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To Mary MacCarthy










Whoso is partner with a thief hateth his own soul.
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Chapter 1


THE first time that Margaret Pennefather saw Colum McInnes on the films she was not attracted by him, indeed she was repelled, even more sharply repelled than she expected to be. She had heard of him, of course, for who had not heard of this latest tough guy of the screen? On the hoardings she had seen his squarish face, with its blunt features and over-animated eyes, staring at her, and the revolver which he nearly always carried, threatening her – ‘Watch out, babe!’ – many times, and had always turned away. She did not care for that sort of thing; she did not care for the cinema at all, and had hardly been since before the war, when she sometimes let herself be taken to an Austrian film at the Academy or a French film at Studio One. She was serious-minded.


Too serious-minded, her friends told her. She had a good many friends, most of them women, and most of them, though of this she had no idea, a little in awe of her. Her mother had died when Margaret was five years old and she had been brought up by her father, a fairly prosperous merchant in the city. He had retired when the war came, having attained the age of sixty and being in rather delicate health; and now their roles were reversed; it was she who looked after him. This was by no means a whole-time job but it absorbed her affectionate instincts and developed their protective side, so that at the age of twenty-eight she had never fallen in love or given much thought to men. The men she saw most of were her father’s contemporaries who shared his interests and treated her rather as the lady of the house, to whom bread-and-butter letters should be addressed. She had another reason for feeling older than she was; her father had divided his fortune with her, she was financially independent, and could have walked out of the house at any time and lived comfortably on her own. She didn’t dream of doing this but it was a fact that insensibly influenced her attitude to herself and other people’s attitude to her. In a small way she was an heiress, for whom the material stability of marriage had no appeal. She had a position of her own, she was an independent sovereign, and when she visited her cousins who belonged to a large family and were normally occupied with the manifold emotional experiences of growing up she felt the difference between herself and them. She gave them her news and they gave her theirs, but the transactions were made in different currencies; they were token presents, manifestations of family solidarity, rather than an interchange of confidences. Her cousins felt strange with her and she with them; perhaps there was a touch of wistfulness on both sides – on theirs for her security and on hers, less analysably, for the daily and hourly uncertainties which somehow enriched their lives.


But she was far from being discontented or shut up in herself. She had a great deal to give; and in the small town where they lived, within easy reach of London yet surprisingly not a dormitory town, she found outlets for it. War work while the war lasted; and after the war, municipal bodies and charitable enterprises. She had a gentle dignity of manner that was innate, so that although she was generally the youngest member of the committees on which she sat she never seemed, or indeed felt, out of place. Listening to stories of crime, hardship and poverty she learned a great deal about the world at second hand. At first it horrified her, brought up as she was in surroundings where such things never happened; but gradually, and increasingly as she herself was called upon to investigate cases, lighten loads and adjust disagreements, she found herself thinking in terms of other standards, in which there was no place for feeling shocked. Whatever righteous indignation she felt at first soon melted when practical measures had to be taken. Yet when she got home from interviewing some family whose entire behaviour seemed devoid of good-will, decency and commonsense, she could be quite critical of domestic lapses – a cobweb the housemaid had overlooked, or too much salt in the soup. She had trained herself to see cases of severe illness and to go without flinching where infection was; but she still worried when her father sneezed, in case he should be going to get a cold. If she had been introspective or gifted with a keener sense of humour she might have wondered at or been amused by the different standards she kept for her home life and for the world outside. As it was she did not even notice they were inconsistent.


Most of the friends she made in the course of her public work were, like her father’s, older than herself, and the bond between them was vocational rather than personal; she did not visit with them much or see them socially. But with a few, both on and off committees, she was on more intimate terms, and they, unlike her, did not think that filial piety and attention to one’s station and its duties constituted the be-all and the end-all here. Her air of detachment, and the suggestion of primness they professed to find in her, were a challenge; obscurely they felt she ought to be more involved, and by involved they meant involved in affairs of the heart. It was characteristic of her position that her friends tended to be drawn from different walks of life. People met in her drawing-room who, except on committees, would not perhaps have met elsewhere; but even those who were not socially homogeneous had the same thought, and discussed it among themselves, though they did not quite know how to broach it to Margaret, in the face of her apparent indifference to the exciting and tender side of life, well as she was acquainted with its more sensational manifestations among the humbler townsfolk of Dittingham.


Afterwards, no one could remember who first had the idea that the solution to the problem might be found in Colum McInnes’ latest film, nor by what reasoning it was arrived at; but they remembered vividly that by common consent the task of approaching Margaret had been allotted to Diana Crossthwaite.


Besides being one of Margaret’s closest friends Diana had a natural impetus of personality developed by much social experience, and at this moment made all but irresistible by the fact that she had become engaged to one of the most eligible young men in the place. Stuart Tufton was his name.


‘He isn’t everybody’s choice, of course,’ said Diana, who had brought him, at Margaret’s request, to a small cocktail party she was giving. ‘I wish he had been more like a film-star, but nowadays one has to be content with what one can get.’


She looked at him with fond possessiveness. Stuart Tufton was a tall young man with a pink complexion and a small, fair moustache. In speaking he sometimes tried to overcome what seemed to his interlocutor a disdainful expression, partly natural, for he was conventional and there was much he disapproved of, partly assumed to disguise the babyish cast of his features. But once he had disposed of this protection he was pleasant enough.


Remembering his cue, he put off his hauteur and shyly said to Margaret,


‘Who is your favourite film-star?’


Margaret, who was measuring out the drinks, a task she performed with painstaking exactitude as if they were libations to the god of hospitality, hesitated a moment and said,


‘Greta Garbo, I think.’


‘But my dear she was before the Flood!’ exclaimed Diana. ‘And he doesn’t mean that kind of film-star. If I can say it without sounding coarse, he means a man.’


‘Oh, a man,’ said Margaret vaguely, and began to search her mind.


‘Yes, a man,’ repeated Diana, defiantly. ‘Colum McInnes, for instance.’


At the mention of his name, a hush fell on the company. Then one girl said, ‘I think I’ve seen him in every film he’s been in.’


‘My dear, I’ve seen him six times in every film he’s been in.’


‘Do you remember him in Rogue Richard?’


‘Shall I ever forget? It was too cruel when they caught him. I cried and cried.’


‘I think I almost like him better when he’s the villain than when he’s the hero.’


‘Oh, but he’s always the hero.’


‘Oh yes, if all murderers were like him they’d be simply irresistible.’


‘I’m afraid I’ve never seen him,’ said Margaret, trying not to sound chilling.


‘Not seen him? Not seen Colum McInnes?’ Murmurs of incredulity ran round the room, glancing off the shining china, dusted by Margaret’s own hand, that crowned with domes and spires the long, low bookcases. ‘Not seen him?’ repeated Diana. ‘Not even in Kiss The Highwayman?’


‘No.’


‘Then your education has been neglected. We dote upon Margaret, don’t we?’ Diana appealed to the company, who chorused assent. ‘She’s the backbone of the place. We should all go to pieces without her. Everyone in Dittingham would give themselves to a life of vice. She has only one fault or she’d be perfect.’


They all stared at the paragon, whose comely, softly-blooming face began to expand into an awkward smile.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


‘She hasn’t seen Colum McInnes, of course! Look, she’s blushing, and no wonder. But we’ll soon put that right. We’ll make a party next week to go and see him in Put Paid to It.’


‘I hope he won’t be smoking a cigar,’ said someone plaintively. ‘In Under the Lilac, it quite spoilt his profile.’


‘Oh but you could see round it,’ said Diana. ‘Now what about dates?’


‘Next week I’m afraid I’m rather—’


‘Now, now, no excuses, Margaret darling, and no looking at little books,’ for Margaret was automatically opening her bag. ‘We’ll take no denial. Honestly, dearest, you must come. You’re so serious about most things, but you’re positively flippant about the films. How can you go on being a godsend to people, when you don’t know what’s happening in their minds? You’ll get like one of those social workers in books, you know, very well-meaning, but—’


Margaret’s face clouded over and she looked a little frightened.


