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To Mary Wellesley










Chapter I


‘I’m flattered, of course,’ the young man said, ‘but why ask me, when you have several friends who know you and your work much better than I do?’


The grey-headed author sighed.


‘Most of my friends are my contemporaries,’ he replied. ‘They haven’t had heart attacks, it’s true, as I have, but all the same, they might not outlive me, whereas you, I hope, will outlive me many years. How old are you, Denys?’


‘Twenty-eight.’


‘And I’m sixty-seven, nearly forty years your senior. When did you come to be my secretary? You see how bad my memory is.’


‘It will be three years in March.’


‘So long – how time flies! Well, you’ve been a comfort to me, a great comfort.’


‘And you to me, Mr. Mardick.’


‘Nice of you to say so, Denys. And by the way – I’ve often been meaning to say this – would it be against discipline, or your sense of fitness, would you have any objection, I mean – to calling me by my Christian name?’


‘Oh no, sir,’ said the young man promptly. ‘I should like to. To tell you the truth, I sometimes do, behind your back.’


Mr. Mardick smiled.


‘Well, say it then.’


‘Richard.’


‘You said it rather experimentally, and as if it was a hot potato in your mouth, but you must struggle to get used to it. Try to think I’m not present, and you are saying to some friends of yours, “that old so-and-so, Richard—”’


‘Oh, Richard, I never should.’


‘That’s all right then. We understand each other. And you really are prepared to take on the job of being my literary executor?’


‘More than prepared. I’m honoured.’


‘I can’t think that. There aren’t many manuscrits inédits or typescripts – I never was a copious writer, as you know, and the sin of burying my talent, or hiding its light, has never been one of mine. By hook or crook, I have published nearly everything I wrote, since I wrote The Imperfect Witness. You won’t have many posthumous works to deal with—’


‘I don’t want to think of you in the past tense.’


‘Some day you’ll have to. But there are legions of letters. I hate destroying letters – it’s as if you were trying to wipe somebody out of existence. But to spare you, I may leave instructions that you can burn the lot, unread.’


‘But surely some of them are important?’ Denys asked.


‘To me, perhaps, but not . . . not to posterity.’


‘Posterity?’


‘The word slipped out. Oh dear, how vain you must think me. Of course posterity won’t be interested in me, and yet—’


‘And yet?’ The young man prompted his employer, perhaps with a shade too much confidence.


‘People might want to know something about me. Most of my books are forgotten, as you know. But The Imperfect Witness still sells after nearly forty years.’


‘It sold seven hundred and sixteen copies last year, Richard.’


‘That book’s always been their favourite, I suppose because they can identify themselves with the hero, though why they should want to, when he was such a cad—’


‘It’s easier to identify oneself with a cad than with a really nice man, if such there be, and cads are popular,’ said Denys, stretching out his long legs comfortably.


‘I know people say that, but—’


‘Would you like to identify yourself with the Prince Consort, Richard?’


‘I might have, if I’d lived then. Would you rather have been Jack the Ripper?’


‘Well, he had more fun.’


‘It depends what you mean by fun,’ the novelist said, with mock severity in which, however, there was a hint of disapproval. ‘But as we’re neither of us cads—’


‘Speak for yourself, sir.’


‘“Richard”, you should say. And I speak for you too, my dear fellow. But where were we? What were we talking about?’


‘Cads.’


‘Yes, but before that?’


‘About the sale of your books, with special reference to The Imperfect Witness.’


‘Now I remember. I had asked you to be my literary executor. And there was something else I wanted to ask you.’


‘Yes?’


The young man rose and stood with his back to the fireplace, in which was an electric fire that imitated coal. The heat it gave out did not seem to belong to it and the light and shade that flickered across its craggy front hadn’t the expression and personality that a coal fire has. Denys was so tall that his head overtopped the black-faced sphinxes on the broad Regency mirror that spanned the chimney-piece. He took a gold cigarette-case from one pocket and a gold lighter from another. His movements were deliberate and marked by a conscious elegance; an appreciable time elapsed before he puffed out the first cloud of smoke. Suddenly he remembered and bent down and held the case out to his friend.


