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Part One


PAUL The Realist

1922


Chapter One



[1]

I was in London when I first heard of Dinah Slade. She was broke and looking for a millionaire while I was rich and looking for a mistress. From the start we were deeply compatible.

My presence in London was accidental since I should have been at least halfway across the Atlantic with my observations on the Genoa Conference, but when it had become obvious in Genoa that on the subject of the American War Debt Lloyd George had nothing to say which could conceivably have interested those pedestrian politicians in Washington, I had decided to redeem my visit to Europe by pausing for a vacation in England. I then proceeded to ruin this excellent idea by making a fatal error. Out of a misguided sense of duty to my New York partners I called at our offices in Milk Street and to my horror discovered in rather less than ten minutes that I had walked into a disaster of the first magnitude. This dénouement could scarcely have been more tedious for it meant I had to abandon my plans to motor leisurely through rural England, but after suppressing my exasperation I settled down to business with the speed for which I am justly renowned. By the day’s end I had extracted our resident partner’s resignation; by the end of the week I had a house in Curzon Street, a new Rolls-Royce, an admirable English secretary to assist with my burgeoning correspondence, and a clear idea of how I should put the firm’s affairs in order while I waited for a replacement to arrive from New York.

Meanwhile Treasury Secretary Mellon was cabling me for private information on the Genoa Conference, and by hiring yet another secretary to assist Miss Phelps and working until two in the morning for three successive nights I managed to summarize the issues of German reparations, the status of Soviet Russia, the domestic troubles of Lloyd George and the intractability of the French. Hard work deserves a reward. When my report had been consigned to the Embassy for express delivery to Washington, my first instinct was to seek the most elegant woman in London and call for oysters and champagne.

It was then that I heard of Dinah Slade.

Just as it had been chance which had delayed me in London so now it was chance that I ever heard her name. I had two efficient aides-de-camp who protected me from the continual onslaught of beggars and Bolsheviks, and I might never have known of Dinah’s efforts to see me if I had not decided to ignore breakfast that morning in order to leave early for the office. Having completed my report I was anxious to attend to the firm’s affairs, and as I went to the library where my aides were inspecting the mail I was already planning how I could sidestep a commitment to lend five million dollars to prop up a moribund steel plant in South Wales.

The library door was open. As I crossed the hall I heard Peterson exclaim: ‘It’s that girl again!’ and saw him pluck a letter from an unwrapped parcel. Peterson always opened my parcels. Having hired him when he had been discharged from the army as the result of a leg wound suffered in Ypres in 1918, I had found his simple loyalty both frightening and reassuring, but he was without doubt the best bodyguard I had ever had. He was now in charge of all my household security arrangements, but he considered himself personally responsible for my safety and never left the tedious escort duties to a subordinate.

‘What girl?’ I inquired of him as I strolled into the library and picked up the latest issue of The Magazine of Wall Street to reach European shores.

‘There’s no need for you to concern yourself with this, sir,’ said my other chief aide, whipping the letter away from Peterson. ‘I’ll take care of it.’

As usual O’Reilly’s bossiness made me long to contradict him.

‘Take care of what?’ I demanded, recklessly involving myself in the problem, and glanced a second time at the parcel. Amidst the wrapping paper was a rectangle of carved ivory, and as I lifted this exquisite cover I saw that someone who knew my tastes had sent me a small but unmistakably genuine book of hours.

Medieval manuscripts seldom fail to elicit an enthusiastic response from me. My mouth waters, my pulses race and my mind, seizing the chance to escape from the twentieth century, dives back into the remote past. As I picked up that book of hours I forgot the embittered powers at Genoa, the ravaged countries of Europe, the financial chaos, the half-starved despairing masses whose lives had been irrevocably dislocated by war. The bloody dawn of the twentieth century fell away from me, and I was gazing at the high noon of European civilization when Jean, Duc de Berri, had preferred the arts of intellectual accomplishment to the traditional arts of war.

My fingers caressed the leaves. The illumination was too florid for my taste, but the miniatures were exquisite; the details of dress and the skill in evoking perspective suggested that the artist had been working at the beginning of the Renaissance. I glanced at the Latin text. It referred to an apocryphal incident in the life of the mother of the Virgin, a most unusual detail. St Anne rarely has more than a minor role in a book of hours.

My curiosity overwhelmed me. Returning abruptly to the twentieth century I demanded to know the name of my benefactor.

‘Oh, the book’s not a gift, sir,’ said Peterson. ‘She says it’s a loan.’

‘And who,’ I said, mentally allocating a suitable sum for the purchase, ‘is she?’

‘A girl called Dinah Slade, Mr Van Zale,’ said O’Reilly. ‘Should you wish for further information, I have a file—’

O’Reilly always had a file. He had a genius for accumulating information on anyone who could possibly interest me, and a tiresome habit of showing off his talent in order to prove how indispensable he was. Unable to resist the urge to deflate him I interrupted: ‘Not now. I want to go to Milk Street. Peterson, order the car to the door, will you? You can tell me about Miss Slade on the way to the City, O’Reilly,’ I added to mollify him as Peterson left the room. After all, he was first-class at his job, and it was hardly his fault he had been born without a sense of humour.

We went outside. It was a clear May day, cool but brilliant with sunshine, and I paused to watch a horse-drawn cart rattle down Curzon Street on its way to deliver ale to public houses. Further down the street by Shepherd Market a tramp carrying a board emblazoned with the words HELP THE UNEMPLOYED was marching up and down like a man in a padded cell, and suddenly I could smell the odour of the twentieth century even before the fumes of the Rolls-Royce reached my nose.

I sank back with distaste upon the leather upholstery. ‘Miss Slade,’ I reminded O’Reilly as I took some papers from the attaché case.

O’Reilly snapped into action. Looking at his carefully combed dark hair and thin, tense, intelligent face, I sensed the fanatical desire to serve which had led him to a Jesuit seminary before he had entered my employment, and once more I admired his total commitment to his work. It was really most unreasonable of me not to feel as much affection for him as I usually felt for my protégés – unreasonable, but not unsurprising. O’Reilly knew too much about me. For a moment I remembered his voice saying: ‘I have some bad news for you about Mr Da Costa …’ and then I swung my mind back towards Miss Dinah Slade’s book of hours.

‘Miss Slade,’ O’Reilly was saying busily, ‘is a twenty-one-year-old English girl of good social standing—’

‘What the devil does that mean?’

‘I don’t understand the English class-system too well, sir, but I’m told she’s what they call “landed gentry”. Upper class but no title.’ O’Reilly cleared his throat. ‘She was educated at a girls’ boarding school in Gloucestershire and at Cambridge University—’

‘Was she indeed!’

‘—before having to quit last year after her father’s death. The father died in debt and there’s a wrangle going on over the estate. She’s after money, sir, of course,’ said O’Reilly, bored. ‘There’s a political angle since she’s a known socialist sympathizer, but she’s not affiliated with any group, Bolshevist or otherwise, so neither Peterson nor I see her as a threat to your safety. I’ve been sending her letters to Miss Phelps for the Charities Refused file.’

‘How many letters has she written?’

‘This morning’s would be the fourth.’

‘I want to see them. When we reach the office call Miss Phelps and have her send them over,’ I said, flicking through the papers in my hands and eyeing the declining figures of the British steel industry for the black months of 1921. Then with a discipline born of long practice I forgot Miss Slade and once again began to consider how Great Britain could most profitably reorganize her capital investment.

[2]

The office of Da Costa, Van Zale & Co. in Milk Street off Cheapside is a stone’s throw from the Bank of England and the financial district of Lombard and Threadneedle Streets. We are a new firm in London, less than thirty years old, and unlike New York, where a brash newcomer can blaze his trail into the heart of Wall Street, a newcomer in London must know his place and accept a modest location in the merchant banking community. Yet I liked our office at Six Milk Street. The house itself was part seventeenth century and must have been erected soon after the Great Fire, but the Victorians with their passion for remodelling had left a Dickensian atmosphere behind them. The interior was heavy with nineteenth-century respectability. Here I felt not like a king in his counting-house but like a well-brought-up spider in the most civilized of elderly webs. We employed twenty people who included the usual book-keepers, statisticians, clerks, typists and office boys, and until the 1921 slump had made a respectable profit each year.

At half past ten, just after I had sampled some undrinkable coffee and embarked on my correspondence, Dinah Slade’s letters arrived. I was roaming around the room as I dictated to my secretaries; I usually dictate to more than one secretary at a time for the simple reason that I have never found a secretary who can keep pace with my dictation.

It was at this point that O’Reilly interrupted me. ‘Miss Slade’s letters, Mr Van Zale.’

‘Dear Mr Van Zale,’ Dinah Slade had written in a firm spare hand, ‘I am in a highly unusual situation and consider it absolutely imperative that I obtain the advice of a discriminating and sophisticated man such as yourself … so please could you help me by sparing me a few minutes of your time?’ she concluded. Turning to her second letter, I found the mystery was unveiled further. ‘Dear Mr Van Zale, I am writing to you as I know you appreciate the past and have a connoisseur’s eye for medieval beauty. I have the most beautiful house in England, small but exquisite, like a miniature by Fouquet, and I would like you to see it. You owe it to yourself not to miss such an important aesthetic experience.’

I looked up. Both secretaries were motionless, pencils poised over their notebooks, a dazed expression in their eyes. It was seldom they had such a respite. Ignoring them I sat down at my desk and read the third letter. ‘Dear Mr Van Zale, Because of an English law which discriminates against females, I am about to lose my home. You should see it before it’s lost. If you can’t come to Norfolk at least let me see you for a minute in London so that I can paint the house for you in words.’

To me the most interesting aspect of this correspondence was not that Miss Slade never asked for money – though this was noteworthy enough in any appeal to me for help. I was intrigued because the letters were obviously part of a carefully planned campaign. Even though they had been mailed on different dates, I suspected all the letters had been written on the same day and constructed, like a detective story, to leak information at a calculated pace. Acknowledging my curiosity with reluctance, I embarked on the final letter.

‘Dear Mr Van Zale, What a pity you’re so zealously protected from the world! But I don’t think your secretaries would dare throw away the Mallingham Hours, a book which has been in the hands of my family for over four hundred years. After reading in The Times that you recently acquired a medieval manuscript at Christie’s I thought you might enjoy the opportunity to examine this perfect example of fifteenth-century art. I must make it clear that it is not for sale, but you may keep it for one week, at the end of which I should be delighted to collect the manuscript in person. Yours sincerely …’

The address prefacing all four letters was Mallingham Hall, Mallingham, Norfolk.

I smiled, and when my letters to Steven Sullivan, my young partner in New York, and Carter Glass were finished I sent for O’Reilly.

‘I want to see Miss Slade’s file when I return to Curzon Street,’ I said. ‘And O’Reilly—’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Find out if she’s a virgin, would you? I know we’re supposed to be seeing the dawn of a new morality, but frankly I’m beginning to doubt if anyone knows that beyond the limits of the West End of London.’

‘Yes, sir.’ No man could have sounded more neutral. We looked at one another. I did not quite believe he led the celibate life for which his experience in the seminary had prepared him, but I knew he wanted me to think he did. Towards sexual matters he cultivated an air of supreme indifference which I liked because it meant my private life could never embarrass him, but which also annoyed me because I felt such a pose was priggish. Until O’Reilly had risen to prominence in my household I had never realized how extraordinarily irritating Sir Galahad must have been to the other knights of the Round Table.

‘Will there be anything else, sir?’ said this tiresome paragon, and I had to repress the urge to dispatch him in search of the Holy Grail.

It was a long day but eventually I returned to Curzon Street, glanced at Miss Slade’s file which told me no more than I already knew, dictated a few social notes to Miss Phelps, skimmed the evening papers, bathed, shaved, changed and arrived at the theatre just as the curtain was rising. The play was execrable but the leading lady fulfilled all the promise she had shown me at our previous meeting, and after a late supper we retired to her apartment.

I was annoyed when my mind kept straying towards the Mallingham Hours, but not surprised. I had become bored with my leading lady’s theatrical gossip, disappointed by her lack of originality, and although I delayed my departure in order to be polite it was a relief to retreat home with Peterson faithfully at my heels. When Peterson was on duty as my bodyguard I seldom spoke to him; the best way to tolerate a surrender of privacy is to ignore the offending presence, but that night as I stepped into the evening air I felt the sinister pressure building behind my eyes and I said quickly: ‘You can sit in the back with me, Peterson,’ as my hand groped in my pocket for my medication. As soon as I had taken a pill I felt better and knew the symptom had been imaginary, a product of my fear of illness and not of the illness itself. Meanwhile the car was drawing away from the kerb, and to distract myself I said rapidly to Peterson’s solid comforting bulk beside me: ‘What do you think that girl Dinah Slade wants?’

‘Money and the usual, sir,’ said Peterson placidly. ‘Same as all the other broads.’

‘But no broad’s ever sent me a book of hours before … My God, listen to me! Peterson, why is it that when I’m with you I always pick up your detestable slang?’

We laughed. I was relaxing, the pressure behind my eyes fading fast and my fear temporarily conquered. ‘We’ll play tennis tomorrow,’ I said. ‘We’ll leave the house at seven, motor to Queen’s Club and play for an hour or so before I go to the City …’ And as I spoke I remembered those far-off days of my secluded childhood when my parents had taken me from doctor to doctor until finally my father had cried out in an agony of guilt: ‘There’s nothing wrong with that boy that a game of tennis can’t cure!’ Lawn tennis had been a new game in those days, but it had quickly become popular at Newport. I could remember playing with my father as clearly as if it were yesterday, my father and Jason Da Costa—

A curtain came down over my memory. Turning to Peterson I talked to him about tennis and I talked until we arrived home five minutes later.

It was one o’clock. After dismissing my valet I was alone at last with the Mallingham Hours, and I retired to bed without a thought of the inevitable insomnia in the hours before dawn.

Time passed tranquilly. I was examining the pictures, imagining myself a craftsman working for three days to illuminate one letter. What could it be like to labour day after day to produce an object of great beauty, a legacy of spirituality as well as aesthetic triumph? My romantic imagination, always at odds with my quest for classicism, overcame me at this point and I visualized myself as a humble monastic scribe, living in creative peace in some remote corner of Europe where money was virtually unknown. Fortunately my common sense reasserted itself before I could continue in this sentimental vein, and I remembered that medieval artists were always anxious to get paid before either they or their patrons were eliminated by a new war, famine or pestilence … The fascination of Europe enveloped me again; I heard its mysterious call, felt it once more stake a claim upon my soul, knew myself hypnotized by that old familiar glamour, and as I fingered my way through the Mallingham Hours from Matins to Lauds and from Lauds to Vespers I felt as if I had been given a key to a world which I had always longed to enter but which had remained tantalizingly just beyond my reach.

At two o’clock I put the manuscript aside, and postponing once more the dreaded moment when I would have to try to sleep, I began to write to Elizabeth, the woman I had loved for thirty years but had somehow never succeeded in marrying. I felt Elizabeth would understand how the seductive mirror of Europe had once more caught the sun to blind me with its brilliance, yet when I wrote the words ‘My dearest Elizabeth’ I saw not Europe but her house on Gramercy Park, and then I was back in New York again, back in my own culture among my own people in a world which I had so painfully constructed with my own soiled and bloodied hands.

I got up and began to pace around the room. It was three o’clock before I could bring myself to return to bed and four before I drifted into sleep, but my dreams were so appalling that it was a relief to rise at six to play tennis. By nine o’clock I was already at Milk Street to submerge myself in my work.

Three days passed. O’Reilly submitted a disappointing addendum to his file on Miss Slade and suggested she was merely an ordinary girl from a country backwater who despite her superior education had seen little and done less. Since her father had died the previous autumn she had lived alone at Mallingham Hall and there were no reports of any attentive friends of the opposite sex. At Cheltenham Ladies’ College there had been no opportunities for escapades and at Cambridge she had acquired the reputation for being a blue-stocking. Apparently her virtue was not only unquestioned but unassailed, a sad fate for a young lady already twenty-one.

I sighed. I really could not, at my time of life, start toying with virgins. Such a step would involve me in endless complications and was altogether too time-consuming and troublesome. Other middle-aged men might choose to indulge themselves in such senilities, but I was still young enough to find inexperience boring and still sane enough to avoid any risk of trouble in my well-ordered private life.