‘Of course, you never could,’ pursued Diana, ‘but after you have seen Colum McInnes, it would be still more unthinkable.’


The cloud slowly faded from Margaret’s face. She raised no further protests, and before the party broke up arrangements for the expedition had been made.


 


When the film was over they walked back to the parking-place where Stuart Tufton had left his car. Diana and he went on in front, their profiles almost touching. The other man, who was a friend of Stuart’s lagged behind, and said,


‘I’m afraid you didn’t enjoy that very much.’


Margaret looked at him in surprise and some dismay. How could he have known? Sincerely she hoped the others had not noticed. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I did enjoy it quite. Please don’t think I didn’t. It’s only that I’m not very used to films . . . of that kind.’


‘Films of violence, you mean?’


Margaret nodded.


‘I don’t know that I’m all that keen on them myself,’ he said.


Margaret immediately felt drawn to him. She had had little opportunity of talking to him, for she had only met him in the foyer of the cinema. All through the performance she had felt at a disadvantage by being out of tune with the spirit of the film. She did not, of course, admit that to her hosts, but she was afraid that her professions of enjoyment had sounded a little false. It was a relief to know that someone else felt about it as she did.


‘I didn’t like it when he shot the policeman,’ she said.


‘No.’


‘Or when he broke that other man’s arm.’


‘No. But the audience enjoyed it. The more red-handed he is, the better they like him.’


‘I suppose people would say we were prigs,’ said Margaret.


‘Yes, but it’s rather nice being prigs together.’


She smiled at him and felt the sense of their companionship deepen almost into conspiracy.


‘I wonder,’ she began, ‘Mr—?’ She reddened and glanced at him in confused inquiry.


‘Burden,’ he told her. ‘Nicholas Burden. I’m usually called Nick.’


‘I am so sorry,’ she said. ‘I mean,’ she blundered on, ‘I don’t usually forget people’s names.’


‘Well, please don’t forget mine,’ he said quite sharply. ‘But I interrupted you. You were going to say?—’


With an effort she recollected herself.


‘I was going to say I wondered what made men take to playing parts of . . . of that kind.’


‘Oh,’ said Nick, ‘he was always a tough little gangster.’


‘You knew him then?’ exclaimed Margaret. ‘You know Colum McInnes?’ Even she could not keep the awe out of her voice.


‘Yes, I was at school with him. But that isn’t his real name.’


‘What is his real name?’


‘Does it matter?’ Then, unwillingly, Nick told her.


‘Oh,’ Margaret’s voice sounded disappointed. ‘So he’s not a Scotsman?’ She had always felt romantic about the Scots.


‘No more than I am.’


‘Oh,’ said Margaret again. She couldn’t understand why she felt deflated. But soon her interest began to revive. ‘Do tell me what he was like,’ she begged him.


‘Oh, much the same as he is now,’ said Nick rather shortly.


‘Do you mean as he is in the film or . . . or in real life?’


‘Well, in the film. In real life I don’t know. I haven’t seen him much for several years. But they say he’s turned over a new leaf. He doesn’t smoke or drink – he’s the Bayard of the film world now.’


‘Is he married?’ Margaret asked.


‘Yes, but only once, and he’s my age, nearly thirty. It’s quite a remarkable record for a film star. But he’s divorced now, or has managed to get rid of his wife – I don’t know how, as he’s a Roman Catholic.’


‘Was it his fault?’ Margaret asked.


‘I’ve no idea – I’m not in the secrets of his later life.’


Margaret considered. Her companion had been a little curt in his replies, but she found she did not want to let the subject drop.


‘Was he a bully at school?’ she asked.


‘No, I can’t honestly say he was. He was vain and wanted admiration, liked you to feel his muscles, and so on, he threw his weight about a bit and wasn’t popular with the masters. He used to get into scraps and scrapes. But no, you couldn’t call him a bully, he was too detached for that.’


‘Was he – er – good at games?’ persisted Margaret.


‘Oh yes, he was in both elevens, I think. But he never had much team spirit. He was a cabotin sort of character, always playing a lonely part – the Ulysses type, which so many men want to be, or to be thought – you know, full of wiles, and god-like, or goodly, or whatever the word means.’


‘But not godly?’ Margaret was pleased with this quip.


‘Oh no, not nearly sure enough of himself for that. He may be now – everyone says he is. I suppose that sort of character is really rather vulnerable – always pretending to be something that you’re not and wondering what effect you are making.’


‘Was he a friend of yours?’ asked Margaret.


Nick hesitated, and looked away. ‘Yes; I suppose he was. For a few terms we used to go about together. But I’m a struggling barrister and he—’ Nick spread out his hands. ‘He wouldn’t know me now, he’s much too grand.’


There was a touch of finality in his tone, which restored Margaret to a sense of their relationship, lost sight of during her inquest into Colum McInnes’ past life. She wondered if she had been a little rude, but she could not let the subject – which she obscurely felt must not be referred to again – die away completely.


‘Fancy your knowing him all the time,’ she said, ‘and never telling us!’


At that he turned towards her, and she saw how charming his face was with its wide smile and the wrinkles of amusement that radiated from his eyes. They had reached the car-park, and Diana and Stuart were busy with their car, showing the renewed animation of face and movement that reunion with a beloved car often brings.


‘They might want me to introduce them to him,’ he said. ‘Don’t tell them that I used to be a friend of his. Promise.’


‘Yes, if you promise not to tell them that I didn’t enjoy the film.’


They had just time to smile at each other over their shared secrets before the others joined them and Nick took his leave.










Chapter 2


COMING downstairs next morning Margaret was conscious of a change. Everything that she looked at bore witness to it. Almost for the first time she felt dissatisfied with her home. She saw it as someone else might have seen it, but as she herself had never seen it before. It announced itself as a suburban villa, of vaguely Tudor descent, the sort that cartoonists and high-brow writers poked fun at. The twinkling white bannisters, the brown beams of the lounge hall, where no one ever lounged, the high bosomed doors leading off it, so discreetly – only the one which led to the kitchen regions showed signs of wear – all this made her feel critical. And now the spotless upholstery of the drawing room – smooth, rounded blobs of pink confined in lines of gold, curved or straight, with the gilt looking-glasses multiplying them. And what an air of tidiness, and emptiness, and silence, and even a faint whiff of stuffiness, though the casement windows, so solid and close-fitting, were open to the spring air, as they should be. Nothing for the housewife to complain of; not a speck of last night’s ash on the glass ashtrays; all was swept and polished: Lily never scamped her work. Yet somehow Margaret did criticize it; or rather she felt ill at ease with it; it no longer made a framework for her thoughts, it spoke another language, and she would have been glad to find some evidence of imperfection – a chair out of place, or even a slight, a very slight, breakage.


But what had taken her into the drawing-room at all? she suddenly wondered. It was clean contrary to her daily routine to begin her tour of inspection until after breakfast; some spirit in her feet must have guided her away from the dining-room, where breakfast was always laid and where her father was even now awaiting her. He would not mind waiting for her – like everyone else he recognised her independence of action, her touch of royalty, and encouraged her in it. If he was the master she was the mistress of the house. But where were the feelings, the time-honoured feelings, much too elusive to analyse, but impossible not to miss, which should have been hers when she laid her hand on the door-knob, ready to receive his morning kiss? They were not there, they had flown, leaving a stranger on the threshold.


 


Her father’s morning greeting had an edge to it.


‘Well, my dear, and how did you enjoy the frolic?’


Margaret considered a moment. He would be disappointed if she had said she had not enjoyed it.


‘Oh, it was all right, Daddy. It was quite exciting. I’m not sure how much I like that gangster stuff, though. It’s so unreal, for one thing. Crime isn’t a bit like that, as I know from my small experience. Besides, it isn’t really good for people, especially children, to fill their minds with ideas of that sort. They get to think crime’s glamorous, which it isn’t.’


