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I





Griselda de Reptonville did not know what love was until she joined one of Mrs Hatch’s famous house parties at Beams, and there met Leander. Her brief and blighted association with Leander led rapidly, as a reaction, to her marrying the unsatisfactory Geoffrey Kynaston. After Kynaston’s death, she took up with an unpopular baronet, and lived with him very happily. There may have been one or two earlier episodes, none of them important. She is now twenty-five and has never wholly forgotten Leander; their ecstatic community of thought and feeling is something she fears she has lost for ever. She knew its worth at the time; she never for a single moment doubted it: but society was inevitably too strong for her, and ate her improper passion at a gulp. Leander doubtless never expected anything else, and therefore possibly suffered less, but of this there is little record.


A woman of less spirit would have blushed at being named de Reptonville; wearied of being called patient, and of the remarkably general assumption that by reason of her name she would always be so. De Reptonville, when Mr Repton assumed the name (early in the nineteenth century), was quizzed as the apogee of unwarranted pretentiousness; now it is written off as a meaningless relic of conquest feudalism. Griselda, however, merely smiled sometimes when she looked at her visiting card, newly printed in flawless italics by Parkin and Gotto. The repetitive jokes about her patience only led her to think that in the absurdity of human nature lies much of its charm.


Beams was not an enormous house but it was approached from the insanely noisy main road through Hodley village by a drive two miles long. There had been a car to meet her and the other guests at Hodley railway station; but the season had called to Griselda, and the other guests alarmed her. She had sent on her suitcase, and was now following on foot. As the weather looked settled for an hour or so, her jacket and handbag had gone on with the luggage: she was now wonderfully unencumbered. She wore a white silk blouse, a short skirt of black linen, and substantial shoes. She walked fast, swinging her arms and singing ‘Now that I have springtime.’ This song came from The Three Sisters by Hammerstein and Kern, which she had seen at Drury Lane the previous evening with a girl whom she had known since childhood. The drive was lined with poplars, slightly discoloured with dust from the new works of the North Downs Cement Company, which now gave good employment to the village.


Beams had a glorious situation (once or twice a year it was possible to see the English Channel from the top of the tower); but as architecture it was unremarkable. Run up by the Duke of St Helens, owner at that time of Hodley Park (since demolished), to provide accommodation for a great Belgian actress named Stephanie des Bourges, whom he had loved frenziedly until her premature death, it was soon acquired by Mrs Hatch’s grandfather, a rising merchant banker, called Eleutherios Procopius. His son John Procopius represented the Division in Parliament for the remarkable period of sixty-one years. At his death he left Beams to his only child Melanie, together with more than three million pounds, which would at that time have enabled either of them to live in something larger. The Procopiuses had never, it seemed, been lucky in love: of Mrs Eleutherios there is no record at all; Mrs John died in childbirth the year after her marriage to a man aged nearly sixty; Melanie married during the Boer War a certain Captain Hatch of the CIVs, who almost immediately proceeded to drift away from her and in one way and another to resist recapture during a period of time not expired at the date now under construction. Beams, none the less, had eighteen reasonable bedrooms and was a wonderfully comfortable place to visit. It was, however, haunted: quite seriously, even, on occasion, dangerously, by the apparition of Mademoiselle des Bourges, beautiful even in death.


After glancing at the view, which only burst upon the visitor as he or she reached the lovely gravel waste before the house, Griselda pulled the elaborate bell handle. Though apparently designed to operate an old-fashioned bell wire, the handle proved, in fact, to have been connected with a modern electric system. Before the servant could reach the door, it opened and an elderly gentleman passed out of the house into the garden. He was wearing rather shabby tweeds, leggings, and a black homburg hat. On seeing Griselda he jumped considerably, and nervously raised his black hat; then, without a word, linked hands behind his back and shambled off towards the rose garden. Griselda noticed that he was still shaking perceptibly with the shock of their encounter. By now a middle-aged footman had arrived. Griselda had never before seen a servant in appropriate livery except in musical comedy.


‘Good afternoon, miss.’


‘Good afternoon. I’m Miss de Reptonville. Mrs Hatch is expecting me.’


‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, miss. It’s the new bells. The Prime Minister got to the door first, I’m afraid.’


‘Was that Mr Leech?’ Griselda had thought there was something familiar about the quivering figure.


‘Regular visitor, miss. In office or out. Mrs Hatch makes no distinction. Would you care for me to show you to your room?’


‘Thank you.’ The front door closed behind her. ‘I sent on my luggage in the car. Also my handbag and jacket.’ After the spring sunshine, the house seemed cold.


‘They have been taken to your room, miss. This way please.’


The large hall, though filled with comfortable armchairs and sofas (a little like a furniture shop window, Griselda thought), was completely empty. She followed the footman up the wide staircase. A royal blue carpet completely covered the shallow risers. The mahogany balusters were expensively hand-carved. After the soft spring tumult outside, the house seemed silent.


‘We’ve only just ceased the central heat,’ remarked the footman over his shoulder as he trudged before Griselda down one of the passages which radiated from the gallery encircling the hall.


Griselda noticed the gilded pipes at frequent intervals.


‘You’ve got the Newman Room, miss.’ He opened the door.


‘Why is it called that?’


‘Cardinal Newman used to sleep here when he came to stay.’


‘Was that often?’


