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      Rumer Godden (1907–98) was the acclaimed author of over sixty works of fiction and non-fiction for adults and children. Born in England, she and her siblings grew up in Narayanganj, India, and she later spent many years living in Calcutta and Kashmir. In 1949 she returned permanently to Britain, and spent the last twenty years of her life in Scotland. Several of her novels were made into films, including Black Narcissus in an Academy Award-winning adaptation by Powell and Pressburger, The Greengage Summer, The Battle of the Villa Fiorita and The River, which was filmed by Jean Renoir. She was appointed OBE in 1993.
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      An image that appears frequently in Rumer Godden’s work, both fiction and autobiography – and the line between the two is a fine one – is that of a girl flying a paper kite, as she used to on the flat rooftop of her home in Bengal. In the memoir Two Under the Indian Sun, which she wrote with her sister Jon, she remembers:

      
         

        To hold a kite on the roller was to hold something alive… something that kicked in your hand, that pulled up and sang as the string thrilled in the wind. The string went up and up until the kite seemed above the hawks circling in the sky; it linked us with another world, wider, far wider than ours.

      

      The young heroine of The River declares, ‘If it flies, I shall fly.’ In both books the kite is used as a metaphor for childhood and the end of childhood. It might as well stand for her long and extraordinary life.

      Rumer Godden was born in 1907 and died in 1998, so her life spanned almost the entire twentieth century. She lived through all its great upheavals – two world wars, the expansion of the British Empire, as well as its collapse – and through periods of personal joy and success, as well as struggle and betrayal. Throughout, she wrote with exemplary steadfastness. What gave a life, which had been volatile and dramatic, its core of stability, of serenity, even?

      Two strands ran through it: one was her childhood in India at a time when the British ruled with a sense of security and the continuity of history; the other was her unwavering conviction of writing as her vocation. Towards the end, a third strand became apparent: a spiritual awareness that grew to a point where she felt able to commit to Catholicism. Throughout the twists and turns of a turbulent life, she retained the inner focus and belief of the child on the rooftop, holding the roller as her paper kite is lifted into the sky, allowing it the freedom of the winds, but maintaining her control.

      Her father, Arthur Godden, in what Rumer Godden’s biographer Anne Chisholm calls ‘the high-Victorian heyday of the Empire’, fought in the Boer War and then, bored at the prospect of settling down to life as a stockbroker in London, chose instead to work as an agent in one of the shipping companies based in Calcutta that ran steamers up and down the great rivers of the Gangetic delta. In Two Under the Indian Sun his life is described as one of adventure, excitement and a passionate attachment to the landscape of the riverine Bengal that Rumer was to inherit and cherish all her life. She described the childhood she and her three sisters shared at the house in Narayanganj, a small town beside a river, as ‘halcyon’, painting it in golden light, filling it with flowers and birds and imbuing it with all the comfort and security that could be provided by a large staff of servants – there were fifteen for a family of five. Education was certainly haphazard, provided by their maiden aunt Mary who lived with them, but Rumer grew up with a deep love of books and reading, which led quite naturally to an aptitude for writing. She first saw her writing in print at the age of twelve, in the Calcutta newspaper the Statesman, which confirmed her commitment to the writing life: always an imaginative child, she wrote under a pseudonym, assuming the role of a mother, and offered advice on how to keep children cool in the hot weather.

      As the girls grew into adolescents, the Goddens decided to follow the British colonial tradition of taking their children back to England for a more conventional education. In 1920 the girls went with their mother to settle in Eastbourne where they learnt that the life of luxury and comfort they had taken for granted as members of the ruling class in India – the flag that was raised on their house at sunrise and lowered at sunset had them think of their home as Buckingham Palace – was over. Rumer found life in Eastbourne bleak and dreary, and suffered from the rigours of school life, going through as many as five in two years. It was in the last of them, Moira House, a progressive institution run by enlightened women, that the vice principal, Miss Swann, saw her literary talent and encouraged her writing. Swann was a writer herself and an exacting critic, but Rumer trusted her, and turned to her even as an adult for advice. One of the most beneficial exercises she gave Rumer was in précis: she had to reduce the leader of The Times to fourteen lines so that not a word was wasted. ‘I owe her a tremendous debt,’ said Rumer in later life.

