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And, worst of all, a treasonable growth


Of indecisive judgments, that impaired


And shook the mind’s simplicity …


William Wordsworth: The Prelude
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MR WINSLEY himself let him in—and so immediately. How was that? Had he been watching and waiting? Had he been balanced upon one of the small armorial chairs prinked around the hall?—wicked, slippery, inhuman chairs with recessed rings cut in their seats for top-hats, and looking like frustrated commodes. Was he so intent on being the first to welcome a raw new master to the School that he could descend to the frigid hall and station himself behind the orange calix of a Morris lily, which was the one clear segment in the bubbly glass window of the huge front door? It seemed that he was.


‘Charles,’ Mr Winsley said, holding out his hand.


‘Richard,’ corrected Richard, and at the same time resenting this uncalled-for warmth.


Mr Winsley nodded agreeably. Just as you wish, he implied. Charleses and Richards, they came and they went and they left a little instruction behind them. Unqualified teachers gypsying about from St This to St That’s, with their clothes and references scrambled together in fibre suitcases and their neckties vivid witnesses to the well-established tradition of their calling. ‘We like to think of ourselves as one big family at Copdock House,’ he said. ‘We have to be an institution, of course, but I hope you will discover for yourself that none of us subscribe to the grisly portentousness of that word. But come in, come in.’


Richard said: ‘I should have let you know which train——’


‘Let us know——? But you did, dear boy. You did! This is Stourfriston! When our guests do not materialize on the nine-seventeen, then we switch our trust to the two-thirty. Thank God, we have never had the worry of what they call a “good service.”’ Mr Winsley rose compulsively on the balls of his feet and swayed. He had a pear-ish thinness of trunk and short fat legs. His habit of tiptoeing was his, now unconscious, way of protesting against the injustice of his physique. ‘Leave your bags for Darwin—against that chest I should think. They won’t get in the way there.’ He led the way across a high, dark hall with a certain amount of ritual. Occasionally he even went so far as to jerk an elbow or a thumb towards particular features of it, like an anxious guide in Chartres or Knole who suspects a faldstool is not getting its fair share of wonder. Note the stairwell, Mr Winsley insisted and Richard saw a huge ochre core capped by a purple dome and festooned with photogravure reproductions of Great Paintings. In the landing window just above his head, a north Oxford St Sebastian flaunted a delicate biscuit-coloured nudity. About three feet up from the skirting ran a bas-relief dado of plaster marigolds. Dotted about the floor were satchel-laden settles. A large crocketted hatstand held one dirty cap and some ancient visiting cards tucked in its deleterious mirror.


At the stairs Mr Winsley paused and said: ‘It was, you see, her home….’


‘Before it was a school?’


‘Before she made it into a school.’


‘I see … I hope Miss Bellingham is well,’ Richard added politely, thinking it odd that she hadn’t wanted to see him. Her signature on the letter appointing him had been the only real indication of her existence—that and her name on the door-plate. Mr Winsley had conducted the interview and it had been unflatteringly obvious that he had not only been the lone candidate, but the single applicant. When he had written to Quentin, telling him that he had got the job, Quentin had replied, ‘Oh yes, there had been a Miss Bellingham and she had founded some kind of prep school, but surely both were dead as Hannah Moore?’ But Mr Winsley was looking at him queerly.


‘Miss Bellingham well, did I hear you ask?’


‘I just wondered as she wasn’t at the interview——’


‘She is in excellent health, thank God.’


They were passing fire-extinguishers and buckets of sand, the latter liberally spattered with spit marks. The floor was ceramic, its colour liver-red. Here and there, sanguinely adrift, were a few portrait tiles of the Angevin kings, their necks awry, their limbs gravely dislocated. The banister-rail was a phalanx of cast-iron asphodels. The almost unerring bad taste of nearly everything the School contained coalesced into such a single-mindedness of wrongly applied aesthetic principles that the result was in some frightful way admirable. Say what you like, thought Richard, taking it all in all, it’s something!


‘I’ve seen the School lots of times, but only from the outside—usually when Quentin—he’s my brother—and myself were on the way to Cambridge.’


‘You couldn’t have,’ said Mr Winsley quickly, ‘it can’t be seen from the station.’


‘I—we were bicycling, Sir.’


‘Bicycling …’ Mr Winsley puffed innuendo into the word.


‘And it was a long time ago.’ Now that he considered it, there was something, well otiose, about bicycling to Cambridge—particularly where Quentin was concerned.


Mr Winsley looked comforted. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘boys’ energies!’ He smiled and the blue and vermilion veins webbed across his cheeks tilted and crinkled into small deltas of apparent sagacity.


They came to a chocolate-brown door embellished with more asphodels, this time in the form of copper finger-plates. It opened with a similar clairvoyance to the one in the hall and showed Mrs Winsley, a little, shining-eyed woman burdened with an intricate cushion of greying gold hair, the front of it impolitically blued.


‘My wife. Minna, this is Mr Brand.’


‘At last,’ she said and a pronounced smell of cooking told him why. The Winsleys, knowing that there was not such a thing as a restaurant car on the train, had waited lunch. It was ten to three. He hardly knew what to say.


‘Charles knows Stourfriston, he says,’ Mr Winsley began and Mrs Winsley opened her foolish doll’s eyes wide and said: ‘Oh really! You sit here will you, Charles.’


‘It’s Richard——’


They laughed explosively at one another and Mr Winsley said: ‘Now don’t you take any notice of Minna; she’s forever getting names wrong.’


‘Cadman …’


But Mr Winsley only went on laughing and Richard, recognizing the merry apologia which conceals the disastrousness of so many marriages, the too-jolly laugh, the boisterous void of certain conversations, felt it best to add his own grin and say nothing more. The food was welcome and they meant to be kind. He ought to leave it at that.


‘Your brother—did I hear you mention that he was at March?’ Mr Winsley was asking.


‘He is the Senior English master there.’


‘Indeed,’ Mr Winsley said, and then, ‘March …’ his tone implying, yes, yes, I know March—one of those too public public schools!


Mrs Winsley pressed her chignon and said hurriedly: ‘The news is dreadful, isn’t it. I expect you’ve seen the papers this morning. They’re going to have another blackout test on Sunday night. I still remember the last time, you know!’ She gave a little triumphant chuckle as though scoring some sort of historic point.


‘We’ve got to have our measure of safety, my dear,’ insisted her husband. He bared his rose-pink dentures at Richard in a demand for corroboration. He was bending over the casserole and disturbing its contents with small, inquisitive thrusts of a fork and tablespoon. ‘Yet,’ he went on, ‘it would be criminal on our part for us not to appreciate just a little of their point of view—’ Here a slight gesture of dissent, or perhaps, embarrassment from Mrs Winsley caused him to sweep the hand with the fork in it in her direction. ‘I’m not saying anything more than what was said at the Lorrilows’ on Wednesday night, now am I, Minna? You see’, he went on, switching his allegiance to Richard, ‘we can breathe! There is Australia—New Zealand. Rhodesia. We don’t have to be squeezed up as they are, a great and growing nation, between the Baltic and the Northern Latin bloc. Now if you ask me, Herr Hitler …’


‘Caddie—not now, darling. Everything’s getting cold….’


Mr Winsley, looking displeased, turned to Richard and asked abruptly, ‘What made you decide on our little school—eh?’