‘What did you think of the great McInnes?’ her father asked.


‘Fancy your remembering his name.’


‘Well, I’m not such a back number as all that.’


‘Of course you’re not, Daddy.’ She hated having made him even momentarily feel old. But putting off his question hadn’t made it any easier to answer. ‘Oh well,’ she said, ‘I can see what people admire in him, of course. Well, not admire, but get sort of fascinated by. But I’m afraid he’s not my type.’


She was rewarded by seeing her father’s face relax, and, was it possible? a thin flush stained his cheeks, which were sometimes a little papery in the mornings. He stretched out his long vein-embossed hand for the toast, and gave a little sigh.


‘So you didn’t fall for him, as they say. Who else was there?’


‘Stuart and Diana, of course, and a friend of theirs called Nicholas Burden.’


‘Nicholas Burden? I’ve seen that name somewhere.’


‘He’s a barrister.’


‘Ah, that must be it. I sometimes read the Law Reports. What was he like?’ The anxious look had come back into her father’s face, intensifying his regard.


‘He seemed very nice,’ said Margaret. ‘He told me he was a friend—’ She checked herself, remembering she had promised not to betray Nick’s secret.


‘A friend?’ her father prompted.


Margaret hated telling the smallest fib. She had to go through a long process of justifying it by appeals to social usage and the obligation to protect other people’s interests before she could utter it. ‘Oh, not of anyone in particular. He . . . he must have a lot of friends. But we didn’t have time to talk much. He lives in London, you see, and I came back with Stuart and Diana, and dined with them at Diana’s, as you know. Stuart brought me home, I didn’t get in till half past eleven, quite late for me.’


‘Was there anyone else at dinner?’


‘Just Diana’s mother and father.’ Margaret felt she was being very dull and non-committal. ‘They talked quite a lot about me being made a J.P.,’ she said with a rush.


Her father looked at her proudly. ‘Well, it is rather an achievement at your age.’


Margaret coloured, whether at the reference to her achievement or her age, she could not tell. They both sat in silence for a minute or two.


So it was safely over, his daughter’s brief sally into the world where they marry and are given in marriage. Safely over, without leaving, so it seemed, a ripple; an incident so little charged with meaning that it did not disturb the usual tenour of breakfast-table conversation. Social requirements had been met; something had been done, but nothing had been felt. It was all eminently satisfactory. He was safe until the next time.


But was it really satisfactory? Mr Pennefather’s heart was not strong, but it had by no means ceased to beat and it gave a different answer. True, she is your daughter, said his heart, but she is also a woman and when you are no longer here she will be sitting at this table alone, wondering how it happened that she gave the best years of her life to looking after an old man. For a moment he seemed to see her greyheaded behind the coffee-pot; the hint of sternness that sometimes showed itself behind her eyes had settled into a look that was almost sour. He imagined her thinking of him; but her face did not soften at the memory, it grew more bitter. Selfish old man! she was thinking; if it hadn’t been for him I shouldn’t be sitting here, at this same old table by this same old coffee-pot, I should be – and his mind lost itself in a vision of the domestic felicities which would inevitably fall to Margaret’s lot if she cut herself adrift from him.


But Margaret, the Margaret of the present moment, had no such notions in her mind. On the contrary, she was thinking how reassuring it was to be restored to her old self and to her old, comfortable awareness of her surroundings. Her rapprochement with the coffee-pot, the certainty that it meant to her exactly what it meant before, was particularly precious. And this return to the status quo had been achieved so simply: just by giving her father a plain account of the previous day’s outing. The fond look she gave him plainly said: ‘May our loving, happy relationship last forever!’


He asked her rather brusquely: ‘Stuart and Diana getting on all right?’


Torn away from her thoughts she answered almost mechanically,


‘Oh yes, Daddy. People in . . . in their position always do.’


I ought to tell her that they sometimes don’t, he thought. But his mind could not help rejoicing at her ignorance of the heart; she went by rule and did not know the smallest thing about its workings, nor did she seem curious to know. Yet still he was haunted by the thought that the flower, so softly glowing now, might wither on its stem, and he said tentatively:


‘Perhaps we . . . you . . . ought to give them a return party sometime.’


‘Who, Daddy?’


‘Well, Stuart and Diana and—’


Margaret looked surprised.


‘Oh, I don’t think so, Daddy. I don’t think it’s a bit necessary. The Crossthwaites live for that sort of thing, of course. I’m not criticizing them, but there are other things. We did have them in for cocktails the other day. But I will invite them, if you want me to.’


The troubling coloured vision of another future for Margaret faded from his mind, nor was he loath to see it go. Well, he had made his protest.


‘I only thought you might be finding it a little dull, my dear, shut up with your old father,’ he said lightly.


‘Dearest Daddy, you must never say that,’ she said, and got up and kissed him for the second time.


 


But a seed may lodge and germinate in a stone wall and before the day was out Margaret found her thoughts veering of their own volition to the idea of a return party. As a pleasure, as a recreation, she would not have entertained it, perhaps. But as a return for benefits received, it had the sanction of an obligation and to the claims of obligation Margaret was extremely sensitive. And she liked things to be orderly. For her, the mute inglorious cry of cutlet for cutlet was the expression of a higher claim, affecting the balance of life. Looking back, she thought she saw the balance of entertainment tilted against her; she was known to be well off, and in dismay she wondered whether her friends had thought her mean. It was a twinge of conscience that had made her call them frivolous.


But what form was the party to take? A dinner party at Fair Haven was her first idea; it would bring her father in and she did not want him to feel left out. But no, to be a real return it must be a party for youth, a young party. Margaret frowned. She was uneasy in the presence of youth, and the young people of Dittingham knew each other so much better than she knew them that she would feel a stranger at her own party. But Diana and Stuart must be asked, of course. Perhaps a quartet would do; but who would be the fourth?


It did not take Margaret long to make up her mind to invite Nicholas Burden; had she been more familiar with her own mental processes she might have felt them steering towards him sooner than she did. She found his address in the telephone book and wrote to him then and there, naming a day next week. She would not ask the others until she knew his answer. If he could not come she would let the party slide. She saw no flaw in the logic of such a course.


But it must not be a repetition of the other party. Not a cinema; she did not really care for cinemas. They would go to a play and have supper afterwards, then Nicholas could have it with them. If it meant stopping the night what matter? She would have plenty to do in London the next morning.


She took up the paper and scanned the list of plays. A good play it must be, something worth seeing. Being out of touch with the theatre, the titles she saw did not convey a great deal to her. Nothing by Shakespeare, nothing by Shaw, nothing even by Noel Coward. But what was this? ‘Newgate Theatre. Commencing April 10th. Colum McInnes in The Robber Chief. Book Now.’ She smiled, shrugged her shoulders and read on. But she found nothing in the rest of the list that attracted her, and her eyes strayed back to the Newgate Theatre.


Of course, she mused, she ought to consult her guests’ taste as well as her own. Her guests would certainly enjoy seeing Colum McInnes in The Robber Chief. Even to her inexperienced eye it seemed an unsophisticated piece, possibly meant for children. Perhaps she could bring herself to enjoy the simple thrills, and she could shut her eyes at anything she didn’t like.


It didn’t matter about her; the great thing was to give pleasure to her guests. If it was Colum McInnes, she needn’t even bother to ask them their opinion. There was Mr Burden, of course. He professed not to like Colum McInnes, but he might have said so simply in order to agree with her. He was an agreeable and agreeing man, and she thought that in his company she would be able to sit through the performance without too much discomfort, supported by the thought that the others were having a good time. It would be much safer to choose something that was sure to please two of the party than to risk a pig in a poke.


Oddly enough the 10th was the very day she had chosen for the party. It was most unlikely that she would be in time to get tickets for a First Night (illogically this thought gave her confidence) but she could try. And when she had failed as she certainly would fail, she would ask Stuart and Diana to choose for her.


