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      Elizabeth Taylor


      

      Elizabeth Taylor, who was born in Reading, Berkshire, in 1912 and educated at the Abbey School, Reading, worked as a governess

         and librarian before her marriage in 1936: ‘I learnt so much from these jobs,’ she wrote, ‘and have never regretted the time

         I spent at them.’ She lived in Penn, Buckinghamshire, for almost all her married life. Her first novel, At Mrs Lippincote’s, appeared in 1945 and was followed by eleven more, together with short stories which were published in various periodicals

         and collected in five volumes, and a children’s book, Mossy Trotter. Taylor’s shrewd but affectionate portrayals of middle- and upper-middle-class English life soon won her a discriminating

         audience, as well as staunch friends in the world of letters. Rosamond Lehmann called her ‘sophisticated, sensitive and brilliantly

         amusing, with a kind of stripped, piercing feminine wit’. Elizabeth Taylor died in 1975.
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      INTRODUCTION


      

      In a newspaper once, I described Elizabeth Taylor as ‘the missing link between Jane Austen and John Updike’. I felt chastened

         soon after this when I read a piece on Taylor by the estimable writer Philip Hensher, who said (in an undoubtedly Austenian

         tone) that: ‘Any woman novelist who writes grammatically, it sometimes seems, will sooner or later be compared to Jane Austen,

         but in Taylor’s case, the comparison is peculiarly inappropriate.’

      


      

      I still think my missing link idea is true, though. Let’s begin by drawing the relationship between Austen and Updike: the

         canvas of both is always a small, provincial section of the middle-classes; their narratives explore love and marriage and

         its breakdown within that canvas; and they both subscribe to the need to, in Updike’s words, ‘give the mundane its beautiful

         due’. They both, in other words, find art in the everyday, rather than the fantastical. Or perhaps they find the fantastical

         in the everyday.

      


      

      Elizabeth Taylor operates along all these lines. The Sleeping Beauty is a novel entirely committed to finding the fantastical in the everyday:

      


      

      

      

         It looked a sad, unwelcome garden with its yellowing leaves. Rotten fruit lay in the grass. A mist was breathed upwards from

            clumps of rusty leaves and the mauve flowers. Remote, pervasive, so Englishly moody, with its muted colours and still air

            and medlar-scent, it appeared expectant, ready to match itself to an intruder, to be in tune with the nostalgic or the romantic;

            with magic for lovers; and echoes for the forlorn.

         


      


      

      The story of The Sleeping Beauty is like this garden: very small, very English but, at the same time, strange, exotic, disturbing, and wreathed in a kind

         of rich melancholy. Vinny Tumulty is a repressed, and, when we first meet him, rather creepy figure, who derives pleasure

         from comforting the recently bereaved. He is in the aptly named seaside town of Seething, out of season, performing this task

         for Isabella, whose husband Harry, an MP, has recently drowned. Staring out of the window of Isabella’s house, he sees a shadowy

         female figure walking by the sea, about whom he develops a mystical certainty: ‘It was too dark for him to see the woman’s

         face, but he was certain, from her walk, that it was beautiful.’ This figure turns out to be Emily, a woman whose beauty may

         or may not have survived the plastic surgery performed upon her following a car crash. As a kind of penance for the mysterious

         and possibly scandalous background to the crash, she has buried herself within the life of her sister Rose, spending all her

         time helping to look after Rose’s mentally disabled daughter, Philly.

      


      

      Like Austen, and like Updike, Taylor is interested in whether or not love can survive damage, and the damage that pervades

         Seething is everywhere. The debris of scattered relationships lies around the town like flotsam and jetsam from its grim sea:

         Isabella’s husband is dead, as is Rose’s, both through strange accidents, both with some shadow of scandal hanging around their lives; Vinny has his own secret, hidden away in another, equally grey, town; Laurence, Isabella’s son, is at

         once hateful towards and completely dependent on his mother, a cycle he repeats towards a local children’s nurse, whom he

         thinks of simply as ‘the girl’; the hilariously sure-of-herself Mrs Tumulty, Vinny’s mother, appears to have driven her husband

         to an early grave through such strictures as, when they were on safari, expecting ‘him to make an effort of standing up when

         she entered his tent, even if he bent double in doing so’. And Vinny and Emily themselves are perhaps two of the most emotionally

         shut-down people ever to form the basis of a love story. Vinny, ‘nearing fifty’ and feeling ‘more than ever the sweet disappointments

         only a romantic knows, whose very desires invite frustration’ experiences his first meeting with his beloved not as most writers

         would teach us he should, as an intense attraction, but almost the opposite, almost revulsion: ‘He could only feel the shock

         of it, the inexplicable recoil from, her beauty – as if a moth had brushed his cheek and terror had driven him to beat it

         off; a terror ridiculous, instinctive and humiliating.’ Emily, meanwhile, is so closed off that she doesn’t speak until a

         third of the way through the novel, and even then we learn nothing of her internal life until much later; up to that point,

         we, like Vinny, can only imagine her ‘lying under the spell of her alien beauty and Rose’s devotion enclosing her like a thicket

         of briars’.