Why? That was a good one! Richard felt like offering his own disillusioned laughter to the general spurious enjoyment. Graceless answers flipped their way through his brain. One, it was two hundred a year. Two, because, unlike Quentin, he didn’t possess a degree, which cut out March and any of the more or less decent schools. Three, destiny. Wasn’t he the kind of person who was born into a Copdock of one sort or another? Hadn’t he the perfect background? There was a margin of so-called ‘decent employment’ for the offspring from country rectories, and it included amateur schoolmastering. At first Richard had made a mistake about this. He had forced his way into a bank thinking that he could scoop and lick and count and weigh like anyone else and still have time to work out rhyme-endings, or jot down his impressions of people and life. He thought of Charles Lamb on his office stool and even of T. S. Eliot, whose poetry seemed to have landed him in a boardroom. But something had gone wrong. He hadn’t been able to divide himself properly. Eventually he left and they presented him with a note-case because he had been with them just over the year. A leatherette note-case—that’s what one got for flying in the face of destiny…. Yes, the bank had been a distinct mistake. Now it occurred to him that he had picked on its alternative too precipitously. There was something quite wrong about Copdock, wrong in the most subtle, the deepest dyed sense. Above Mrs Winsley’s head he noticed the windjammers anchored forever in their water-colour sea—becalmed and benighted in a gentle waste where it would always be sunset and evening star…. Nine ebony elephants trundled across the lid of the piano. Two bronze youths wrestled with two wild bronze horses. Each of these things appeared to him at that moment to be offering a more romantic solution to the problem of what he should do. Where he should go. In the middle of the mantelpiece a simpering girl swung time away under the French clock. He saw that Mrs Winsley was so interested in his reply that she had stopped eating and her fork was poised so that it reflected against her tight waxen throat.


‘Well for one thing I’ve always liked Stourfriston itself—’


Mr Winsley, looking even more displeased, dug away at his food. It was clear he had hoped for some sort of enthusiasm. This constant lack of enthusiasm in others was the chief reason for his being always so irritably upon the defensive. But Mrs Winsley was saying, ‘It’s not much of a town—would you call it much of a town, dear?’ Her eyes shone with flattering enquiry. Richard saw that she had made it her rule never to know the answers. She was twisting a strand of white beads round and round as she spoke. Every now and then her hands would drop the beads and fly to her hair as though some nodule of its elaborations was about to drop off. Her attitude was almost oriental. She had become, over the long years of her marriage, as compliant and as agreeable as a meringue. It was obvious that she would give her soul to keep the peace.


‘I like it,’ her husband said sharply.


‘Oh, I like it, Caddie; I was just wondering why Char—why Mr Brand did.’


‘Merely because of its size, Mrs Winsley. It’s something like five thousand, isn’t it?’


‘Something like that, but Caddie will know.’


‘Five thousand, three hundred and seventy,’ pronounced her husband oracularly.


‘There!’ she said, pleased.


A sudden uproar cut across the meal. An uninhibited descent of the bare stairs outside the door of an avalanche of clattering feet, caused the room to tremble like matchwood. Mrs Winsley, who had affected to be distracted by a clumsy movement of the luncheon table, remained quite unmoved by this racket. She went on eating placidly. Mr Winsley, chewing hard, looked from his watch to the gilded girl and said: ‘Half-past. Bateson’s late again.’


‘Mr Bateson is to be your neighbour,’ Mrs Winsley smiled. ‘We’re all very fond of him. He’s our coach.’


The row stopped and left a torpid silence in its place. There was a moment of revelation as a wink of sunlight strove to pierce the dirty window, a moment when Richard thought he was about to discover the secret of Copdock, of its boxed-up rooms, of the same air being used over and over again, of experiences emasculated by repetition and used until they were threadbare; of the strict precautions taken to see that nothing ever actually happened. The interview had been like that, uninquisitive—decorous almost. Yet at the same time insisting that whoever it was who was offered and who accepted the post, should also realise that they had been offered (and must accept) Copdock, lock, stock and tradition. New brooms, new methods—new anything—just weren’t called for. Acceptance was what was required. At the time Richard thought it quite easy to comply with such conditions. After all, he didn’t want to be a schoolmaster, he wanted to be a writer and Copdock would have the same long holidays as any other school. Just the thought of his writing made him feel much better. This was only a job after all. He must remind himself of this whenever he felt depressed. He said: ‘I heard—only the other day, as a matter of fact—that my father knew Miss Bellingham a little. They met occasionally at meetings of the Archaeological Society in Ipswich. I … I’m quite looking forward to seeing her.’


Mr Winsley turned on him with extravagant interest. ‘Oh, are you?’ he said, and his tone implied, I’m afraid she’s hardly likely to be doing the same with regard to you!


Mrs Winsley hurried in with her kindness. ‘She’s awfully old now, that’s why she never comes down, you know.’ Did the ghost of malice haunt her words? Richard couldn’t be sure.


‘She’s eighty.’ Behind his sturdy spectacles Mr Winsley’s eyes flickered and swam like minnows. ‘It’s a great age and in Miss Bellingham’s case, a great achievement …’ And then, more indulgently, ‘When I came to Copdock, Miss Bellingham was forty, just forty! … think of that!’


Richard tried not to think of it, but ages and dates added and subtracted from each other in his brain. Forty years ago Mr Winsley was twenty-four—or thereabouts. Mrs Winsley, too. And what about Bateson? They said he was the coach, but it still didn’t prevent Richard from imagining some venerable figure heeling down the turf with a rheumaticky foot. ‘And Mr Bateson …?’ he enquired.


‘When did Bateson come, Minna?’


‘The Jubilee, Caddie—surely you remember!’


Before Richard could hide his disappointment—it was, as Quentin had implied, a hopeless, helpless, senile dump after all—Mr Winsley was saying, ‘Nineteen-thirty-five—so long! That’s over three years ago. It’s incredible!’


Relieved, Richard muttered something about Bateson obviously liking Copdock since he hadn’t wished to change and was going on to say that all he himself wanted to do was to settle down in some job where he felt he was going to be of real use—in fact, a conciliatory little speech to set his own and the Winsleys’ minds at rest; when he was prevented from doing so by the sudden fear in Mr Winsley’s face.


We all have words which lacerate, if they do not destroy, our peace of rnind. They taunt us from hoardings. They forsake their context and leap out of the newspapers at us. If they are on the page of a book we see them before any others. They describe our hopes and our guilt. ‘Change’ to Cadman Winsley had proved itself to be a desolatingly haunting word. It rang in his ears like a faulty bell—change—sinuous, nasal; a syllable suspended over him as threateningly as a Damoclean sword. One day it would really fall and he would be destroyed. Deep down, deeper than the virile declamation of his tobacco-yellow moustache, or the contentment declared in the rise of his high, soft, indulgent little belly, or in the arrogant fluttering of his pale eyes, there lurked his buried self. And what a self! Another individual who was, in his way, as much ‘Cadman Winsley’ as the touchy elderly schoolmaster who concealed him. This creature thrived on a diet of words like ‘battle—banner—soldier—regiment—glory’ O the brave music of a distant drum! General Wolfe, it is said, would rather have written an elegy than win his war. Mr Winsley would have given ten years of his schoolmastering life to have been gazetted as Major Winsley … He had preserved his boyhood visions, sepia in tone, since they derived from those excellent pencil drawings in old copies of the Illustrated London News; in which a certain gallant officer marched, galloped and fought. Sometimes as he sat in class, he saw it all, even now—the troopships behind him and in front of him, the Residency lights. One day, he used to tell himself, I shall change. But, of course, he had never changed and now the very word terrified him. Since his decision to make the best of things as they were, he no longer cared to picture them as they might have been. And he wouldn’t have to—except for ‘change’. Why did people always have to drag the thing up? Just when he might be happy and somebody! Instead of replying he said moodily,


‘You’d better see your room. I expect you want to unpack.’