 


She did not fail, however. Everything went swimmingly. The agent produced four returned tickets for the first row of the stalls; Nicholas Burden said he would be delighted to come. Margaret had not told him which play they were going to in her letter, indeed at the time of writing she did not know herself. Now she could write to him again, would have to write to him again. Diana received the news with screams of laughter, which echoed down the telephone. ‘But my dear, did you know? That’s Colum McInnes’s new play!’ Margaret said rather soberly that she did know, but thought that this might be rather different from his films. ‘Different!’ exclaimed Diana. ‘What makes you think so? I hope not.’ ‘Well, a play is different from a film, isn’t it?’ argued Margaret feebly. ‘I mean, you see the man himself. He wouldn’t be so . . .’. She stopped, wondering what on earth she was going to say. ‘So Colum-ish?’ suggested Diana. ‘I should have thought he would be much, much more.’ ‘You haven’t seen him in a play before?’ asked Margaret. ‘My dear, he’s never been in a play before! Do you mean to say you didn’t know? That’s what makes it so unbearably thrilling. We shall see him in the flesh!’ ‘Oh,’ exclaimed Margaret, feeling herself grow pink, and thankful that Diana couldn’t see her. ‘Of course we needn’t stay if we don’t like it.’ ‘Not stay? You must be mad . . . Who did you say was coming with us?’ Margaret hadn’t said, and feeling rather ashamed of the paucity of her acquaintance, and the unoriginality of her ideas, she brought out with an effort, ‘Mr Burden.’ ‘Nick? He will be pleased. I’m glad you liked him.’ The conversation drifted into other channels, arrangements for the evening, and the local gossip at which Margaret was never very good.


Nicholas Burden did not at once reply to Margaret’s letter telling him what the play was to be; and his answer, when it came, struck her as being less cordial than the one in which he had thanked her for her invitation.










Chapter 3


BUT as it turned out Margaret’s intuition, though founded perhaps on wishful thinking, proved to be correct. As the Robber Chief, Colum McInnes was a different character from the low-grade gangster of Put Paid to It, he was more like a latter-day Robin Hood. True, he was dirty and unshaven and very quick on the draw; his gun protruded like an extra finger, and once he used it, after a (to Margaret) agonizing quarter of an hour during which the weapon seemed likely to go off at any moment. But to some extent the steel had gone out of his voice; he no longer spoke in smooth, deadly monosyllables with a strong trace of American accent, calling his victims ‘pal’ or ‘chum’ with a subdued but ferocious irony. He was often quite articulate and once, when explaining the cruel circumstances of his childhood and youth which had made him take to his present career, almost eloquent; he even dashed away a tear, and the audience dashed away many. Moreover as a softening and ultimately a redeeming influence there was a little girl who turned up, most inopportunely, at dead of night when he was cracking a safe; her artless questions turned him from his purpose and her promise not to tell on him led to further meetings, in the Park, at a teashop, and finally in the very house he had been burgling where, smart and spruce for the first time, she persuaded him, as a friend she had picked up, to meet her family – father, mother, and an older, prettier sister who soon felt for him what Robinetta felt. It was this that gave the play its twist and touch of pathos – for Robinetta had to stand by and watch the flowering of a maturer love. Needless to say he did not at once give up his evil ways; suspicion fell on him in the very quarter where his heart most dreaded it; and it again fell to Robinetta, by an equivocation which was very near a lie, to allay their misgivings and preserve for her sister the love which burnt so steadily in her. It was a touching moment when, at the close of the play, she came in and, finding them together, tiptoed out again.


To Margaret’s inexperienced ear the applause sounded terrific and she found herself clapping as loudly as any. Unconsciously she identified Colum with the gangster, believed that the audience as a whole shared her delight in his reformation, and felt, as she did, that virtue burned more brightly because of his conversion to it. The actors were recalled many times; the white sheep and the black, their enmity laid aside, came hand in hand and wreathed in smiles. Presently they were reduced to three: Colum McInnes stood between the sisters, bestowing a lover’s glance on one and a brother’s on the other. At last, as the enthusiasm of the audience was still unsatisfied, he appeared alone, receiving with a touch of his old truculence, and the curt nod that delighted everyone, the undivided homage of the house; and it was then that he looked down and recognized his old friend in the front row of the stalls. His face, which had been wearing its grimmest behind-the-pistol look, suddenly relaxed and the naughty schoolboy’s smile which he gave Nick embraced with equal warmth Margaret who was sitting beside him.


 


‘Well,’ said Diana when they were at supper afterwards, ‘it’s all right for once in a way but I don’t think he can get away with that old-fashioned stuff again, do you? People won’t take it, even from him.’


‘I expect he’s having a good laugh in his sleeve,’ said Stuart.


Margaret found herself unwilling to accept this cynical view.


‘I know,’ she remarked, ‘that actors and actresses aren’t supposed to feel the parts they act in, and they would be quite worn out by the emotional strain of it if they did, but don’t you think the parts they play must have some sort of influence on them, both for good and bad?’


‘How sweet you are, Margaret,’ said Diana, ‘I believe you would really like to think that Colum McInnes is a reformed character who works for the Charity Organization Society in his spare time.’


‘We don’t know that he isn’t,’ said Nick. Surprised to hear himself say this, but encouraged by a grateful look from Margaret, he went on:


‘But whatever his moral state is, you may be sure that to-night’s audience will go home feeling more kindly disposed towards little girls.’


‘And burglars, perhaps,’ put in Stuart.


‘Well, perhaps burglars, too.’


‘You should know more about burglars than we do, Nick,’ said Stuart. ‘Your work takes you among them, I expect.’


‘So does Miss Pennefather’s,’ Nick said.


Thus appealed to Margaret found her thoughts difficult to sort out.


‘Of course their home life,’ she began. ‘It nearly always starts with that.’


‘You couldn’t tell how a fellow like Colum McInnes was brought up, could you?’ said Stuart. ‘I don’t want to sound snobbish, but I don’t suppose he’s got much background.’ He paused and Nick gave Margaret a warning glance. ‘A chap like that is pretty sure to be a bit hairy-heeled.’


‘Please don’t talk about him in that way,’ cried Diana. ‘You’re suspicious of anyone who doesn’t belong to at least four clubs.’


‘Well, nobody obliged him to play gangster parts,’ said Stuart reasonably. ‘One would suppose he must have some sympathy with that sort of thing, or he wouldn’t have chosen to represent it on the stage.’


‘Darling, it would be too exciting if he really was one.’


Margaret frowned a little.


‘Perhaps he was, and has now been rescued by a good woman’s love,’ said Stuart. ‘That’s why he made such a success of his part to-night.’


‘Or a little girl’s,’ said Diana, laughing.


‘He may be that kind of man, we don’t know.’


‘But it was a success, wasn’t it?’ put in Margaret, childishly anxious to have this confirmed.


‘Well,’ Diana said judicially, ‘I wouldn’t call it an over-whelming success, but it was a personal triumph and we can’t thank you enough, can we, Stuart? And think of having been at the first night! We shall be able to dine out on it for months! Now we really must be getting back to dear old Dittingham, and you, Nick, must be a proper cavalier and see Margaret back to her hotel.’ Diana couldn’t help taking charge.


Margaret called for the bill. She frowned over it a little, wondering what tip to leave: women were accused of being mean over such matters. Feeling touched and protective, Nick watched her silent painful calculations. Having made up her mind she pushed the plate away from her with a decided little gesture. They all rose and gently threaded their way through the now emptying tables to the restaurant door. Stuart and Diana went off to their car, leaving Margaret and Nick together.


‘May I really see you back to your hotel?’ he said. ‘I can protect you from any Robber Chiefs that little way.’


‘But of course.’


When they were in the cab she said,


‘I hope you did really enjoy the evening.’


‘Yes, I did, – to tell you the truth, more than I expected to.’


‘I’m so glad. So did I.’ She added thoughtfully, ‘I found him much more sympathetic to-night.’