‘Return the Mallingham Hours to Miss Slade, please,’ I said to Miss Phelps. I had already decided reluctantly not to make Miss Slade an offer for the manuscript for fear she would interpret my gesture as a sign of interest in her. ‘The covering letter should read: “Dear Miss Slade, Thank you for the opportunity you have given me to see this exceptionally fine manuscript, but I would not dream of asking you to come up from Norfolk to collect it. Accordingly I am returning the manuscript to you by special messenger. Wishing you all the best in your endeavours I remain … etcetera, etcetera.”’

Miss Phelps’ small mouth pursed in approval. I felt depressed and wondered glumly how I had managed to surround myself with prudes. During the next few days I devoted myself conscientiously to hedonism but emerged yawning with a distaste for Epicurean philosophy. I wanted to go home yet perversely did not want to leave Europe. It rained. I felt fractious. Peterson started to beat me at tennis. I had an overwhelming longing to be entertained yet seemed to have exhausted every conceivable source of entertainment. I wanted something to happen, I wanted to be diverted and most of all I wanted to cut myself loose from my worst memories of the past.

On the morning of the fifteenth of May at eleven o’clock Peterson entered my room at the office and waited silently for me to conclude a telephone conversation. It was so unusual for him to seek an audience with me at Milk Street that I ceased jotting down sterling figures in dollars and stared at him. ‘Yes, Peterson?’

‘Excuse me, sir, but there’s a young guy outside who says he comes from an outfit called Fortnum and Mason. It seems they’re some kind of food joint—’

‘Yes, yes, yes.’ I was getting my decimal points wrong. ‘One moment, please,’ I said into the telephone, and added curtly to Peterson: ‘I’ve ordered nothing from Fortnum’s. Send the man away.’

Peterson turned obediently to find O’Reilly blocking the doorway.

‘It’s Miss Slade again, sir,’ he said with his most insufferable neutral expression. ‘She’s sent you a hamper and the delivery boy flatly refuses to go until he’s delivered the hamper to you personally. I would have sent for the police to remove him but thought I should seek your permission before taking any step which might result in adverse publicity for the firm.’

‘For God’s sake!’ It had been a trying morning, Peterson had beaten me again at tennis and I was being interrupted in the middle of an important conversation. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said in my most charming voice to the telephone, ‘but may I call you back in five minutes? A matter of vital urgency … cable from New York … thank you so much.’ I hung up with a crash and prepared to make mincemeat of my aides. ‘What the devil do you two mean by taking up my time with trivialities?’ I blazed. ‘Your job’s to save my time, O’Reilly, not to waste it! And I employ you to make decisions about my safety, Peterson, not to come shilly-shallying in here because you can’t make up your mind about some goddamned gift from Fortnum and Mason! Have the boy bring the hamper in! We all know Miss Slade’s not an assassin! I only hope she’s had the good sense to order me a decent bottle of brandy, although God knows only your asinine behaviour could drive me to drink hard liquor at eleven o’clock in the morning!’

They slunk away. I scribbled crossly on my notepad and rearranged some decimal points. Finally Peterson returned with a young man who was pushing a large wicker hamper on a porter’s handcart.

‘Mr Van Zale?’ he said nervously in an upper-class English accent. I raised my eyebrows. Despite his overalls this was no ordinary delivery boy. Had unemployment really reached such a pitch that boys fresh from public school were obliged to seek employment as delivery boys? I thought not.

‘Bring it in,’ I said, watching him, ‘and leave it by the fireplace.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The hamper was pulled carefully into position and eased from the handcart.

O’Reilly produced a tip.

‘Gosh, thanks a lot!’ said the boy, disconcerted, and hung around as if he were unsure what to do next.

A spark of amusement flared within me. ‘Is there something else you have to do?’ I inquired, strolling casually towards him.

‘No, sir. At least … would you like me to open the hamper for you?’

‘Why not? Let’s see what Miss Slade’s sent me!’

‘Sir—’ O’Reilly and Peterson were equally horrified but I silenced them with a wave of my hand. ‘If there’s a bomb in that hamper,’ I said pleasantly, ‘our young friend here will be blown to pieces with us. How long have you known Miss Slade?’ I added to the boy.

‘Never met her in my life, sir,’ declared the boy, blushing furiously as he raised the lid. He was quite the worst liar I had ever encountered.

Inside the hamper was a quantity of green paper strands and nestling in this simulated grass was a jar of caviare and a bottle of Veuve Pommery 1915.

‘Delightful!’ I exclaimed. ‘Miss Slade has excellent taste!’

The grass stirred and as the boy leapt forward to remove the caviare and champagne the strands began to rise with the steadiness of a loaf of bread baking in the oven.

‘Watch out!’ yelped Peterson, reaching for his gun.

‘Don’t shoot!’ squeaked the youth, his eyes round with fright as he saw Peterson’s holster.

As I lounged amused against the mantel it was left to O’Reilly to demonstrate his usual efficiency by darting forward to whip away the paper.

‘Ouch!’ said a voice inside the hamper. ‘My foot’s gone to sleep.’

She stood up gingerly, steadying herself by gripping the wicker sides, and peered at me through a strand of hair.

‘Are you Paul Van Zale?’ she demanded incredulously.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Don’t I look the part?’ Then unable to resist a smile I added: ‘Miss Dinah Slade, I presume,’ and held out my hand to help her from the hamper.


Chapter Two



[1]

She was neither short nor slender, facts which made her concealment in the hamper the more remarkable. She had some bobbed dark hair, a large nose which needed powdering and a wide mouth which she had coloured bright pink. I am old-fashioned enough to dislike paint on women. Her dowdy iron-grey skirt had not risen to mid-calf in accordance with the unpleasant dictates of post-war fashion but loitered a couple of inches above the ankle, and her well-worn white blouse had come untucked at the waist. Like many English girls she had a beautiful skin. Her other redeeming feature was her eyes which were a commonplace shade of brown but so thick-lashed and wide-set that they compensated for her oversized nose and mouth.

She smiled at me and miraculously was no longer plain. As her eyes sparkled I at once sensed her quick adventurous mind but then she retreated, hiding her nervousness behind a fashionably blasé pose.

‘I must look a wreck!’ she drawled languidly. ‘How dare you make me hide in a hamper like that! Mr Fortnum and Mr Mason must be turning in their graves!’

‘It’s lucky you’re not already turning in yours, Miss Slade, since Mr Peterson here was on the point of riddling your hamper with bullets. Congratulations on your survival! May I offer you a glass of your champagne?’

We settled down comfortably. Peterson removed the hamper, O’Reilly disappeared in search of glasses, and Miss Slade, after swiftly patting her hair, tucking back her blouse and crossing her legs to conceal the holes in her stockings, motioned to her henchman.

The boy was evidently older than he looked. He was introduced as ‘Geoffrey Hurst, my solicitor,’ and turned out to be a lawyer who had qualified the previous year and was now in practice with his father in Norwich. I was just wondering how to get rid of him when Miss Slade said carelessly: ‘You can go now, Geoffrey. I’ll meet you in the tea-shop as we arranged. Thanks so much for your help.’

The boy clearly thought it would be unwise to leave her in the lion’s den; when I saw his mouth turn down stubbornly at the corners I decided to soften the dismissal by offering him a glass of champagne, which I knew he would be intelligent enough not to accept. He was a tall, fair, good-looking young man with a freckled nose and short hair, which stood straight up at the crown. I wondered how he had escaped being mentioned in O’Reilly’s report.

‘An old friend of yours?’ I inquired after we had ousted him from the office.

‘Very old. His father used to be the Slade family solicitor until my father gave up lawyers for Lent two years ago.’ She seemed uninterested in Geoffrey Hurst, and already her glance was flickering around the room as she sized up her surroundings. ‘This place surprises me,’ she remarked, her blasé pose forgotten. ‘I thought merchant bankers lived like potentates. Isn’t this office a little modest for a gentleman of your standing?’

‘I’m afraid I left my harem at home today,’ I said as the cork popped discreetly out of the bottle. ‘Now, Miss Slade, before we go any further, let me stress that I specialize in long-term capital investment, not short-term loans, and since I deal with the issuing of securities, my clients are corporations, not private individuals. If you want a loan I suggest you approach the manager of your local commercial bank in Norwich – or offer your truly remarkable Mallingham Hours for sale at Christie’s.’

‘My dear Mr Van Zale,’ said Miss Slade, ‘I’m not interested in borrowing a couple of sixpences. I want the deuce of a lot of money.’

Unable to think of any reply bordering on politeness, I merely handed her a glass of champagne with a smile.

‘Thank you so much,’ said Miss Slade. ‘Gosh, doesn’t that look delicious? Now, Mr Van Zale, I expect you’re wondering about what I propose to offer as my collateral—’

‘Believe me, Miss Slade, I’ve thought of a number of possibilities, all of them alarming. You must understand that I don’t normally have the time to talk to people such as yourself, but since I admire originality and find your exploits mildly entertaining, I’ll give you …’ I pulled out my fob-watch and placed it on the desk ‘… two minutes, starting from now. Explain yourself.’

‘With pleasure,’ said Miss Slade serenely, her knuckles bone-white as she clasped her hands in her lap.

It took her forty-three seconds to outline the family situation which had given rise to her present predicament. Her father had married disastrously three times; on each occasion the wife had borne one child and walked out. Of the three children Miss Slade alone had grown up with her father at Mallingham, but that was only because her mother, the second Mrs Slade, had died not long after deserting her husband. The children had grown up separated. To Miss Slade her half-sister Chloe was a stranger who had spent the past twenty years in Yorkshire, and her half-brother Percy was a mere blurred memory in a christening robe. Before the previous October it would have been hard to imagine how this family could have become further estranged, but then Mr Harry Slade had committed the grand folly of dying intestate.

According to English Law in such circumstances, all real estate went to the ‘heir’, in this case the child Percy, while the personalty (which included the Mallingham Hours – I instantly resolved to buy it at the inevitable sale) had to be divided equally among the three children. Percy’s mother, acting on behalf of the child, wanted to sell the house and Dinah had no legal right to stop her. To complicate the situation creditors were springing up like weeds and it had become obvious that Slade had died with nothing in the bank.

‘So I’ve not only got to find the money to buy the house from Percy,’ said Miss Slade, ‘but I’ve got to earn the money to keep Mallingham going. The estate can’t provide an income for its owner any more – which is why my stepmother wants to sell it. She thinks it’s just a white elephant. It means nothing to her.’ She started to say more about her stepmother but checked herself when she realized she had entered the second minute I had allotted her.

‘So I’ve got to get a job and since no one is going to pay me the salary I need, I’ve got to be self-employed …’

She had decided to manufacture cosmetics. She wanted ten thousand pounds. Once she had that she was absolutely certain – ‘positive really’ – that she could pay me back within five years.

‘Cosmetics are becoming socially acceptable now,’ she said rapidly as the second hand glided on around the dial, ‘but all the present cosmetics are awful – they smudge and smear and don’t smell as attractive as they should. My father’s ayah had some marvellous formulae for cosmetics which she brought with her from India, and with certain chemical substitutions I think they could be manufactured easily and inexpensively. I’ve been experimenting for about six months and I’ve had some most interesting results – if you were to come to Mallingham and see my laboratory—’

‘Miss Slade,’ I said, wishing I had not waited one minute and fifty-three seconds before aborting this pipe-dream, ‘are you asking me for ten thousand pounds to enable you to play with old wives’ recipes at some tumbledown hideyhole in Norfolk?’

‘Heavens, no!’ she said amazed. ‘That’ll only take five thousand pounds! I need the other five to buy off Percy.’

This was certainly a step towards financial reality but I kept my tone hostile. ‘Why should I even give you five thousand pounds?’

I saw panic struggle with anger. Anger won. ‘Why?’ she said. ‘Because you’re an American, Mr Van Zale, and all the world knows the Americans can never resist the chance to make money!’

‘Touché!’ Laughing, I stood up and strolled towards the bottle of champagne on the table. She looked up at me mutely, too scared to be relieved by my change of mood, too suspicious to believe my amusement was genuine. ‘And what do you know of Americans, Miss Slade?’ I asked her kindly as I refilled her glass. Since she was such an entertaining child I decided we might as well spend another minute exchanging innocuous pleasantries before I sent her on her way.

‘Oh, I know all about Americans!’ retorted Miss Slade with spirit. ‘They wear funny light-coloured suits and awful ties and they have big cigars stuck in their mouths and huge hats on their heads and they use strange old-fashioned phrases like “it behooves” and “I opine”. They ride horses, own oil-wells, talk continuously about money and think that Europe is terribly cute.’

‘Of course I recognized myself immediately from that description!’ I was so entertained that I took a second sip of champagne.

‘Now you can understand why I was so surprised when I first saw you! Do you spend most of your time in England?’

‘I often wish I did. I spent a year up at Oxford, and whenever I return to England nowadays I feel as if I’m making a pilgrimage – a pilgrimage to the grave of someone who died young,’ I added wryly, remembering the young man I had been decades ago, and remembering too the poem Catullus had written after making a pilgrimage to his brother’s distant grave I murmured: ‘“Multas per gentes et multa per aequora vectus—”’

‘“—Advenio has miseras, frater,”’ said Miss Slade, eliding the last syllable of ‘advenio’ and the single syllable of ‘has’ with a grace born of practice, ‘“ad inferias …”’

That was when I knew I was going to see her again. I had been roaming around the room in my usual restless fashion but now I stopped dead in my tracks to stare at her.

‘I do so admire Catullus!’ sighed Miss Slade. ‘So romantic! I love his poems to Lesbia.’

‘Catullus was a fool,’ I said, ‘and his Lesbia was no better than a courtesan. But—’

‘Why quote him if you don’t like him?’

‘—but he was a good poet.’ I smiled at her. ‘Well, Miss Slade, I can spare you no more of my time at present but may I suggest we meet again as soon as possible to discuss your plans further? I’d like to take you out to dinner tonight. Where are you staying?’

‘With a friend in Chelsea. Eight, Carisbroke Row, flat B. It’s just north of Fulham Road.’

‘I’ll call for you at eight.’

‘Gosh, that would be marvellous! Thanks a lot!’ She swallowed the dregs of her champagne and stood up, pink-cheeked and bright-eyed.

‘Maybe after dinner,’ I said, still greatly entertained, ‘if you’re very good, I’ll take you home and show you the manuscript I bought the other day at Christie’s. It’s the Rouen Apocalypse, a most interesting treatment of the Book of Revelation.’

‘I adore revelations,’ said Miss Slade, discarding her schoolgirl’s manner with a flicker of her eyelashes, and gazing up at me with great big knowing dark eyes, ‘and I’d absolutely love to see your manuscript.’

She seemed to have an inexhaustible talent for surprising me. Having long since decided that O’Reilly’s judgement of her inexperience was valid, I now saw that he had committed one of his rare blunders.

‘That girl’s no virgin!’ I said afterwards, delighted to have an opportunity to remind him he was not so infallible as he thought he was, and began with exquisite pleasure and military precision to plan the details of Miss Slade’s seduction.

[2]

I telephoned Miss Phelps in Curzon Street, told her to cancel my engagements for the evening and asked her to book me a table by the window of the Savoy’s restaurant. When I returned home that evening I spent a mere five minutes with Miss Phelps to deal with my domestic correspondence before I retired to my room to attend to my appearance.

‘You needn’t wait up for me tonight, Dawson,’ I said to my valet.

I felt sharp and alert. It was delightful to have a diversion at last and, as I returned to the mirror to rearrange my front strand of hair, I sang my favourite aria from Il Trovatore with verve and wielded my hairbrush with élan. When I was finally satisfied that I could not improve on my appearance I ran briskly downstairs, collected Peterson in the hall and swept outside to my automobile.

We set off for Chelsea, and as I watched from the window I saw the crude marks of the twentieth century staining the London I remembered from my youth. The streets no longer reeked of horse dung but of gasoline fumes; the architectural grace of Nash was no longer so predominant, having been replaced by ugly grey monuments commemorating nineteenth-century imperialism; even the little houses on Park Lane would probably no longer contain ladies holding ‘evenings’ but post-war men and women shouting trivialities at each other through a haze of cigarette smoke, and from the heart of Soho the night-clubs would already be simmering like black cauldrons about to burst into flames in some occult kitchen. Virginia tobacco and Dixieland jazz! Was that really all my country could contribute to the cultural life of Europe? But Europe needed a financial not a cultural contribution from America, and that at least we could provide.