      


      

      The most moving part of The Sleeping Beauty is the way that love gingerly breaks through all this dead matter. It is not fast, or swooping, this love: to reach Emily,

         Vinny requires ‘patient drudgery’. It necessitates small steps, awkward meetings on landings, long semi-silent sea walks around

         Seething. Even in a fantasy, a picnic Vinny imagines taking her on, ‘He still could not find any dialogue for them. Emily

         remained monosyllabic.’ Desire is complex, nuanced, a thing that is to be deconstructed: ‘Desire, of itself, had scarcely existed for him, obstructed, or obliterated, as it so often was, by his sense of personality.’

         But eventually, tentatively, love emerges from the shadow of all this uncertainty: ‘He watched, as if it were the most surprising

         and exotic revelation, her pink heels lifting from her slippers as she climbed the stairs.’

      


      

      This tentativeness never quite leaves them. Even when most of their obstacles have been overcome, there is no joyous coming

         together for Vinny and Emily – rather they are left ‘at last with the burden of one another’s personalities; the terror of

         striking a false note; or none’. And crucially, their love – this very Elizabeth Taylor type of love, love found unexpectedly

         in middle-age, after the point at which the idea of it happening has been forsworn – does not permeate the world of the book.

         Vinny and Emily’s love lights up only each other’s soul, not the soul of Seething. It feels to all the other characters –

         Rose, Isabella, Laurence – that something has been reborn, but, in their own lives, what that something is remains obscure:

         ‘They felt anticipatory; but nothing happened … no miracle happened.’ Taylor hangs on to the reality of love, which is that

         its effects are intense but small. Love changes only the lives of the lovers; for the rest of us, as Mrs Siddons says, ‘We

         shall soon be putting the clocks back or forward.’

      


      

      This reality, this keeping the backdrop mundane, is what separates Taylor from the stereotypical ‘Women’s Writer’ she is sometimes

         mistaken for. An author who writes so much about love and its travails can easily be mistaken for a Mills & Boon maven, but

         her great art is not to make love into a fairy-tale, even when, as in The Sleeping Beauty, she is using the paradigm of a fairy-tale. Her strokes are never broad, always detailed, and the more intense for it. Read

         again the sentence above where Vinny is moved by Emily’s heels emerging from their slippers. This miniature noticing of detail is radical and modern. It may now be a common idea, that the tinier and sharper the descriptive focus, the more powerful the significance, but not in Taylor’s

         day. By 1960, in Rabbit, Run, possessed even in that short time by a very different idea of men and women, Updike can write ‘her eyebrows stretch up,

         showing the bumps her eyeballs make under the thin membrane’ but Taylor preceded him, in realising the power of the microscopic.

      


      

      She cannot, however, precede him in other ways. Sex is a driving narrative force in all three of my great literary triumvirate,

         but in Austen the act itself remains, of course, unspoken, while in Updike it is shouted, screamed and rendered in minute

         detail. Taylor is, as missing links should be, somewhere between the two. The erotic world she depicts has moved away from

         overly restrained gentility – she can announce, perhaps startlingly, of Rose, that she is ‘obsessed by sex as only those who

         fear it can be’ – but it is still too constrained, too English, perhaps, openly to embrace any kind of illegitimate desire.

         What in Austen would be some unnamed act whose consequence is social shame and exclusion, and in Updike would be wife-swapping,

         in Taylor is bigamy, a very 1950s way of dealing with anti-monogamous urges, and a crime, a crime whose consequence the novel

         leaves unresolved. But sex is always there, hinted at, behind the thinnest veil of comic politesse: ‘He had seen too many

         mothers like her … to wonder how she had ever come to have a child. He now took that miracle for granted, supposing that everyone

         has his informal moments.’

      


      

      This observation of Vinny’s about Isabella – like Isabella’s later unabashed, possibly tipsy confession that she had wanted

         more children but ‘after Laurie there was all that bother with my Fallopian tubes, whatever they may be’ – makes me laugh.