‘Who?’


‘Well, Colum McInnes.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Nick absently. ‘He certainly was on his best behaviour.’


‘You think he isn’t really like that?’


‘Like that?’


‘Like . . . he appeared to be to-night.’


‘How can I tell? He may be . . . it’s so long since I saw him.’


‘But he must have remembered you, by the way he smiled at you.’


‘So he did! I’d quite forgotten.’


‘I wonder the others didn’t notice.’


‘I expect they were too busy thinking of each other,’ Nick replied. ‘Do you like staying at the Regina?’


‘Oh yes, we’ve always stayed there.’


There was a pause, then he asked awkwardly, ‘Next time you come up, will you let me know?’


‘Indeed I will,’ said Margaret.


‘We could go to a play or a film or something.’


‘I should enjoy that very much.’


‘I don’t know that there’s a great deal to see in London just now. You wouldn’t want to see Colum McInnes again, would you?’ he said smiling.


‘Well, of course, I . . .’.


‘Perhaps we could just dine together without going out. I know a little place where the food doesn’t poison you.’


Margaret heard the urgency in his voice. She had lived until the age of twenty-eight without hearing it in any man’s voice except on the stage, as she had heard it to-night; but until to-night she had only heard the tone, which somehow jarred on her, she hadn’t been receptive to the feeling behind it. During the play she had felt what it could mean, when Robinetta’s sister was its object, and still more, perhaps, when it was used to Robinetta herself, for the Robber Chief – who should blame him? – had been very tender to the little girl. Now that she heard the note again, in a mood so softened and transformed by the evening’s emotion, she found nothing strange or repellent in it: quite the contrary.


‘I should like to dine with you very much,’ she said.


The taxi turned into the street where Margaret’s hotel was, and started to slow down.


‘In that case,’ said Nick, ‘perhaps you could suggest a day when you might be able to come up.’


His voice, instead of plunging about through all the notes of the register, as it usually did, was quite level now, and suggested that it was struggling in a strait-jacket of good manners that he would have fain thrown off. The sense of strain and almost physical conflict in him were so apparent that Margaret heard the words without taking in their import and sat staring at him.


With increasing difficulty of utterance he repeated: ‘Perhaps you could tell me a day when you might be coming up to London.’


Almost hypnotized by the anxiety in his voice, but restrained by a deep-seated instinct against committing herself she answered almost at random,


‘Would Tuesday week do?’


Even in the darkness of the taxi she could see his face fall.


‘Must it be so long?’ he muttered.


The driver had got down and was opening the door, but becoming aware of the tension within – a tension with which he must have been familiar – he considerately closed it again.


‘Very well,’ she said, hunting about in the confusion of thoughts which gave no precedent of how to deal with such a situation, but anxious to calm him, ‘shall we say next Tuesday?’


She was rewarded by seeing the return of happiness light up his face.


‘Tuesday would be perfect,’ he said in a voice more like his own. ‘I’ll write to you about it.’ He opened the door for her and they stood for a moment on the pavement.


‘You won’t forget?’ he said, anxiety once more reducing his utterance to a mutter.


‘No,’ she answered. ‘I . . . I . . . I promise.’










Chapter 4


SPRING had turned to summer before Nick and Margaret announced their engagement. It was Margaret who hung back. Indecision was a state of mind most unusual to her. It was not, she believed, that she was uncertain of her feeling for Nick. It was the break with her old life – the snapping of the innumerable threads that bound her to Dittingham. Her deep sense of obligation was touched and wounded at a hundred points. All her public and charitable work, on which her very sense of her identity depended, must she give it up? Must the whole fabric of affection and respect that she had built up for herself in the district be relinquished? Were the many people who relied on her to rely on her no more?


But most of all, of course, she dreaded the thought of abandoning her father. He was old and frail for his years; it would be like signing his death-warrant. There was an unmarried sister, Margaret’s Aunt Charlotte, who might be persuaded to keep house for him, but he had never greatly cared for her and she had a bridge-playing, croquet-playing life of her own which she would be unwilling to give up – which it would be unfair to ask her to give up. All the little things that he counted on to make him happy – the maintenance of the routine so precious to the elderly – were things that she only could supply.


Still, she knew that however important filial duties were, conjugal duties came first. She could not, she felt, ask Nick to settle down in Dittingham, more than an hour’s train journey from his work. Though he was not really delicate and had powers of quick recovery he was easily tired; he was working very hard at the Bar and getting on well; it would be cruel to saddle him with this heavy handicap. Together they would have plenty to live on, even in the post-war world; she could not plead lack of money as an excuse for setting up a joint establishment at Fair Haven. She did not talk it over with her father, she did not talk it over with Nick; she allowed herself, for the moment, to eat her cake and have it.


The cake was very sweet, and Margaret lived in an enchantment which enabled her to enjoy the present without providing for the future, like a happy healthy person who sees but does not feel the need to make a will.


But the wish to tell her happiness was stronger than the prudential or humane considerations which would have bade her keep it to herself. Moreover she disliked concealment and did not want her father or anyone else to stumble on the real reason for her increasingly frequent journeys up to London.


Yet how hard it was when the moment came! Each approach, as she tried it over in her mind, seemed more brutal and wounding than the last. To think that one kind of love, that of its nature could so well include another, should by the circumstances it raised be compelled to make the other of none effect.


‘Daddy,’ she said.


‘Yes, my dear?’ It was half past six, an hour when he sometimes allowed himself a whisky and soda, and the day seemed to renew itself in the assurance of an untroubled evening.


‘There’s something I want to tell you.’ Her voice trembled and the happiness she had been feeling for so many days was changed to pain. He drew a longer breath than usual which expired in a sigh.


‘You needn’t tell me, my dear, let me tell you.’


She was ashamed of the relief she felt. Profiting by his unselfishness, thankful to be spared the passing pain of breaking unpleasant news, she had lost sight of the lasting sorrow she was giving him.


He went on:


‘I’ve known it for some time, and if you hadn’t told me I was going to tell you how happy I am for your sake.’


Margaret’s eyes filled with tears and she could not speak.


‘There’s nothing to feel sad about, nothing,’ he assured her. ‘Before, it was a little sad, perhaps?’ She shook her head violently. ‘Well, I used to think it must be. But now!’ He laid his hand on hers. ‘My dear I can’t tell you what a difference there is between a life you make for yourself out of your aspirations and your sense of duty and . . .’, he lifted his eyes to hers, ‘and your affections, and a life which is created for you by a mutual love . . . May I know who the lucky man is?’


All in a rush Margaret began to tell him about Nick. Like her, he was an only child, but he was an orphan; both his parents were dead, he had made his way by scholarships and the little money they were able to leave him. Young as he was, only two years older than herself (and this seemed young to Margaret, brought up so much amongst her elders) he was already doing well at the Bar and beginning to make a name for himself. This she had learned not from him but from Stuart who had known him at Oxford, where he had always been looked on as a coming man. He was serious-minded and ambitious, but not austere, and he liked his pleasures to be rather highbrow. Margaret paused; the thought of how she had taken him to see Colum McInnes was incongruous now; her mind recoiled from it, for it did not fit into the pattern of her happiness; yet how could she regret it when she and Nick had been brought together by the warmth of feeling it engendered? She would have to look up to him, she told her father; she might even be a little afraid of him but she did not mind that.


‘And what do you talk about when you are together?’ he asked her.


‘Oh,’ she said, and thought a minute. Her father sometimes asked her this question about parties she had been to, and she was never very good at answering it. But surely she must know what she and Nick talked about?


‘We talk about books, for one thing,’ she began.


‘But you never read any!’ her father exclaimed.


‘I have been doing lately,’ said Margaret, turning pink.


‘Yes, I saw them lying about, and wondered . . . And what else do you talk about?’


‘Well, films and plays.’


‘But you never go to any!’


‘I have been doing lately,’ repeated Margaret, turning redder.