‘Won’t you have one?’


Richard shook his head.


‘Doctor’s orders. You’ve still got the case, I see.’


‘Yes, and the lighter too. Did you think I should have pawned them?’


‘I might have to ask for them back.’


‘Even the gods cannot recall their gifts,’ said Denys, slowly restoring the cigarette-case to his pocket. ‘Was that what you were going to ask me?’


‘No, it wasn’t. How is your financial situation, by the way?’


Denys shrugged his shoulders.


‘Oh, fairly healthy, but these golden accessories give rather a false impression. When I flaunt them in a shop, the counter-jumpers think I’ve come to buy it.’


‘No doubt you have.’


‘They certainly make it easier for me to get credit.’


Richard smiled.


‘I’m glad of that. Credit is what matters. Which brings me to—’


‘What you were going to ask me?’


‘Yes, in a way.’


A look that was half impatience, half distaste, crossed Richard’s face; the look of someone who, having publicly pledged himself to a disagreeable task, thereby arousing expectation, must now perform it or lose face. Calling his own bluff, he said, ‘Do you think people will want to know about me?’


‘Know about you?’


‘The facts of my life and so on.’


‘You’ve always said there weren’t any except those listed in Who’s Who. I know them by heart, of course, I’ve had to supply them to so many of your fans. Shall I refresh your memory?’


‘Do, dear boy.’


‘Well then. Mardick, John Richard. Born 29th Jan 18—’


‘You needn’t rub that in.’


‘If you interrupt me, I shall forget,’ Denys complained. ‘I can reel it off like a prayer – a prayer to you, so long as I don’t stop anywhere. “Born at Fosdyke, Cambs, only son of Walter Lusby Mardick. Educated St. Peter’s School, Medehamstead, and All Hallows College, Oxford (scholar). Served First World War (R.A.M.C.) Unmarried”. I suppose you are unmarried?’


‘Yes, of course. As you are.’


‘“Has travelled extensively—”’


‘That’s not really true. I’ve only travelled extensively between England and Italy.’


‘Please don’t interrupt me. Publications: The Imperfect Witness, of course, and then O Sunflower—’


‘I think we can take them as read,’ the author broke in. ‘Their names make me so self-conscious. O Sunflower, indeed! So like a young man to think himself weary of Time! If it was now – No, spare me the others.’


‘Then I shall have to say them over to myself, or I shall forget the last part.’


Denys’ lips moved rapidly for a few moments. ‘The Tired Heart, 1957’, he wound up aloud.


‘That was prophetic,’ Richard said.


‘Or tempting Providence.’


‘Well now,’ Denys said. ‘Recreations: swimming, rowing and climbing.’


There was a pause.


‘I shall have to alter that in the next entry, if there is one, to “Bath-chair comforts and back-seat driving”.’


‘Don’t be so depressing, or you’ll make me sorry I ever told you the facts of your life. Now! Address: Flat 15, 99 Suffolk Gate, S.W.7. That’s where we are now, in case you’ve forgotten. Clubs: Everest, Euthanaseum.’


‘Is that all?’ the novelist asked.


‘I think so. I may have made a slip, because you would keep interrupting, but I think it’s all. Can I sit down now? I feel quite tired.’


‘You just wanted to elongate yourself. I never asked you to stand up,’ said Richard.


‘No, but I sometimes do, out of respect for my employer.’


Denys disposed himself in a chair and with the same elaborate gesture as before, lit another cigarette. He fixed on Richard a long, speculative stare, which seemed to be neither taking in nor giving out. Suddenly it would be extinguished, like the revolving lantern of a lighthouse, but while it was still turned on you could neither ignore it nor comfortably meet it, you had to turn away. Richard liked looking at Denys – at his baby-blue eyes, source of the stare, his slightly upturned nose, his long oval face, his complexion as delicate as a woman’s.


‘It isn’t much to go on,’ Richard said.


‘Not much? You are ungrateful. I thought it was a mouthful. You wouldn’t find anyone else to cover you as copiously as I have.’