         Which is perhaps the last and most important reason to group Elizabeth Taylor with Jane Austen and John Updike; she is able

         to look into the vagaries of love and romance and passion and desire and sex and delicately pick out the comedy of it all.

         And like all the greatest comedians, her comedy is of a type that often makes the reader feel as much like crying as laughing

         – laughter in the dark, or perhaps more accurately, in Taylor’s case, laughter in the gloom.

      


      

      David Baddiel, 2011


   




      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      ‘There’s Vinny going in with the wreaths,’ Isabella had once said.

      
      Now that her own time to be consoled had come, she was glad of him. The wreaths she had mentioned were a figure of speech
         – her way of associating Vinny with condolences and gloom; for disaster could always bring him to a scene. He went with sympathy
         professional in its skill; yet adept, exquisite. More personal than the professionals whom he excelled – doctors, priests,
         undertakers – he fired his reliability with talent and imagination. His letters to the bereaved never expressed inadequacy
         on his part: they seemed simply to be the reason for his existence. Flippant people – Isabella was one – felt that his presence
         was a foreboding, or a dismal signal, like drawn blinds: but behind the closed doors where sorrow was, he sustained and comforted.
      

      
      Seeing him standing in the parlour, looking stouter, greyer than she had remembered, she felt remorse at never having treated
         him seriously, and she went quickly to him; first took his hands and then put her head against his shoulder to hide the distortion
         of her face.
      

      
      
      One thing Vinny never said was ‘Don’t cry’. He waited patiently for her to finish, standing quite still, his glance directed
         about the room which he had not seen for ten years. Without moving, he could not take in more than an edge of the bay-window
         and none of the sea beyond; but seaside light is always noticeable and on this early Spring evening the room was washed with
         it.
      

      
      ‘Forgive me!’ Isabella wept. ‘I have not cried before – I was too sad.’

      
      A large part of Vinny’s usefulness was the coaxing forth of such tears as are better shed. He stroked her untidy hair, until
         after a while she steadied, gathered herself together, dabbed her eyes, disengaged herself and gave the usual rueful smile.
      

      
      ‘You are so good to come.’

      
      While she tried to patch up her poor face, he walked over to the window and then felt tactless at going too soon to look at
         the sea, which had so recently claimed Isabella’s husband and had nearly claimed her son at the same time.
      

      
      The window gave immediately on to the sea-front. The terrace of little houses were close to the jetty and the road ran behind
         them. The lavender paving-stones were patchily wet. The low sun broke into the puddles in a great dazzle. All steamed and
         shimmered. A row of iron chairs stood by the sea-wall.
      

      
      Out on the sands, two children ran at the water’s edge, trailing seaweed, bending for shells. Behind them came an elderly
         lady with a large umbrella, which was shut up but not furled. It stabbed the sands like an arrow, sometimes knocking aside
         pebbles or spearing pieces of seaweed for the children. They moved along like a frieze against the brown sea, with the grey
         beach to themselves.
      

      
      ‘The Tillotson children,’ Isabella said, coming to stand beside Vinny. ‘And Nannie,’ she added.

      
      
      ‘Who are the Tillotson children?’ Vinny asked, putting his arm through hers.

      
      ‘They had whooping-cough,’ Isabella said vaguely. ‘I was thinking, Vinny, that “inevitable” can mean nice things, too. It
         had never occurred to me before.’
      

      
      ‘What has been inevitable?’

      
      ‘Why, you! I waited for you to come. I thought “Vinny at least will come.” Although we never heard from you all these years,
         only the card at Christmas.’
      

      
      ‘I was busy. You didn’t need me. I thought of you often, and imagined you three here for your holidays, and Laurence growing
         up.’
      

      
      ‘I was simply convinced you would one day walk in. One is left so much on one’s own. People are shy of the bereaved. They
         don’t quite know what to be. And they feel that they must not flock down, like vultures …’ Vinny frowned … ‘They say: “Other people are nearer to her,
         it is not our place to presume or intrude.” And because they all say that, in the end no one comes – from nicety, of course;
         not cruelty. Or are they just too embarrassed and waiting for death to blow over? Time heals everything, especially embarrassment.
         But perhaps you think I am bitter?’ she asked, with a little pride in her voice.
      

      
      ‘You, Isabella! Oh, my darling, no one less, ever.’

      
      ‘You are so fatherly,’ she said coldly. Yet his laughter had made the room more normal. No one had dared to laugh before.