I thought of Dinah Slade echoing the traditional myth that all Americans were rich, and at once I could hear my first wife Dolly saying furiously: ‘But you’re rich! You’ve got to be rich! All Americans are rich!’

But I had been poor then. I could remember rushing out of the great bank at One Willow Street in New York when I had been a penniless twenty-one, and there on the corner of Willow and Wall I had come face to face with Jason Da Costa, rich, golden and successful …

I suddenly realized that the car was stationary and that both Peterson and the chauffeur were looking at me expectantly. For five horrible seconds I could remember neither where I was nor whom I had come to see.

‘Shall I go in and ask for the lady, sir?’ said the chauffeur helpfully.

Without a word I got out of the car and walked up the steps, but before I could ring the bell she had opened the door and eclipsed the past.

‘Salve, venusta Lesbia!’ I exclaimed in tolerable parody of Catullus, and we both laughed. She was wearing a long black coat which concealed her gown, and some glittery rings dangled garishly from her ears. Not only was her mouth painted a deep shade of red, but her cheeks were rouged and there was some nasty black stuff on her eyelashes. I wondered why I had decided to take her out to dinner, and came to the conclusion I must have been suffering from a premature lapse into senility. Surely only old men could want to take out vulgarly-painted little girls.

‘I’m afraid I owe you an apology,’ she said ruefully as we set off in the car to the Savoy. ‘I was so beastly intellectual this morning.’

I looked at her with astonishment. ‘Miss Slade,’ I said, ‘apologize if you wish for daubing yourself with the modern equivalent of blue woad, but there’s no need I assure you, to apologize for capping a quotation of Catullus.’

‘Well, my father always said men hated that kind of thing—’

‘Doesn’t that depend on the man? What kind of men have you been meeting?’

‘Mostly my father. I think I have an Electra complex,’ said Miss Slade gloomily, and the remainder of the journey passed very agreeably as she expounded on her imaginary psychological troubles.

It seemed that her father had been an English eccentric of the highest order and had practised every imaginable social vagary. In between sallies to London to drink himself under the table at the best-known twilight gathering places of the West End, he had stood unsuccessfully for Parliament as a whig (‘A whig?’ I said incredulously to Miss Slade; ‘a whig,’ repeated Miss Slade in despair), campaigned for the legalization of prostitution, penetrated suffragette meetings while disguised as a woman and held chamber music concerts in the nude on the Norfolk barges known as wherries. He had also been known to disrupt matins to register his disapproval of the Church of England. He had written thirty concertos for the flute, mailed sixty-two letters to The Times (all unpublished), dabbled in spiritualism and had privately published a book which purported to prove that Shakespeare had been a nom de plume for Queen Elizabeth. In addition to these diverse activities he had somehow found the time to indulge in the usual shooting, fishing and sailing which were so popular with the more conventional of the Norfolk gentry, and fancied himself as a ‘decoy man’, a hunter who traps wild duck in nets with the aid of a dog.

‘I do understand,’ I said sympathetically as we reached the Savoy, ‘that he must have been very tiring to live with, but I don’t see why you should imagine you have an Electra complex.’

‘I loved him,’ said Miss Slade. ‘Surely in the circumstances that must mean I was emotionally disturbed?’

‘Courageous, I agree, but—’

‘You haven’t heard the worst of it. I had a most unnatural childhood, Mr Van Zale.’

‘What fun it must have been! Come along into the restaurant and tell me all about it.’

Well oiled by the best cuisine in London, the saga of eccentricity in a Norfolk backwater unfolded with a truly Gothic splendour. Harry Slade’s first wife had been an aristocratic lady in delicate health, and from her chaise-longue she had engaged a governess to attend to her small daughter.

‘The governess was my mother,’ said Miss Slade apologetically. ‘My father fell in love with her and his wife rushed off with Chloe to get a divorce. It was like a shoddy version of Jane Eyre, with my father playing a fifth-rate Mr Rochester …’

The saga continued in baroque style. Her mother had departed when Harry Slade had refused to give up drinking, and Miss Slade had spent two years at her grandparents’ Lincolnshire rectory. ‘My grandparents wanted to keep me after my mother died, but I wanted so much to get back to Mallingham …’

I noted the substitution of Mallingham for her father but made no comment. Presently we had reached Slade’s third marriage to a chorus girl who had insisted that her stepdaughter be sent away to boarding school – ‘Though I had the last laugh there,’ said Miss Slade, ‘because I loved Cheltenham’ – and we then proceeded to the saga’s gory climax: Harry Slade’s alcoholic breakdown, temporary recovery and his eventual death from cirrhosis of the liver.

‘I had to look after him when my stepmother walked out with Percy,’ said Miss Slade. ‘I was his keeper. It was frightful. I think I’d have gone mad if I hadn’t escaped to Cambridge. And then of course he had the nerve to die broke and intestate. Wasn’t that the absolute frozen limit?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He sounds a fool. But you’re no fool, are you, Miss Slade? All that rigmarole about an Electra complex was merely a device to maintain my interest in your admittedly unusual situation. Tell me, why do you avoid talking of your mother?’

She went bright red. ‘My mother died of tetanus. I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘It’s an ill wind, as they say. At least her death allowed you to go back to Mallingham.’

She opened her mouth to speak but no words came. A waiter poured her some more champagne. My own glass was still standing untouched beside my plate of Dover sole.

‘Let me see if I’ve understood your situation,’ I said amicably. ‘You despised your father and your refusal to discuss your mother indicates you’ve rejected her too. Your half-brother wants to deprive you of your home and your half-sister isn’t lifting a finger to stop him, so they can hardly be considered your friends, particularly when your home means so much to you. You’re destitute and desperate but whether by skill, judgement or just plain good luck you’ve thought of an interesting idea for making money. I made a couple of calls this afternoon. Cosmetics today happens to be an interesting field – more interesting than I’d anticipated. It’s a pity that a woman’s considered a bad business risk.’

‘But I’m just as well educated as any man!’

‘Forget it, Miss Slade. In the world where you’re going to have to earn your living, you won’t have the chance to scan iambic pentameters.’

‘Are you trying to tell me you’re going to turn me down because I’m a woman?’

I sighed. ‘Don’t waste your emancipated rage on me, my dear, because my mother and sister proved to me early in life that women can be just as able intellectually as any man under the sun. Believe me, if I turn you down it won’t be because I think you’re a member of an inferior species. It’ll be because I know all too well what a handicap your sex would be in the world of commerce where other men hold less enlightened views than mine.’

‘People can overcome handicaps,’ said Miss Slade.

‘You might find this handicap too severe. I doubt if you could rise above it.’

‘Oh yes, I could!’ she said fiercely.

I stared at her. It was impossible to avoid the conclusion that if she had been a man I would have unhesitatingly added her to my list of protégés. For years I had made a hobby of picking out unlikely people and watching them climb to prominence against long odds.

‘How can I prove myself to you?’ she said, just as O’Reilly and Steve Sullivan and a dozen others had all said to me in the past. And then she said in a rush: ‘When you were my age did you never once have your back to the wall? And if you did, was there no one who reached out to give you a helping hand?’

My mind spun far out over the curve of memory and when it returned I saw my own image reflected back at me in her dark earnest eyes. But I knew I had to be careful. This would be a big gamble. I had to be absolutely sure.

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.

‘But—’

‘I’ve just one piece of advice to give you: be yourself. I think I’ve already demonstrated that I’m capable of seeing through any pose you care to strike. Now let’s have a little coffee and talk of something else.’

She responded so smartly that I gave her an ‘A’ for adaptability. She said she had read in the paper that I had been in Genoa before I had arrived in London, and she asked me to tell her about the Conference. Mentally allotting her another ‘A’ for effort I gave her my views on European politics, and then since those politics were inextricably mixed with economics I began to talk of the new theories of John Maynard Keynes. Soon we were debating whether the old laws of Adam Smith had reached the stage of disintegration.

‘You socialists are in an awkward situation,’ I said after she had confessed her political inclinations and told me that anyone who had ever been broke must inevitably lean towards socialism. ‘Until now laissez-faire economics has brought tremendous wealth. You argue that this wealth should be shared – but this implies a belief that the wealth is going to be sustained. In other words you have to support capitalism in order to put your theories into operation – surely an embarrassing situation for anyone veering towards Bolshevist beliefs!’

Miss Slade launched gamely into a distinction between democratic socialism and communism, and argued that socialism must ally itself with capitalism until the socialists had a majority in Parliament. At this point, within the framework of a democracy, socialism would triumph and capitalism would wither away.

‘It’s democracy that would wither away,’ I said, ‘but that might not necessarily be a tragedy.’

‘You don’t believe in democracy?’ She was shocked.

‘I believe in Plato. There’s only one form of government that’s worse than democracy and that’s tyranny.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought an American would pay much attention to Plato’s Republic! Didn’t Socrates advocate that in a state there should be a close connection between ethics and politics?’

I laughed so loudly that people near by turned to stare at us. Miss Slade suddenly dissolved into giggles. When we had recovered I said smoothly: ‘May I suggest we adjourn to Curzon Street to view the Rouen Apocalypse?’ and pushed back my chair.

‘But you haven’t paid the bill!’

‘Oh, I never handle money – such a vulgar capitalist occupation! Come along, my dear. No, don’t feel obliged to finish the champagne.’

But of course she had to finish it. I gave her ‘D’ for recklessness but mitigated it to ‘C’. After all, she was very young. What a delectable age twenty-one was! Young women of that age were freed from the awkwardness of adolescence yet were still fluid before the onset of maturity. I decided I was extremely partial to young girls in their early twenties.

When we arrived home I took her to the library and offered her a cigarette from the box on the table.

She looked at me. ‘I’m sure you don’t approve of women smoking.’

‘My dear, there comes a point when to oppose social change is not only futile but debilitating. Take a cigarette if you want one. I’m sure you’d look charming even if you decided to smoke a Havana cigar.’

She still hesitated but finally, remembering my earlier advice, she accepted a cigarette and thanked me when I lit it for her. When she choked on the smoke a second later I had the excuse to sit down beside her and pat her on the back.

My fingers gravitated to her waist. I slid my arm around her, and removing the cigarette I extinguished it in the ash-tray.

‘I’m married, you know,’ I said as I leant forward to kiss her.

‘How nice! Do you marry often?’

‘About once every ten years.’ I congratulated myself on having extinguished the offensive cigarette before the taste could ruin her mouth. As my hands moved luxuriously over her hips I allowed my kisses to lengthen until I was aware of the most pervasive sense of well-being. It is always so gratifying when events move exactly according to plan.

‘We really should take a look at the Rouen Apocalypse,’ I murmured. ‘If you can summon the energy to stir from this comfortable couch I suggest we move upstairs.’

‘Why isn’t the manuscript here in the library? Oh, I see – it’s so valuable you keep it in a safe.’

‘No, my dear, just under my pillow. This way.’

I steered her into the hall. She was by no means drunk, but she was a long way from being sober. As we climbed the stairs she said gravely: ‘There are two things you should know. First I think marriage is an abominable institution, and second I absolutely believe in the intellectual validity of free love.’

‘I always knew I approved of higher education for women. Who was your idol when you were at Cambridge? Marie Stopes?’

‘Well, of course I wouldn’t expect a Victorian like you to understand. If you disapprove of women using cosmetics you’re bound to disapprove of them using contraceptives!’

‘My dear, I have many ambitions, but the destruction of the human race isn’t one of them, and according to Malthus carefree procreation can only lead to a disaster of apocalyptic dimensions.’ Opening the door of my room I ushered her inside. ‘And talking of Apocalypses—’

‘Oh, there it is!’ exclaimed Miss Slade, and headed straight for the manuscript which was lying on the night-stand.

We sat down on the bed together and looked at ten-headed serpents, leering gargoyles and the tortured faces of wicked sinners facing the eternal fires of hell. It took her less than three minutes to become restless and seconds later I was removing the manuscript from her hands. ‘The text should really be reviewed in daylight,’ I murmured. ‘The script is faint in parts and you don’t want to strain your eyes.’

‘I’m not worried about my eyes,’ said Miss Slade, ‘just my … oh, Great Scott, what a blinking nuisance! Do you have a lavatory near here? I should have gone at the Savoy.’

‘I think you’ll find the plumbing here satisfactory. Through that door over there.’

When she was gone I switched on the bedside lamp, turned out the overhead light, shed my clothes, shrugged on a robe and gave my front strand of hair a quick brush. I had just put down my hairbrush when she returned to the room, and glancing at my watch I saw my familiar routine had been accomplished in record time. Apparently Miss Slade was no longer merely maintaining my interest but whipping it into a frenzy. With a detached but sincere admiration I awarded her another ‘A’ for originality and then I closed the door on my professional assessment of her and prepared to wipe all our previous conversations from my mind. Miss Slade did not know it but there was no communicating door between my professional and my private life, and I never allowed my sexual inclinations to distort my business judgement.

To my surprise and pleasure I saw she had washed off all the paint, and was looking very fresh and young. ‘“Be yourself!”’ she quoted bravely as I stared at her, and smiled as I drew her approvingly into my arms.

Her smooth unlined skin was erotic in its perfection. I began to undress her.

I was no more than halfway through this leisurely but intensely stimulating pastime when she lost patience (why are the young always so impulsive?), pushed the facings of my robe apart and slid her hands greedily over my body. I deplored her lack of restraint but not for long; her sensuousness drowned all criticism and within seconds we were lying on the bed. As I paused to look down at her I saw that although her breasts were in shadow the light from the lamp reflected obliquely on the curve of her hips and her full white thighs.

‘I presume you practise Marie Stopes’ doctrines as well as applaud them,’ I said, watching her, ‘because if you don’t I have some French letters—’

‘Oh God, not another literary discussion!’ she groaned, and laughing at her unexpected sophistication I extinguished the light and moved against her in the dark.

My mind relaxed immediately. It was as if the power in some complex electrical system had been dimmed by a hidden master-switch, and with my intellectual faculties isolated in this pleasurable state of suspension, I was conscious of nothing except my physical ease. My muscles were hard and smooth, my limbs perfectly coordinated, and each gesture I made was fluent yet disciplined. In short I was in absolute control of myself, of her and of the imminent consummation of our evening together – not a remarkable state of affairs, I admit, but one which, in view of the mess I made of everything seconds later, is at least worthy of a brief mention.

Anyway there I was, supremely over-confident in my effortless competence, and there was she, supremely eager in what appeared to be the light of past experience, and since it seemed by that time that no further pleasure could be obtained by delaying the inevitable, I gathered together my resources, as the Roman war historians might have said, for the ultimate assault.

The next moment I had the rudest shock of my entire sexual experience. In fact it was such a shock that at first I could not understand what was happening. My brain had long since gone into hibernation, my wits were dulled with the exquisiteness of physical pleasure and even my instinct for self-preservation was so befuddled that when I first encountered difficulty I simply paused before trying again.

At first I thought it was my fault. Then I knew it was hers. Finally in appalled disbelief I hesitated – and was lost. As my confusion spiralled into horror I lost control over my physical reflexes, floundered around like an ill-starred bull, tried to withdraw and could not, tried to go on and, God help me, succeeded, tried to freeze into a marble statue and, in failing, achieved the ultimate folly of ejaculation. By the time I managed to disentangle myself I was drenched in sweat, my heart was banging like a sledgehammer and I was mentally calling myself every kind of fool under the sun.

It was not one of the better moments of my well-ordered private life. I felt cheated, incredulous and intolerably confused.