‘Often, they say. To write his books and that. Mr Cork’s got many tales of him. He’s our Head Gardener. You must get him to tell you.’


‘I’ll remember. Thank you.’


‘Thank you, miss.’ He withdrew.


The Newman Room was large, square, well-lighted by windows in two walls, well-heated by a coal fire in a modern grate of patented design. Neither beautiful nor particularly ugly, it had recently been entirely refurnished by a contractor. It had no atmosphere whatever; of its eminent former occupant, or of anybody or anything else.


Griselda began to unpack. The drawers slid on stainless steel runners; the innumerable hangers in the wardrobe rattled together like the bones of a dancing skeleton. In the corner of the room was a cabinet, which proved to contain a shower, with a bath adjoining. Griselda turned the tap: the water cascaded downwards with terrifying force, far exceeding the capacity of the wastepipe in the floor. It was difficult to imagine anyone standing beneath that cataract and emerging undrowned. The water began to flow out of the cabinet and soak the bedroom carpet in a rapidly expanding black blot. Griselda rotated the tap (it seemed to be geared very low, she thought); but all that happened was that the downpour suddenly became scalding hot. A great cloud of steam filled the bedroom, like a geyser suddenly blowing off.


‘Don’t mind my interrupting your bath,’ said a firm voice behind Griselda’s back.


Griselda rapidly rotated the tap in the opposite direction. It was difficult to see who had entered the room.


‘I’m Melanie Hatch. Just thought I’d say How d’you do?’ With a spasmodic crash of plumbing, the water stopped. It was as if it had been intercepted in the pipe.


‘How d’you do? I’ve heard so much about you from Mother.’


‘How is she?’


‘Still suffering rather a lot, I’m afraid.’


‘Bad business about your father.’


‘Yes.’


Mrs Hatch was a woman of middle height, considerably more than broad in proportion, but very healthy and active. Her chestnut hair was excellently dyed; but it had never been very beautiful hair. She was the kind of woman whose appearance, for better or for worse, changes surprisingly little with the years. Her expression indicated that a deficiency in imaginative understanding of the problems with which she had been faced, was so far as possible made good by conscious will to face them. She wore an extremely well-cut and expensive tweed coat and skirt; finely made woollen stockings; and a grey sweater with a polo collar enclosing her large neck.


‘Do go on with your bath.’


‘I wasn’t really having a bath. It was just curiosity.’


‘Well, have one now.’


‘I don’t think I want one. I might have one tonight.’ Griselda, as in the matter of her name, never lacked for spirit to resist attempts to order her doings.


‘I shan’t be here then to talk to you.’


‘I can’t talk and scrub at the same time,’ said Griselda smiling. ‘I’m a perfect simpleton by your standards.’


Mrs Hatch looked at her. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’


‘Please do.’ Mrs Hatch seated herself in a large Parker-Knoll armchair at the foot of the bed, and watched Griselda putting away her stockings and underclothes in the ample drawers all lined with paper which smelt of a specially perfumed disinfectant.


‘You know your Mother fagged for me at Wollstonecroft?’


‘She has always told me how fond she was of you, I hope you’ll go and see her one day.’


‘Poor old Millie,’ said Mrs Hatch crossing her legs, ‘I easily might. In the meantime I expect to prefer your company.’


‘Thank you,’ said Griselda, hanging up her mackintosh. ‘It is very kind of you to ask me.’


‘Not really. I can always do with young girls about the house. The great men who visit me expect it. It helps them to relax. I’m very calculating.’


‘I see. I’ll try and do what is expected of me. It’s nice of you to ask me.’


‘I’ve got Austin Barnes here this weekend. In fact he should have come on your train. You must have met him in the car.’


‘I walked from the station. I couldn’t resist the weather.’


‘So you like walking?’


‘I love it. Particularly by myself.’


‘You must come for a walk with Austin and me. We’re both good for twenty or thirty miles still. Austin’s an old flame of mine, you know.’


‘I only know about his public life. And not very much about that. I didn’t know that Cabinet Ministers had any other kind of life nowadays.’


‘As far as I’m concerned, Austin hasn’t. Though he’s still game enough, I believe, when circumstances are more propitious. But let me see your dress. The one you’ve brought for tomorrow night.’


‘I haven’t brought any particular dress for tomorrow night. Should I have done?’


‘Didn’t your mother tell you?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘My dear. Millie must have told you about the All Party Dance tomorrow. It’s the main reason I asked you – asked you now, I mean.’


Griselda had not been told and the reason was clear. Griselda so detested dancing that, had she been told, she would have declined Mrs Hatch’s invitation altogether, thus possible alienating a friend from whom Mrs de Reptonville hoped for much.


‘I’m terribly sorry. I don’t dance.’


‘Why not? Are you crippled?’


Griselda felt disinclined to explain.


‘Shall I go home?’


Mrs Hatch considered the proposal for a moment. Clearly she was much disturbed. ‘No, no . . . No, of course not.’ Then, taking control of the situaltion, she returned to her previous demand: ‘Let me see your dress.’ She added: ‘I do think Millie might have warned me.’


With some reluctance Griselda took from the mechanized wardrobe one of the two evening dresses she had brought. ‘I must clearly tell you: I won’t dance.’ The dress was made of coffee coloured taffeta and very simple. She held it up.


Mrs Hatch seemed surprised. ‘It’s far too old for you, of course, but delightful. Where did you get it, if I may ask a plain question?’