      
      ‘There they go, up the steps!’

      
      The children had crossed the sands and begun to ascend some rustic-work, zigzagging steps up the cliff. Sometimes Nannie urged
         them on, shooing at them with her umbrella as if they were geese. They plodded upwards in their wellington boots. One threw
         down her seaweed in despair and seemed to be coughing.
      

      
      
      ‘Where do they go?’ Vinny asked.

      
      ‘Up to Rose Kelsey’s guest-house.’

      
      At the top of the cliff, but mostly hidden in trees, he could see a gabled Victorian house of tremendous ugliness, ivy over
         its dark walls and one upstairs window glinting evilly in the sunset.
      

      
      ‘How is Laurence?’ Vinny asked, reminded by the sight of the children that the last time he had stayed with Isabella her son
         had been a boy, out on the sands all day. Vinny had built castles for him and dug channels to let in the tide, the soapy water
         like ginger-beer.
      

      
      ‘I can’t help worrying. There is the question of what one calls his future. In fact, how to scrape together two halfpennies for himself when he has finished his military service.’ She tried hard not
         to feel aggrieved with her husband for leaving her before they had settled anything.
      

      
      ‘It might be a chance for me to help. Where is he now?’

      
      ‘He is upstairs in his room, sulking. What am I saying? Studying, I mean. Studying.’
      

      
      ‘What is he studying?’

      
      ‘Well, reading then. I always say “reading” when people are lolling in a chair, or lying on the sofa, or in a train. But studying
         when they sit up to a table.’
      

      
      ‘What does he read?’

      
      ‘Books and papers and magazines.’ She turned her cuff back secretly to glance at her watch, thinking of the meal in the oven.
         ‘And library books,’ she added.
      

      
      ‘Pretty comprehensive.’

      
      ‘Yes. It was such an ordeal for him. He seemed quite stunned. Unimaginably horrifying: and so brave of him, trying to save
         Harry like that. It was hopeless. He barely saved himself.’
      

      
      ‘I know. I read of it,’ Vinny said, glancing at her.

      
      ‘He seemed ill for days, chilled and dazed and exhausted, poor boy … and talking in his sleep, though nothing one could hear; and being so very difficult. Antagonistic.’
      

      
      The children were at the top now: they disappeared behind some macrocarpa trees. The sunset had struck a different window
         of the house, and fell differently into the little parlour, which had a selfconscious, but charming, marine atmosphere – sea-green
         wallpaper, and furniture inlaid with mother-o’-pearl; on the chimney-piece, ships in bottles and spiked and curly pink shells.
         The pictures were of steamers, and paddle-boats painted on glass and having a darkly thunderous quality. By the window was
         the telescope on its stand. Isabella had often turned it on Harry’s yacht as he set off from the jetty, swinging round at
         first uncertainly, then settling to the water and at last disappearing round the cliff. She had probably watched it on the
         last day, Vinny thought, when Harry and Laurence were late returning. She had always been particularly anxious when Laurence
         had gone, too. He wondered how she could bear to keep the telescope there: then he realised that, sometimes, to take action
         over a thing can make it seem more real.
      

      
      ‘I may appear inevitable,’ he suddenly said, ‘but no more than that – not, for instance, punctual. I wanted to come earlier,
         but could only write. Now is really too late. All I can do are practical things … what to arrange for Laurence, for instance.’
      

      
      ‘You came just right,’ Isabella said. ‘When one is too shocked, one cannot …’ She put her rolled-up handkerchief to her mouth,
         and then went on: ‘After when one begins to feel the emptiness … and being so unpopular, because grieved … and then practical
         things I never could do … nor had to … not now, really … there wasn’t even a funeral, you see.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Vinny reverently. He tried not to imagine Harry’s body dragged to and fro on the sea’s floor, with no tide ever
         sweeping him to rest.
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, we ought to have some sherry,’ Isabella said, remembering. She had grown careless about such things, and often, when
         she was alone, did not bother.
      

      
      When she opened the door, a dismal smell of cooking flew in. Vinny could envisage some dreary, woman’s meal – cauliflower-cheese,
         he thought – placed in the oven by the daily-help who had admitted him – a frantic-looking woman, who stood by the door, skewering
         in hatpins, to show she was just off.
      

      
      There was dust on the stopper of the decanter Isabella brought in. She handed him his glass triumphantly, as if she had brought
         off a conjuring-trick.
      