At last when I had stopped gasping ignominiously I remembered the girl. She was motionless and so silent that I wondered if she had fainted. Feeling that I was plunging deeper every second into the perversest of nightmares I yielded to panic and turned on the light. But she was conscious. She screwed up her eyes against the glare but when she opened them again I saw she was close to tears. I tried to think of something useful to say. ‘I’m sorry’ seemed not only feeble but inappropriate; after all I had only done what she had obviously wanted me to do. ‘You little fool’ would have sounded unchivalrous. ‘My God, what a mess!’ would have been honest, but again was hardly the most courteous of comments for a gentleman to make to a lady he has unintentionally deflowered. I was just thinking irrelevantly what a splendid Victorian word ‘deflowered’ was when she said in a very small voice: ‘Why are you angry? Was I no good? What did I do wrong? Please tell me so I never make the same mistake again.’

‘My dear child …’ It was hard to know where to begin, but I managed to scrape together some semblance of good manners. ‘You’re a most charming and attractive girl,’ I said truthfully. ‘I found you delightful. But you did wrong in not telling me you were so inexperienced.’

‘If I’d told you that I wouldn’t be here,’ she said with an insight I found disturbing. ‘My father always said most men think virgins are a bit of a bore.’

‘Your father,’ I said, feeling quite unreasonably annoyed, ‘had no right to burden you with his questionable sexual opinions. Men shouldn’t discuss such things with their daughters.’

‘What do you know about it?’ Her resiliency was such that her tears were gone and she was now just as annoyed as I was. ‘Have you ever had a daughter?’

The silence which followed seemed to last for a long time but was probably no longer than ten seconds. One second to remember Vicky with her fair curls and violet eyes, another to remember her birth and infancy in that squalid apartment … The memories flicked on with the jerky reality of a film, my first wife’s death, Vicky growing up with my mother, Vicky strolling with me down Fifth Avenue, skating in Central Park, the belle of her coming-out ball, the broken engagement, the recuperation in Europe, the return to New York … ‘I’ll give another ball for you, Vicky, to welcome you back!’ Glittering chandeliers, Strauss waltzes, the survivors of Mrs Astor’s Four Hundred, the cream of Old New York, and finally Vicky turning to me with starry eyes, Vicky saying radiantly: ‘Oh Papa, Mr Da Costa’s so handsome…’

The movie film finished, leaving the screen dark. I was in another era on another continent with another woman. ‘Have you ever had a daughter?’ said Dinah Slade.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I had a daughter once. But she died.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry – forgive me – I didn’t mean to remind you of unhappy memories—’

‘It was a long time ago now. Six years. She died in 1916.’ I was out of bed, struggling into my robe, touching the manuscript on the night-stand and the curtain by the window in an attempt to re-establish contact with the present. I was in London with an odd little girl who quoted both Catullus and her eccentric father’s world-weary clichés in a lethal mixture of pseudosophisticated erudition. Against all the odds she had fooled me neatly and reduced me to the sexual performance of an adolescent. She also wanted to borrow ten thousand pounds. I now had to make up my mind whether she was a total disaster or else the most promising child I had ever been tempted to sponsor, and my mind, fastening thankfully on the problem, crawled back into the present.

‘Now, my dear,’ I said to her briskly, as I knotted the cord of my robe and turned to face her, ‘charming and delightful as you were – and are – I would be failing in my duty to you as your friend if I didn’t point out to you how exceedingly foolishly you’ve behaved tonight. Without wishing to go into crude details, I can assure you that there are less uncomfortable ways to lose your virginity than the one you’ve just chosen to endure, and besides, although I might possibly not have brought you up here with such alacrity if I’d known you were a virgin, that would have made no difference to our business relationship. Amazing though this may seem to you, I don’t award loans on the strength of my clients’ sexual prowess, so if you thought you could simply sleep your way into ten thousand pounds you couldn’t have been more mistaken. Am I making myself quite clear?’

She nodded mutely. She was looking white and sick.

‘Now let me give you some advice which that garrulous old father of yours evidently forgot to mention. Don’t play Russian roulette with the risk of pregnancy. Abortions can be most unpleasant. If a man offers to use contraceptives don’t toss the offer aside with a flippant remark. It’s splendid to be witty but not when your wit could result in considerable trouble and embarrassment. By all means practise free love but do it, I beg of you, with style and brains instead of vulgarity and ignorance. Again – am I making myself quite clear?’

She hung her head in shame and I saw her lip tremble before she pressed her mouth into a firm line.

‘The last thing your father should have told you,’ I said dryly, ‘is to beware of middle-aged married millionaires with few scruples and less reputation. You’re a nice little girl, Dinah, and I like you very much, but I’m not entirely a monster and I don’t want to hurt you. Have you any idea what you’re doing, involving yourself with me like this? Be realistic! Free love is a great sport but it can be the roughest game in town. Practise with youngsters in your own league before you take on a partner who could treat you as casually as a gourmet consuming half a dozen oysters between courses and tossing the shells over his shoulder into the garbage can.’

She did not smile. At last she managed to say in a low voice which shook with anger and fright: ‘You’re brushing me off. You want to get rid of me.’

‘Don’t you want what’s good for you?’

No answer.

‘I don’t think you know what you want,’ I said abruptly. I had succeeded in manipulating the conversation in such a way that I was now steering her towards the supreme test, but I knew she suspected nothing. She was off-guard and when I sprang the test on her there would be no chance for her to seek refuge in poses. If she stepped into the pit I was busy excavating at her feet, I would reluctantly be obliged to wash my hands of her, but if she avoided it … I would once more be greatly entertained.

‘What is it you want, Dinah?’ I was saying with hostility, and then in a sudden volte-face I sat down on the bed beside her, slipped my arm soothingly around her shoulders and said in my most honeyed voice: ‘You can tell me – I’ll understand! It’s not just the money, is it? You want someone who’ll look after you, someone who’ll replace your father, someone who’ll … well, all that talk of free love was just a pose, wasn’t it? You want to get married. You want some nice kind understanding man to take care of you for ever and ever. You want—’

My arm was pushed rudely away. An urchin’s face with tangled hair and huge blazing dark eyes was suddenly inches from mine.

‘I want Mallingham!’ bawled the child, her plain little features crumpling as she burst into sobs. ‘I want my home! I want the only thing that never changes, the only thing that’s always there, and I’ll do anything to get it, anything at all—’

She stopped. I released her immediately and stood up. Terror sprang to her eyes.

‘Well, my dear,’ I said, when it became obvious she was incapable of speech, ‘allow me to congratulate you.’

She stared at me blankly.

‘I like ambition,’ I said. ‘It’s the one currency which never depreciates in value.’

‘You mean … No, you can’t mean—’

‘I mean you’ve passed your final test with flying colours, Miss Slade. You can have your ten thousand pounds. I accept you as my protégée. Welcome to my world.’


Chapter Three



[1]

‘Be at my office in Milk Street at ten o’clock tomorrow morning,’ I said to her after I had escorted her back to Chelsea, and it seemed strange to hear the response of ‘Yes, Paul,’ instead of the familiar ‘Yes, sir.’

I did wonder if she would be on time but of course she was. The clock struck ten, O’Reilly ushered her into my room and I told her to sit down in the client’s chair.

‘I’ve arranged for you to have a desk and a typewriter here today,’ I told her after we had exchanged the usual civilities. ‘You will write me a detailed report of your plans to launch a cosmetics business. I want to know what kind of cosmetics you intend to sell, how you intend to manufacture them and what kind of marketing techniques you think would be the most successful. I want cost estimates, profit projections and a detailed schedule of the initial capital outlay. You will then write me a short description of Mallingham Hall listing its acreage, history, the general condition of the house and any unusual features which you think would either enhance or detract from its real estate value. I shall expect both reports on my desk by six o’clock tonight.’

Her eyes were round as saucers but she spoke up as confidently as if she produced such reports every day. ‘Yes, Paul.’

‘I shall, of course, want to inspect the property and I suggest we motor down on Saturday morning and lunch at Norwich where I shall look at the Cathedral. I’ll call for you at six-thirty sharp. On Friday at eleven you will see a certain Dr Westfield at Harley Street who will save you from the dangers of playing the brand of Russian roulette we discussed last night. Kindly keep the appointment and take his advice. Do you have any money?’

‘Yes. Three and fourpence three-farthings.’

I rang the bell. O’Reilly entered.

‘O’Reilly, Miss Slade is to have five pounds immediately. Debit her account.’

O’Reilly took out his wallet, extracted five one-pound notes, handed them to Dinah and made a notation in a small black book. Dinah went pink and crammed the money awkwardly into her purse.

‘Your personal account is not with the bank but with me,’ I said as O’Reilly left the room. ‘I shall always tell you if I give you money as a gift, but if I say nothing you may assume it’s part of a loan to be repaid at a rate of three per cent. I would advise you for your own sake to keep careful accounts and not run up unnecessary bills.’

‘Yes, Paul.’

‘It’s very important that we establish our business relationship right from the start and that it exists independently of our personal relationship – whatever that relationship may be. I certainly hope we can improve on last night’s fiasco, but if this proves impossible you should know that I won’t withdraw my financial backing. I keep my business and my pleasure in watertight compartments, and although they may occasionally stand side by side they never mix. As far as business goes I shall treat you exactly as I treat all my other protégées – and how do you suppose I treat my protégées, Miss Slade?’

‘Brutally?’

‘Sensibly. I don’t give second chances. I don’t tolerate failure. And I don’t give free rides. If you use your brains and work till you drop we can do business. If not you’re on your own. Do you have any further questions?’

‘No, Paul.’

I rang the bell. ‘O’Reilly, take Miss Slade to her desk and see she has all the stationery she requires. Good-day, Miss Slade.’

‘Good-day, Mr Van Zale,’ she said subdued, and then just as I was thinking I had put the fear of God into her she winked at me before O’Reilly showed her from the room.

[2]

The reports were on my desk at six. I read them on the way home to Curzon Street and without comment handed them to O’Reilly to file. The report on her proposed business reflected her ignorance of the world of commerce, but I was more convinced than ever that her ideas were promising. That day I had looked still further into the burgeoning chaos of the cosmetics industry and it seemed obvious that any smart operator, large or small, stood a chance of extracting gold from such a largely unworked mine. The time was right for a mass-market in cosmetics, as right as it was for a mass-market in automobiles, radios and phonographs. Warpaint for women, canned noise and gasoline-powered mechanical horses! ‘What a century!’ I said in disgust to O’Reilly as we went home that night. ‘“O tempora! O mores!”’ But O’Reilly, whose memories of the nineteenth century were necessarily dim, merely looked at me politely and refrained from comment. I could well imagine him thinking how tiresome the older generation could be.

Dinah’s other report displayed her talents to better advantage. By the time I had finished reading her summary of Mallingham’s attributes I was convinced her property was an inspired combination of the Garden of Eden, the Promised Land and all seven wonders of the ancient world. Not even the most dynamic salesman offering a share in the kingdom of heaven could have matched the selling impact of Dinah’s purple prose.

‘Today’s Tuesday, Mr Van Zale,’ said Miss Phelps as I paused for my usual session in the library with my domestic correspondence.

‘I am aware of that, thank you, Miss Phelps.’ I was still thinking of Dinah’s paean to Mallingham.

‘The day you write to your wife, Mr Van Zale.’

‘Quite, Miss Phelps. “My dearest Sylvia …”’ I dictated two elegant paragraphs and when Miss Phelps could no longer keep up with me I yawned and picked up The Times. The obituary column stared me in the face. Flinging down the paper I began to prowl around the room.

‘Yes, Mr Van Zale,’ said Miss Phelps at last.

‘“… I have every hope that I shall be home in time to celebrate our anniversary, but since my partners seem to be incapable of deciding who should come to England to relieve me at the London office, it is possible – unlikely but possible – that I may be delayed here until July. I know you find it hard to be at ease in Europe but should you wish to join me for a short time …” No, omit that, Miss Phelps. Say: “Since you dislike Europe and since it’s unlikely that I shall be here much longer, I see no point in asking you to join me, although of course if you wish to do so …” No, omit that too, Miss Phelps. Omit everything after the word July. Simply say: “All our old friends here continue to inquire after you and provide daily reminders of our tiresome separation. All my love, darling, as always …” etcetera. No, don’t type that last sentence, Miss Phelps, I’ll write it by hand.’

As I went upstairs to change for dinner I decided I would have to try to explain to Dinah about the relationship I had with Sylvia. She would be much too young to understand, but perhaps if I repeated the information often enough she would eventually believe I had no intention of discarding my wife. I wanted to be fair to Dinah, and I thought it essential that she should have no false illusions about me. Fortunately, since Sylvia had no false illusions about me whatsoever, I did not have to bother her in the name of honesty with the saga of Dinah Slade. Sylvia was well accustomed to the Dinah Slades of this world and paid no attention to them.

I thought of my mother saying to me ten years ago: ‘Thank God you’ve at last managed to marry someone well-bred!’ but I cut off the memory before it could lead me further into the past. I had to be firm with myself. If time could be imagined as a corridor, I had to wall up the passage behind me and look straight ahead to the hallway, but this, as I well knew, was easier said than done. The view ahead contained nothing but dreariness, while at the corridor’s end … No, that vista was really too depressing. It was no wonder I kept looking back into the past.

Again I dwelt on the concept of time, and again I toyed as I had so often before with the possibility of a fourth dimension. If that dimension existed – if there were no single straight corridor but an infinite number of parallel furrows in the ploughed field of eternity – then perhaps I could both escape my past and discover a better future. All I had to do was to move from one furrow to another. How attractive it was to think of travelling sideways in time instead of droning onwards in that same appalling groove! Yet how did one move from one furrow to another, and what guarantee did one have that the next furrow would be any better? And did a fourth dimension in time really exist beyond the world of semantics?

I found my questions as unanswerable as ever, but at least I could tell myself that the immediate future was not without promise. Dinah Slade was really a splendid diversion to my troubles, and besides I was becoming exceedingly anxious to see her promised land.
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‘I know America is a classless society,’ said Dinah as we drove out of London early on Saturday, ‘but would you consider yourself some kind of aristocrat?’

‘America is by no remote stretch of the imagination a classless society,’ I said, ‘and yes, certainly I’m an aristocrat. I realize, of course, that by your standards I’m nothing but an unwashed upstart, but I do have a modest family tree.’

My chauffeur was at the wheel of a long immaculate dark green Lanchester Forty, and Dinah and I were lounging in the back. I was, I considered, admirably dressed for my weekend in the country. It was a little late in the year for tweeds so I wore a pair of new grey sporting flannels, a soft shirt and an Oxford blue blazer. My front strand of hair, bewildered by my boater, was clamped sulkily to the top of my head, and my feet reclined in luxury in a pair of shoes which had been delivered the previous morning from Jermyn Street. I had already decided before leaving the house that I looked smart enough to pass for forty.

Beside me Dinah wore her shabby grey skirt, a yellow blouse and a mackintosh which looked as if it had been left over from the war. Apart from the chauffeur we were alone in the car. Peterson, O’Reilly and Dawson my valet were following behind with the luggage in the Rolls-Royce.

‘I didn’t think Americans cared about family trees,’ said Dinah as we glided through the ugly suburbs of North London towards the meadows of Essex.

‘There are many different kinds of American. My kind cares.’

‘But what is your kind? I’m sorry, but after all you are a foreigner and I can’t seem to attach you to any sort of familiar background.’

‘How nice to find you’re as insular and snobbish as all the best socialists! I was raised among the Anglo-Saxon protestant hierarchy of the Eastern Seaboard, a sect known as the Yankees and bearing a vague bastard resemblance to the English. They hide their ruthless pragmatism behind a social code which includes such masterly maxims as: “Be loyal always to your class,” and: “Do business with anyone but go yachting only with gentlemen.” They are clever and industrious and when rich and powerful can be extremely dangerous. They are a small elite minority who run America, and they run it through the great investment banks of Wall Street which control the country’s capital.’

‘Banks like your bank?’

‘Banks like my bank. I’m afraid, my dear, that I’m just another Yankee capitalist arch-villain hiding behind my venerable Dutch name.’

She asked me about my family, so I told her how Cornelius Van Zyl had sailed to America from Scheveningen in 1640 to become a citizen of Nieuw Amsterdam.

‘Subsequent Cornelius Van Zales were large landowners in what is now Westchester County,’ I added, ‘and intermarried with the British to such an extent that I fear I’ve inherited nothing Dutch but my name. This explains, of course, my natural inclination to villainy while always pleading for fair play and good sportsmanship, and my natural inclination has been reinforced a hundredfold by having been born a New Yorker.’