‘But surely he doesn’t approve of Colum McInnes and that blood-and-thunder stuff?’


A shadow crossed Margaret’s face. ‘No, I think he doesn’t. Nor do I, of course, really. But,’ she added, brightening, ‘some highbrows do you know. They enjoy them in inverted commas.’


‘In inverted commas?’


‘Well, that’s a phrase Nick has for knowing a thing’s not really good but enjoying it all the same because you find it amusing.’


‘I see. And what else do you talk about?’


Margaret frowned. Much as she had wanted to tell her father about Nick, she almost wished this inquisition would stop. She didn’t seem at all able to give the flavour of their intercourse together. It was unlike her father to show so much curiosity, and the animation in his manner was quite new. He seemed to be more excited than she was. His cross-examination reminded her of the way Nick sometimes talked to her. But then Nick was a barrister . . . Perhaps all men were the same . . . Most people respected her reserve. There was something sweet and exciting in the knowledge that they . . . men . . . wanted to know about her for her own sake, for herself; but all the same she could not subdue a slight feeling of resentment.


‘We talk about each other’s past lives.’


‘And do you say you were never happy until you met each other?’


Margaret reflected.


‘He has said something like that, several times, I think. I don’t think I have.’


She had only spoken the truth, so what was her surprise to see tears in her father’s eyes, and his face light up with a rainbow smile. A second later he looked serious again.


‘Still I think you should tell him so sometime.’


Dutifully Margaret made a mental note to do so, but the language of love did not yet come easily to her and besides she had a feminist streak and felt that though men should always be made comfortable they must not be too much indulged.


‘Do you ever talk about money?’ Mr Pennefather asked. ‘Or is money too mundane?’


But Margaret disregarded the irony in his voice.


‘Of course we do, Daddy,’ she said seriously. ‘We went into it thoroughly. In fact,’ she coloured, ‘one reason why we haven’t got engaged is because he thinks I have too much money.’


‘Too much money?’


‘Well, more than he has. But as I pointed out to him it isn’t more than he earns, or as much. He’s afraid people will think he wants to marry me for my money. I don’t understand why he’s so sensitive about it. I wanted to bring him down to see you but he said no, not until I had told you of . . . of the difference between us in that way.’


‘Well, that was nice of him,’ said her father, though not quite so enthusiastically as she hoped. Men, even the nicest men, even her father, were apt to be odd and secretive and unaccountable where money was concerned. ‘And is that the only difference between you?’


‘The only difference, Daddy?’


‘Yes, have you no other differences besides the discrepancy between your respective unearned incomes?’


She hesitated, but his smile encouraged her.


‘No, I honestly don’t think we have.’


‘No quarrels about trifles?’


She thought, and shook her head.


‘Well, that’s a good thing anyway.’ Yet somehow he sounded less satisfied than the words implied. ‘You always agree with him about books and such things?’


‘Well, nearly always, you see he knows so much more about them than I do. Sometimes I think his taste is a little . . . severe.’


‘But you don’t tell him so?’


‘Oh no, we respect each other too much – we are much too fond of each other.’ said Margaret gravely.


Her father sighed. She wondered why. Did he think they ought to go in for lovers’ quarrels? His animation seemed to desert him; it was as though the exhilaration that the thought of his daughter’s happiness had brought him, making him feel young again, had worn off, and he now began to realize how his own life would be impoverished. With a return to his old, diffident manner he said,


‘You say you talk about the past. Do you also make plans for the future?’


This was another moment that Margaret had been dreading.


‘Yes, we do.’


‘Will you like living in London, do you think?’


Margaret glanced at him, and again felt as if a physical weight had been lifted off her. So she would not have to break this to him either. Her heart went out to him in gratitude.


‘I shan’t like it, but I think I shall get used to it.’


‘Of course you will,’ he said stoutly. ‘It’s high time you enjoyed your youth. All the things you do round here – the public work I mean – belong to somebody much older than you are.’


Margaret pondered. In Dittingham she was somebody; in London she would be nobody – she would have to start again, as Nick’s wife, entertaining for him, making friends with his friends, some of whom she had met and found rather formidable; always, for a time at least, on trial, making good. Here her position was secure; she had her friendships, her relationships with the world of Dittingham and outside, just where she wanted them; every tradesman in the place was an old friend, and ready to do her a post-war favour. In no department of living had she to exert herself pour se faire valoir. Whereas in London! – She tried to forget what the change would mean to her, and concentrate on facing it.


‘It may not be very easy at first, but every woman has to go through with it,’ she said, unconsciously falling into her habit of thinking of women as downtrodden. ‘Of course I shall miss it all here – the house, the garden’ – she looked out wistfully at the rose trees, which would soon be in bloom. She had spent many patient, pleasant hours removing their dead heads, and never understood why some people professed to find the task a bore; for her the ingredient of duty in work was like a spice. Here, outside the circlet of Nick’s love, home-ties tugged at her irresistibly. Elsewhere he created his own context and it was compelling; here, even he was an intruder.


‘I’ve been thinking about it,’ said her father, ‘ever since I saw that it was likely to come. Don’t you think it would be a good plan if I sold this house which is much too large for me alone, and bought a smaller one – big enough for you to come and stay with me, as I hope you often would – but less of a white elephant? What do I want with three acres of garden and six or seven spare bedrooms? I should rattle about like a pea in a pod. I could get ten thousand pounds for this house, I’m sure, and buy another for six; and then I could give you the difference as a wedding present.’


‘Oh but you couldn’t leave Fair Haven, Daddy,’ she cried.


‘My dear, I not only could but I think I should rather like to. I may have a good many years before me, I am not too old to make a fresh start. I think I should be happier in new surroundings when I am on my own.’


Margaret was appalled. The image of Nick receded and, clothed in the hues of filial impiety, became almost hostile.


‘I couldn’t let you!’ she cried. ‘I should never forgive myself if you did!’


He looked at her puzzled, and his finger moved to and fro lightly brushing the arm of his chair, a habit he had when he encountered an unexpected obstacle.


‘Don’t make it difficult for me, my dear,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it would be for the best.’


Margaret didn’t believe him and didn’t really want to. Love of home was still her most deep-seated feeling, for it was bound up with her love for her father, her tender memories of her mother, and the unbroken sequence of her feelings since childhood – her very identity depended on it. She could never, she now felt, have contemplated the step of getting married if she had not known that Fair Haven would be at her back like a sheet anchor, an assurance of continuity in the flux of things.


‘I can’t let you!’ she repeated. ‘I shall tell Nick that he must live with us, and do his work from here. After all, you always did; why shouldn’t he?’


‘You forget, my dear, that a barrister’s work is different from mine – it has to be done often under pressure, and late at night. And then there are all sorts of contacts, seeing people at short notice, and so on. I don’t think you ought to ask him to put himself at such a disadvantage.’


These were arguments with which Margaret was familiar; she had used them herself. Now that they were being turned against her she knew the answers to them.


‘Well, then, he must keep on his room in London,’ she said (Nick lived in a bed sitting room), ‘and stay there if he is too busy to come here. Think what an economy that would mean! Surely in these days when everything is so expensive one ought to try to avoid running two households!’


Her father shook his head. He was old and tired and the arguments his daughter had put forward appealed to his heart though they did not convince his head. Nevertheless, he still felt impelled to take the other side.


‘I don’t think it would be fair on him,’ he said. ‘A man ought to have his own home: I always did. I liked your grandparents but I shouldn’t have wanted to live with them and it wouldn’t have answered.’


‘Oh, but that was different!’ cried Margaret. ‘You couldn’t have done your work from Bath.’


Her father nodded. This was undeniable.


‘Besides,’ Margaret went on, ‘Nick is quite used to being alone . . . just as . . . just as I am. He is really very independent, that is one of the things I like him for.’


‘But he would miss you in countless little ways.’


‘He’s lived all this time without missing me,’ said Margaret robustly.


‘I know, but being in love creates all sorts of needs that weren’t there before,’ her father said. ‘He would want you to help him, naturally.’