This reminded Richard of his luggage left downstairs in the hall, his father’s old suitcase still lettered J.L.B. and a small canvas affair marked ‘Stella Brand’. Grossly inadequate luggage it now seemed, small and paltry and not even personal. When he said that his books were coming by Carter Paterson it was more to cheer himself up than to semi-apologise to the Winsleys.


‘It is true what we hear—that you write?’ asked Mrs Winsley shyly. She cringed in her chair while a stout middle-aged maid rattled the plates together.


‘A bit. I haven’t really begun …’ He felt like a liar. Hoping to be and being were too-widely distributed states for the sort of unqualified assertion he had made at the interview. Mr Winsley didn’t help matters by rubbing his papery hands together and insisting, ‘Nothing wrong in that; we all have to begin.’


His room was at the back. It was quite big. There were two long cold windows in one wall and the floor glittered with linoleum. A sparse rush mat by the bed skidded crazily when he walked on it. Their breath—Mr Winsley had followed him in, carrying the canvas bag because Darwin couldn’t be found—rode out on the frigid air in long sad plumes.


‘That fire’s simply splendid when it gets going,’ Mr Winsley said. He kicked it with the toe of his boot and the grey mantels fell forward in an atrophied honeycomb. “A shelf for your books—when they arrive.’ He banged a shiny primrose ledge.


Then he turned to a majestic wardrobe with glossy doors and a romping pediment topped by a mahogany urn. ‘And your clothes in here. Well, Richard, I trust you will be happy with us.’ At the door he turned and said rather solemnly, ‘Tea is served in Big School, but you may like to come down at supper-time as it’s your first day.’


Left alone, Richard held a match to the desolate grate. Nothing happened. The mantels clinked like dead cinders. By sprawling at full length on the floor, he found the meter which was under the bed. He pushed all the pennies he had in and when he struck another match was rewarded by a blinding boom which at once settled down to a comfortingly sibilant drone. He lit the light then hung his clothes up. In the huge mirror fixed to the gargantuan wardrobe he saw himself, darkish, squarish and, in a wispy moment of self-revelation, younger somehow than he imagined. And much, much poorer. He put everything away except the letter which said:







Copdock House Preparatory School for Boys


Stourfriston,


Suffolk


                                          2nd December, 1938


Dear Mr Brand,


I want you to know how delighted I am with the results of last Monday’s interview. Discussing the matter after you had left, Mr Winsley and I came to the conclusion that it would be of the very greatest assistance to us (and possibly of help to you yourself) if you could come to the School at once. It would mean that you could make yourself familiar with our ways and so begin the new term in January …





The letter then went on about other sundry details, including one or two oddments like ‘did he know that George Gissing often came to Stourfriston’ and that ‘swimming in the river was quite safe now’ and was signed, largely and blackly, ‘Freda Bellingham.’


There being nothing else he could possibly do, he looked out of the window on to a large, surprisingly private, garden. Three ancient cedars linked their pyramidal darknesses together at the end of a lawn. Beyond the cedars, glimpsed through their trunks, were sagging tennis nets. Beyond the nets, a high, severe red-brick wall. The wall, because of its quite extraordinary height, hid most of the neighbouring houses. But buildings further away could be seen and the result was an architectural skyline balanced on a dull rose base which for those living in the back part of the School was lavishly decorative. It was an excellent view to have, redemptive and atoning. Richard traced the row of spires, gables and chimneys and felt better. He particularly liked the rear of the Corn Exchange, upon the roof of which sprawled a couple of heroic plaster labourers with their arms hugging sheaves and their hands clasping sickles. They became for him the crown of this bricks-and-mortar frieze as they stood there with their backs to him amongst the snowy pigeon dirts and chipped plaster stubble, two saffron Corins, circa William the Fourth. And the garden itself was nice, he admitted. Even in December. Even in the half-dark. But then he had always rather enjoyed Victorian gardens and gloomy evergreens. The latter were limitless—banks and tiers and thickets of them converged to make a truly formidable shrubbery. Laurels dripped and the clock on the parish church struck four. Down below, immediately below, sour flower beds lay in the tenuous grip of box hedging which, in spite of nearly half a century’s incursions by desolating boys, still wound itself crisply in the Tuscan formality with which Miss Bellingham’s father had originally contrived it. To the left was a purple glass conservatory. To the right, a muddy paddock with goal-posts. In a letter which he wrote at a small inkstained kitchen table, ‘a desk in your room’ Mr Winsley had said, he described all this to Quentin. Then he went down to tea.
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A BOY might see Miss Bellingham a dozen or so times during his stay at Copdock, unless some persistent offence qualified him for a particular audience in the abundant terror of her room. Twice a year she showed herself publicly: in May when she walked between parents and sisters scattered over her lawn in the fickle sunshine to sit under the cedar, like Paris under Ida, to judge the annual attainments; and in December when she entered her mother’s old drawing-room, now Big School, to make a speech about Christmas and duty and love. Boys who remembered little else of their schooldays remembered Miss Bellingham, and more particularly than her decrepit presence even—her voice. Intensely loud and much accentuated, by some art it also contrived to be moving, sweet and very feminine. It even made them feel that something was missing when, later on, they made their own morose encounters with women. The mystery, perhaps.


A visit to her was a journey to a goddess. Although she had adopted rooms in the servants’ quarters, there wasn’t a tread on the scrubbed deal stairs that was not hieratic. Parents with any qualms that this elderly blue-stocking might put into the heads of their quaking offspring ideas other than those needed as a foundation for the minor professions of country life, erred in two ways. The first because they had been conceited enough to imagine that anything remarkable should be hidden in such dull clay; the second that even if by some miracle it did, that the old, cold glance of Freda Bellingham would help to raise it up. The truth was she disliked boys. There was nothing perverse in her dislike, nor self-pity because she herself was maiden, nor was it because they spoilt all the best rooms of Copdock House, where she might have sat in peace if her money hadn’t run out. She simply had no use for sketches, roughs or anything in the making. What she demanded was a good full canvas, not to mention a reasonably gilt frame. To Miss Bellingham boys were embryo men and nothing more. They were incomplete and, she suspected, inhuman. For her their personalities didn’t exist. Their pain was an unpleasant snivelling. Their joy was a guffaw. They were nobbly green fruit bumping against the learned bough waiting for what seemed to her at times, endless summers before they were ripened. Like green plums, their skins might glow, but they remained essentially nasty.