She wanted me to describe New York, but I merely told her that it was like a European city which one could never quite identify. ‘How strange it is to think of it now,’ I said, glancing at the Essex fields, ‘far out there in the west, roaring along in its separate furrow—’

I stopped. It was then that I first suspected I had begun my journey sideways in time.

The sun shone steadily, and although I still found the air cool Dinah periodically took off her hat and hung out of the window to let the breeze stream through her hair. The Lanchester was running faultlessly and whenever we passed through a village the inhabitants gaped at its splendour. I wished I could have dispensed with the chauffeur and driven the motor car myself, but in view of my health that was out of the question.

The countryside was pleasant but not spectacular, and the fields were as neat as fields can only be in land which has been farmed for a millennium. We passed through quaint villages and mellow market towns, unimportant since the end of the Middle Ages when England had turned from Europe to face the New World, and the sight of so many Georgian houses, thatched cottages and Norman churches slowly infiltrated my consciousness until I felt not only the weight of the past but a dislocation in the conventional structure of time.

‘Ten miles to Norwich!’ exclaimed Dinah as we flashed past a signpost.

Opening the map I saw the ancient roads converging on Norwich like the spokes in an old-fashioned carter’s wheel. King’s Lynn, Cromer, East Dereham, North Walsham, Great Yarmouth, Bungay and Ely – my glance travelled around the rim of the wheel and lingered in the east where the famous Broads of Norfolk formed two hundred miles of waterways between Norwich and the sea. I had already circled Mallingham in red. It lay south-east of Hickling between Wroxham, Horsey and the marshes.

‘You’re very isolated out there,’ I said to Dinah as she too glanced at the map. I had not been to that part of Norfolk before although when Sylvia and I had spent two years in England during the war we had occasionally visited friends near the Suffolk border. I had always wanted to go to Norwich but it’s a city off the beaten track and not one of those convenient places which one can visit on the way to somewhere else.

‘All of North Norfolk is a backwater,’ Dinah was saying, echoing my thoughts. ‘It’s the end of the road and the tides of progress always seem to expire before they reach us. In fact parts of the Broads are probably much as they were centuries ago – except that in the old days the Broads were larger. There’s a most interesting account written in 1816 …’ and she began to talk about Broadland history while I tried to imagine a corner of the civilized world lucky enough to escape the twentieth century.

We reached the outskirts of Norwich.

‘Where’s the Cathedral?’ I said, alarmed, peering up at the mound on which the Cathedral should traditionally have stood and seeing only a squat plain castle.

‘Halfway down the hill … There! Nice, isn’t it?’ said Dinah with infuriating British understatement, and sighed contentedly.

A spire soared behind the massive walls of the Close. Grey walls shimmered beyond a cobbled courtyard. Groping for my camera as instinctively as the crassest of American travellers I leapt out of the car as soon as it had stopped and hurried to the gateway to stare at the medieval architecture.

‘Shall I show you around?’ offered the native at my side.

Feeling exactly as a lost pin might feel at the sight of a magnet I led the way swiftly into the Cathedral Close.

‘I say, you’re walking fast!’ puffed Dinah at my side. Even Peterson had to lengthen his stride to keep at the appropriate distance from me.

I reached the gateway and the magnet became hypnotic in its intensity. I was no longer a pin but a lemming, and as I crossed the cobbled forecourt my foot seemed barely to touch the ground. I did not understand my massive excitement; it was beyond analysis, but I knew that something of importance was about to happen to me. Reaching the porch I paused beneath the stone carved long ago by nameless craftsmen.

‘Paul, wait! Don’t leave me behind!’

But my hand was on the iron bolt and the small rectangle cut in the massive door yielded beneath my touch.

I entered the Cathedral. The choir was rehearsing the strange, unorthodox English hymn ‘Jerusalem’, and while the sun streamed through the stained glass far above me I heard the disembodied voices soar in an eerie reflection of William Blake’s mystical vision.

I moved forward. The arches towered above my head, and in a flash the past, present and future revolved in a kaleidoscope as I was displaced from my furrow in time.

I felt horribly disorientated. As I shut my eyes Dinah’s voice said quickly behind me: ‘Paul?’ and I reached for her hand as if her presence were the one familiar landmark in an alien world.

The choir stopped. I could hear the choir master talking faintly. The air of unreality evaporated and I felt better.

‘Tell me about it – the Cathedral – everything you know,’ I said, automatically checking my pocket to make sure I had my medication, and she started to talk about the number of years it had taken to build the Cathedral and how some of the great pillars were different from the others because the earlier ones had been unfinished. I concentrated on her information and conscientiously noted the features of the chancel, clerestory, nave and choir. We walked around the cloisters, we admired the stonework, and soon I had even recovered enough to smile at my swooningly romantic visions of travelling sideways in time.

Given the chance my good hard Yankee common sense will always triumph over my sloppy Victorian romanticism.

‘Why are you smiling?’ said Dinah curiously.

‘I must have been remembering my far-off foolish youth when I was a romantic idealist … My God, what’s this?’

It was a memorial stone, very old, set in the wall. Below an engraving of a skull ran the morbid rhyme:


All you that do this place pass bye

Remember death for you must dye

As you are now then so was I

And as I am so that you be.

Thomas Gooding here do staye

Wayting for God’s judgement daye.




‘Can’t you just imagine,’ said Dinah laughing, ‘what a beastly old kill-joy he must have been?’

I turned aside, saw the past, turned back, saw the future, turned aside again and began to stumble away.

‘Paul—’

‘I’ve got to get out.’

I felt better outside. I stood in the sunshine in the Cathedral Close and death seemed a long way away.

‘Sorry,’ I said to Dinah. ‘I’m not usually so disturbed by medieval morbidity. I must have been to too many funerals lately.’

She asked no questions but simply slipped her arm through mine. ‘Let’s go on to Mallingham.’

We left the city and after crossing the river and crawling through the suburbs we emerged once more on to the open road.

I did not speak and Dinah too was quiet. The countryside, pastoral and unremarkable, began to flatten and suddenly I felt the better mood of the Cathedral returning, the sense of time being displaced and bent to form a different world. Crossing the bridge at Wroxham I saw the hubbub of life on the water, the yachts and cruisers, dinghies and rowboats, and although Dinah said indifferently: ‘This is the commercial part of the Broads. Wroxham is a holiday centre,’ the magic had begun again. This time I made no effort to be hard-headed and practical. I turned to embrace my romantic vision of time, and as the road curved through the marshland I saw the sails across the fields although the water was hidden from my eyes. It was as though the boats were travelling on land, and as I stared at this mysterious mirage I sensed a land where the water was king, and waters where the land was encircled to become a hundred private fiefdoms. We streamed through Horning (‘Quite lost its character since the war,’ snorted Dinah), and crossed the River Ant at Ludham Bridge where two windmills, one a skeleton, pointed ghostly fingers to the sky.

We drove on to Potter Heigham.

Somewhere south of Hickling we lost touch with modern times. The reeds swayed on the marshes, the white sails shimmered in distant dykes and enormous clouds dotted the unending sky.

‘More windmills!’ I was sitting on the edge of my seat and speaking for the first time for half an hour.

‘Drainage mills. They keep the land from flooding.’

I stared at the slowly revolving sails of the nearest mill. The sun was still shining. The cattle browsed tranquilly in the fields. Wattle-and-daub cottages basked beneath roofs of an unusually dark thatch.

Beyond Hickling the road ran due north to Palling, Waxham and Horsey but a mile before we reached the coast we found the weathered signpost which read ‘To Mallingham and the Marsh’.

The lane twisted and turned, ran unexpectedly over two hump-backed bridges and without warning arrived in the heart of the village. The church was even bigger than the church at Ludham, and as we passed by its flint walls I saw the cottages across the green. Some of the walls were whitewashed wattle-and-daub, but there were others built of faced flint with stone quoins. The pub, which stood facing the green, was called ‘The Eel and Ham’.

‘Short for “Isle de Mallingham”,’ explained Dinah. ‘The original Saxon settlement was an island when the Normans first arrived here.’

The road curved sharply again; as the village disappeared from sight we started to travel along a causeway above the marshes towards a ruined turreted gatehouse set in walls fifteen feet high.

We crossed the last bridge, passed the gatehouse and entered a short driveway bordered by a ragged lawn and some overgrown shrubbery.

I saw the house.

I had read her description and so knew exactly what to expect but even so I heard myself give an exclamation of amazement. Hardly able to believe that the past could have been so perfectly preserved, I gazed at the traditional medieval house with the hall in the centre and the wings, added later, forming the famous H. The walls were flint, some rough, some dressed, with the type of stone quoin I had noticed in the village, and although the windows in the wings were small the windows of the great hall were as long and slender as the windows of a church. I was still marvelling that this present hall should date from the thirteenth century when I remembered that the previous hall which had been built on the same site was even older. William the Conqueror’s henchman, Alan of Richmond, had pulled down the Saxon house when he had been granted the manor of Mallingham in 1067, and had built himself a Norman hall to house his retinue during his visits to East Anglia. Later the entire manor had been described in detail in the Domesday Book. In those days there had been two Mallinghams, Mallingham Magna and Mallingham Parva, but Mallingham Parva had disappeared beneath the sea two hundred years ago during the prolonged and continuing erosion of the Norfolk coastline.

Dinah showed me into the great hall, and there I saw the hammer-beamed ceiling and the staircase which had once led to the solar and the fireplace with the stone carving above the mantel of the coat of arms of Godfrey Slade. This first recorded Slade of Mallingham had built the present hall before riding off to the crusades. It was thought that he had been the son of a rich Norwich merchant who had aspired to grandeur by buying the hall when the previous owners, the monks of St Benet’s Abbey, had sold the property to meet increased taxation.

‘This way,’ said Dinah, but I was still looking up at the hammer-beamed ceiling, and it was several seconds before I followed her into the far wing where a large chamber had been furnished as a drawing-room. A modern architect had built some doors which opened on to a terrace, and as Dinah led the way outside I looked past the Victorian urns decorating the balustrade, down the lawn studded with croquet hoops, to the Edwardian boathouse, the jetty and the shining waters of Mallingham Broad.

The glare of the sun on water hurt my eyes. I closed my lids and as I stood listening I heard the birds calling to one another in the marshes and the salt sea-wind humming through the willows at the water’s edge.

Again I felt the past opening up before me, but it was a different past, a past I had never experienced before. In my mind’s eye I could see it stretching backwards into the mist, layer upon layer, time beyond time, time out of mind, and its vastness was not disturbing but comforting to me.

I opened my eyes and walked down the lawn to the water. The walls of time were very thin, and as I walked I became aware of that endless past merging with my own present, and I knew I had come to the end of my journey sideways in time. A great peace overcame me. Tears blurred my eyes, for I knew I was free at last with the blood washed from my hands, free of the prison I had built for myself in another time and in another world far away across the sea.

The sense of having come home was overpowering. ‘This is what I’ve always wanted,’ my voice said. ‘This is what I’ve always been trying to find.’ I turned. She was there. We looked at one another for a long moment, and then she smiled.

‘Welcome to my world, Paul,’ said Dinah Slade.


Chapter Four
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‘What about your entourage?’

‘They can wait.’

We went upstairs. Her room faced the Broad, and from the window one could see beyond the trees which fringed the water to the Brograve Level and the sandhills of Waxham. After drawing the drapes I turned to find her waiting for me in the four-poster bed.

Awaking later, I went back to the window and lifted the corner of the drape. The sun was still high in the sky although it was early evening, and the birds were still skimming languidly over the mirrored surface of the Broad. Yet the light had changed. The reeds were darker, the water a deeper blue and far away beyond the sandhills I could imagine a golden sheen beginning to form on the restless waves of the North Sea.

I dressed. The girl was sound asleep, her long lashes motionless against her cheeks. After watching her for a moment I went downstairs to the hall.

O’Reilly was waiting for me. He was sitting neatly in an armchair by the door and reading a guide-book on the Norfolk Broads.

‘Is everything in order?’

‘Yes, sir. We have our accommodation in the west wing. It’s rather primitive by American standards,’ said O’Reilly fastidiously, ‘but I’m sure we’ll manage. I’ve arranged for us to take our meals at the village inn. There are no servants here except for one old woman who appears to be deaf, hostile and a mental defective.’

‘Ah, that must be Mrs Oakes.’ I was remembering Dinah’s report. Twenty years ago when there had still been money in the family six in-help, three daily maids, two grooms, two gardeners and a gamekeeper had been employed at Mallingham Hall, but nowadays the head gardener and the housekeeper, Mr and Mrs Oakes, had the servants’ quarters to themselves. Mrs Oakes had looked after Dinah when she had returned to Mallingham after her mother’s death, and still regarded herself as responsible for running the house. Her husband, who had a Boer War pension, still assumed responsibility for the garden. Neither had been paid since Dinah’s father had died. An old marshman who lived in a hut on the edge of the Broad kept out trespassers, guarded the wild-life and fished the waters to prevent overpopulation among the trout, bream and tench.

The house was dusty and down-at-heel. Most of the first editions had long since been sold from the library; most of the antique furniture had also gone to pay for Harry Slade’s extravagance. The rooms were furnished in a hodge-podge of styles; the walls needed a coat of paint; the evidence of mice was everywhere. I had learnt that there was one bathroom, one water closet, no telephone, no electricity and no gas. It was not a large house, a mere five bedrooms in each wing of the medieval H, and the galleried hall was bigger than either wing. The kitchens were primitive, the stables little better than ruins, the glasshouses broken and overgrown. There was no yacht in the boathouse, only a sailing dinghy, and a sole pony occupied the stall next to the Victorian trap. Beyond the stables the fifteen-foot walls enclosed an area of three acres, most of which was grass. I was shown a paddock for the pony, a rectangle which could be marked as a tennis court, and the croquet lawn below the back terrace. Once the Manor of Mallingham had embraced an area of several hundred acres including the church, the village and all the farms in the neighbourhood, but in the past fifty years the farms and cottages had been sold so that all that now remained of the estate was the house, the garden and the seventy-five acres of water, reeds and marsh which formed Mallingham Broad.

‘But I shall make it live again,’ said Dinah as we dined that evening. ‘Oh, not in the old way, of course – that’s gone for ever. I don’t expect to be the lady of the manor living on the rents of my tenants. But if – when – I make enough money at my business, I’ll restore the house and grounds and there’ll be a yacht in the boat-house again and a motor car instead of that dilapidated old pony-trap and servants to look after the house properly, and antiques to replace the ones my father sold. And I’ll stock the library with valuable books again, and everything will be as perfect as it was two hundred years ago when William Slade was a member of Parliament and the Slades were a great Norfolk family … Mrs Oakes, do stop looking as though the Day of Judgement were about to dawn! I can’t tell you how depressing I find it!’

The old woman had just brought in the summer pudding. ‘No good was ever a-coming out of foreigners stroaming about these parts, Miss Dinah,’ she said, taking care not to look in my direction.

‘And to think I put on my best English accent!’ I said ruefully as she marched out of the room.

‘Oh, never mind her – she doesn’t even trust anyone from Suffolk.’

When we had finished our meal we went for a stroll in the garden. The Broad was golden, flocks of starlings and lapwings flew over the marshes across the pale evening sky and a bittern was booming far off in the reeds.

‘Would you like to see my laboratory?’ suggested Dinah.

‘About as much as you wanted to see the Rouen Apocalypse.’

We paused among the shrubbery. I wondered if Mrs Oakes was watching in disapproval from some hidden window.

‘I actually use the scullery as a laboratory,’ Dinah explained as she led the way into a glasshouse which had a number of panes missing from the roof. ‘I need running water for my experiments, but I store the results of my work here so that Mrs Oakes doesn’t throw them away.’ She moved to a bench which had been cleared of horticultural impedimenta, removed a tarpaulin and revealed a row of bottles confusingly labelled with such instructions as ‘Percy’s cough syrup: one teaspoon every four hours.’

Dinah’s paternal grandparents had lived in India and on their return to England they had brought with them the Indian nursemaid who had cared for their infant son. The ayah had remained for twenty years in England before dying of homesickness, and it had been her recipes for cosmetics, conscientiously recorded for posterity by Dinah’s grandmother, that had formed the basis of Dinah’s experiments.