‘I don’t like that phrase “cover you”,’ said Richard, ‘it’s too journalistic, and besides—’


‘Besides what?’


‘You haven’t really covered me.’


‘What have I left exposed?’


‘I think we’d better drop that metaphor,’ Richard Mardick said. ‘It’s rather . . . rather misleading. The main point is: is it likely that someone will want to write about me?’


‘More than likely, Richard.’


‘In that case, would you do it?’


The young man opened his blue eyes wide. Normally his face was inexpressive; he might have kept it still so as not to wrinkle it. When he did register an emotion, it had an almost theatrical effect.


‘Of course I should,’ he said. ‘And anyhow, your wishes are my commands. But it would have to be a very short book, wouldn’t it, just a memoir?’


‘I suppose so. But I could tell you more than Who’s Who does, and then there are the letters written to me, and letters of mine, which my friends may have kept—’


‘But why don’t you ask one of them to do it? They know the set-up so much better than I do. I only know you in your rôle of employer and benefactor, and—’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Richard hastily. ‘There are several people who know me, in some ways, better than you do, and have known me longer. But I’d rather you did it.’


‘I should be charmed. All the same I don’t like talking about it, biographizing on your grave. Let’s have a drink and talk of something else.’


‘A drink by all means. Help yourself, my boy. No, not for me – I have to ration myself, as you know. A bore, but there it is. But while we’re on the subject, let’s have it out – I’d rather not go back to it again. Now take your time – I know you don’t like hurrying, and it’s not good for me, either.’


He turned in his chair and watched his secretary’s long fingers hovering selectively above the bottles.


At last Denys came back, the whisky in his glass a deep shade of orange.


‘Isn’t that rather strong?’


‘Well, it was you who got me into those bad ways, you who corrupted me. Until you came along, I never—’


‘All right, all right,’ said Richard.


‘And besides, I have to nerve myself for what you’re going to tell me.’


‘I’m not sure I am going to tell you,’ Richard muttered. ‘It’s like this. If anyone writes about me, I’d rather it was you. You could put a notice in the paper saying you were my literary executor and were going to write a memoir of me, and would anyone who had letters of mine send them to you—’


‘Oh dear, I hate all this,’ said Denys.


‘Yes, but we must be practical. Then when you’ve got the material, you can decide whether or not you want to write it. I rather hope you won’t.’


‘I don’t quite follow.’


‘Well, you’ll have the material, and as long as you have it, no one else can use it. You can always be going to write the memoir—’


‘But how shall I make up my mind?’


‘You’ll have to use your discretion.’


‘I never had very much, you know.’


‘Oh, but you will have, by that time. The doctor didn’t contemplate my immediate decease. He said he just couldn’t tell. Oh yes, he was quite frank with me; you’ll find out, when you get older, that people can be frank with you and you with them.’


‘You haven’t been very frank with me so far,’ the young man said, sipping his whisky.


‘No, that’s to come, at least I think it is.’


‘You don’t really trust me.’


‘Of course I trust you – you’re one of the few human beings whom I do trust. Otherwise I wouldn’t have asked you – well! But I don’t quite trust myself. I mean I don’t know whether my impulse to tell you is a sound one.’


‘You make it all seem very portentous,’ the young man said.


‘It is to me. But would it be, to someone else?’


‘I can’t hazard a guess, unless you tell me.’


‘You see, I’m in an odd position, not exactly under sentence of death, but nearly. I haven’t any future, to speak of, not as other men even of my age have. I couldn’t write now, even if I tried. Imagination is a wasting asset, it dwindles with one’s other powers.’


‘Couldn’t I supply you with some emotions to be recollected in tranquillity?’ Denys asked.


‘It would be fatal if you did. No excitement, the doctor said, pleasurable or otherwise. And above all, don’t get angry. I’m not an angry type, but one never knows, so try not to provoke me, Denys. What I mean is, there’s nothing more, in the way of emotion, that I can safely learn: resignation is my lot. The Experience Account is closed. But I want to know how I stand, to have a point of view about myself. Richard Mardick to get used to the new conditions and be ready – you might say. The readiness is all.’


