than I am, you know.’


He came over and kissed her. ‘You must go to bed,’ he told her.
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