She sat now opposite Mr Winsley. They were carolling down below in the street ‘We Three Kings of Orient are …’ But there were a great many voices. ‘Is it a choir?’ she asked. She forced a hand behind an ear. Her ears were big, with brown, dragging lobes. Above their expansive, almost shameful nakedness, flared a bouffant mass of white and beautiful hair. Her fingers spreading down the arm-rests of her chair were the palest flecked gold and might have been, in the poor light, the carved rosewood terminals themselves.


‘I thought I was going to die today,’ she said. Her lids crept up like shutters and she trapped Mr Winsley in her glaucous gaze.


‘Oh don’t say it! You musn’t say it!’


‘Do you imagine at this stage one chooses what to say? These things happen to me so I mention them.’


‘But you are feeling better now?’ It was as much a statement of fact as a question.


‘Better? Worse …? I don’t ask myself those kind of things, Cadman.’


She bent forward and smoothed the multifarious coverlets of rucked crochet which held her in the chair.


‘Did he arrive?’ she asked.


‘After luncheon.’


‘So he didn’t get any?’


‘Minna waited.’


‘Minna!’ repeated Miss Bellingham disparagingly.


‘Do you know what she said today?’ said Mr Winsley. ‘“Why aren’t I ever given something to do?”—She meant she herself, you know!—I really think she meant it!’


Miss Bellingham laughed too. Her lips fled back and showed darkness. It was the mirth of a mask. ‘You were a fool, you know, Cadman,’ she said, but without rancour. ‘I suppose Minna liked him?’ she added.


‘I think so.’


‘Do you?’


‘I suppose so—why not? He’s like all the rest, of course; he thinks he’s going to make a big bang in the world …’ Mr Winsley snuffled and passed a cold finger over the little delta of veins which ran down the tip of his nose.


Miss Bellingham sank back into the buttony comfort of her chair. Her jaw worked slightly as it always did when she was absorbed in thought, grinding away with a gentle mandibular insistency. Mr Winsley watched her. He hadn’t sat. He now leaned against the cluttered bookshelves and swung one foot backwards and forwards with unconscious grace. A tall oil lamp with a blue glass stem threw a ball of light between them. Miss Bellingham’s lids, half closed, hid all her eyes. Once or twice she ran her hand up over the shawls in a stiff little clawing movement before she let it rest among her beads and once she turned and stared long at the jalousie fidgetting against the window.


‘I arranged that he should take the fourth and fifth for everything except maths and physics,’ said Mr Winsley. The silence irked him. It emphasized an existence beyond the limits of his knowledge, a delicious enfeeblement of blood and resolution which was the penumbra of the end. Those futile scrabblings of her fingers against the chair! The way she indulged dissolution! He could shake her. He hoped he wouldn’t be as selfish when his time came!


‘My dinner was cold tonight,’ she complained suddenly.


‘I’m sorry. Minna must see Ellen at once.’


‘Ellen—?’


‘She’s the new cook—the one we hired last week.’


‘Why do you say “we” when she’s obviously some inefficient slut that Minna found!’


‘But you did see her.’ Mr Winsley’s face grew owlish in his intensity to convey conviction.


Miss Bellingham said: ‘They’re using the top landing again. I heard them. I won’t have it!’


Mr Winsley could not explain. He read all along the top row of the bookcase opposite. The Psychology of the Poet Shelley by Edward Carpenter. Cities by Arthur Symonds … The Transactions of the Seldon Society … Marie Bashkirtseff … Octavia Hill … Leaves of Grass … Who’s Who 1911 …


But Miss Bellingham was recovering. Her liveliness when she remembered it was huge. She jerked up now and tried to reach something on the table. Mr Winsley picked up letters, papers, pamphlets—a book to help her. ‘Allow me,’ he repeated over and over again, blind to how much it maddened her, this getting-in-the-way politeness of his that was only a damned nuisance. She dashed whatever he proffered from his hand. He let her do so with joy. Her sudden strength set his fears at rest. She found what she was looking for. It had slid down the side of the chair. She clutched it firmly, a broad white envelope exquisitely addressed to herself.


‘Paul is coming home,’ she announced.


Mr Winsley was speechless.


‘In fact, he is home,’ went on Miss Bellingham. ‘He’s at Brown’s Hotel and will be coming down to Sheldon after Christmas. He invites advice. Here, see for yourself.’


She threw the letter and it fell to the floor. Mr Winsley dived to retrieve it like an adipose gannet avid for the least information.


‘Is it a secret?’ he enquired.


‘Read it and see.’ ‘My dear Aunt,’ he read.


‘Or I might almost say, my dearest, dearest Egeria, if I were normally given to such excesses. I’m in London. Are you surprised? And will you be amazed when I tell you that I intend very soon to be found only at Sheldon? I’m miserable about it, of course—not for dear Sheldon but for being hurried along by all these armies, for being pushed out. It is generally believed in Sicily that it must come in the spring. I pray not and the British Government evidently believes not—or so people say on trains. But things are bad and I thought to come home now would be to do so less precipitously than later on. The Harveys have left too—in fact we all came together. It was terrible getting rid of things and packing things and saying farewell to the garden. Allessandro wept, I wept, Father Guiseppi wept—such a flood! But even if there isn’t a war, I think that the time has come to consider Sheldon. I’m fifty-three.


Did I tell you we saw Hitler? It was at Mainz last October. But surely I would have told you. But it is possible I forgot, so here is the description once more. The general, all-over impression, as you might say, is mycological. A flocculent puffiness pushing out a policeman’s coat. The wonder is his voice, of course; harder than anything imaginable. And coming out of his soft little body, it’s as marvellous as flames spurting from a sponge. Do you remember a particular type once described as ‘common’? Well he is that. They roared and roared and I’m sorry to say that we almost did too. A roar is so infectious! We ached not to and ached at the same time to be sick. An uncomfortable confliction, you must agree!—but I mustn’t bore you.


Is there a soul in your estimable employ who could help me get my books and things straight at Sheldon?


Tomlinson’s have just taken the last volume of Charon’s Cox—I’m glad to see the going of it. Scrimshanks is being re-issued. (Again, you will say.) The B.B.C. want The Woman Who Meddled—but without its sequel. So they shan’t have it.


I’m pleased to be coming back to Sheldon. Yet sad. It means that so much is over.


Love,                 


Pauly.’            


‘Well?’ she said, exasperated by his silence.


‘You know that I’m pleased,’ answered Mr Winsley defensively, ‘why must I say it!’ He had put on his glasses to read the letter and his pupils were enormous.


‘The advice, Cadman …’


Mr Winsley thought he saw light.


‘It is very true that I have little time these days, but if there is anything that I can do to help Sir Paul you know that I will only be too pleased.’


Miss Bellingham twisted round suddenly. For a moment it looked as if she was going to get up. She did so sometimes. It always staggered him, mostly because the exertion that brought it about was so concentrated as to appear saurian in its strength. But now she just turned to face him. Her half-sealed eyes took in his fat little legs, his neatly inclining shoulders and the black bone buttons winking down his waistcoat. Her lips crept back in the new outlandish mirth she allowed herself these days. She laughed and he let her.


‘How did you find out that he writes?’ she asked at last.


Mr Winsley did not reply.


‘Sulks,’ she said.


He glanced at the clock. It was nine-twenty. ‘Time you were resting, my dear,’ he announced primly. The jalousie had worked free at last and was clacking wildly against the wall. He opened the window to fasten it and the December wind ravished the cloying heart of the room. He caught the shutter and fixed it.