‘Nothing very distinguished. A friend of mine works in a dress shop. I think she has very good taste.’


‘Improbably enough, she has. My friend Louise will help you put it on.’


‘Thank you very much, but I don’t need help.’


‘You don’t know how much Louise will do for you. I’ll send her along. Now then.’ Unexpectedly Mrs Hatch smiled.


‘Yes?’ said Griselda, unexpectedly smiling back.


‘Before tomorrow night you must learn to dance. Oh yes you must. I positively owe it to Millie. In the meantime I’m glad to have met you, Griselda, and tea will be ready when you are. In the Hall then.’


And suddenly she had left the room, leaving Griselda rehanging her dress.



















II





The party in the Hall had grouped themselves round an electrical space-heater, which raised the temperature of the atmosphere without anybody becoming aware of the fact. Mrs Hatch was manipulating a vast and heavy teapot, apparently without effort. As Griselda descended the stairs, two men rose to their feet.


‘This is Griselda de Reptonville,’ said Mrs Hatch, recharging the teapot from a silver kettle which must have held at least a gallon. ‘Her mother used to be my greatest friend at school. Griselda, let me introduce you: Pamela Anslack, you two should be great friends; George Goss; Edwin Polegate-Hampden, he runs the St James’s News-Letter, which tells us what is really happening in the world; and Doris Ditton, who lives in Hodley. Now let me give you a crumpet. There’s room for you on the sofa next to Pamela. You two must make friends.’


Griselda was rather regretting she had not put on her cardigan, but Pamela was wearing a slight (though obviously exorbitant) afternoon model and seemed perfectly warm enough. A wide diamond bracelet encircled her left wrist; a diamond watch, her right. She was indeed about Griselda’s age, but her perfectly made-up face was singularly expressionless, her dark hair like a photograph in Vogue.


She said nothing at all: not even How do you do?; and Griselda biting into her crumpet, stared with furtive curiosity at George Goss. The famous painter looked much older than he did in the newspapers; but his hair and beard, though now more grey than black, were impressively unkempt, his face exceedingly rubicund, and his general bulk prodigious (though augmented by his unyielding green tweeds). He drank, not tea, Griselda noticed, but something in a glass; probably brandy and soda, she thought, as it sparkled energetically. He drank it noisily; and even more noisily devoured huge sections from a lump of rich cake which lay on the plate before him; while he stared back at Griselda, delighting massively in the thrill his presence gave her. He was like a very famous hippopotamus.


Edwin Polegate-Hampden was discoursing upon the inside politics of Morocco. He had paused to greet Griselda with significant courtesy, even, it seemed, cordiality. About thirty-five, and beautifully preserved for his age, he was dressed equally beautifully in a black jacket, cut rather fancifully after a bygone sporting original, yellow trousers, a mauve shirt, a silk tie with large spots, and a beautiful rose from Mr Cork’s smallest and private conservatory. His hair was treated with a preservative pomade from a shop in New York.


He resumed.


‘But all I have been saying is of secondary importance. Quite secondary. What really matters is that the Atlas Mountains are entirely made of tin. You appreciate what that means in the modern world?’


George Goss nodded heavily, as painters do when interesting themselves in politics or sociology. Griselda looked bright and interested. Mrs Hatch looked from Pamela to Griselda, and back to Pamela. Doris Ditton continued looking into her empty teacup. Possibly she was reading her life’s pattern in the leaves.


‘The Sultan himself told me the inside story of the concessionaires. I won’t tell you the full details, but it comes down to a fight between Meyer Preyserling of Wall Street and a London firm of bankers whose name I can’t pass on. I’ve known Meyer for years, of course, and when I heard that he was interested, I at once flew over and had a talk with him. As a matter of fact, I stayed with him a week. To cut a long story short, he told me that Washington is behind him – secretly, of course, but up to the hilt; so that he has all the gold in Fort Knox to play with. Naturally the London people can’t compete with that. So you can take it that all the tin will go to America, as they can exchange it for gold. And that will mean new labour troubles in Bolivia, possibly even a revolution.’


George Goss nodded again. Mrs Hatch was lighting a cigarette. Pamela, Griselda noticed, was one of those girls whose mouth is seldom entirely closed.


‘So if you have any Bolivian investments, you’d better think carefully what to do. Of course, it may all blow over. The output from the Bolivian tin mines largely goes to Germany anyway, and I think the market may hold up for some time yet. But we must find out what the French are going to do about it all.’


‘Why the French?’ asked George Goss. His voice reminded Griselda of a porpoise.


‘Morocco.’


‘Oh yes,’ said George Goss like an undergraduate convicted of inattention. Noticing that his glass was empty, Mrs Hatch passed him a bottle, and added soda from a syphon behind him.


‘I’ve an engagement to talk matters over with Derrière in Paris next week.’ Edwin’s French accent was incredibly good. ‘Derrière is the one man who really counts in France at the moment, and, after all, the Moroccan business may easily end in a world war.’ He subsided affably.


‘Have some of our fruit cake, Griselda?’ said Mrs Hatch. ‘It’s one of our traditions. No other cake for tea but our very special fruit cake.’


‘Thank you very much.’


‘Have some more tea, Pamela?’


Pamela merely shook her head.


‘You’re not sulking are you?’


Pamela shook her head again.


‘What about you, Doris?’