‘Hamlet.’


‘Now you’re showing off. But in little, I share some of his faults. Life’s dropped out of my hands. I can’t pick it up again and I don’t want to. I don’t want anything new to happen to me, no more problems. A novel is a problem, you know, a severe mental and emotional strain; and if it isn’t, it’s no good – at least in my case. That’s why so many novelists, even mediocre ones like me, die before their time. I couldn’t face another novel. I should like to relax, and wait like an autumn leaf, to fall. No more readjustments; no more trying to tune in to the present age and wondering what the young people of today are thinking. I believe I have your affection—’


The young man drained his glass.


‘Of course you have,’ he said.


‘– And that gives me a kind of security – emotional security – in which I might put forth a few late autumn flowers, strictly for home use, not for sale.’


‘You wouldn’t need a secretary then,’ said Denys.


‘Oh yes, I should. I should have plenty of letters to write, and as I shouldn’t be working, I should need companionship more than ever. But your glass is empty,’ he added, noticing that Denys was making ineffectual attempts to drain it a second time. ‘Fill it up, won’t you, though I don’t really think you ought to. It’s only half-past six, still two hours to dinner-time. You mustn’t get sozzled.’


Denys rose with his air that was at once languorous and resolute, and said, ‘Don’t forget you were going to tell me something.’


But when he had replenished his glass, a silence fell.


‘I’m waiting,’ he said.


Thus reminded, Richard took the plunge, but into shallow water.


‘It isn’t easy to explain,’ he said, ‘it’s for the sake of the synthesis, the harmony, the integration, if you like, though it’s a dreadful word – in my thoughts and feelings. Am I being unbearably egotistic?’


‘Not more than usual.’


‘I don’t want to have to look back at my life as if it was a jigsaw puzzle with one piece of the pattern – the most important piece – always missing. I know what the piece is, but other people don’t, and it isn’t enough to see the jig-saw oneself, one wants other people to see it, after a fashion, anyhow. There are a few people who do jig-saws for their own private satisfaction, but most of us like a witness to our cleverness.’


‘I’ve never seen you do a jig-saw puzzle,’ Denys said.


‘No, I haven’t the patience, and visually I haven’t much sense of shape. But novels are a sort of jig-saw puzzle.’


‘And memoirs, too, it seems.’


‘Well, mine would be. Without the clue it wouldn’t make sense, it would be the picture of a quiet, very quiet life, but it would be misleading.’


‘And you don’t want to mislead people?’


‘I’d rather not,’ said Richard, fretful at his thoughts. ‘If they want to know about me, I’d rather they knew the truth. They mustn’t know it, that’s the difficulty.’


‘They mustn’t know it?’


‘On no account. If I tell you, I won’t bind you to secrecy, it isn’t necessary, but nobody must ever, ever know.’


‘Then why tell me, if I’m not to put it in the book?’


‘For two reasons. One is that I don’t like the idea of dying with a secret. And the other is that though you can’t put it recognizably into the memoir, you can make its presence felt, just as you can describe the results of an accident without describing the accident itself. You can show me as the product of the experience.’


‘That’s how I should show you, because that’s how I know you.’


‘Yes, but you don’t know the context.’


‘When am I going to know?’


The older man stirred uneasily in his chair and his troubled gaze travelled round the cornice until it fell on Denys.


‘It’s now or never, I suppose,’ he said.


‘Why do you hesitate?’


‘Partly because I’m afraid of boring you.’


‘If I’m bored, I’ll put my hand up.’


‘And partly because I don’t want to burden you with my private affairs. For they are a burden. They are like parasites that batten on their host and then try to gnaw their way out.’


‘What unpleasant images you use. Shall I be harbouring a sort of tape-worm?’


‘A very long one. And another thing is, I don’t want to appear to you in a bad light. You’ve always looked up to me till now – not in the physical sense of course—’


‘Or in the moral sense.’


‘Perhaps not,’ said the older man. ‘But in a general way you respect me, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do,’ said Denys.