‘Well,’ cried Miss Bellingham, ‘how did you find out?’


‘Hush …’


‘It doesn’t seem to me such an extraordinary question,’ she complained, but in a more controlled voice.


‘There’s no mystery—he told me. Or rather he told Minna. You know her naïvety—she asked him outright.’


‘And he said yes?’


‘He blushed, if I remember.’


Miss Bellingham was touched. ‘Well he’s different to Pauly. Pauly wrote things when he was twelve and we were all forced to read them. And when he was twenty he’d buy up nearly the whole issue of a magazine that happened to contain one of his tales. You’d never have called Pauly indifferent about what he wrote!’


‘Or modest either,’ retorted Mr Winsley with distinct asperity.


‘That old middle-class thing!’


He looked down at her, catching at a ghostly flirtatiousness. Bending arcoss the chair, he patted her hand.


‘You’ve got to rest,’ he scolded in a babyish, chin-chucking voice.


‘You were a fool, Caddie, weren’t you? Say you were!’


‘I must get that shutter mended,’ he said in a highly-concerned way.


‘First a doll and now a doormat—but it’s what you must have wanted!’


‘Is there anything else?’ asked Mr Winsley, moving about, piling up flocky little cushions, tidying books and papers, placing two sleeping tablets in a stained Rockingham saucer and last of all, tugging a curtain back and revealing a big, untidy bed.


There was a long pause. Miss Bellingham had retrieved The Times from where it had fallen behind its rack and now her hands crackled through it like trapped birds. Her hair in contrast with the newspaper was whiter than ever. Above her head, a clock built into a model of St Martin-in-the-Fields went tuk-tuk, tuk-tuk. Deep down in the chasm of the street a car purred by.


‘Caddie.’


‘Mm?’


‘Caddie—it’s the last time. Tell me, did it really seem so truly—utterly … impossible …? Then, I mean?’


‘Why do you ask?’ he said sharply, but not unkindly. ‘The whole point surely is that it was then and not—not later. Isn’t that the answer? Anyway, why bring it up again now?’


Miss Bellingham toyed with a sleeping pill. She moved it gently across the painted saucer, pushing it on from rose to rose with a varnished nail.


‘You always did get out of things,’ she retorted equably.


It is your plight that you make not the faintest attempt to, thought Mr Winsley. ‘Sleep well,’ he said.


He was at the door when she called, ‘Cadman!’ She had clambered out of the chair and was bunching her hair between fluttering fingers. Shawls strewed the carpet. ‘Tell Mr Brand that I would like to see him now.’


‘Now?’ he expostulated.


Miss Bellingham didn’t answer. Without looking again he knew she was aspen with her curious, sudden, decrepit anger.




*





‘And this,’ Bateson was saying, ‘is Big School.’ He flung wide a door like a guide announcing the Medici apartments. He climbed on a desk, struck a match and lit the gas. The room swam up out of the night. It’s really rather fine, thought Richard, in spite of a sour chilliness which spread a damp bloom over everything. Four long naked windows looked out to the street. There was something immensely theatrical in their moon-flooded bareness. A dais stood at the far end and on the dais, a pale, scratched table. To the right was an upright piano, its pedals trod to wafery gold. Over the piano was a photograph of Queen Alexandra wearing dozens of necklaces. A mouse sped into the skirting. Bateson grabbed a ruler and lunged at it wildly, then lifting a desk-flap he said: ‘There’s a particular squalor for every age; the immediate prepubescent for example. Take a look.’


Richard saw a cooking-apple with large brown bites in it, a torn Euclid, a pen inexplicably impaling a Swan Vesta box, a truncheon of torn Wizards, a spongy publication called The Hangman’s Daughter; nibs, rubbers, a gnawed cap … a slab of unthinkable toffee.


Bateson shook his head. ‘Nature morte indeed,’ he said. He closed the lid. ‘Now you know what you’re in for!’


‘How many pupils are there altogether?’ asked Richard.


‘Sixty-one.’


‘Oh yes, sixty-one—I remember Mr Winsley telling me now. I suppose that it’s full? It would have to be, I mean, to make it pay?’


Bateson heaved himself up to his handsome height from where he had been lolling across the back desks. The gas arm hissed a warning just above his neat head.


‘You’re not trying to tell me that there’s money in it, are you, old boy? Listen to me; Copdock’s a goner. Finished. I mean it! It’s had its moments and there have been enough shekels rolling in to keep the Belle in gin and vermouth, but for heaven’s sake don’t be an ass and kid yourself with things like “seats of learning” and “Alma Mater”. All that you are going to find here are the rags and tatters of academic opportunism.’


‘You tell me what comes next then,’ said Richard, a little dashed, but amused.


‘Next,’ repeated Bateson. ‘Company, sharrrn!’ he bawled at the benign blackboards. ‘That’s what’s next.’


‘I don’t believe that—not entirely.’


‘I don’t want a bloody war,’ said Bateson, suddenly aware that it might appear that he did.


‘What is it that you don’t want, Bateson?’ asked Mr Winsley coming in unexpectedly. His white, narrow face was set with irritation. ‘Incidentally, have you two been properly introduced? Tom Bateson—Richard—er—Brand …’


‘We were discussing the war,’ explained Bateson.


‘But there isn’t a war.’


‘Ah, but there might be!’ retorted Bateson with mock enthusiasm. ‘Brand is clever, you know. He’s just been explaining the stained-glass window on the stairs. It’s by Forester or somebody who was a follower of Burne-Jones. Did you know that? Nobody ever told me.’


‘It’s a memorial to Miss Bellingham’s sister, Lady Abbott.’ said Mr Winsley.


‘It’s very good,’ added Richard, feeling it was time to praise something. He was about to say, ‘of its kind,’ meaning of its period, setting, place; but Mr Winsley was staring at them in turn, gathering up all the objections in reach and doing so with an ominous, pouncing kind of silence. He saw himself as a custodian of the past and it was something that he just wouldn’t put up with, this wilful toppling down of earlier values. When it was obvious that Richard meant what he had said Mr Winsley was a trifle mollified.


‘Before I forget it, Brand,’ he said heavily, the change to surnames the phantom of his disfavour, ‘Miss Bellingham wishes you to go to her room.’


Richard was appalled. It was like waiting for an operation for months and months and then somebody saying, ‘Oh, and before I forget it … if you could just step along to the theatre we could do that little job now …’ His new-kid feeling came back with a rush. In the sparse interval caused by his astonishment Bateson turned out the light. Mr Winsley was talking to him, telling him where to go.


‘Don’t remain too long. You musn’t tire her.’


Unnecessary, thought Richard. Well, get it over. But since she had waited so long, couldn’t she go on waiting until tomorrow, say? Bateson, whether out of inquisitiveness or kindness, followed him. That was a relief, but not for long.


‘Bateson,’ called Mr Winsley (Bateson was obviously in favour), ‘Bateson, about that vaulting-horse. Oughn’t we to be able to fix it up a bit …?’


Bateson disappeared through the patched baize door and Richard was alone. He found the room easily enough. It was just a matter of going up and up. He knocked warily at first and when there was no reply, more firmly.