Margaret frowned a little.


‘I don’t think he would, Daddy, he’s not a helpless kind of man, and I shouldn’t like him as much if he was. He’s used to looking after himself.’


‘That doesn’t mean he won’t want to look after you.’


This was a new idea to Margaret. She couldn’t imagine herself being looked after; her habit of responsibility was ingrained.


‘No,’ she said. ‘But I’m sure he wouldn’t like a clinging wife. And I could look after him much better here than I could in London. There’s Dr Ellery, for one thing.’


‘Oh, I wasn’t thinking of his health,’ her father said. ‘His health’s good, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, except that he gets rather easily tired, and that upsets his nerves. He’s rather highly-strung.’


‘Nerves?’ exclaimed Mr Pennefather horrified. ‘Does he suffer from nerves?’


‘Oh, only sometimes,’ said Margaret, ‘when he gets overtired. Many people do, Daddy; he isn’t the only one.’


‘And don’t you think that going up and down to London every day will tire him more?’


‘But he will have the week-ends here!’ cried Margaret.


‘Yes, he will.’ Again her father sighed, and this time his sigh was a capitulation. It seemed so ironical and topsy-turvy that he should be urging her to live away from him, and she should be urging him to let her live with him. But since she wished it so—


Margaret prevailed, for she had the stronger will and, au fond, both their minds were possessed by the same vision – a continuance of the life they enjoyed at Fair Haven, with only one small innovation to disturb its wonted rhythm, Margaret’s husband, Nick.










Chapter 5


NICK proved unexpectedly amenable. He was so much in love with Margaret that any request of hers only made her dearer to him, and if the request seemed capricious or wilful or unreasonable, it only made her dearer still. Margaret had come to him primed with arguments but prepared to give way if he should refute them, for she respected his mind and was besides uncertain where the justice of the matter lay; she did not forget that until she had talked to her father she thought she had no right to ask Nick to make such a sacrifice. But he, strange to say, did not seem to regard it as a sacrifice. It would solve so many problems, he said; house, housekeeping, staff, some of the greatest material problems of modern life, would be automatically solved. Smiling he said that he had expected to marry into his wife’s family; what would have grieved and disappointed him would have been if Mr Pennefather had shied at the idea of having a stranger to live with him. ‘And perhaps when he sees me,’ said Nick, ‘he won’t want to after all.’


But Mr Pennefather was delighted with Nick; he had never liked a young man better. He had meant to get out his best wine in any case; now he wished it was even better than it was. He knew a good deal about the Bar; Nick knew a good deal about business; and as it turned out they discovered common acquaintances in both fields, so that their men’s talk, which might have been boring to Margaret, was liberally besprinkled with names, many of which, having often been mentioned by both parties, meant something to her. Moreover she herself was a business woman; her work had brought her into contact with affairs; she had the respect for the practical issues of life that most women have, and an ability to grasp them beyond the reach of most women. As she listened to them talking, she felt a touch of maternal amusement, as if she were already a mother watching her children playing with their toys; but she also felt, and perhaps more keenly, a pride that they could understand so well, and talk so interestingly, about the things that were at the heart of a man’s life – things which to understand, and be good at, made the difference between success and failure. Her father had been successful in his business; Nick was earmarked for success; here she was between their two outstanding capacities, like a figure in one of the allegorical groups that Nick had shown her at the National Gallery, glancing at each in turn, flattered to be the mirror in which they saw their success reflected, the presiding divinity who could award them each a prize.


Indeed, in the course of that enchanted week-end, Nick appeared first as a son-in-law and then as a son, the son Mr Pennefather had never had; and it was not surprising – so sug-gestible are our emotions at such times – that Margaret began to feel for him something of a sisterly affection, as if he had been the brother that she had never had. And as a sister she felt some of the fondness that is not altogether akin to love, being protective and admiring and responsible, but self-preserving rather than self-annihilating, a conscious recognition of the familiar, rather than a bewildered confrontal of the strange. Nick at Fair Haven was the Nick of the Inner Temple, a place she still thought of with awe almost as a foreign country; but he was not the stranger who had come to her out of the unknown, with its thick darkness on him lit only by fugitive gleams that came she knew not whence; he was irradiated by a steady glow, familiar and controllable as the electric light of Fair Haven, which answered to the switch so punctually and showed a prospect of white and pink and gold with which she had grown up. It was wonderful, wonderful, that he fitted in so well; but the feeling of wonder passed, or began to pass, and with it some of the mystery of Nick’s otherness. He had ceased to be a foreign country to her, that she must gropingly and tremblingly explore, and become a guest, a beloved guest; but with a guest’s liability to make himself agreeable, to observe the ways of the house, to take on its atmosphere, to be grateful for its hospitality, even to be criticized by its standards. Within a few hours she began almost to take him for granted with the rest of her surroundings, and she had some excuse, for he seemed to take her for granted too, and did not always look up, much less stand up, when she came into the room, so deeply engaged was he in conversation with her father.


In reality Nick was not so adaptable as he tried to appear. He had no thought beyond Margaret and believed that the nearest way to her heart lay through her father. Had Mr Pennefather been an ogre he would still have played up to him. The relief of discovering that he was not made Nick even more attentive to him than he might otherwise have been. The idea of becoming an inmate of Fair Haven had not appealed to him when Margaret proposed it. He had taken the long view and the long view did not make it seem attractive. Now the long view was hidden by the short view – Mr Pennefather’s amiability, the solid comforts of the house, and even the house itself, which could be appreciated in inverted commas. The fear that in the long run the arrangement would not work ceased to trouble him; it was enough that it worked to-day; and the swing-over in his feelings was as exhilarating as a sudden escape from danger. Moreover he felt quite sure that by identifying himself with Margaret’s background he was doing what would please her most.


 


Stuart and Diana came to dinner on Sunday night. The occasion was discreetly festive, the air began to tingle, and a conversation developed of a type never before heard in the dining-room of Fair Haven – little jokes and innuendoes charged with mysterious meaning. Stuart and Diana were the ringleaders in this. The others were a little shy of it at first but they felt it would be ungracious not to follow where the devotees of Hymen led, and Stuart and Diana were privileged people, already radiant with the pearly nimbus of approaching marriage. Margaret and Nick had meant to break the news of their engagement later in the evening; it was to come like a bomb-shell; but in the first five minutes the demeanour of their guests showed that however it came it would not come as a surprise. All the same it was fun to keep up the pretence that this was a perfectly ordinary occasion, to postpone the revelation, and meanwhile to enjoy the conversation and parry the innuendoes – the honey-seeking, honey-laden words, fluttering like butterflies round a buddleia-bush. So with demure eyes and in all senses of the term disengaged faces Nick and Margaret maintained their role of an unattached couple until, after dinner, a kind of lull, a warning sense of imminent anti-climax, told Nick that the game had been played out. He caught Margaret’s eye and waited for her to speak, but she could not, so he turned appealingly to her father. Dislocated by these manoeuvres the conversation faltered and ceased and Mr Pennefather said, ‘I think Margaret has something to tell us,’ but Margaret could not trust her voice and it was left to Nick to make the announcement.


After the congratulations and exclamations, the unblushing inconsistencies between feigned surprise and protestations of having known all along, healths were drunk and speeches called for. The latter were not forthcoming and for a few minutes the conversation degenerated into an almost imbecile babble in the course of which even Mr Pennefather was conscious of saying things so inept, remarks recalling baby-clothes and rattles, that afterwards he blushed for them. Laughter and giggling and even backslapping went on, and the room hummed with inarticulate noises all somehow suggestive of the happiness to come. But gradually a kind of order was restored, the mind to some extent resumed its sway, and the revellers, blinking and ashamed, began to think of something sensible to say. Diana was the first to recover herself. She addressed herself to her host. Suddenly she realized that what was fun for the younger generation might not be fun for him. The realization did not damp her spirits but expressed itself in the form of an apology.