      
      ‘I will call Laurie,’ she said. ‘You can have a drink together while I make up your bed.’

      
      ‘But I shall not stay here,’ Vinny protested. ‘I mean to take a stroll into the town and find a room at The Victoria.’

      
      ‘The Victoria! Out of season! It is half shut up, and no staff, and you would be much better off here, and are so wanted.’
      

      
      For a minute or two, they played their game of doubt and reassurance. He threw to her protestations and got back overriding
         assertions, as he expected. In the end, she went away to prepare his room, and to fetch Laurence. At the door, she asked:
         ‘How long can you stay?’
      

      
      ‘Over the weekend, I could … but are you sure …’ but before he could begin again, she disappeared.
      

      
      He turned once more, instinctively, to the window. The pinky sky had faded into a muffled blue, the beginning of darkness.
         A shred of moon had appeared, and the windows of the house on the cliff were blank and shadowed, as if lids had closed on
         them. On the wide curve of the sands, two figures walked; no longer the Tillotson children skipping along, but a woman walking
         gravely, abstractedly, at the sea’s edge, followed by a young girl who, like the children, bent sometimes to pick up a shell.
         When she stopped, the gap between the two figures became greater, for the woman herself did not pause. She walked on at the same pace, her head erect, as if she noticed nothing
         at all, or else always the same thing ahead of her. Her arms were folded, her hands thrust up the wide sleeves of her dark
         coat. They made a most beautiful picture, Vinny thought; mysterious, romantic. He could not imagine any words passing between
         them: they were too together – seemed too much in accord – for any but the most broken phrases, the most disjointed sounds.
         Perhaps mother and daughter, he decided. The girl’s long pale hair blew away from her shoulders, but then (when she stooped
         for a shell) fell across her face and, with a gesture, immature, impatient, she brushed it back. It was too dark for him to
         see the woman’s face, but he was certain, from her walk, that it was beautiful. She went on slowly and dreamily along the
         shore. Beautiful women do not need to hurry. Then she turned and paused, looking back: the girl came nearer to her, and together
         they crossed the sands and began to climb the rustic steps, the private way up to the house above, where now a light or two
         was switched on in upstairs rooms. He watched them going up the steps in single file, the girl first now. At the top, the
         wind blowing stronger, the blonde hair flew about and the woman took it in both her hands and smoothed it away from the girl’s
         face. When she had done this, she bent her head down as if she was kissing the girl’s brow.
      

      
      Vinny could see all this. He watched it intently, with fascination. When they had gone from view, he turned back to the room,
         and found it dark now, and very small.
      

      
      Laurence, hearing his mother coming upstairs, opened the evening-paper at a different page and was discovered by her studying
         as usual, sitting up at the table; his elbows on either side of The Londoner’s Diary; his fists against his cheeks. When he
         did not look up, she sighed.
      

      
      
      ‘Don’t work too hard, darling, or try your eyes.’

      
      He turned his chin to rest on his fist now and at last glanced at her. The red pressure-mark on his face made him look feverish,
         but soon faded.
      

      
      When Isabella snapped on the light, the white boarded walls shone brilliantly. The room looked extremely neat, except for
         all the papers littering the table.
      

      
      ‘Vincent Tumulty is here,’ Isabella said. ‘I don’t suppose that you remember him. He spent a summer holiday with us here when
         you were a child.’
      

      
      Not committing himself to any such memory, Laurence asked: ‘What is he here for?’

      
      Isabella just parted her hands helplessly, appealingly, at this heartless remark. The sight of her glazed and puffy eyes angered
         him. He looked away again. ‘What a name, anyhow!’ he said.
      

      
      ‘We can put him up for a couple of nights.’ She spoke in this grudging way, implying inconvenience, to hide her real pleasure.
         At least Laurence was with her in desiring a third person. The two of them had become such a wounded pair – in everyone’s
         eyes, and their own. One more would help to break the agonising fusion. Lately, when she had handed him a cup of tea, or made
         any other simple, trivial gesture, it had seemed to have a horrifying significance. ‘You are all I have now,’ seemed to hang
         in the air. He hourly dreaded the words themselves, and if Vinny could stave off the phrase for a day or two he could not
         be more welcome.
      

      
      ‘If you would come down and have a drink while I make up the bed …’

      
      He stood up, his hands still clumsily fidgeting with the papers on the table. He was tall, and because he wore his old school
         suit – the grey double-breasted flannel, which had shrunk at the cleaner’s – his wrists shot out too far from the sleeves
         and too much sock showed between turn-up and shoe.
      