‘Come in!’ It was faint. He wasn’t certain whether he heard it or imagined it. She was placing a book, face-downwards, on her lap. Behind her the tall oil lamp rose up like a moon. Her hair, bright in its death, rushed up towards it in an albescent flood. Richard couldn’t see her face.


‘Sit there, will you,’ she said.


The chair was too small. Too low as well. His legs stuck up like scissors. By his side was a table quite mountainous with dusty letters and curling yellow bills on crazy spikes. Miss Bellingham held out a hand which, with its delicate orange and purple blotches and the watery shrine of her rings, was like a knot of withering blooms. Richard stood up and took it gently. He expected it to be as soft as flowers, but it was as hard as wood. Before he could sit again, she seized a tray covered with dirty cups and plates and said: ‘This is in our way.’


He put it on a platform of encyclopaedias piled up on the floor and took good care when he came back to sit in the far-side chair. But not for long.


‘No, here, Mr Brand.’


So he took the uncomfortable seat again.


‘I like to think that people are happy,’ she said. Two gnat-sized flecks of light in the twin hollows of her face showed that she was examining him.


‘I’m sure I shall be,’ answered Richard, thinking that she had sent for him to make conventional conversation about his appointment.


‘Why?’ asked Miss Bellingham.


This was disconcerting.


‘Well I wasn’t really happy at the bank,’ he confessed.


‘What bank?’


‘Goodyear’s—at Ipswich. It was my first job—I—I wrote all about it in my application.’


‘I expect you did,’ Miss Bellingham answered tartly.


The huge marble clock chimed ten. Richard felt extraordinarily tired. He felt, too, that his weariness must extend to everything about him, to the cramped room, to the old woman with her restless face. To the books, to the pictures slung against the walls with a tangle of cords.


‘Perhaps you would rather I came back in the morning … It’s late now …’ he began.


‘Now?’ she said, ‘Morning? What’s the difference to me? Can you tell me that?’


Richard smiled to hide his slight embarrassment.


‘Unless you mean that you are tired!’


‘No, not at all,’ he protested. But he was. Deathly. Why, he couldn’t think.


‘The duties cannot be called onerous, Mr Brand. The secret is to work steadily, patiently, through the syllabus, with enthusiasm if you like, but not with fervour. The two are different, you know. I have always distrusted fervour. Young men who have that generally have bad breath as well! You must keep order, of course. Enforce the utmost politeness, because in the long run that is the most to be hoped for in the type of boy who passes through Copdock. What did Wordsworth say? “The youth, who daily farther from the east must travel, still is Nature’s priest.” Well, nobody could be more wrong at times than Wordsworth. Those smelly creatures you will be paid to instruct are grossly natural—and so quite un-priestly. It speaks for itself, doesn’t it? Why did I do it? Well, you may well ask that.’


But Richard was too bewildered to ask anything. His eyes wandered about the room in a game of their own. One long gilt, two maple, one chipped gilt, a looking-glass—that didn’t count; a freckling of miniatures in ebony rings …


‘You admire pictures?’ she asked. ‘That one there is a Samuel Palmer. Copy-cat,’ she added obscurely.


It’s a good one,’ said Richard, straining to see it better without getting up.


‘How do you know—are you an expert?’


He sank back uncomfortably, sensing mockery.


‘Well are you?’


He shook his head. ‘I meant that I like it.’


‘And so what you happen to like is good?’


‘I don’t know, but isn’t that the way most people make their assessments …?’


‘Quite likely—and so accounts for the amount of bad taste in the world, I suppose.’


‘Perhaps if I saw it in the daylight,’ Richard said, stepping back from the conversational quagmire. He thought Miss Bellingham’s head nodded a little. He noticed her face for the first time. She had moved and the lamp rained down on it. There was a stain under each eye like a cicatrix and her neck was scrabbled together in some seemliness and held tightly in a stiff broderie anglaise band.


‘I have been young, of course, but never beautiful.’


He felt like somebody discovered peeping. I must get out, he thought; hurry away from this guttering life. Toothpaste might drive the atmosphere of the room from his mouth, but how would he shake it from his clothes! All tomorrow it would nudge him, this sweet stale room so blatant in decay. Besides, she saw so much! Every particle of a thought was seized on by her greedy perception.


‘Whereas,’ she continued with a certain limited daring ‘you might be said to be both …’


A gulf-like silence parted them. Unperturbed, Miss Bellingham leaned out of her chair and began to search about her in a rather desperate way. Her hands straggled feebly in the recesses of the upholstery and then through contents of a green velvet bag slung from clicking tortoise-shell handles at her side.


‘I’ve lost it,’ she said, ‘No, no—here it is.’ She pointed. It was on the floor, Sir Paul’s letter in its fine white envelope with the stamps stuck on anyhow. She took it from Richard and waving it at him said: ‘People are so kind to the really old; they tell them everything. It is because they expect to discover some discretion at the end. Being a writer you will have half an understanding of such things, Mr Brand.’


‘It wasn’t in my references,’ smiled Richard. He felt a bit better. He wondered how she had found out about his writing.


‘It would hardly need to be. We asked for no talent beyond those required for the working of the syllabus.’


‘I only wondered how you knew—how Mr Winsley knew?’


‘Oh, he guessed,’ she said. ‘He’s a great guesser. Not that you are likely to do much in the next few years; you’re not the type. Paul now, he’s my nephew,’ she squeezed the envelope and it cracked open, ‘he was always so much doing that he found inaction superfluous! A change, you must admit, to the usual order of things! He wrote Tiger-moth when he was fourteen …’


Richard listened, but with half an ear. A wind had sprung up and wound itself dreamily about the window, bringing with it a welcome sense of isolation. It reminded him that he was free, that this room, Copdock, Stourfriston itself were only conventions; that beyond them were mountains and seas and illimitable hazards and rewards. It was like reading Shakespeare or like Quentin’s habit of saying ‘Where will it all end …?’ by which he meant a cry of mock despair, but which made Richard feel extraordinarily optimistic. Where? Why it might be anywhere! It was exhilarating. It was the other thing which made him sad; the unending regularity and what people called ‘security’. When the wind flagged he heard her voice. She became for him just a poor old woman chattering about the past and about her family. He paid little attention, although sometimes he smiled and nodded. She was talking about books. Had he read Sir Paul Abbott? What a question! God! what wouldn’t he give for that kind of ability! Now it was nephew again. Nephew and the celebrated Sir Paul, they grew one in the same breath; they parted. They were twin orbs moving across each other, illuminating then obliterating each other. Nephew was gold—very precious it seemed, by the way Miss Bellingham spoke of him. Sir Paul was purple (but only in the very best sense). They swam together in the stream of her talk and just when they might be said to be one and the same, nephew spun free; a relation only.


‘My sister’s only son,’ she explained with her eyes fixed on something over his head.


Why am I so tired? Richard wondered. Sleep was fast becoming more than a nodding acquaintance. It had certainly been a long day. He found it hard to believe that parts of it were this particular day at all. Breakfast at Lafney for instance. Was that today? The bookies in the train? … Weren’t they years ago? But she was asking him something. He must grab at consciousness. He did so and the effect made him jerk forward in a way that it was impossible to hide. He felt for his handkerchief, straightened his tie—anything than let her see that he was dozing—and coughed.


‘If you see Matron,’ said Miss Bellingham, interrupting her more important conversation, ‘she’ll set you up with a gargle.’