‘It’s our fault, Mr Pennefather,’ she said, her voice and features still not quite steady. ‘You must blame us. We did it. None of this would ever have happened if we hadn’t taken Nick and Margaret to see Colum McInnes in Put Paid to It.’


 


The wedding was fixed for the middle of July and insensibly, as the days passed, all Margaret’s energies began to be directed to that event. Her meetings with Nick took on the nature of conferences between two generals making plans for a battle. Their own relationship was a little dulled and overshadowed by these preliminaries, they could no longer live for each other, they had somehow become the world’s property and had to satisfy the world’s demands by making a public sacrifice of their privacy. The intervention of Stuart and Diana’s marriage, which at first seemed a distraction, soon increased the tension; they were next on the list, and must acquit themselves as well as or better than their predecessors. The exact amount of pomp to aim at was not easy to gauge. Mr Pennefather and Margaret were old-fashioned people who did not want a great deal of display. Stuart and Diana’s wedding was a smart affair, in London; theirs would be at Dittingham – more homely, more regional, more rustic. This would mark a difference, do away with any disagreeable notion of competition: it would have the added recommendation, for Margaret, of advertising to her, as to everyone else, that she was not leaving her old home.


Yet how unreal, somehow, did she feel in the bustle of this pre-nuptial dream, in making all these practical arrangements that had so little to do with her true feelings, that often exhausted and diminished them! To have to meet Nick with a list of things to tell him, and remember afterwards all that she had forgotten to tell! He did what he could, he was kind and patient, but his work had first claim on his time and energy, and most of the details fell on her.


They decided to give a cocktail party before the wedding, a small flourish to bring together the friends and relations of the bride and bridegroom. Between them they managed to muster about eighty names, and the labour would not be thrown away, for the same list would serve the wedding invitations. Margaret found herself sending cards to friends she hadn’t seen for years. One of these, a school-friend now married, had seen the announcement of Margaret’s engagement in the paper and had written her a letter of congratulation phrased so movingly that it brought tears to her eyes. ‘I shall love to come to your party,’ the friend wound up, ‘but as I’ve absolutely nothing to wear I must go to London for a day or two. Dearest Margaret, couldn’t we meet and do a matinée? I’m such a country cousin I’ve no idea what’s good, but I’ve always had a secret longing to see Colum McInnes and if you think you can bear it I’ll get tickets for The Robber Chief. I won’t ask your young man because I shall want to talk to you about him.’


Margaret, who was always punctual about answering letters, sat down at once, and it was quite clear to her what she meant to say. Thanks for the letter as heartfelt as she could make them, a warm acceptance of the invitation; but might it be another play instead of The Robber Chief, because she had seen that?


As she was coming to the last point, however, her pen stopped. To see the same play twice was money thrown away. One saw a play and talked about it, and then one saw another play and talked about it. That was what Nick and his friends did; that was the form.


But people did see the same play twice if they wanted to; sometimes they went many times to the same play. It would not hurt her to see The Robber Chief again; and it would be too bad to disappoint her friend, whose heart was obviously set on seeing it.


So Margaret said yes and as the time – it was only a day or two ahead – came nearer, she found herself thinking of the prospect with excitement. Not the play, of course, but the meeting with her old friend.


Even so, their reunion was unexpectedly emotional; they opened their hearts to each other as only women can; and when the curtain rose on the thieves’ kitchen such resistance as Margaret had to the play’s sentimental appeal was already undermined. Her friend, who, unlike Nick’s friends was not a sophisticated playgoer, enjoyed it uncritically and wept through most of the last part; and Margaret, after a half-hearted struggle to maintain the stiff facade which had never sat comfortably on her, surprised herself by weeping too – she who never cried. She was dimly aware that she was weeping for something that was not in the play, for some sense of loss that the sight of Colum McInnes gave her.


 


Afterwards she could never remember at what point the turmoil in her labouring feelings gave birth to a resolve. Nick must invite Colum McInnes to their party, he must, he must. She had an intuition that he would not want to; how could she make her craving to meet the film-star plausible? The strength of her desire lent her subtlety. Nick lived in a world, or on the fringe of a world, at whose parties celebrities were welcome qua celebrities. It did not matter if they were strangers to their hosts. Bait was spread and they were angled for; and if they were hooked and landed the satisfaction of the anglers, though decorously concealed, was lively. Their presence made the party a success.


One or two very minor celebrities had already accepted invitations to their party, but no star of the magnitude of Colum McInnes.


Several times Margaret brought the subject to the tip of her tongue but could not get it further. Meanwhile she was aware of a change in her attitude to the party and even to the wedding itself. The meaning seemed to have gone out of them; their radiance was dimmed by a brighter, nearer light. She went about her preparations for them like an automaton. She asked herself what she really wanted, and replied, I want to meet Colum McInnes just once. I do not want to meet him ever again. But unless I meet him I shall have no heart for what lies before me. I shall be like someone going on a long journey with a message, who starts off without knowing what the message is. All of me that matters will be left behind on the further shore. I shall have lost the key to my personality, I shall travel without myself.


Margaret was unused to introspection and totally without experience of the power of an obsessive thought. Nick soon noticed that she was not looking well.


‘I’m afraid all this excitement and rushing to and fro are wearing you out, my darling,’ he said.


Margaret could not meet his eye.


‘I don’t feel quite well. Perhaps it’s the heat.’


‘Couldn’t you knock off for a bit and take a rest?’


‘I don’t think I can. There’s still a lot to be done.’ She spoke listlessly; but suddenly she had an idea and said, with more animation, ‘We haven’t sent out all the invitations to the party yet.’


‘Oh, I thought we had.’


‘No, there are still one or two . . . Nick?’ Her mind was awhirl with shooting lights, clouds of grey vapour coiling and uncoiling, and a noise like the thunder of waterfalls.


‘Um?’ he said.


She ventured shakily, ‘I wonder if we could ask Colum McInnes?’


She saw him stiffen.


‘Colum McInnes? But why should we ask him?’


‘Well, he used to be a friend of yours.’


Nick looked across at her and then down at his plate. They had finished luncheon and in a moment the waiter would be bringing them their coffee. Nick shrugged his shoulders and a look of obstinacy crept into his eyes.


‘If he came, it would spoil the party.’


‘Oh why? I should have thought it would be the making of it.’


‘But don’t you see? Apart from the fact that I don’t like him and don’t think you would, either, he’d throw the whole thing out of focus – people would be staring at him and wanting to be introduced to him. He’d be lionized. We shouldn’t get a look in. It would be his party, not ours.’


‘Oh, I don’t think so, Nick, he isn’t as famous as all that.’


‘And besides he wouldn’t come.’


‘We can’t be sure unless we ask him.’ Their coffee appeared, and Nick moodily scooped into his cup the exiguous post-war sugar-ration.


‘He’s not our sort at all,’ he said.


‘Yes, I know . . . and I . . . I remember what you told me. But among so many people we should hardly speak to him.’


‘Then why bother to ask him?’ The arguing, almost hectoring tone, which he so seldom used, edged his voice. It was a sign of nerves, she knew, but she disregarded it.


‘I was thinking,’ she said desperately, ‘partly of your career. It’s good for you to be known by as many people as possible, isn’t it? And specially by important people. Having him would be a sort of . . . feather in our cap. We have asked several people you don’t know very well because they . . . well, have influence.’


‘He’s not the sort of feather I should want to wear,’ Nick said. ‘And what would he think of me, asking him after all this time, just because he’s famous? I don’t want to get the reputation of a tuft-hunter, and I don’t suppose you do.’ It was almost the first time he had spoken unkindly to her, and horrified she realized they were on the verge of a quarrel. But though she had exhausted all her arguments she could not let the matter drop.


‘Oh Nick, I . . . I don’t know why, but I feel so strongly about it. I feel as though we should be missing some great opportunity . . . It’s such a small thing . . . just to send a card. Please, please do it for my sake.’
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