‘The ayah amended the original Indian recipes herself because of the difficulties of getting the ingredients she had used in India,’ Dinah explained. ‘Of course she used only natural ingredients and each phial took an eternity to prepare, but the perfumes are so good that I was determined to find the formulae which would create the same scents artificially. I’m going to start with perfumes first, as I told you in my report. The preparations for skin-care are all simple variations on a glycerin base, but the secret is to get the texture right and the scent perfect. Here smell this,’ she added, thrusting under my nose a bottle labelled ‘For Back-Ache’.

I had expected to be reminded of the exotic east but instead I thought of an English garden at sunset on a summer evening. ‘Lavender?’ I murmured. ‘No, too musky. Roses? No, not quite. What is it?’

‘A mixture of eighteen scents including nutmeg, magnolia, myrrh and sweet pea. Now try this.’

I sniffed. At first the perfume seemed identical. I sniffed again and realized it was sweeter and more cloying. ‘I don’t like that so much,’ I said.

She was unsurprised. Replacing the bottle, she selected a third. ‘What about this?’

I put my nose obediently to the rim and was once more back in the English garden. But this time I could see the woods at the edge of the lawn, the leaves on the trees, the moss on the ground. ‘I like that,’ I said sniffing again. ‘You’ve caught the scent of flowers but now it’s overlaid with something else.’

‘Would you say it was a natural scent?’

‘Without question.’

She smiled. ‘The only natural ingredients are the herbs which are cheap and easy to produce. The rest is a chemical compound.’ She picked up the first bottle. ‘This is the scent made entirely from natural ingredients including flowers which are expensive and impossible to obtain all the year round. I couldn’t market it as a commercial proposition. This—’ She turned to the second bottle ‘—is the scent which contains nothing but chemicals. The result is similar, but I’ve never been able to get rid of that cloying sweetness without adding the herbs. They disguise it, though I’m not sure how.’

I wanted to make sure I had understood her correctly. ‘Give me an example.’

‘Well, for instance, it’s easy to make an artificial lemon scent. You use glycerin, chloroform, nitrous ether, aldehyde, acetate of ethyl, butyrate of amyl, alcohol and a couple of other chemicals. But you’ll know it’s an artificial scent unless you blend it with some natural ingredients. Conversely, many synthetic products often intensify the odours of the natural products, so if you get the right combination your product can be even better than a scent which is made entirely without chemical ingredients.’

The idea of man improving on nature always appeals to my basest nineteenth-century instincts. I asked what artificial scents could be used.

‘The most important are ionone (for violet perfume) and terpineol (for lilac) and …’ She talked on knowledgeably, and I learnt of essential oils dissolved in alcohol, of pomades and tinctures, of liquid perfume and dry perfume.

‘And here’s my recipe for Indian sachet powder: 3½ ounces of sandalwood, 10½ ounces of cinnamon, 30 grams of cloves …’

The exotic formulae filled a thick exercise book, but at last we descended from the heights of perfumery to the prosaic instructions for making vanishing cream.

‘Four pounds 12 ounces of stearic acid (white triple-pressed) …’

The list rolled sonorously on. I imagined a million women smoothing their faces with the contents of a million jars of vanishing cream, and soon the landscape surrounding them became dotted with dollars and cents.

‘… and the chemicals are all easy to obtain,’ Dinah was saying. ‘Of course you have to be careful of adulteration so your supplier must be quite above suspicion …’ And she began to explain how one could recognize the adulterates of essential oils.

‘… so they add paraffin of spermaceti to make the mixture congeal readily because that’s characteristic of true oil of aniseed,’ she concluded earnestly. ‘You do understand, don’t you?’

‘Absolutely.’ I mentally allocated another fifty thousand dollars for further expansion and pictured a future public company launched by a flotation designed to seduce even the most cautious investor. It was only when we went indoors and she showed me her packaging designs that I realized how far she had to travel before I could risk making her small business a public enterprise. Glancing at the fanciful gold lettering which curved bewilderingly against a pale blue background I forgot my vision of a million-dollar annual turnover and came down to earth with a jolt.

‘Very pretty,’ I said, ‘but I can’t read it. I guess this flowered script is supposed to conjure up an Indian atmosphere.’

‘Exactly!’ said Dinah in triumph. ‘I’m calling my product Taj Mahal.’

I groaned.

‘Well, why not?’ she demanded angrily.

‘My dear, your purchasers among the ill-educated proletariat are never even going to be able to pronounce the name, let alone understand the allusion to India.’

‘But I’m not catering to the proletariat! I’m catering to all those upper-class women who have until now been inhibited from using cosmetics and who can afford to pay for their new fashion through the nose!’

‘Then you’re out of touch with the economic facts of 1922. I’ve no doubt you could make a shilling or two peddling paste to the aristocracy, but if you want to give me a reasonable return for my money you’ll cater to the masses. England is ripe for mass production; that’s where the money is and that’s where I’m putting my capital.’ I stacked her sketches together and handed them back to her. ‘Change the colouring. Gold is hard to read and although I like the blue it’s too pale to create a strong impression. I’ll bring over a market research team from New York to decide which colours would create the most sales impact.’ I began to roam around the room just as I did when I was dictating, and allowed my mind to fasten wholly on the problem. ‘Scrap the fancy lettering – have firm strong capital letters which everyone can read. Scrap the name Taj Mahal. You want a name which sounds like the virginal heroine of a nineteenth-century novel. Let me see. What were all those Trollope women called? Lily, Belle, Glencora—’

‘I am not calling my product after some bally awful Victorian heroine!’

‘Then let’s think of something classical – why, of course! Diana! That’s it! Diana Slade – very pretty and elegant, much more charming than your real name. We’ll call the firm Diana Slade Cosmetics, and you can name your perfumes after the different goddesses of antiquity!’

‘But what’s that got to do with India?’ stormed Dinah.

‘Absolutely nothing, but who cares so long as the product sells?’

‘I care! I care, you beastly, vulgar, money-grubbing American!’

I swung round in surprise, but fortunately managed not to laugh. After considering my approach, I avoided all apologies and said instead: ‘Dinah, when I was a young man, a little younger than you are now, I arrived home penniless in New York with a pregnant wife and had to earn my living. I had a bogus Oxford accent, a love of the classics and a passionate distaste for vulgarity. However, it didn’t take me long to discover that these dubious virtues were of no use to me when it came to surviving in a town like New York. I learnt to survive in a hard school, Dinah. I just hope your course in the art of survival will be easier than mine was.’

There was a pause before she said unevenly: ‘I’m sorry. I was only shocked by how suddenly you changed into a fast-talking, utterly twentieth-century businessman complete with a pronounced American accent.’

This time I did laugh. ‘I warned you I was a New Yorker! You didn’t think I made my money by declaiming poetry by Catullus, did you? But maybe I should start quoting again to reassure you that Dr Jekyll isn’t entirely Mr Hyde. “Vivamus, mea Lesbia, atque amemus—”’

‘“—da mi basia mille!”’ responded Dinah promptly, raising her mouth to mine for a kiss, and as I slid my arms around her waist I couldn’t help thinking that she really was the most remarkable girl …
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The next morning after breakfast we went sailing. I had already decided to stay an extra night in Norfolk so that on the following day I could call on the Slade family lawyers in Norwich to discuss the purchase of the estate. There would have to be an independent valuation, but I thought that in view of the dilapidated state of the house and the lack of modern conveniences I should be able to make the purchase cheaply.

By that time London seemed as remote as New York. Deciding firmly that I would not think of any business for the next twenty-four hours, I hoisted the sail of the little dinghy and with Dinah at the tiller we set off across Mallingham Broad.

I had never sailed at Newport because it was felt that the motion might disturb my health, but later when it seemed I had outgrown my illness, I learnt about yachting during summers spent at Bar Harbor, Maine. Sailing was not my favourite sport but I enjoyed it, and I had never enjoyed it more than I did on that Sunday morning early in June when Dinah’s little boat danced over the waters of Mallingham Broad. From the water my perception of the landscape altered. I could see the ‘Isle de Mallingham’, the slight rise in the ground on which the village had been built, and found it easy to imagine the area as part of some ancient inland sea. Unfamiliar birds watched us from the reeds. In the clear water below the prow I glimpsed the flash of small fish and once saw the shadow of a pike lurking in the depths. I was soon longing for a rod, and when I asked Dinah if the fish were fair-sized she laughed and began to talk of trout weighing thirty-five pounds.

At the far side of the Broad the water narrowed into the channel known as Mallingham Dyke, and we had to unlock the padlock of the chain which lay across the water as a warning to trespassers.

‘But we have few trespassers,’ explained Dinah, slipping the key back into her pocket, ‘because you can only reach Mallingham from Horsey Mere, and Horsey too is a private broad.’

We drifted on into the dyke. I got out the oars when we were becalmed, but soon a breeze helped us into a second dyke, the New Cut, and picking up the sea-wind again we scudded swiftly south into Horsey Mere.

‘That windmill!’ I cried above the wind as we tacked back and forth.

‘Isn’t it grand?’

It took me a moment to realize she was taking me straight to it, and so intrigued was I by the whirling sails that I was nearly decapitated by the swinging boom. By the time I had recovered, we were gliding up the little dyke and the millman was waiting for us on the staithe.

Heights have always made me uneasy. I declined the millman’s offer to show me all the storeys of the mill, but I went up the first ladder to peer out at the wild green remoteness of the flats. The clanking sails were making such a noise that it was a relief to return outside and accept Dinah’s suggestion that we should walk to the sea.

Along the lane I had to stop to see Horsey Church which was hidden in the woods, and later I stopped again to talk to a yokel gardening in front of one of the flint-walled cottages I so admired. It was he who told me that Horsey and Waxham had been a centre for smuggling in times past when each shipment of contraband had been hidden in the rector’s barn while the millsails were set at a certain angle to warn of the approach of the revenue men. When we finally reached the Brograve Level, those sea-fields directly below the long line of the sandhills, we had taken over an hour to walk a mile, but I was enjoying myself as I had not enjoyed myself for months, and beside me Dinah had evidently forgotten the crass commercial streak I had displayed earlier.

A cart-track ran through the fields straight to the sand-hills. These were dunes, huge mounds of dark sand studded with tufts of sea-grass, and the grass rippled in the wind. Beneath the hills the wind dropped but as we hauled ourselves to the top I could hear the wind mingling with the roar of the sea beyond the summit. It was a stiff climb, and although I wanted to pause for breath I climbed on until I was standing on top of the highest mound and gazing in exhilaration at the dark glowing sea.

The horizon was clear. Waves crashed rhythmically on miles of empty sands and gulls soared effortlessly above our heads.

I was still gazing across the sea to Holland when Dinah scampered down to the beach and shouted something over her shoulder, but the wind whipped away her words long before I could hear them. My exhilaration overcame me. Kicking off my sand-stuffed shoes, I tore off my socks and cascaded down the dunes to join her. On the beach the sand was hard beneath my toes, and I began to run, the sense of freedom enveloping me until the blood was rushing through my veins.

Dinah was flirting with the waves at the water’s edge. ‘Come on!’ she shouted, waggling a naked toe at me.

I sallied boldly into the waves, gasped with shock and backed out. No summer current fresh from Labrador could have been colder than that North Sea in Early June, and when I heard Dinah laugh I saw she had kept her feet dry.

‘Wretched child!’ I hared after her but she skipped out of reach and raced back into the sandhills.

By the time I caught up with her we were both too breathless to do more than flop down in a small hollow, but the relief of escaping from the wind quickly revived us. My ears stopped tingling. After basking in the unexpected warmth of the sun I sat up, smoothed my front strand of hair and watched the gulls wheeling across the sky.

‘I’m trying to think of a suitable quotation from Tennyson,’ I remarked, ‘but my poetical memory has apparently been blown away by the wind.’

‘How fortunate! I always try to avoid Tennyson – so hopelessly sentimental and Victorian!’

‘I shall give you a volume of his poems at the earliest opportunity.’ I began to kiss her. We were both warm from our exertions on the beach, so it seemed perfectly natural to start taking off our clothes.

‘I suppose in the circumstances I shall have to be careful,’ I murmured. ‘The only disadvantage of spontaneity is that one can’t make advance preparations.’

‘My dear Paul, do you think I didn’t have this exact hollow in mind when we left the house this morning?’

I gave a shout of delighted laughter, rolled over on to my naked back and pulled her down on top of me.

It grew hotter. The grit clung to our sweating limbs and seeped between our shifting bodies. My throat was dry and all I could see was the sand, the sea-grass and the vast sky blurring into a pattern of reflected light. The sweat blinded me and in one last purposeful gesture I drew together the threads linking the rhythm of our movements and knotted them in an elegant shimmer of power.

Dinah cried out. I held on to her, then rolled away and let the pale northern sun beat feebly on my eyelids. When my mind began to function again a number of thoughts occurred to me, none of them welcome but all shining with common sense. With a grimace I sat up. The wind, dipping into the hollow, made me shiver, and I had to make a great effort to embark on my traditional manoeuvres to ensure that this new liaison of mine stayed both civilized and harmless.

‘Well, I must confess I find you most attractive both in bed and out of it,’ I said pleasantly to Dinah as I reached for my shirt. ‘In fact I can’t recall when I was last so consistently entertained. But you won’t make any false assumptions about me, will you? So many women – less intelligent than you, of course – seem to think I indulge in the pastime of falling in love, but in fact I regard that as a time-consuming occupation which I leave with relief to the younger generation. And some women – of course this is a trap you’d never fall into – think I can’t wait to leave my wife, but in fact my wife suits me admirably and I have no intention of ever terminating my marriage. In other words – to cut a long warning short – I don’t play the role of lovesick swain, I don’t run off with mistresses, and I don’t dabble with divorce.’

There was a pause. She had been listening very solemnly, her arms folded across her breasts, her dark eyes wide and grave. I was just wondering if I had a handkerchief to mop up her inevitable tears when she exclaimed with an admiration which appeared to be genuine: ‘Oh, I do think that’s sensible! If only my father could have organized his life as well as you’ve obviously organized yours!’

That took the wind out of my sails. I had been so ready for her to scream at me that I was a menace to the entire female sex and so poised to offer my traditional defence of fair play that I found I now had nothing to say. For one wild moment I wondered if the entire import of my warning had been lost on her, but then she said sunnily: ‘Well, isn’t it nice that you don’t have to worry about me wanting to marry you? Not even a millionaire could ever tempt me into marriage!’ and she started to put on her clothes.

‘Quite,’ I said dryly. All this sounded a little too good to be true. ‘But don’t you want children?’ I said watching her.

‘Of course! But you don’t have to get married to have children.’

I felt myself becoming a shade paler but otherwise maintained my composure admirably. Wondering if there was anyone more dangerous than an intellectual who was emotionally ignorant I said with a laugh: ‘You don’t have to get married to make a fool of yourself either! It’s a free country, Dinah, and you’re entitled to believe what you want, but don’t, I implore you, try to impose your beliefs on innocent children … But that’s your business. So long as you don’t make it mine I have no right to criticize you.’

‘You mentioned your daughter who died … Are there no other children?’

‘No.’

‘Oh. Is that because you don’t like children?’

‘It’s not a subject I care to discuss.’ I tried not to think of my illness. Standing up I shoved my fists into my pockets. ‘But I’ll say this: I don’t want a child and if some foolish woman were to present me with one I would refuse to acknowledge it. Pregnancy would be the quickest way to terminate an affair with me, and don’t you forget it.’

She went white. I suddenly realized my composure had slipped, my voice had become harsh and my tone brutal. I turned away in shame.

‘Let’s go home.’ I reached for her hand, and was painfully relieved a second later when I felt it slip into mine. ‘I shouldn’t have talked to you like that,’ I said. ‘Forgive me.’

‘What for? I approve of honesty,’ said Dinah. ‘I like to know where I am with people. I believe in honest truthful relationships.’