‘Well, after this you may find you can’t. That would be a blow for me and might upset our friendship. I should hate you to despise me.’


‘Should you mind despising me?’ said Denys.


Richard opened his eyes wide.


‘Well, that would be a new experience.’


‘And you don’t expect to have any new experiences?’


‘No,’ said his employer. ‘I shall be on the retired list in every sense.’


‘Then will you still need a secretary? That’s what I want to know.’


Richard smiled at him fondly.


‘Yes, all the more.’


‘Why all the more?’


‘Because I shan’t have the companionship of my work.’


Did a faint cloud cross the young man’s brow? If so, Richard didn’t notice it. He was absorbed in visions of the future, when, exercise-book and note-book laid aside, he would enjoy a series of intimate occasions like this one, but without the ordeal of confession hanging over him.


‘We could travel,’ he said.


‘But will you be well enough?’


‘I shall be well enough if you are there.’


Again Richard failed to notice the look of unease on the young man’s face.


‘It will be nice to know,’ he went on, ‘that we shan’t have to break off for any reason at all, except, except . . .’


He didn’t finish the sentence, nor did Denys finish it for him. Instead, Denys said, ‘You won’t find it too much of a strain, saying whatever you are going to say?’


‘Well, if it proves to be, we’ve got the remedies ready. You know where they are, don’t you?’


‘On your dressing-table.’


‘Yes, but if anything happens, you’ll have to get a move on, as we used to say, none of that slow motion stuff, as though tomorrow would do.’


He glanced affectionately at his protégé.


‘You aren’t exactly in a hurry yourself,’ retorted the young man. ‘If you’re so anxious to get this off your chest – cleanse the stuffed bosom of that perilous stuff—. Do you know, it’s half an hour by the clock since you began to tease me with it? If you were an R.C. as no doubt you ought to be—’


‘Why?’


‘Because then you would have confessed this sin, whatever it is, long ago, and you wouldn’t have kept your father confessor waiting either. He would have said, “Hurry up, my son, spit it out. I haven’t got all day”.’


‘Very well then. But where shall I begin?’


‘You are a novelist. You ought to know.’


Richard took one or two quick breaths, looked at the young man, looked away again, stretched his arms out in an ineffectual gesture, and then said, ‘You can have another whisky if you like.’


‘Not till you’re under way,’ Denys said inexorably.


‘All right, here goes.’ But several seconds passed before Richard began to speak, and then his voice was quite different from his usual voice. It sounded de-personalized, as if he was broadcasting to many people – or perhaps to none.










Chapter II


I was brought up to be a farmer – I’ll tell you how it was. My father was a Bank Manager at Fosdyke, a small town in the Fens near Medehamstead, and besides being a Bank Manager, he had an interest in a brick-works, quite a small affair it was, and he regarded it at first, I seem to remember, more as a hobby than as a source of income. It just paid its way. Later, when I was of an age to understand such things, he told me it brought in on an average £500 a year which, with his salary, gave him an income of nearly a thousand, which seemed to me a great deal, and was a good deal, in those days. But the brick-trade was extremely speculative – you could expect one bad year in every three years, people said – and in the bad years it brought in nothing at all and sometimes made a loss. My father was anything but a gambler, indeed he disapproved of it, being a Nonconformist and a rationalist; but he had great confidence in his own judgment, and though he wasn’t by instinct a business man, he brought to business the same steady enthusiasm he had for games. He wasn’t a natural games-player, but he played cricket, tennis, golf and billiards better than most men because he applied his mind to them, and it was the same with business; he took it as seriously as he took games. He took most things seriously, even humour to which, both in literature and life, he was much addicted. Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll were two of his favourites. It was odd that a man who had so little nonsense in his make-up, should take so much delight in nonsense; but, it explains, perhaps, his unswerving belief in the brick-works, which to some of his business friends, and to my mother’s relations, seemed a very questionable aid to making a living. But he paid no attention to them; he was one of the most self-reliant, self-confident and self-contained men I have ever known.