‘Sorry,’ he muttered.


‘You see,’ she went on with extreme clarity, ‘Sheldon’s been shut up since nineteen-twenty-seven. There’s been a housekeeper of course, but there will be a great deal to do—much more than ordinary servants can cope with. You could catalogue, couldn’t you? He says, Pauly, you know,—well I’ll read it to you.’


Miss Bellingham’s nephew and Sir Paul Abbott suddenly became one. Snap! It was incredible! Just wait, thought Richard, wait until I tell Quenny! They had both known about Sheldon, of course, and of it belonging to Sir Paul. But he had never lived there and the house, spread goldenly behind a deep screen of parkland, watched time and traffic trundling by, uncared for, uncaring, its beauty undiminished by neglect. Richard and Quentin had propped their bicycles up against the palings and stared at it and Sheldon had stared back from all its regular windows. Lady Abbott had been a Miss Bellingham then? Neither he nor Quentin had supposed that, although it was the sort of thing Quentin usually knew. Richard was now quite painfully awake. What was Miss Bellingham saying? Nothing. She was waiting. It was his turn. (But Quenny—wait till he heard! The best they could muster at March was a self-published poet, a Mr Gridbitter.)


‘When would Sir Paul like me to see him?’ he asked.


‘It could only be on a Sunday, couldn’t it’ retorted Miss Bellingham pointedly. ‘What am I to say—that you would like to? That you will?’


‘I should like to very much,’ answered Richard.


‘Then I shall just say that.’


‘Will you? Thank you.’


‘Don’t be too ready with your thanks.’


‘But it’s exactly the kind of thing I should love to do,’ he protested, not at all nervous of her now, but unhappy about the ease with which she switched from consideration into malice.


She let his eagerness pass. She placed her cold, hard little fingers together and bent them weakly in and out. ‘Now tell me,’ she said, ‘you write too? Or you want to? Is that it? We’ll get this point straight first, shall we? You’re a writer, an embryonic one, if you like, but that’s better than being the other kind—manqué, you know. But there, you’re too young to be manqué anything as yet. Do you hope to be married Mr Brand?’


‘Blast, blast!’ he thought. She was remorseless. There were old women like that in Lafney. There was nothing they couldn’t ask. He smudged any directness in his reply by rising and stroking the chair cushions straight. The clock said ten-to-eleven.


‘Then don’t leave it too long,’ she insisted in a vague, accusative voice. ‘Pauly put it off and put it off—and now there’s nothing to stop him traipsing across the world a hundred times if he wanted to. Nothing affectionate, you know.’


In the silence that followed, Richard walked gently to the door. The dying fire winked across furniture and pictures. Miss Bellingham in her tangle of stuffs—the formal sheen of the top half of her dress, the crochet shawls—sat motionless. Yellow lamplight poured across her hair. The walls were lively with photographed eyes. Stunted hyacinths in an earthenware bowl sent up a few sweet nodules of bloom in their black ring of earth. The carpet was spattered with letter-paper. Is there anything more? he wanted to ask, knowing there could be very little.


‘Are you off, Mr Brand?’


‘It’s late,’ he answered gently.


‘I trust that you will like Mr Winsley.’


‘Oh, yes.’


‘And Mr Bateson’s your neighbour, I’m told.’


He waited.


Miss Bellingham wagged her snowy head, a pensive gesture at once marquise and senile. Her hands began to pluck at Sir Paul’s letter, slipping from her lap. She crammed it back into its envelope.


‘Well then, that’s settled, is it? Well take it you’ve come—and come to stay.’ She shrugged as a wisp of humour possessed her. Holding up her hands, she held out her skinny fingers wider and wider until they looked like stripped fan-sticks. ‘Not to say, outstay,’ she added mordantly.


Richard didn’t notice Mr Winsley at first. It was dark on the landing. Then he heard a sound like outraged mice. It was Mr Winsley’s nails in a furious tattoo against a window-pane. A second later he had brushed past him, said nothing, flung wide Miss Bellingham’s door without knocking and disappeared. Walking slowly, Richard went down all the carpetless stairs until he found his own room. It was icy.
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EDWINA BRAND paused when her duster reached the automatic calendar. She stared at it and the calendar returned her gaze with a dull malachite intensity. Of all the rubbish in this room, she thought irritably, that thing wins hands down by its utter futility! How could one have any faith in a date that one had brought about oneself? A stud was pressed and a day, a month, a year even, fled by; indicating no predecessor, intimating no future. This morning for instance it said ‘Friday 4th January 1939’—but who was going to prove it? It would have to be on the purest assumption that she would have to believe that Sunday was the sixth when the Crawfords were coming. Quentin had given it to her, she recalled; a birthday or a Christmas. She lifted it to see. ‘For Mummy from Quenny on her 100th birthday. X X X.’ That was Quentin, even then! He told one nothing. She passed on, dusting idly, not very well, hardly shifting things; books, shepherdesses, silver cups—the last fairly explicit regarding its origins (Trim House, R. L. Brand, 1934), mats, more books, and photographs in living frames. Then she arrived at a looking-glass and observed herself very privately.


Odd, she thought, how one never saw it approaching. Her hair, for instance, surely it was only that peculiar fawny colour early in the morning? She didn’t have hair like that all day? It used to be so bright. Lovely! Edwina gave her nose a searching scrutiny. Then her eyes. Her eyes, she decided, now quite lost in reflections, they were still charming. There was loyalty for you! Something at least which had stood fast in all the fading and awaying … It was an agreeable discovery. Leaning forward in her faintly-mocking appraisal, she avoided the thin, tired skin at her throat, so white, so pitifully soft, and gazed fully into the depths of her own dark vision.


‘Hopeless, if you ask me.’


‘Quentin!’ Edwina was really mortified. She would have said that something was in her eye if she were more practiced in fibs. Instead she sought to cover her embarrassment by fingering the ornament on her dress and giving brave little jabs to the puffy wings of her hair. ‘Why must you always come down in your dressing-gown?’ she scolded. ‘It really is an unpleasant habit.’


‘How witty we are this morning,’ Quentin replied, flicking the knotty end of a trailing rope girdle out with his feet … ‘It is a habit, although I disagree about it being unpleasant. How on earth did you guess? I bought it off a boy who is a spoilt Buchmanite.’


‘What is he now?’ asked Richard, pausing to shiver as he made his way to the downstairs bathroom.


‘He is a very private secretary.’


‘Hurry, Richie!’ shouted Edwina from the kitchen. She was darting to and fro with knives and plates. ‘Scrambled eggs, porridge if you can bear it, but do hurry! You know there’s no help today and Stella feels she must come home again this week-end and the Crawfords coming as well! Christmas,’ she wondered aloud, grappling with toast and slotting it home in the rack, ‘is it worth it? It’s taken me about an hour just to pick up the cards and put them down again. And awful heaps of half-eaten things.’


‘Did I hear you say “Crawfords”, Mum?’


‘Oh shut up, Quentin! There are times,’ she continued with random belligerency as she made her way to the sink, when schoolmasters’ holidays can seem most dreadfully protracted.’