‘Thanks, Mrs Hatch.’ Pamela looked at Doris scornfully; Griselda with some curiosity. Edwin handed her cup with precise courtesy.


‘You’ve had five cups already.’


‘I’m afraid I’d lost count, Mrs Hatch.’ Doris was a pale little creature, with intermediate hair and wearing a cotton frock, obviously her best but somewhat crumpled.


‘I just thought I’d tell you.’ Mrs Hatch had refilled the cup and Edwin returned it to Doris with pale hands.


‘The arranging must have made me thirsty.’


‘Doris has been helping with the preparations for tomorrow night,’ explained Mrs Hatch to Griselda. ‘The balloons haven’t been used for some time and a lot of dust had been allowed to collect. And that,’ she continued firmly, ‘reminds me.’


‘Must I?’ asked Griselda, rather charmingly, as she thought.


‘Would you believe it, Edwin? Griselda thought we could do without her at the dance.’


Pamela’s mouth opened another half-inch.


Edwin replied: ‘I do hope not.’


‘I can’t dance,’ cried Griselda a little desperately.


Pamela’s large eyes opened to their utmost.


‘Please permit me to teach you,’ said Edwin. ‘It would be delightful.’


‘Thank you. But, as I’ve explained to Mrs Hatch, I don’t really like dancing.’


‘Let me teach you,’ suddenly roared George Goss. ‘You’d like it well enough then.’


‘Neither of you will teach Griselda,’ said Mrs Hatch. ‘It’s much too important a thing to be left to amateurs. You’d be certain to start her on entirely the wrong lines. She’s a job for Kynaston.’


‘Who’s Kynaston?’ asked Griselda fearfully.


‘He’s a somewhat neurotic young man who none the less dances like a faun. He makes a living teaching dancing in Hodley.’


‘Only until he establishes himself as a poet,’ unexpectedly interjected Doris.


‘Doris is in love with Mr Kynaston,’ explained Mrs Hatch. ‘But it’s quite true that he writes poetry as well. Very good poetry too. If you spend the whole day with him tomorrow you should pass muster as a dancer by the evening.’


The project appalled Griselda, but to continue in her refusal seemed somehow gauche, and not only in the eyes of her hostess.


‘Doris will speak to Mr Kynaston to-night and you can go down in the car at ten o’clock tomorrow morning.’


‘And I very much hope,’ added Edwin as epilogue, ‘that when the time comes you will give your first dance to me.’


Griselda smiled at him rather uncertainly.


‘I wish Leech would come in. The tea’s cold.’


‘Let me go and look for him, Mrs Hatch.’ Edwin had sprung to his feet and was making for the door.


Pamela was staring at Griselda’s uncoloured finger nails.


‘And where’s Austin and the Ellensteins?’


Griselda supposed these to be the terrifying figures whose company she had evaded in the car from the station.


‘Send Monk upstairs,’ said George Goss. ‘Don’t look at me.’


‘Doris,’ said Mrs Hatch, ‘would you mind ringing for Monk?’


Doris rose and rang. The footman appeared who had shown Griselda to her room. Mrs Hatch despatched him to enquire after the missing guests. Soon he was back.


‘Mr Barnes asks you to excuse him, ma’am. He is lying down in his room. Their Highnesses are coming directly.’


‘Thank you. We’d better have some more hot water. I don’t imagine their Highnesses will require crumpets, or Mr Leech either. Though you never know.’


‘No ma’am.’ Monk departed with the vast kettle.


A fat elderly man was descending the stairs, followed by an equally fat woman of similar age. Both were immaculate; she in a dress younger than her years, in which, oddly enough, she looked much more attractive than she would have done in a more appropriate garment.


‘This is Griselda de Reptonville,’ said Mrs Hatch, ‘The Duke and Duchess of Ellenstein.’


The Duke clicked his heels and kissed Griselda’s hand; the Duchess, even more to her surprise, kissed her lips.


‘You two are late,’ said George Goss. ‘Tea’s over.’


‘For some time now it is during the afternoon that I make Odile mine,’ explained the Duke, in a high gentle voice with only the slightest of accents, and that adding greatly to his charm. ‘We both of us find it best at nights to sleep.’


‘I’ll look in tonight and see if Odile will change her mind.’


‘We make love while the sun shines, George,’ said the Duchess.


‘Only during the wretched war have we missed a single day,’ said the Duke, putting a piece of cake on his wife’s plate, and then taking a larger piece himself.


Monk returned with the recharged kettle, sustaining with difficulty his dignity and its weight.


‘Bring Miss Ditton’s bicycle round to the front door, will you. Monk?’ said Mrs Hatch. ‘Now Doris, don’t forget. Mr Kynaston is to set aside the whole of tomorrow for Miss de Reptonville’s tuition.’


‘Tuition?’ said the Duchess. ‘In what, my dear?’


‘Griselda is learning to dance, Odile.’


‘But that is impossible in England. I learned for years when I was a girl and not till I met Gottfried was I anything but a carthorse. Believe me, my dear, I was mad to dance, just like you, but you cannot dance until you love.’


Monk’s liveried figure passed the window pushing Doris’s rattling bicycle. She slipped away.


‘It would be a weight off all our minds if Doris married Geoffrey Kynaston,’ observed Mrs Hatch.