My mother was just the opposite. She was always seeking advice. She could hardly cross the street without asking if it would be wise. Anyone who was ever recommended to her, a doctor or a dentist, a carpenter or a plumber, immediately enjoyed her regard; she valued other people’s opinions far above her own. Especially men’s opinions, and above all, my father’s. Almost any man, as long as he was not a conspicuous failure, enjoyed her esteem. Not that she was unaware of a man’s weaknesses, indeed she was quick to spot them, especially the quality of conceit. But even while she was making fun of them, in her shy, diffident way, it was plain that she regarded men as superior beings, before whose innate wisdom she must bow. There was nothing affected about her humility; she genuinely had a poor opinion of herself. But this she combined with an intense sex-solidarity. Helpless and weak as women were, they were also potential if not actual objects of male adoration. Men might pass their working or even their playing hours in pursuits which were far above her head, but the real object of their existence was to be in love with women. Any romantic story appealed to her; if there was the element of self-sacrifice in it, the appeal was increased; and if the self-sacrifice took the form of some worthy man (worthy he had to be) laying his all at a woman’s feet, she could hardly restrain her tears. More than one man had wanted to marry her, and though they fell short of her vision of an ideal love (the ultimate realization of which she took for granted) their abasement before her was a fact infinitely precious to her – precious because it was a compliment to her whole sex, as well as to her. She was practical in many ways, especially in small ways – economies too passionate to incur the charge of meanness, the preservation of objects which might one day come in useful carried to an extreme so absurd as to be almost noble – but what she lived for was a supreme emotional gratification.


How far my father supplied this I don’t know. In public, at least, he wasn’t at all demonstrative. He didn’t suffer fools gladly, he had an irritable tongue, and when my mother was foolish, she came in for the rough side of it. Sometimes she would come to me crying and say, ‘Daddy has been cross with me’, and I would try to comfort her and sometimes mingle my tears with hers. But young as I was, I realized that reason was generally on my father’s side and realized, too, that my mother was only being temporarily and superficially upset. Perhaps she half welcomed these proofs of his masculine independence as exemplifying the god-like and unpredictable quality in him, while he was too much of a man to be lastingly or even seriously provoked by a woman’s moods. Too much of a theorist, too. He had theories about almost everything, and no doubt the conduct of married life was one. My mother might sulk for several hours with a closed face and tight lips; but in the end she would forgive him; while he, not feeling the need of forgiving or forgiveness, for episodes at such a low level of importance, would regard her spasm of irrationality as over and the incident as closed. The deeper reaches of their relationship were unshaken; never, so far as I know, did they stray, even in thought, from each other, though my father was sensitive to a pretty or, as he would have called it, a handsome face, and when he saw one, would call my mother’s attention to it. Being pretty herself, perhaps she did not mind.


She was indulgent to him as well as he to her. In those days, at least in our circle, the men were apt to rule the conversation. If they wanted to talk shop or air some single topic in which only they were interested, they did not care whether or not it might interest the rest of the company. My father could talk well and dispassionately on any subject; but if politics or golf held the field, he could get as heated as the next man and what seemed like hours would pass while this or that hole was being replayed, or this or that political measure being debated. My father was a Liberal; most of his friends, and my mother’s two brothers, were Conservatives. Feeling ran high; voices were raised; violent quarrels seemed imminent. Listening I was often too frightened to be bored and my mother’s face wore an anxious look; it seemed that they would never speak to each other again. Sometimes she would utter a faint protest, but I don’t think she really minded; she thought that was the way men ought to behave. But when the storm was over, they always parted friends or nearly friends.