‘Why yes, so do I,’ I said readily, and then thought with regret of all the truths I would never be able to tell her.
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O’Reilly arranged for me to see young Geoffrey Hurst’s father, the senior partner of Hurst, Rigby and Ashton, at two o’clock the following afternoon, but unfortunately the meeting was not a pleasant one. I was so used to dealing with the steel-cored corporation lawyers of Wall Street that I found myself ill-at-ease with a lawyer who was a quiet English country gentleman, and Mr Hurst evidently considered himself so thoroughly in loco parentis to Dinah that he was unable to regard me without prejudice. I expressed my interest in the house and we discussed the legal effects of Harry Slade’s intestacy, but our conversation was awkward and I decided afterwards not to see him again. My lawyer could handle the purchase, O’Reilly could clear up any tiresome detail and Philip Hurst could brood over his disapproval in uninterrupted peace.

There was no other difficulty about the sale since Dinah’s half-brother wanted to dispose of the house, and after telling her with truth that her worries about Mallingham were for the moment at an end, we decided to celebrate by spending the next weekend in Paris. I thought I might buy her some clothes but I regretted the offer immediately, not because I did not want her to be properly dressed by the best couturier, but because I wanted to spend the next weekend at Mallingham. However, since she had given me my best weekend in years it was only fair to offer her a weekend of my own devising in return.

With an effort I tried to focus on the world which lay waiting for me in London, but I was so absorbed by my memories of the weekend that when I arrived back at Curzon Street I felt totally unprepared to pick up the threads of my normal daily life. My lack of preparation was underlined by the sight of Miss Phelps advancing towards me. I had to resist a strong urge to turn tail and run.

‘Good evening, Miss Phelps,’ I said politely, and added without interest: ‘Has there been anything of importance in the mail?’

‘Oh yes, Mr Van Zale!’ said Miss Phelps cosily, and as if determined to drag me back to reality she handed me a letter from my wife.


Chapter Five



[1]

People thought I did not appreciate my wife, but they were wrong. My first wife Dolly had made me so unhappy that I had vowed after her death never again to marry for love. My second marriage, which I had fondly told myself was a marriage of convenience, had turned out to be quite the most inconvenient arrangement I could possibly have made. Indeed, my five years spent with Marietta had taught me exactly how uncomfortable a man’s life can be when his households are badly run, his social arrangements inefficiently conducted and his monthly bills bizarre in their extravagance. The trouble was, as I realized later, that Marietta had been extraordinarily stupid. I had thought I had made myself clear to her before our marriage, but as subsequent events had proved my words had gone in one pretty ear and immediately out of the other.

‘Marriage should be a two-way street,’ I said to her, trying as I always did to be fair and honest in establishing a relationship. ‘You’ll get my name and a share of my wealth, prospects and social prestige. I expect to get a well-run household and a showpiece of a wife who never puts a foot wrong.’ I could see she heard only the word ‘showpiece’ and was imagining it gave her carte blanche to purchase a new wardrobe of clothes every month so I added to make myself clear: ‘If you commit adultery I’ll divorce you. Showpiece wives should sleep only with their husbands.’

‘Darling, why should I ever want to sleep with anyone but you?’ cooed Marietta, neglecting to tell me that she had long since developed a penchant for fornication.

‘I shall divorce you,’ I said with relief after evidence of her wandering attention had finally been placed in my hands. I would have divorced her long before for extravagance and general uselessness, but unfortunately these were not grounds for divorce in the State of New York.

‘If you sleep with other people why shouldn’t I?’ she screamed.

‘Because it wasn’t part of our premarital agreement. I said that marriage should be a two-way street—’

‘Yes, and for me it was a dead-end alley! What did I get out of it? A husband who works late nearly every night, a grubby little house off Madison and a stingy dress allowance!’

‘I’ve kept you for five excruciatingly expensive years in a style far superior to the one to which you were previously accustomed. I’ve lived up to every one of my promises – I’ve shared my wealth with you, my prestige, my name – and what have you given me? Nothing but trouble, aggravation and non-stop vulgarity!’

‘Vulgarity!’ shrieked Marietta who always fancied herself a lady.

‘Vulgarity!’ I shouted back at her. ‘Even a common whore uses better language than you do!’

‘You,’ hissed Marietta, ‘should know.’

Altogether it was not an experience which made me want to rush into matrimony a third time, and after our disastrous divorce had thrilled every gossip-monger in town, I led a bachelor life for a while.

Unfortunately this too had its disadvantages. By this time my success was increasing rapidly, and such were the pressures of my work that I found it impossible to concentrate on domestic matters. I hired people to do the job a wife would have done but it was never satisfactory, and so desperate did I become that I even considered inviting my mother to take command of my household. My mother lived in a house near Madison Square with my daughter Vicky and for the past ten years had claimed my household was quite unsuitable for an innocent young girl.

Much as I had wanted Vicky to live with me I had had to concede my mother was right. Obviously while I was a bachelor or married to a woman who not only disliked children but was incapable of setting a stepdaughter a good example, it was best for Vicky to be with my mother, but I continued to dream of a time when Vicky could live with me, and as the years passed after my divorce and my bachelor life became more difficult to manage, I reluctantly faced the fact that I had to marry again. To console myself I observed that I could hardly do worse than my first two marriages and that just possibly, if I were sensible, I might do better. By this time I didn’t have to marry for my career and I didn’t even have to marry anyone beautiful. If I could find a woman who could add up the columns of my household accounts, manage the servants and be kind to my daughter, I resolved I would marry her even if she were fresh from an orphanage and looked like a freak in a circus show.

I cast around among my vast circle of acquaintances and saw only the rich society women with their empty heads and emptier lives, the fortune-hunters who wanted only to help me spend my money, and the social climbers who fancied the notion of being the third Mrs Paul Van Zale. I went to parties and dinners, soirées and balls, and my suitors were continually lying in wait to suffocate me with their eagerness. How do women always know when a man is looking for a wife? I had been a bachelor for four years yet never was I as oppressed by willing women as I was during that summer of 1911.

I had just given up all hope of finding anyone suitable when the miracle happened. I went to a garden party out on the Island, and while I was talking to three eager females, I glanced beyond them across the lawn and saw a woman standing alone, watching me. As soon as my glance met hers she blushed and turned away.

Only a woman of the most sterling virtue ever turned her back on Paul Van Zale. I ran after her, but she had disappeared. I began to question people wildly. At last someone said: ‘Oh, you must mean Mrs Woodard. I think I saw her going into the rose-garden.’

‘She has a husband?’ It seemed like the last straw.

‘I believe she’s a widow.’

Not even winged Mercury could have sped faster to the rose-garden.

She was perfect. I kept thinking there must be some flaw but there was none. She thought there was, because a doctor had told her she would probably never carry a child longer than three months; after three miscarriages she had been advised not to have another child and she was sure, she confided to me painfully, that I would want children.

‘Definitely not.’

‘But I should feel I was failing you in some way—’

‘Never.’

We were married. My family adored her. All my friends told me how lucky I was. Vicky promised to live with us after she had returned from her visit to Europe. I was so happy I could hardly believe my good fortune.

It was four years later, when I discovered that the destructive force of my ambition was rebounding on myself, that everything had begun to go wrong.

‘There must be something I can do for you, Paul!’ Sylvia said in despair after Vicky died.

‘You can come with me to Europe.’ I was suffering from a compulsion to escape from New York. ‘I’ve decided to be the resident partner in London for a couple of years and pull the London office together.’

But Sylvia hated Europe. I could not share my pleasure with her and she could communicate only her misery to me. When we came home in 1919 the shining surface of our marriage had tarnished, and although we settled down harmoniously again in New York we were never as close as we had been earlier.

Three years later when I knew I once more had to escape to Europe to preserve my sanity, I did not invite Sylvia to come with me.

‘I’ll be away no more than a month,’ I said, ‘and since you dislike Europe I won’t take it amiss if you choose to stay in New York.’

I saw the relief in her eyes and was surprised when I felt hurt. Afterwards I realized that I had expected her to insist on accompanying me, but she did not insist so I went alone.

The night before I left I said to her: ‘If only I could explain to you about Europe!’ but she answered simply: ‘Darling, I’m sorry. I know you’re annoyed that I can’t appreciate Europe intellectually like Elizabeth, but I can’t pretend to be an intellectual when I’m not.’

I kissed her. ‘I never wanted an intellectual wife,’ I said, thinking bitterly that one did not have to be an intellectual to appreciate Europe, and afterwards it seemed that in closing her mind against Europe she had closed it too against me.

But I could hardly complain. I had chosen her to be the companion of my hearth, not my soul, and what did it matter if she did not understand me so long as my three households ran smoothly, my social commitments were exquisitely arranged and her name was always absent from any scandal in the popular gossip columns? I had the showpiece wife I had always wanted, and on the whole we got along very well. To want more than that would have been foolish and – worst sin of all – unrealistic. I knew when I was well off, and telling myself for the hundredth time how fortunate I was to have such a wife, I reluctantly opened the third letter she had written to me at Curzon Street and allowed her words to carry me far away from the peace of Mallingham to the sweating, teeming streets of Manhattan.
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She had had another miscarriage. I was so upset that I could not continue reading the letter and had to ask the butler to bring me a glass of brandy. For reasons connected with my health I drink very little, but unfortunately there are always those rare occasions when I feel willing to risk illness for a shot of hard liquor.

Sylvia had had two miscarriages in the first year of our marriage in addition to the three she had suffered while living with her first husband, but I had thought I had finally succeeded in convincing her that I did not want a child. After many years of dealing with women who wanted to present me with a son and heir, I was now word-perfect in my explanation of my aversion to fatherhood, but Sylvia with that intuition women often possess seemed to sense that my explanation was a fraud. No matter what I said she remained convinced that I wanted a child as much as she did, and I had now reached the point where I was at a loss to know what to say to her next.

Yet I knew something would have to be said. I lived in dread that by some miracle she would carry a child for the full nine months and give birth to suffering, disillusionment and tragedy. It would be the end of our marriage. I could remember my first wife Dolly shouting at me when our son had died after three days in the world: ‘You bastard, never telling me such a disgusting thing ran in the family!’ but then she herself had died and I had not had to live with her repulsion.

Finishing my brandy I sat down and grabbed my pen.

‘My dearest Sylvia, I am more distressed than you can possibly imagine to hear of your brief visit to hospital and while, of course, I am sorry you should have been disappointed again I am even sorrier that you apparently cannot believe all I have said to you on the subject of children. At the risk of boring you by repeating myself, may I once again stress three facts: I detest dynasties; I deplore the intellectual poverty of a man who thinks he needs only to reproduce himself in order to ensure his immortality; and I am not Henry the Eighth.’

I paused to find more ink and realized, as I discovered Sylvia’s letter again, that I had not finished reading it. I sat down and tried to be calm.

‘Elizabeth heard I was in hospital,’ Sylvia had continued, referring to my former mistress, ‘and she sent flowers – so sweet of her. She’s very worried about Bruce at the moment. He’s become just so red, and she hopes you can have a talk with him when you come back.’ This remark was intended to describe not the choleric complexion of Elizabeth’s son, but his political beliefs. Bruce Clayton, who had once been my favourite protégé, was an associate professor of philosophy at Columbia University in New York, and now looked with disapproval on the capitalist practices of Wall Street.

‘I heard from Mildred the other day – she’s hoping to come East this fall with the children, but Wade always finds it so difficult to get away from his work at the hospital. Emily and Cornelius are both well, she said, and Cornelius’ health is really much improved …’

Abandoning the letter again I scribbled on my memo pad: ‘Must do something about Mildred’s boy.’ It was a remark I had been scribbling on memo pads ever since my mother had once reminded me that Cornelius, as my only male heir, deserved a little more from me than absent-minded indifference. In truth I was anxious to do something for Cornelius for I regarded his mother more as a sister than as a niece, but I led a busy life in New York, Cornelius was far away in Ohio, and distance can dampen even the best intentions.

Sylvia continued by replying to points raised by my previous letter and adding that she hoped I would be able to return home very soon.

‘All my love, darling – I miss you very much …’

I crumpled up the letter, smoothed it again, ran my fingers distractedly through my hair and finally found a new bottle of ink. Then I tore up what I had written and wrote pleasantly on a fresh sheet of paper: ‘My dearest Sylvia, I was so very sorry to hear of your disappointment and your stay in hospital. Knowing how much you’ve always wanted a child I’m deeply distressed for your sake that yet another attempt at a successful pregnancy has ended in miscarriage. I must now beg you not only for your own sake but for mine as well to take the advice your doctor gave you long before you married me and make no further effort to have children. I assure you I would rather die childless than die knowing I had brought you further suffering and perhaps even premature death, but I’ll say no more on this painful subject since my views are well-known to you.

‘My business is progressing satisfactorily at Milk Street, and I now hear by cable from New York that Hal Beecher has agreed to replace me in London. This was my suggestion, and I’m glad it’s finally been adopted. Hal has little European experience but he’s a gentleman and I doubt if the English will find him offensive. Certainly he could hardly do worse than our previous resident partner in London.

‘Because of Hal’s inexperience I shall have to stay an extra month after his arrival to ensure that he knows what he’s doing, so I greatly fear I shall be unable to be in New York for our anniversary. However, at the present rate of progress, I should definitely be home by the end of July.

‘Post-war London continues to depress me and my loathing of post-war feminine fashions has reached new heights. I warn you that if ever you bob your hair I shall divorce you on the spot! Fortunately I managed to get away from London this weekend and had a pleasant three days in Norfolk, not the part where the Wetherton-ffrenches live but further north by the sea above Great Yarmouth. It was beautiful there and very peaceful.

‘Give my love to Elizabeth and tell her I’ll write soon. If she’s afraid I might find Bruce embarrassing tell her not to be so silly. I believe in freedom of speech even if he doesn’t. Incidentally, what happened to that girl he was supposed to be getting engaged to?

‘If Mildred’s husband can’t find the time to come East this fall she should come without him. The man’s a bore and why Mildred married him I can’t think. My favourite theory is that the tough little farmer she married the first time turned out to be rather more than she bargained for and she decided to play safe the second time around. I’m glad Cornelius’ health continues to improve. I must do something about that boy, but what on earth does one do with a silent fourteen-year-old who looks as if the faintest puff of wind would blow him away? My father would no doubt have put a racquet in his hand and hounded him on to the tennis court, so maybe I should follow suit. How history does repeat itself!

‘Take the very best care of yourself, my dear, until we meet again. My love as always, PAUL.’

I read the letter carefully. I knew the first paragraph sounded cold but I knew too there was nothing I could do to amend it. I read on. The entire letter seemed to reek of emotional detachment, as if I had been determined to reflect the exact opposite of my feelings. I nearly tore the letter up again but then, telling myself I was imagining the letter to be worse than it was, I stuffed the pages in an envelope and sealed it. I was still troubled by the inadequacy of my response but I was unable to face writing the letter a third time.

I went to bed and dreamt of playing tennis at Newport with Jason Da Costa.

‘Fifteen-forty,’ he called, and suddenly beyond him I could see the sinister disturbances flickering at the far end of my vision while that nightmare elevator, all the more terrifying because it was hallucinatory, was carrying me up and up and up—

‘Get out, Elizabeth! Get out, get out, GET OUT!’ I was in my office thirty years later but Elizabeth had disappeared and Jason Da Costa was a grinning skeleton sitting in the client’s chair.

‘All you that do this place pass bye, remember Death for you must dye—’

I was alone in Norwich Cathedral and the Devil was breathing down my neck. I ran up and down the nave but there were no doors. I was walled up alive.

‘Dinah!’ I shouted. ‘DINAH!’

I awoke. It was dawn. I lay awake for a long time watching the room fill with a pale cold light, and then I began to count the days until I could return to Mallingham.

[3]

The visit to Paris was a success. I hired a private car on the train which left Victoria on Friday and when we arrived in Paris the best suite was waiting for us at the Georges Cinq. Visits to the couturier occupied some pleasantly idle hours but very soon we became bored with clothes and set off to the Louvre. Since Dinah had never before been to France, visits to Versailles and Chartres also seemed de rigueur, so I borrowed a car and chauffeur from a banking friend of mine whose American firm had a French office, and on the Sunday we motored into the pastoral country beyond the city. I shall always remember the picnic we had on the way to Chartres. In a grassy field we lounged in Roman style before our repast and afterwards Dinah offered my half-finished champagne to a nearby cow.