      
      
      He seemed reluctant to leave his papers until his mother was well away, and fidgeted about waiting for her to go. Her very
         appearance sometimes enraged him, although it was that of a rather nice woman. She was deeply interested in clothes, but in
         an academic, objective way. She was always reading fashion-papers and criticising her friends’ efforts, yet dressed mostly
         in pale twin-sets and seated skirts. Her silver-blonde hair was turning to real silver without any change to her pink-and-white
         attractions. Her fat arms and shoulders gave her a top-heavy appearance, especially as her feet were tiny – such little girl’s
         feet, in fact, that her high-heeled shoes made her look precocious. She was kind and simple and it would have been nice for
         her if Laurence had sometimes teased her, or said ‘Cheer up, mum,’ or something a little more homely than his present manner
         of fending off and backing away.
      

      
      He followed her downstairs. Vinny turned from the window to greet them. He had drunk very little of his sherry, which was
         not pleasant. He came forward to shake hands, with the grave and slightly suspicious air of a psychiatrist. Laurence felt
         the authority, the calm fatherliness; firm, yet casual; detached, yet compassionate. The brown eyes looked directly at him,
         but veiled his impressions. The handshake was cordial. ‘You are welcome to follow me to the ends of the earth’, Vinny seemed
         to be assuring people when he was introduced.
      

      
      Laurence tried to pull his shirt-cuffs down before taking the sherry. Going straight from school into the Army had meant that
         he had very few grown-up clothes. Nothing fitted.
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you having a drink, Isabella?’ Vinny asked.

      
      ‘No, darling, thank you. I feel rather thirsty,’ she said vaguely. ‘Well then, if you will excuse me, I will just … oh, Vinny you know, Laurence, used to build sand-castles for you. I remember that so clearly.’
      

      
      She could not have left them feeling more daunted than after this remark, and both smiled apologetically – Laurence, for his mother; and Vinny, for the sand-castles.
      

      
      Laurence sipped his sherry desperately, as if it were his bedtime glass of hot milk, and gazed at it intently rather than
         glance anywhere else.
      

      
      ‘A beautiful spot,’ Vinny began, with a backwards gesture towards the window.

      
      ‘Yes, very.’

      
      ‘I have never seen it out-of-season before.’

      
      ‘Oh, no?’

      
      ‘No. It hardly seems the same place.’

      
      ‘Awfully quiet,’ Laurence suggested.

      
      ‘The sands so deserted, and no children … there were some earlier on, but they seemed only to accentuate the emptiness.’

      
      ‘Would you like some more sherry?’

      
      ‘I still have some.’ Vinny lifted his glass as proof. ‘That house on the cliff is a guest-house, is it? Or some sort of private
         hotel? I never know the difference. I don’t remember it in the old days.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it wasn’t there. It used to be a private house, but I think the woman got hard up. Rose someone-or-other. My mother
         would know,’ he said restlessly. ‘I’m not here much now.’
      

      
      ‘How do you like the Army?’

      
      ‘Oh, very well, thank you,’ Laurence added, after a pause. In truth, he desperately longed for his leave to be over. Army
         life had its own frightfulness; but not the emotional burdens of being at home.
      

      
      ‘The steps up the cliff, I suppose, are a private way up to the house,’ Vinny asked.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Laurence felt again that the man was like a psychiatrist, asking questions which really were not those questions at all, but deeper ones. The manner was so artfully veiled.
      

      
      ‘I saw those children going up there.’ Vinny half-turned back to the uncurtained window, although it was now dark outside.
         ‘And then just now a woman and a young girl …’
      

      
      To this, Laurence felt he really could not be expected to reply. He poured himself some more sherry, after giving a side-long
         look at Vinny’s glass.
      

      
      ‘Would she be the owner of the house, this woman with the girl?’ Vinny shamelessly persisted. He felt that he did not care
         what Laurence thought, as long as he could find out without asking Isabella.
      

      
      ‘It’s her sister who has the daughter, I think. I believe she’s not quite all there, that girl … not right in the head, you
         know …’ He looked for the first time boldly at Vinny, as if to say: ‘Now let me alone. There are bigger fish in the sea than
         you dreamed of.’ He could not rid himself of the suspicion that Vinny was probing his mind, and testing his reactions. For
         this reason, he felt a great desire to come up with some enormity, to give him something to digest. But this manner seemed
         to bounce back to him, hitting Vinny with scarcely any effect. ‘I may be wrong,’ he muttered. ‘I don’t know them … she looks jolly odd … funny eyes … and I heard rumours. Mother would know,’ he concluded.
      