But I was a man too, or going to be, and inevitably some of her solicitude for my father was transferred to me. Jealousy is the earliest of the emotions to show itself, as well as the last. I don’t think that either my father or I was consciously jealous of the other, for jealousy was not in my father’s nature – he was too self-sufficient – and I was too much in awe of him to be jealous of him. One might as well have been jealous of one’s mother’s devotion to God – though doubtless some sons have been. But where I was concerned, my mother soon began to display unexpected firmness. I was a delicate child, and rightly, perhaps, my mother thought that Fosdyke was not a healthy place. One of the few points in which she strove to get her own way with my father was in the matter of health. He was both chesty and throaty, and though he himself didn’t pay much attention to either of these conditions, she worried on his behalf, and would have liked to make a molly-coddle of him. She did succeed, to some extent, in making him health-conscious, and at her entreaty he would take to his bed, even if he thought it silly. But with me she took a stronger line. Like many children in those days, I was subject to croup. It is a disease that has now disappeared, even from the Encyclopedia. But it existed then and was very alarming, for it came on almost from one minute to another, with a spasm in the throat that was like choking. Later I came to recognize warning symptoms, but in some ways this only made matters worse, for I knew what was coming, and the doctor could do nothing to ward it off. I suspect that a good deal of my hypochondria and neurasthenia dates from the nervous strain of those attacks of croup – the choking, the ipecacuanha, the waiting to vomit, the partial relief, never as complete as I had hoped, when I did vomit, and then the next stage, which was hardly less frightening and disagreeable – bronchitis, with linseed poultices, back and front, liberally laced with mustard and encased in a thin film of oil-skin which left one’s chest and back sore and red for days; while for weeks I had to wear a thick flannel chest-protector, diminishing in thickness as time went on, to avoid the risk of chill. I still have some of these chest flannels stored away, folded by my mother’s careful hand. Losing her, I never felt so safe in the world again. I took it for granted she would save my life whatever happened, even at the expense of her own, just as I took it for granted that my father would be too much in command of any situation that arose to make such a sacrifice necessary. Her power came through him, ultimately. What a capacity for trust one had in those days!’


‘And not now?’ said Denys.


‘No, now one trusts a few individuals, just as I trust you, because otherwise life would be impossible. But not humanity at large – how can one?’


‘I don’t come of a very trusting or trustworthy family,’ said Denys. ‘We were always out for what we could get, and expected other people to be too.’


‘I know you were robber-barons, and ground the faces of the poor, but for me such people only existed in history books. No doubt my father came in contact with buccaneers of various sorts, but he kept them away from my mother and me, just as a breakwater keeps out the sea. I knew that behind the breakwater the waves foamed and heaved, just as they did in our picture of Grace Darling, but I knew they could never reach me. You can have no idea, Denys, of the feeling of security there was at that time; not only because I was a child and loved and protected, and lived among people to whom the worst thing that could happen was a spill in a dog-cart, or a neglected cold turning into bronchitis. And security was real to me despite the fact that my mother worried almost on principle, not only about my father and me, but about all her relations, of whom more anon. She thought that not to worry was the same as not to care. Not to care was the cardinal sin, a sin against love – the love which ruled her own life and – so she persuaded me – the life of the world outside. All my awareness of the outside world reached me coloured by her conviction that, thanks to love, nothing could go really wrong, or if it did, not wrong for long. Disaster, of which her own thoughts were full – indeed they cannoned from one anxiety to another – was something which could always be kept at bay provided one took sufficient trouble. And so with the world. The world of politics was much less real to her – and to me – than the world of personal relationships. But there, too, the rule of love was supreme. Happenings like the Boer War (my father was a Volunteer but he was also a pro-Boer, or nearly) were exceptions which had not much meaning for her, except the meaning that all would come right in time. But meanwhile one must be always on one’s guard – and that was why she decided I must be a farmer.


 