Pamela took the opportunity to retire upstairs. The Ellensteins, George Goss, and Mrs Hatch were engaged in animated conversation about experiences they had shared in the past. Their memories seemed excellent; their relish for detail almost unlimited. No reason was apparent why they should not continue for days or weeks; and then start again at the beginning like a film programme. Necessarily, little attempt could be made to include Griselda. Though she did not much care for George Goss, she noticed even that he had ceased to look at her and was gazing instead at the Duchess’s fat but still not ill-proportioned legs. (He resembled, she thought, an inquisitive elephant.)


After about an hour and a half of it, Edwin returned and said that he had been having a really valuable talk with the Prime Minister upon the Indo-Chinese problem; and that Mr Leech had made his tea of a biscuit or two he had brought from his pocket. ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Hatch,’ concluded Edwin. ‘I just couldn’t persuade him to leave his beloved roses.’


There were a number of cold dead crumpets on the occasional table in their midst, and some dregs of tea in the cups; but, Griselda noticed, the Ellensteins and George Goss had eaten the entire famous fruit cake among them.


‘Thank you, Edwin,’ said Mrs Hatch. ‘I quite understand. You’d better go back and pump the old man until dinner time. We’re perfectly happy without you.’


‘I’m sure you’re divinely happy every single hour of the day, Mrs Hatch,’ replied Edwin. ‘But I must admit I should be glad to have the true story of the railway strike. I have a great responsibility to my readers. They do trust me so completely.’


He was gone.


‘Is there a railway strike?’ asked Griselda. ‘I didn’t notice it.’


But the Duchess was recalling the night the four of them (and several others) started a bonfire in Leicester Square.


‘Do you remember?’ said the Duchess. ‘It was Austin Barnes’s idea.’
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Dinner was not until 8.30; but Pamela gave the impression of having spent the entire interminable interim changing for it. Griselda, plainly debarred for tonight from the coffee-coloured taffeta, had put on her other dress, of pinkish organdie and very nice too; only for Pamela to make it immediately though silently obvious to her that the proper style for the occasion was that followed by herself, a blouse and long skirt. Mrs Hatch, when she appeared was similarly dressed; as, to Griselda’s complete dejection, was the Duchess, who came down last, skilfully made-up, with the Duke in a beautifully fitting dinner jacket. Edwin’s dinner jacket was of very dark red velvet; and his rose had been changed by Mr Cork for an even larger one in a more suitable colour. Mr Leech looked rather nondescript by comparison.


‘Where is Mr Barnes?’ asked Mrs Hatch when they were seated.


‘Mr Barnes asks me to present his compliments,’ replied Monk, ‘and to say that he is so fatigued that he has thought it best to retire completely to bed. I am to bring him a boiled egg later.’


‘There is nothing the matter with Mr Barnes, I hope?’ asked the Duke anxiously.


‘I understand nothing, your Highness. Mr Barnes did mention to me that his present condition was nothing out of the ordinary. Shall I request Mr Brundrit, ma’am, to serve Dinner?’


‘Please do,’ said Mrs Hatch; and under the superintendence of a tall, wasted-looking butler, Monk and a pretty parlourmaid called Stainer served the most portentous meal Griselda had ever attended. There was paté: there were truffles; there was a sorbet. There was a blanc-mange-like pudding with angelica and an undertone of rum insufficient to offset the otherwise total lack of flavour; which in turn was followed by a savoury (called Tails in the Air), and a choice of stilton cheese or dessert, or both for those (like the Duke and Duchess and George Goss) who wished. There had been no alcoholic preliminary, but, accompanying the food, four successive wines and a liqueur with the wonderful strong coffee. Mr Leech ate very little, but at the end brightened up enough to express a preference for brandy if any was available, and Mrs Hatch joined him. Pamela found tongue enough to indicate her various gustatory preferences; though even then appearing to force out words like stones from her mouth, and as if each single word was a disgusting thing to be shunned when uttered. Griselda did the best she could, seated between the Duke, who occasionally said something paternal to her, and Mr Leech, who showed little sign of the taste for young girls which Mrs Hatch had plainly implied to be his; but by the end she felt a little sick.


During dinner there were more reminiscences. Griselda noticed that the endless stories tended to begin admirably and to hold out real promise; but after a time it always became apparent that there was to be no climax, point, or even real conclusion. The stories were simply long rakes, designed to turn over as many memories as possible. There was little nostalgia, however, about the reminiscing quartet, Griselda observed with pleasure; they all in their different ways seemed as full of gusto as ever, especially the Duchess, in whom gaiety seemed positively a normal mood.


Replete, they migrated to the Drawing Room; an apartment of which the faultless and spotless comfort fell just short of elegance. There were a rosewood grand piano of German make; a white mantel some way after the Adam Brothers; and a number of French eighteenth century pictures, well and harmoniously selected. The general colouration was pink; which, as it happened, excellently set off Griselda’s dress. There was a real Aubusson carpet, like the cloths of heaven to walk upon. All that fell short was individuality, and perhaps vitality, however controlled.


Edwin at once suggested bridge. Mrs Hatch agreed with appetite; and the Ellensteins also volunteered. Mr Leech asked if anyone would mind his sitting quietly in a corner with an excellent book he had found in the library. He then half sank into an elaborate illustrated manual of horticulture, sitting semi-submerged for hours, every now and then turning the volume round and round on his knees the better to penetrate the botanical detail. Griselda noticed, however, that much of the time his mind seemed to be wandering and his expression strangely blank. He turned the pages much too infrequently and irregularly. Occasionally he could be heard sighing, almost groaning. It was remarkable how little any part of him moved: even the occasional blink of his eyelids seemed consciously decided upon and consciously executed.