      
      Yet, although Isabella came in then, he said no more, sensing that Vinny did not want the conversation to go on. Isabella
         drew the curtains across the windows with a flourish; then, thrusting a hand down the neck of her jumper, seemed to be dragging
         shoulder-straps into place. She gave a tug at her girdle through her skirt, pulled her pearl necklace round, so that it was
         graded right, with the largest pearl in the centre-front, and having settled herself, said: ‘How nice and cosy! If you like
         to show Vinny his room, Laurence, supper will be ready.’
      

      
      *

      
      
      During the supper and afterwards sitting by the fire while Isabella cracked cob-nuts into her lap and scattered the rug with
         shells, Laurence listened to the story of the past and hoped that the conversation would stay there rather than turn to the
         future, the thought of which filled him with dismay and a sense of inferiority. He could not think what he should do when
         his military-service was over. His father had only vaguely spoken of ‘pulling a few strings’ and ‘having a chat with so-and-so
         some time’. ‘Now he’s left me high and dry,’ Laurence thought bitterly; but it was not a nice metaphor to have chosen and
         he swung his thoughts clear of it at once.
      

      
      Vinny and his mother, he learnt, had first met one another at the very beginning of the war, at what Isabella called ‘the
         blood-donating’, to which she had gone ‘for a lark’, ‘to see what it was like’, and Vinny, Laurence guessed, because of the
         general trend of putting people under an obligation to him, even people he would never know, even to the tune of a bottleful
         of his blood.
      

      
      They had sat next to one another in a queue, holding the same coloured cards. ‘We have only the most ordinary kind of blood,’
         Isabella had whispered to Vinny – for she would always talk to strangers. ‘The most useful kind,’ Vinny had said reproachfully. ‘The more of us there are, the more there must be who need it.’ When it was their turn,
         they lay down on beds next to one another in what was as a rule a school class-room. Lying there waiting, they were conscious
         of the oddest intimacy. The situation had seemed ludicrous, they now decided. A young doctor was pacing up and down, like
         an animal in a cage, distracted with boredom. He barely said ‘good-evening’ as he stabbed them in the arm, fixed the tubes,
         and paced away. All down the room, figures lay on beds, whispering to the nurses or staring up at the ceiling as the blood
         drained away from them; orderly; quiet; very English. The English cup of tea was being prepared in a corner. Vinny had finished first and was led away to recuperate on another bed. Immediately Isabella’s
         feeling of a ‘lark’ faded. Without him, she grew anxious. She confessed to him now that he had taken steadiness from her when
         he moved away. She had wondered if perhaps she had no more blood in her and would die. Her arm had grown numbed.
      

      
      ‘Oh, stop!’ Laurence said suddenly. ‘You make me feel faint.’

      
      ‘He can’t abide the sight of blood,’ Isabella said proudly, smiling as she cracked away at the nuts.

      
      Vinny held his hand out for one.

      
      ‘Ah, they were the good old days,’ Isabella went on. ‘When I did get over to lie beside you, you leant over and tucked the
         blanket in for me. So kind.’
      

      
      ‘It all sounds ambiguous and absurd,’ Laurence complained.

      
      But the ambiguity was the great fun of it. She was laughing quite merrily now; although Vinny, like some gloomy Nannie, forecast
         to himself more tears before bedtime.
      

      
      ‘It was so lulling,’ Isabella said. ‘The peaceful whisperings; the chink of crockery, so muted; the tiptoeing about.’

      
      ‘I always think of you when I go now,’ Vinny said.

      
      ‘I never went again. I thought the novelty would have worn off.’

      
      ‘Mother!’ said Laurence in his scandalised voice.

      
      ‘You drove me home, Vinny. Do you remember that flat we had in Westminster – it was boarded up last time I saw it. A bomb
         next door. You and Harry found you were at school together.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t – father – give his blood, too?’ Laurence asked offhandedly.

      
      ‘Oh, no, darling. He was much too busy for that sort of thing,’ Isabella said reprovingly.

      
      Harry, in fact, had been a Member of Parliament. Isabella had often sat on platforms holding bouquets and smilingly looking down at her little feet: not making speeches ever, because,
         like most chatterboxes, she became tongue-tied if requested to say a few words.
      

      
      Because of Harry’s public position, his death had been reported on the front pages of newspapers, with his photograph, commendations
         of Laurence’s attempt to save his father’s life, and, lastly, a note about the by-election resulting from the tragedy, with
         the figure of Harry’s previous majority.
      