Her father was a farmer in the Lincolnshire Fens – the Holland division of Lincolnshire – and we regularly went to his house for Christmas and for other visits too. St. Botolph’s Lodge was fifteen miles or so from Fosdyke, a house by the roadside, larger, I came to realize, than our house and isolated – there were no houses of any size within a quarter of a mile. The nearest town, Rookland, was about two and a half miles away. When I was old enough I sometimes walked there, though we always drove back, sometimes in the light-cart (as the vehicle was called in which my grandfather went to visit his outlying farms), and on special occasions in the dog-cart, a smarter equipage, and on more special occasions still in the wagonette, a black vehicle, horse-shoe shaped – with a door at the back, glass windows, and dark blue upholstery – it could hold seven, I think, at a pinch. Beside the driver was a box seat, which I was sometimes invited to occupy as a special treat. For me it was more a threat than a treat. I enjoyed it once I got there (I had to be helped up with the aid of two rather slippery footholds), but always had to overcome a certain reluctance, for in spite of the glory of the position, it brought the reality of danger nearer. In those days horses were constantly shying – with those of a nervous temperament, the mere sight of a strange gate-post was enough to set them off, then there might be violently accelerated motion or even a gallop, for a hundred yards or so, before the animal got back into its stride, and of course there was the remote risk that it might run away. This was one of the worst things that could happen, in my mother’s view, just as stopping a runaway horse was the highest proof of courage that a man could show. Anyone who was known to have done it was a hero to her; I can still hear the awe in her voice when she said of someone, ‘He once stopped a runaway horse’. Courage was a quality she rated very highly, believing she had none of it herself. ‘I haven’t the courage of a water-rat,’ she would say, though why she singled out that creature for cowardice, I don’t know. In fact she had plenty, even of physical courage, when it came to the point; but in prospect even the smallest ordeal, especially the ordeal of a public appearance, terrified her. She could never bring herself to mount a platform. Whereas my father was never happier than when on his feet, addressing an audience on almost any subject whatsoever. He was as naturally a public figure as she was a private one.


Driving in the Fens was, in fact, a more dangerous experience than driving in other parts of the country, for every road, or nearly every road, was bordered by a dyke – one of the myriad waterways that drain the Fens. Water-courses they were not, for perceptibly, at any rate, there was no more movement in the water than there was gradient on the road; the only hills the fenman knew were artificial slopes that led to bridges. Between the road and its attendant dykes the grass verges often narrowed, leaving little room for error on the driver’s or the horse’s part; and ‘to get into the dyke’ was an experience that was justly dreaded. It meant being overturned and perhaps drowned as well. Such an eventuality was never quite absent from my mind as I sat beside the coachman on the wagonette, whereas in the snug, stuffy interior, cushioned and padded, with windows which one needn’t look out of if one didn’t want to, the danger seemed negligible.


My grandfather had several farms besides the home farm around his house. The ‘Meadows’ was one, ‘Griffin Fen’ another, ‘Black Bank’ another, ‘Jordan’s Plot’ another; they lay in different directions – the furthest about five miles away. We visited them almost daily, and as a child I enjoyed these expeditions very much. I sat like a parcel beside my grandfather, in a state of dreamy contentment. What we talked about I don’t remember; he was a man of few words, as I am.’


‘I shouldn’t say that,’ interrupted Denys.


‘Why, when have you ever known me talk much?’


Denys brought his wrist-watch slowly up into his line of vision. ‘You haven’t drawn breath for about twenty minutes.’


‘Really?’ Richard knit his brows. ‘Am I being a bore?’ He didn’t give Denys time to answer, and went on, ‘But I shall draw breath presently, quite a lot of breath, and perhaps ask you to help me out . . . with verbal oxygen. You see, this is the easy part . . . where was I?’


‘You had just said you were a man of few words, like your grandfather, and I challenged you.’


‘Oh, yes. I suppose I get my taciturnity (don’t laugh) from him. He didn’t talk much, but if anything amused him he laughed uncontrollably. He had a beard, as people had in those days—’


‘So they have now. I might grow one, if you’d let me.’


‘Am I such a tyrant? Now, young men wear them to emphasize their youth. Then, they denoted age. Old age was almost a profession, men and women entered it as if it was a cloister. If I wore a beard—’


‘Thank goodness, you don’t.’


‘– You might respect me more.’


‘I couldn’t.’


‘You could, or you wouldn’t interrupt me. What I was trying to say was that when my grandfather laughed, it was the only time he looked at all like Falstaff. He shook like a jelly. But he was a most abstemious man, and brought up a Nonconformist, as we all were.’


‘I never knew that.’


‘No, it’s one of the things I haven’t told you. You’ll learn quite a lot, if you will only listen. My grandfather didn’t have much to laugh at. He was a widower, at a time when that meant more than it does now—’

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
L P HARTLEY
- The Brickfield