When we arrived back in London on Monday she stayed the night with me at Curzon Street so that the next day I could take her to Lincoln’s Inn; I intended to instruct my solicitors to form her company, patent her potions and open formal negotiations with Hurst, Rigby and Ashton for the purchase of Mallingham. O’Reilly had received a valuation from a Norwich realtor, and I was thus in a position to bargain for the house on the best possible terms.

In the circumstances it was a surprise when at dinner that evening we had what the English so euphemistically describe as ‘words’.

‘I’ll tell you what I intend to do about Mallingham,’ I said after declining my butler’s offer of port and dismissing the servants. ‘I’m going to loan you the purchase price – and the loan will come out of my private account; it’ll have nothing to do with the bank per se – and then we can have the house conveyed to you and not to me. I’ll keep the deeds as security and you can pay me back with three per cent interest over a period of ten years. That won’t be difficult for you because you’re going to make a lot of money. Now about the business—’

‘But I want you to have Mallingham,’ said Dinah. ‘I want it to be yours until I can buy it from you outright.’

I thought for one greedy moment of being the master of Mallingham, but guessing her plans I made myself put all greediness aside. ‘That sounds extremely unbusinesslike to me,’ I said firmly. ‘Apart from any other consideration I lose my three per cent interest, and anyway what’s to stop me turning around and selling the property to someone else?’

‘Well, naturally we’d have a gentleman’s agreement—’

‘Don’t make a gentleman’s agreement with me, my dear. You’d regret it in no time at all.’

‘But Paul, I want you to have Mallingham for a while—’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and don’t think I can’t guess why. You want a guarantee that I’ll always come back here. You don’t want me to marry you but you want me to marry Mallingham instead. I’m sorry, Dinah, but I don’t like shackles and I detest the idea of Mallingham being used as a ball and chain.’

She went bright red. At first I thought she was furious but a second later I realized she was hurt. Her eyes shone with tears.

‘You don’t understand,’ she said. ‘It’s a matter of pride. I want to give you something and Mallingham is all I have. If you could accept it as a gift – even a temporary gift – I wouldn’t feel so like a kept woman, taking your money and sleeping with you in return. How do you think I felt when we ordered these clothes in Paris?’

‘But—’

‘Oh God, I’m not going to force Mallingham on you if you don’t want it! I wish I’d never made the offer!’

I felt ashamed of myself for being so insensitive. ‘I want it,’ I said abruptly. ‘Make no mistake about that.’ I thought for a moment. At last I said: ‘No unbusinesslike agreements in writing. The only people they ever benefit are the lawyers. We’ll have to have a gentleman’s agreement after all, but I warn you: you’re playing with fire. I’ll do my best to behave like a gentleman, but the trouble with those sort of agreements is that they never allow for any contingencies. Now think carefully. Are you quite sure, absolutely certain, that you want to make me this very generous offer which I’d be only too pleased to accept?’

She smiled at me. ‘I’m certain.’

‘Very well. Then I’ll buy Mallingham for myself, on this private oral understanding with you that you may purchase it at any time at the current market price as established by an independent appraiser. I also undertake not to sell it to anyone else and not to ask for any interest.’

‘But I thought you said—’

‘My dear, either we have a business agreement or we don’t. There are no half-measures. As far as I’m concerned we now merely have an understanding based on mutual affection, and as far as you’re concerned it’s the only such understanding you’ll ever have with me. Diana Slade Cosmetics is going to be run on strictly professional lines. As soon as I get to New York I’ll send out a business manager to give you the best possible start, and perhaps by the new year – is anything wrong?’

This time there was no mistaking her fury. ‘This is my business!’ she burst out. ‘I refuse to be a mere puppet with a bunch of American businessmen pulling the strings!’

During our previous quarrel over the packaging designs I had felt more entertained than angered by her refusal to acknowledge her ignorance of the world of commerce, but on this occasion I found I was no longer amused. I suspect this was because I was now taking her schemes much more seriously, but I was also annoyed because her arrogance led me to suppose she thought our intimacy permitted her all manner of infantile behaviour in our business relationship. Regretfully I realized I had no choice but to put her very firmly in her place.

‘That may not be what you want,’ I said so sharply that she jumped, ‘but that’s all that I, as the senior partner of Da Costa, Van Zale and Company of New York and London, am prepared to offer you. If you don’t like it, take a walk down Lombard Street and see if any other firm of merchant bankers – or indeed any commercial bankers – are prepared to assist a young girl with no money, no experience and no apparent awareness of how exceedingly fortunate she’s been so far!’

‘Well, I think a banker should at least listen to the wishes of his clients!’ she retorted, still defiant, but I heard the uncertainty in her voice and I knew I had shaken her.

I pressed on inexorably, determined to ensure there should be no future misunderstanding of our business relationship.

‘Dinah,’ I said, ‘my business as a banker is not in listening with paternal charity to little orphaned girls in distress. My business lies in raising and channelling capital, not in dabbling in the kind of petty financial aid you require. Have you any idea what I do at Milk Street? No? I thought not. Perhaps I should explain to you so that you can see your affairs in perspective instead of assuming you’re my most important client.’

‘Well, naturally, I don’t think—’

I held up my hand and when she was silent I said rapidly: ‘I’m a middleman in the financial structure and in London they refer to my bank as an issuing house. My job is to provide facilities through which savings are directed into long-term investment – a job which serves both the users and suppliers of capital. Let me give you an example. If I hadn’t met you, my interest in the potential of the cosmetics industry would only have been aroused if one of the country’s leading industrialists – perhaps Sir Walter Malchin – had come to me and said he was expanding into the cosmetics field and needed extra capital to finance his expansion. I would have examined his industrial structure, investigated the market potential of his proposed products, calculated the risk and evolved the best way of getting him his money – if I decided to help him. To raise the capital I would then have to work out the number of securities to issue, when and how to market them, and what kind of securities they ought to be. After that, being in England, I would have insured the issue and distributed it to the brokers for sale to the public. The procedure is different in America where syndicates are prevalent and the wholesale and retail distribution of securities takes place on a much vaster scale … Now let’s go back to you. You’re no Sir Walter Malchin. I couldn’t possibly issue securities for a paltry little company of no standing. Such money as I provide will in effect be money out of my own pocket, and the only reason I’m involving the bank at all is because you’ll have additional status in the commercial world if you can call yourself a client at Six Milk Street. Am I making myself clear? Good. Now perhaps you can understand why I feel not only that your criticism is impertinent but that I’m entitled to call the tune.’

‘And I feel that your attitude is unspeakably arrogant!’ bawled Dinah, almost in tears at being put in her place so brutally, ‘and your patronizing contempt not only shortsighted but self-defeating! How dare you talk to me like that! You’d never dare if I were a man!’

It was no use. I could sustain my stern expression no longer. ‘Is this a prelude to some delightful suffragette panegyric?’ I inquired with a smile, but if I thought I was pouring oil on troubled waters I was gravely mistaken.

‘And how dare you call me a suffragette!’ blazed Dinah, tears forgotten as she gave vent to a rage that seemed entirely out of proportion to my mild remark. ‘I’m no certifiable political fanatic! I’m a woman who has to work for a living and I think I should be treated with respect and not regarded patronizingly as a second-rate citizen of the world!’

‘I’m perfectly willing to give you my total respect,’ I said equably, ‘but you must earn it. It’s no good throwing scenes just because I threaten you with an American business manager. While you behave like a child I shall treat you as a child, and I would do so whatever sex you happened to be, male, female or hermaphrodite. Now grow up, wise up and shut up. Shall we go to bed?’

There was a hideous silence. I was just thinking in despair that she would burst into tears and keep us both up all night, when she delighted me as usual by doing the unexpected. She giggled. ‘I do so love American slang!’ she said. ‘Perhaps an American business manager could teach me something after all.’

‘Allow me to continue your education until he arrives …’

We went to bed. It was the best night we had ever had together. I fell asleep toying with the idea of taking the rest of the week off and motoring to Mallingham directly after our visit to Lincoln’s Inn.

The next morning I had to admit that this idea was impossible, but I thought that after Hal Beecher arrived I might be able to escape more frequently from London. I could have a month of long weekends at Mallingham and still be back in New York by the end of July – or perhaps early August. The thought of New York in August made me shudder. August was one of the months we always spent at Bar Harbor, but how much pleasanter it would be to stay at Mallingham! Perhaps if I wrote to Sylvia and said I had decided to take my summer vacation in Europe … But then I would really have to ask her to join me. No, there was no alternative. I had to be home by the last week in July, review matters at Willow and Wall and retire as usual to Maine with my wife.

That weekend I returned to Mallingham.

I had to work all day on Saturday, but at seven o’clock I set off north along the Newmarket road and by midnight I was back in North Norfolk. I found the candles lit in the dining-room, cold roast fowl and home-baked bread on the table and Dinah, looking vaguely Dickensian in a long black gown, waiting to receive me.

‘The champagne is chilling in Mallingham Broad,’ she said after we had kissed, and we went down to the boathouse to pull up the bottle. On an impulse I suggested a moonlight sail, but since the dinghy threatened to capsize when we made love we returned to the house to complete our reunion.

Later I brought her back to London with me and we went to the theatre. We saw the outstanding event of the summer season, a revival of Pinero’s The Second Mrs Tanqueray, and discussed Gladys Cooper’s performance ad nauseam; we saw a new Edna Best comedy which I disliked; and we spent many happy hours wrangling over the significance of the works of George Bernard Shaw. Tiring at last of such lightweight intellectual activity, we turned to the season’s sporting events. I took a thirty-guinea box at Royal Ascot and we saw the fabled horse Gold Myth win both the Gold Vase and the Gold Cup.

However it was not until the end of June that Dinah’s name appeared in the press, for the English gossip columns, few in number, purveyed only innocent items heavily swathed in discretion. We had motored down to Wimbledon where the Lawn Tennis Championships were due to begin on the New Ground, and although rain fell almost continuously the Ground was opened at half past three when the King himself graciously struck a gong three times in the Royal Box. Because of the presence of royalty I hardly expected anyone to notice us, but some enterprising journalist recognized me and asked O’Reilly for the name of the lady at my side. Knowing I was never averse to a quick mention in the press, O’Reilly disclosed Dinah’s identity.

The next morning he presented me with the Daily Graphic’s report of the events at Wimbledon. Under the sub-heading ‘Famous People among spectators’, it was stated that Mr Paul C. Van Zale, the well-known American millionaire, was present at the New Ground with Miss Dinah Slade.

I thought such a discreet little mention could have hardly given offence to anyone, but I had reckoned without the English horror of publicity.

‘How vulgar!’ exclaimed Dinah, dropping the paper with a shudder. ‘And dangerous too. Supposing our affair turns into a huge scandal and rebounds against us?’

‘I can’t think why it should. We conduct ourselves decently in public and behave before the servants. What more do the British expect of their aristocracy?’

The very next day young Geoffrey Hurst travelled from Norwich to London to answer my question.

[4]

I was still more occupied at the office than I had anticipated. Hal Beecher had arrived from New York and although I had at first regarded his arrival as my passport to greater leisure, I soon discovered I was more thoroughly chained to the office than ever. Hal was a good fellow and more than willing to become a merchant banker in London, instead of an investment banker in New York, but the terminology was not the only difference between the two jobs and, to put it kindly, it is not always easy to teach an old dog new tricks. I was in the middle of putting him through his paces on the morning after Dinah’s debut in the Daily Graphic, when Geoffrey Hurst arrived without an appointment and demanded an audience.

‘I’m sure you won’t want to see him, sir,’ said O’Reilly, ‘but since he’s a friend of Miss Slade’s I thought I should tell you he’s here before I sent him away.’

‘As usual, O’Reilly, you did the right thing. Tell him to wait.’ By that time I was almost gasping to have a break from Hal. We had spent over an hour discussing the English laws on disclosure as outlined in the Companies (Consolidation) Act of 1908, and Hal was still marvelling at the English taste for regulation. In America we can peddle securities more or less as we like so long as we maintain a vague respect for the loose ‘Blue-sky’ laws operating in certain states, but then in America the concept of the freedom of the individual is so inflated that even laws protecting its citizens from investing in fraudulent securities are regarded as infringements on the right of men to throw away their money as they choose.

‘I’ll see the boy now,’ I told O’Reilly five minutes later, after Hal had been dispatched with a cup of coffee to browse among the complex clauses of the Act.

Geoffrey Hurst swept into the room with the air of a crusader blazing into battle against the Saracen.

‘Sit down, Mr Hurst,’ I said, seeing at once how the land lay and not making the mistake of offering him a hand to shake. ‘I’m delighted to see you again – how kind of you to call! How is your father?’

‘Very well, thank you, sir, but I didn’t come here to discuss him. I came here to tell you—’

‘May I offer you coffee? Or tea?’

‘No, thank you, sir. I came here to tell you that your beastly rotten behaviour has gone too far and that you have absolutely no right to drag Dinah with you into the columns of the gutter press!’

‘I didn’t know you read the gutter press, Mr Hurst, and besides I suspect the Daily Graphic might well find such a description slanderous. However, I’ve no wish to quarrel with you.’

‘Well, I’ve every intention of quarrelling with you!’

‘Oh dear.’ I regarded him sympathetically. He was such a nice-looking boy and so well brought up. I wondered if he had known he was in love with Dinah before I had arrived on the scene, but thought not. He had the anguished air of a man who has discovered a fundamental truth in life too late to do anything about it.

‘You’ve taken advantage of Dinah, you’ve corrupted her—’ The predictable tirade continued for some minutes while I listened patiently and allowed my glance to wander over the objects on my desk. I suddenly noticed my calendar was set at the twenty-eighth, and with a jolt remembered that the twenty-ninth was my wedding anniversary. Seizing a pencil I hastily scribbled: ‘Cable Sylvia’ on my memo pad.

‘—and how dare you attend to business matters while I’m talking to you!’ yelled the boy in a towering rage, and jumping to his feet he tried to sweep the pad off the desk.

I shot out a hand, grabbed his wrist so tightly that he squealed, and shoved him back in his chair.

‘Behave yourself, Mr Hurst,’ I said shortly. ‘Your conduct is unbecoming in a gentleman.’

Evidently I had selected the appropriate English phrase for he lapsed at once into a stunned silence. As his shattered expression continued I said without any special emphasis: ‘Your quarrel is not with me but with Dinah. In my own way I’m trying to look after her. It may not be your way, but that doesn’t mean I’m not well-intentioned. I wish to correct you on one detail; I did not seduce Dinah. She seduced me, very deliberately and with her eyes wide open, and if you look back at your personal memories of the incident with the hamper I think your natural honesty will force you to acknowledge I’m speaking the truth. Whether her private conduct is any of your business is not for me to say, although I strongly suspect it is not. You’re not her brother or even her cousin, although perhaps you once had some private understanding with her that I know nothing about. If this is true I can only apologize, plead my ignorance and repeat that your quarrel is with her and not with me. If it’s not true, then I believe I’m perfectly entitled to Dinah’s affections if she chooses to bestow them on me.’

‘But Dinah doesn’t know what she’s doing! After all, she’s only a girl—’

‘Mr Hurst, you may regard women as mental defectives. I don’t. Dinah is twenty-one years old and she knows exactly what she’s doing. If she were a man her decision to seek capital to start a business and save her home would be entirely commendable. If she were a man her decision to lose her virginity and embark on a love affair would also be regarded as natural – even healthy. Just because she’s a woman should she be expected to give up her home, her potential career and her private life in order to fulfil some illogical masculine concept of how a woman should behave?’

He stared at me. By providing him with a novel idea I had at least succeeded in calming him down. Finally he said with a touching naïvety: ‘Do you mean you approve of emancipated women?’

‘Good God, no, I’m a man! Why should I want to alter a world that suits us all so well?’

He did not hear the irony in my voice. ‘But you just said—’

‘Didn’t they teach you in law school to argue a case from both sides?’

He nodded, fascinated. ‘I always thought Dinah would turn out like her mother,’ he commented at last. ‘She always swore she wouldn’t, but now I can see she has.’

This was the first interesting remark he had made. ‘Dinah’s mother was an emancipated woman?’ I said quickly.

‘Oh, didn’t she tell you? She was a suffragette who got arrested and died in prison. Actually she died of tetanus – her throat was damaged during the forcible feeding and an infection set in.’
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