      
      Isabella, reminded of all this, suddenly said: ‘I am afraid he will lose to Labour,’ then put her hand over her mouth in an
         appalled way.
      

      
      Laurence, his face pale with embarrassment, stood up and walked across to a fruit bowl and began frantically to eat an apple.

      
      ‘Oh, dear,’ Isabella said weakly, ‘what am I saying? I cannot seem to realise what has happened. For a while everything seems
         ordinary, then – not.’
      

      
      Vinny moved over and sat on the arm of the chair. Her tears fell into her lapful of nutshells. She leant easily against his
         shoulder. It was as if she had done herself up in a parcel, addressed to him, left on his doorstep; from now on, his responsibility.
      

      
      Laurence, neither comforted nor comforting, tore enormous pieces out of his apple and stood as far away from them as he could,
         chewing furiously and frowning.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      In Vinny’s experience of women, their tears were of a great sameness, and fits of weeping went in twos. First, came the exhausting
         catharsis; followed by weakness – a sense of irresponsibility, as if all were washed away, even decorum; a little shaky gaiety.
         Reacting from this, and in remorse, steady tears would flow for a while – the clearing-up shower. The early tears were of
         despair, rebellion, outrage; the later ones signified a grieved settling again to the world; after them, convalescence could
         be hoped for. This Vinny now hoped for for Isabella, and his plan was to keep her busy all day long with little things.
      

      
      The next morning was bright and gusty and the Tillotson children were on the sands early, flying their kite. Vinny watched
         the scarlet wedge of it tottering and dropping, the wind tugging and relinquishing it, then suddenly taking it up, lifting,
         bearing it away … He felt elevated too.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you look extraordinarily happy!’ Isabella said, coming into the room with some of his ties which she had been pressing.

      
      ‘I felt I was that little girl,’ he said, nodding towards the beach. ‘When the wind really takes it – that’s exciting – the kick of it, like feeling a salmon at the end of the line.’
      

      
      ‘How strange! I thought salmon were caught with spears. See, Vinny, what having a wife would mean to you – your ties would
         always look like this …’
      

      
      He turned to her, glanced at the ties, his head on one side. His excited look faded.

      
      ‘I shall never marry,’ he said. ‘And, oh!’ she thought, ‘the gravity of it, the headmasterliness!’ Then she remembered her
         own new situation and thought that in future she must not try to chide bachelors into marriage, as she had once liked to do
         when protected by her own husband. From now on, a man might think she was trying to marry him herself.
      

      
      ‘Well, there are the ties,’ she said awkwardly, and hung them over the back of a chair as if averting further intimacy.

      
      ‘Now let us go out for coffee,’ Vinny said, ‘and change your library book, buy a cake for Sunday tea and have a drink at The
         Victoria. Then I shall be sure I am at the seaside for the weekend.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know about Laurence.’

      
      ‘Dearest, leave Laurence. Don’t interfere with his studies. Leave him.’
      

      
      ‘Yes … well, then, yes, I will.’

      
      ‘Put on a wonderful lot of make-up and hurry.’

      
      The morning did her good. Vinny, over coffee, and while she shopped, watched her recuperating. In the café, the residents,
         who never went there in the season, exchanged glances. The gilt basket-chairs creaked as women turned discreetly to look at
         Vinny, taking him in as they seemed to be checking their watches with the clock, or signalling to the waitress.
      

      
      In the little town, the wind sprang at them at the corners of streets, it came up from the sea and was bandied about between
         the shop-fronts in no particular direction, swirling dust before it on the pavements. Isabella turned up her collar and bent her head. The veins on her cheeks were a violet confusion; her
         eyes watered. But Vinny insisted on looking in all the shop-windows, standing gravely bowed over displays of coral necklaces;
         handkerchiefs embroidered ‘A Present From Seething’, boring thick pottery. He bought two coloured postcards showing the esplanade
         with bathing-huts, flower-beds let into the asphalt, and wind-gnawed shrubs. He chose them with care, turning the revolving
         stand with great absorption. For Sunday’s tea he bought a walnut-cake, for Saturday’s tea a bag of prawns. He made Isabella
         enter into the shopping with much serious discussion. Once, an acquaintance stopped to speak to her, and he sauntered on and
         stood a little way up the street with his hands behind his back. Isabella, hurrying towards him, wore once more her defeated
         look. He had to begin all over again, and damned her friends.
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