The Duchess being occupied, George Goss seated himself on a sofa upholstered in couleur de rose flowered silk, beside Pamela. Pamela immediately moved to an armchair next to Griselda; whereupon George Goss making the best even of adversity, placed his feet on the sofa where Pamela had been seated, and lay bundled together like a giant chimpanzee in a dinner jacket. He continued smiling blandly before him, and soon, without asking Mrs Hatch’s permission, fired and began to draw on a huge inefficient pipe which had recently been presented to him by an admiring young woman. Later, again without enquiry of his hostess, he managed to reach a bell with his long arm, thick as the branch of a tree; and, when Monk answered, ordered a bottle of brandy to be brought to him with a syphon. Having appeased his thirst, he fell asleep and began to snore. Bridge had gripped the players into its own distinctive delirium; so that none of them noticed George Goss, still less Griselda and Pamela.


To Griselda’s surprise, Pamela, upon escaping from George Goss, spoke to her.


‘Are my eyes all right?’


Griselda looked at them with conscientious care. As well as being large, they were yellowy-green and ichthyological.


‘I think so. They’re lovely.’


Irritated with the familiar compliment, Pamela replied: ‘The mascara, I mean. It’s new stuff. Daddy brought it back from B.A.’


Griselda looked again. ‘It looks all right to me.’ A question seemed expected. ‘What was your Father doing in South America?’


‘You know that Daddy’s Chairman of Argentine Utilities. We practically own the country. You don’t use mascara much, do you?’


‘Not much,’ said Griselda.


‘I can tell by the look of the lashes. You’re probably very wise.’ The tone of the last observation suggested that the speaker thought the opposite. ‘Mascara’s frightfully bad for the eyes.’


‘Like staring too long at me,’ said George Goss.


‘Shall we look at this together?’ said Pamela to Griselda, ignoring George Goss, who continued smiling all over his face.


It was the latest issue of The Sketch. Griselda was not particularly interested, but something had to be done to pass the time, and Mrs Hatch had told her to make friends with Pamela. Moreover, Pamela was used to getting her way.


‘Where do you live, by the way?’ asked Pamela.


‘About twenty miles outside London.’


‘I thought I was the only one to do that. But perhaps you don’t mind?’


‘I haven’t much choice really.’


‘Daddy thinks the country air’s good for me and Mummy. It’s hell having to motor out after parties and having no friends.’


‘It’s surely easier to make friends in the country than in London?’


‘It depends what you mean by friends.’


Pamela began to explain the scandalous circumstances and backgrounds of the various people whose photographs appeared in The Sketch. The explanations were rendered lengthy by Pamela’s lack of vocabulary; and complex by her lack of all standards of references beyond her own changing impulses. Griselda noticed however, that Pamala was as much interested in the financial as in the sexual history of her friends, and as well informed upon it; also that she appeared as strongly to disapprove of homosexuality as if she had been an elderly pillar of some Watch Committee.


When they had finished The Sketch, Pamela produced The Tatler from the same heap; and before she had finished explaining The Tatler (her opinions of various current plays and films being now involved, and of certain recent Rugby football matches at Twickenham), George Goss had ordered his bottle and fallen into a slumber, and the bridge players had entered upon their inevitable row. It seemed to be mainly Mrs Hatch setting upon the Duchess (her partner). The Duke (though, of course, on the other side) loyally backed his wife (to whom, indeed, he seemed utterly devoted in every way), wheezing with exasperation and becoming much more Teutonic in delivery. Edwin was trying very hard indeed to smooth things over, so that the game could be resumed. When one expedient or line of argument was obviously unavailing, he never failed to produce another, surprisingly different. Griselda had noticed for some time that the partnership of which Edwin was one, seemed usually to win. The combatants stabbed their fingers at selected cards among the litter on the green topped walnut table.


Absorbed in an account of how well she knew Gladys Cooper, Pamela ignored the row as long as possible. When it became necessary almost to shout above the raised voices, she switched to details of the similar scenes which commonly attended the frequent bridge parties organised by her parents. ‘I can’t be bothered with the game myself,’ said Pamela, ‘though I’ve quite broken Daddy’s heart by not playing with him.’ An achievement of some sort seemed implicit in her words; a triumph of righteousness in some inner conflict. George Goss’s mouth had fallen wide open, but he was snoring less loudly in consequence.


Griselda looked at her wrist-watch.


Suddenly with a high-pitched squeal, the Duke had overturned the card-table, the top of which struck Mrs Hatch sharply on the ankle. ‘We are misbehaving ourselves’ cried the Duke, ‘let us kiss and once more be friends. I appeal to your warm heart, Melanie.’


‘I really think that would be better.’ It was Mr Leech who spoke ‘Of course I take no sides in the matter under dispute. But I do warmly endorse the Duke’s appeal.’ His finger remained fixed to a point in a large diagram of corolla structure.


Mrs Hatch had lifted her long skirt above her knees, and was rubbing her ankle while the blood rushed to her head. ‘I think you’ve broken a bone, Gottfried,’ was all she said. She certainly seemed more chastened than aggressive.