Richard left them to their affectionate war. It had been going on for years now and he knew it could never stop since it concealed some more terrible belligerency. The bathroom glittered with its frugal amenities. It wasn’t a very good bathroom but it was the wildest luxury after the gurgling horrors of Copdock. But any bathroom was a fine place where Richard was concerned. It was not that he shared Quentin’s animal lust for comfort. There was a different reason. In this warm, white cell he found he could think, which for him meant, dream. There it was, a tiled, be-towelled sanctuary in which a steamy anchorite might indulge his imagination. There was no past and no future; only a moist, warm, delicious present. The steam grew into a chiaroscuro of ideas. Words flooded up, effortless, strange, eclectic, shining. They came, but alas they went. It was hopeless trying to write words down in a bathroom. Richard had tried and you couldn’t. He shaved thoughtfully with the bath taps thundering in his ears. What was it that brought Quentin and himself home, he wondered for the hundredth time, drawing pink lanes through the soap with his razor. Or, rather, what was it that didn’t take them away? Of course there was March and Copdock, but neither he nor Quentin was really in either place. They were here, in Lafney, in ‘The Portway’, an absolutely ugly little villa hanging above the sea which had become their home after the move from the rectory. And even The Portway showed a lack of continuity in its externals only. Inside it might have been the rectory all over again. Nothing had changed. There wasn’t a chair which didn’t creak with reminders and the tables were positively expansive with anecdote. He had only to take Christmas Eve. He had been sitting on an awkward armless little chair, limp after so much Copdock and Quentin’s more discreet reminiscences of March. His mother sat opposite and Quentin read, his hands to his face and his eyes glinting methodically as they fell from line to line between parted fingers. Suddenly Richard heard it, a sound no louder than the destruction of a campion on a summer’s day. Pop! went the present.


He was where he was, in the same chair, but the chair was in the rectory. It was Christmas and the room smelt foody and full. The chair, he remembered, gave him great discomfort. He was pressed somehow too near its rail of carved walnut roses. Quentin and the other children were jiggling round him in fierce glee. They were yelling, ‘Mrs Brand … Mummy … Dick hasn’t pulled his cracker! He hasn’t. Look, it’s here … he won’t!’ He had wanted to save it, Richard had lied. But Quentin knew why. He knew everything—always the real reason behind frightened behaviour. ‘Pull it now—now!’ he had insisted. Then Richard had screamed, a terrible noise so cut off from himself and his usual placid control that its unreality was terrifying and for a minute he found himself listening to his own temper with disdain and detachment, as though it was someone else’s. When the shame asserted itself, crawling across his flesh in a burning rash, he had tried to blot the whole room and life itself out, by throwing his body against the plump upholstery, drawing in great lungfuls of its musty breath. His tears had stained the tapestry unicorns and for consolation he had counted the tight buttons over and over again. There were ten. Until that particular moment on Christmas Eve the small grief had vanished. It had been swirled down stream like a straw of hurtful experience in the welter of time.


This was only one reminder. There were countless others, indigenous to that life and to this. There was Richard’s childhood and the man he was now. Did Quentin feel such things? There was no sign that he did. But then Quentin was chameleon, donning colours so lavishly in his outward dissemblings that he could hide behind a brilliant panache and so be Quentin all the time. Quentin was sure of himself because he was sure of others. As for Richard, he had never been sure of anything. There lay their difference.


The bathroom wasn’t working at all well this morning, Richard decided. It was making him morbid. He rushed through the rest of his toilet and then into breakfast. They had started. Edwina observed him covertly as he sat down. It was a habit of hers these days to allow herself a generous helping of awareness where other people were concerned. As the rector’s wife she had been too nice for too long. If she was apt to stare somewhat at times, it was only to insist that she should not be deceived. Yet she was—as indeed she was bound to be since her unworldliness was of the chronically myopic kind. At this very moment she was convinced that she saw both Richard and Quentin. But, of course, she didn’t. The two young men battling for The Times were just her ‘boys’, her adorable ungainly children. So she continued, blessedly oblivious of the reality of keeping open house for closely-related strangers.


People, Edwina recalled, were inclined to say that Richard had a ‘nice’ face—meaning that it was open and frank and unobjectionable, and that also its unfinished look made it sufficiently identical to so many other young English faces for it not to give reason for worrying speculation. Not so Quentin. People behaved very differently in his case. His decided beauty quelled them. Neither could they ignore it, it was too factual, too apparent. It was so decidely off-(or on-) putting that it usually had the effect of a remarkable blemish. It divided his aquaintanceship into those who were extra kind and those who were extra cold. He really was terribly sweet, thought Edwina, blind to all this. But then they both were. She wouldn’t make favourites. She loved them equally. Nobody would take them for brothers, people also said. Edwina answered that she was pleased to hear it. But since she did not add her reason for such a peculiar reply, which was that she felt dreadfully sorry for the ‘alike as peas’ kind of family, so many repetitions of eyes and chins and noses merely making her flinch, the statement was generally regarded as one of her more gnomic utterances. Edwina gets vaguer and vaguer, they said.


But there was nothing obtuse in what she wanted to say this morning. ‘I really don’t know quite how to broach this,’ she confessed, digging a server into the ham and eggs.


‘Oh, just as it comes,’ answered Quentin airily.


‘Not this,’ retorted Edwina, giving the food a jab. ‘You know I’m worried stiff about your future—I’m serious now,’ she insisted. ‘You also know that neither your father nor myself ever wanted to force you into any decision which was other than your own. Oh, dear!’ she said—the toast rack had slipped sideways and carefully emptied itself among the coffee things—‘Richard, it’s going to have your cup over any minute! What was I saying—? Oh, yes; the future.’


‘But not at breakfast, not now, at any rate’ said Quentin.


‘What’s wrong with now?’ demanded Edwina.


‘It’s so early for one thing.’


‘But is it? You’re twenty-five. When Dads was twenty-five …’


‘I’m twenty-four. I shall be twenty-five next Friday. Time is one of the quantities one should never be liberal with. There’s a man here,’ he went on in his quick clever voice which seemed to dote on irrelevance, ‘who after thirty-one years as the Secretary of Gray’s Club has taken Buddhist vows and now lives in solitude with fifteen hundred monks in Tibet.’ He rattled the paper in her direction.


‘Quentin, dear, do listen. If I seem to be talking particularly to you, it’s because yours is a different position from Dick’s. You had Cambridge, and, to be quite blunt, you should have gone on.’


‘Gone on to Ely, I suppose you mean?’


‘Well,’ enquired Edwina, the hint of defence in her voice, ‘isn’t that what you wanted to do?’


‘Yes—when I was eighteen.’


‘Then what stopped you?’


‘Do you really want to know?’ he asked.


‘No, no!’ retorted Edwina hurriedly. She blamed herself. She might have known that any prolonged talk with Quentin on such a subject as his future was out of the question. He grew more and more outlandish in the things that he thought he could say. It needed all her concentration at times to misinterpret them. ‘I won’t say,’ she went on, ‘that being ordained was all your father hoped for. You know he would have been the first to insist that you should be absolutely free in such a matter. But I’ve got to see you settled—both of you if it comes to that.’


‘I’m settled enough,’ announced Richard with deliberate irony. The extreme seediness of the Copdock appointment fell all about him like a scrofulous cloak discarded by a vindictive prophet. All this concern about whether Quentin became a parson—God help them! But what of himself?


His swift depression was obvious.





OEBPS/9780571287505_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