Griselda hurried forward. ‘Perhaps I can help. I’ve had a little first-aid training.’


The Duchess, absolved from offering succour beyond her competence, smiled gratefully at Griselda, and began carefully to attend to her heavy make-up. Edwin rushed to bring a cushion to support Mrs Hatch’s back.


Griselda began to take charge. ‘May I remove your stocking?’


‘Please do.’


Griselda undid the suspenders and rolled off the stocking.


‘Nothing’s broken. But it’s an exceedingly nasty bruise.’ The swollen place was already turning the colour of cuttlefish ink.


‘If that’s all, I’ll say no more about it,’ said Mrs Hatch.


‘Melanie, you are magnanimous,’ exclaimed the Duke. ‘I knew you had a great heart.’


‘You’d better put your leg up, and not take much excercise for a day or two.’ Griselda placed the injured foot on the chair vacated by Edwin, who immediately ran to fetch another cushion, to place beneath the foot.


‘My dear Griselda, what about the dance? What about the preparation for the dance?’


Griselda felt most strongly tempted to reply that the dance might have to be cancelled, when George Goss, whom she had not seen wake up, cried out:


‘Melanie won’t miss the dance. Melanie won’t miss a dance when she’s in her grave.’


In some ways it seems uncharacteristic that Mrs Hatch should be so fond of dancing; but all the evidence seemed to suggest that such was the case.


‘I’ll be there, George,’ said Mrs Hatch. ‘Gottfried has failed to break my leg.’


‘The idea!’ said the Duke tearfully. ‘It was only a gesture for peace between us. My very dear friend.’ He placed a plump hand on the shoulder of Mrs Hatch’s evening blouse.


Pamela was reading about Longchamps in The Bystander.


George Goss lumbered round to look at the bruise. ‘It’s like the night Austin Barnes gave Margot two black eyes.’ They laughed. George Goss subsided on a Pompeian red pouffe and sat leering at Mrs Hatch’s expensive underclothes still visible inside her lifted skirt.


‘Have you any liniment?’ enquired Griselda.


‘You shall apply it in my bedroom,’ said Mrs Hatch, rising to her feet and letting her skirt drop. She staggered and Edwin supported her. ‘You and Pamela shall help me to undress. The rest of you can stay here if you want to. Monk has gone to bed, but you’re at liberty to forage if you wish, so long as you conceal the traces from Brundrit and Cook, and don’t leave masses about for the mice. Come along, Pamela, you can’t read all night.’ Reluctantly Pamela let The Bystander fall upon the floor. George Goss remained seated, but the others grouped themselves solicitously. ‘Good night,’ said Mrs Hatch.


The Duke clicked his heels. Edwin said: ‘There must be something I can get for you.’ Mr Leech said: ‘I am so relieved that things are not worse.’ The Duchess kissed Mrs Hatch on the mouth; then said to Griselda and Pamela ‘I suppose I shan’t be seeing you two again tonight either,’ and kissed them also. At the moment of Mrs Hatch’s departure, George Goss floundered vaguely upwards; but his intentions had not been made clear before she had left the room with one arm round Griselda’s neck, and the other round Pamela’s. Edwin went before them and opened the door of Mrs Hatch’s bedroom.


‘Good night, Edwin,’ said Mrs Hatch, and he retired downstairs, having said Good-night to the girls in a tone which at once commended their charitable helpfulness and conveyed his own deep regard for them.


The bedroom was stuffed with clothes and lined with photographs, many of them signed ones of celebrities, with pleasant words of gratitude adjoined. A real fire burned in the grate, making the room close (the Dining Room and Drawing Room had been impalpably warmed by further space heaters). The single bed was white and simple. In the corner of the room was a large green safe.


Pamela’s assistance proved fairly useless. Not only had she become silent once more, but she more than once knocked something over, and even tore Mrs Hatch’s slip while trying to extricate her from the garment. Not unreasonably, Pamela seemed to fear the effect of the heat upon her complexion, and carefully kept away from the large fire. Griselda could have wished for the presence of Louise, that expert in putting on clothes: but in the end, and despite Pamela, inserted Mrs Hatch, masterful to the last, into her pyjamas, and was rubbing her leg as she lay sprawled on the bed. Pamela was now yawning ostentatiously.


Griselda rubbed diligently for what seemed at least ten minutes.


‘That’ll do,’ suddenly said Mrs Hatch, and began to roll down her pyjama leg. ‘But I may want you to do it again tomorrow.’


‘I shall be dancing,’ said Griselda, almost maliciously. The exertion and the rubbing against the bed had not improved her beautiful fragile dress.


‘So you will. But I expect you’ll be back for tea. People usually are. Tea at Beams is a daily event, you know. You can massage me, if necessary, between tea and dinner. I usually lie down before a dance anyway.’


‘I’m not really a masseuse, you know. It’s quite easy to do the wrong thing, I believe.’


‘You won’t do the wrong thing. Would you please give me my book? Over there on the banker.’


In the corner of the room was a big cabinet, with long shallow drawers.


Griselda brought the book. It was entitled ‘Warlock on Comparative Agriculture.’ Mrs Hatch was hanging from the other side of the bed and opening the door of the commode, apparently to confirm the presence of its contents. It was a distance to stretch and Mrs Hatch, at the very end of her reach, had to shut the door with a slam.


‘Thank you, my dear Griselda, for all your help.’


Griselda smiled.


Mrs Hatch opened the book at page 601. Griselda was about to say good-night and depart, when Mrs Hatch looked up.


‘Pamela is very pretty isn’t she?’


Griselda started. It was an extraordinary thing but she had not noticed Pamela’s departure.


‘Where is Pamela?’ Griselda felt she must be very tired to be so unobservant.


‘She slipped out while you were kindly attending to my injury. Never mind. She’s in the room next to yours. The Livingstone Room, we call it.’


A big brass clock above the large fire struck two. Griselda was surprised it was not later.



















IV





Trouble began almost as soon as Griselda was back in her bedroom.


The house, formerly so quiet, not unlike a specialist’s waiting-room, now seemed full of noises. Nor was it only the noise of Pamela snoring like an ox and perfectly audible through the substantial wall, or that of some unknown making periodical clattering trips down a distant passage (could it be Austin Barnes? Griselda wondered). There were constant small disturbances which seemed in her own room, or at least only just outside the door: creaks and jars, of course; but also sudden sussurations, in among the window curtains, near the cabinet containing the shower, or under the bed. To Griselda, overtired as the incident in Mrs Hatch’s room had suggested she must be, it was almost as if some small animal were loose in the apartment. Rats and mice seemed extremely improbable in such a carefully ordered house. Griselda, used to living out of London, wondered whether some small creature could have entered during the day. She had removed her charming dress and was vaguely endeavouring to fluff up the organdie, flattened and pulled while she had worked on her hostess’s leg: it was certainly true that the garment no longer looked new, as it had looked so far every time she had worn it. Laying down the dress, she began to investigate the room, half-heartedly examining corners and peering into the angles of the ceiling, not very well illuminated by the conceiled lighting. Even a small bird was not out of the question, she thought. As the idea came to her, a screech owl cried very loudly outside her window. Griselda found that she was shivering, slightly clad as she was, and away from the excessive heat of Mrs Hatch’s bedroom. She drew her dressing-gown from the wardrobe and put it on. It had once been the colour of dying peonies, but Griselda had owned it since her last disastrous year at school.


Griselda hung up her dress, assumed her pyjamas, and faithfully removed her make-up. She cleaned her teeth, carefully and thoroughly as always, for she regarded her teeth as attractive. Then, still shivering excessively, she drew back the curtains, opened the window at top and bottom, and leaped from her familiar dressing-gown into her unfamiliar bed. Outside there was a misty moon, predicting, as usual, a change for the worse in the weather. Inside, the little noises had not abated, but Griselda resolved to ignore them.


The noises were difficult to define. Nor was it easy to know whether or not any particular one of them was a new noise. One of the worst, and surely a new one, however, was like that of voices muttering. It came and went like a radio set out of order and turned very low; with long pauses of silence. Another was like long nails destructively scratching at smooth hard paintwork. Once a silent bird struck the window very hard, so that Griselda felt surer than ever that another had flown in during the day and was now in the room with her, probably lying exhausted behind a piece of furniture. The sussurating noise was still audible from time to time: it rustled for seconds or minutes in one place, then was long silent before starting elswhere.


Griselda slept intermittently until she reached a condition of uncertainty whether she slept or waked. She continued disagreeably cold until she was merely shivering without any distinctive consciousness of being cold at all. At one moment when she was nearer waking than sleeping, she heard the sound of tears, a high-pitched sobbing, somewhat petulant it seemed, but distant and subdued. It was possible, she thought, that Pamela wept in her sleep. Before long the noise, which from the time she first heard it had been growing less and less, died away.


Several times during the later part of the night Griselda woke from nightmare; but not a detail could she remember even in the first moments of consciousness. She might have been dreaming of things so horrible that the mechanism of repression was forced to clamp down once more on her consciousness in the very instant of waking. But the nightmare had each time seized and penetrated her whole body and mind; it was as if she had been twisted into another identity, mysterious and horrible, which, when she returned, there could be no question of remembering since the two beings had no capacity for memory in common. She shuddered to reflect that this second identity, totally unreachable lay always behind her face and beneath her thoughts. The strain of having perpetually to maintain the ascendancy over it weighed upon her. Now that she no longer loved her Mother, perhaps it was getting possession of her mind and affecting her gait. In the end none the less, she returned to slumber.


The worst occurrence of the night was perfectly natural and commonplace. Griselda woke to hear a dog howling. It howled on an unusually shrill whining note. It continued howling for a very long time; for long after Griselda was fully and entirely awake. She lay with her back towards the window listening to the distressing sound and unavailingly searching her memory for a dog in the house. In the end, she was almost reduced to leaving her bed and investigating; but desisted when she saw that the dawn was near. This circumstance, she felt, might be related in some way to the unknown dog’s behaviour; moreover, she had once more started to shiver and shunned the silent chill of the large room. She was uncertain whether the dog had ceased to give tongue before she once more fell asleep.


With the first symptoms of daylight, the tension in the room melted into appeasement. Griselda subsided into deep quiet sleep, the little noises ebbed, a measure of warmth returned.


Griselda slept steadily for the time which remained. At the last moment before waking, she seemed to have a dream of a different order. The earlier dreams she never remembered; this one she never forgot. She dreamed of a strange perfect love; a great good, unknown to the waking world; an impossibly beautiful happiness. The rapture of her dream was something new to her. It stayed with her while she rose to wash and dress; and longer.
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