      No one in the family seems to have considered a university education as the next logical step. Instead, in 1925 their mother took them back to India with trunkfuls of new clothes to launch them in Calcutta society with its parties, dances, polo and riding. Rumer never felt comfortable in that social milieu and in 1927 she returned to London where, knowing she would have to support herself financially, she decided to train as a dancing teacher. She studied for two years and was offered a job on the staff, but instead went back to India to open her own dance school, first in Darjeeling and then in Calcutta. She rented premises in the best neighbourhood in the city and the school proved popular, particularly with the Eurasians of Calcutta. The British rather looked down on it for that very reason and there was gossip, hinting that Rumer must have Indian blood herself. She even received anonymous offensive letters and phone calls. Rumer was genuinely interested in the Eurasian community; her contact with the students and her assistant and pianist taught her much about it. She also did a great deal of research for her second novel, The Lady and the Unicorn, which she wrote while ‘sitting on the veranda of the school building among the waiting pupils, mothers and ayahs’.

      Of course, Rumer still belonged to the expatriate British society, and by this time she was married to Laurence Foster, a stockbroker, sportsman, and a popular figure in the exclusive Tollygunge Club circle. The couple honeymooned in Puri by the sea and nearly sixty years later she wrote a novel, Coromandel Sea Change, about an unhappy bride’s realisation that she had made a mistake. It wasn’t a marriage of minds or sensibilities, as was evident from her family’s misgivings. In Calcutta she was expected to take part in Laurence’s social life: ‘for a while I tasted how beguiling it could be – as long as you stayed on the surface’, but she remained critical of it: ‘They were still in Britain, adapting their exile to as close a British pattern as they could, oblivious of everything Indian except for their servants.’ The Lady and the Unicorn was born of this criticism of the common British disdain for Indians and Eurasians. She had already written a book called Chinese Puzzle about a Pekinese dog – she had a lifelong passion for the breed – which was published in 1935 when she was in England awaiting the birth of her daughter. It was not a commercial success but it gave her the opportunity to meet her publisher and agent in London. They had faith in her writing, which she took strength from when she returned to India.

      Her third novel, Black Narcissus, published in 1939, was her first success – both commercial and critical. It was compared by Arthur Koestler to E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India (which pleased Rumer, who said it was ‘the book that changed my life’) and turned into a movie. The film, which was enormously successful, disappointed Rumer but it did give her financial security and confidence.

      Her marriage, on the other hand, went badly wrong. Her husband’s career as a stockbroker failed and he joined the army, leaving Calcutta. Rumer, alone, took her two daughters to live in a small bungalow amidst the mountains and tea gardens of Darjeeling. This was a quiet, contemplative period of her life. She went for long walks and kept a diary that was later published as Rungli-Rungliot (subtitled ‘Thus Far and No Further’). Next she went to live on a houseboat in Kashmir which was closer to where Laurence was posted, but his cantonment life and the company of soldiers’ wives was no more attractive to her than expatriate society in Calcutta had been. Her marriage was effectively over. She moved to a small, basic cottage she called Dove House on a flowery hillside of streams and orchards.

      Ultimately, this idyllic setting proved the scene of the most disturbing drama of her life: after the household fell ill and ground glass was found in the food, she became convinced they were being poisoned by the cook, Siddika. This could not be proved in court and he was acquitted but, ill and fearful, she left the place she had been happy and loved, and it would not be long before she would leave India for good. Many years later she wrote a fictionalised account in Kingfishers Catch Fire, which displayed her ability to write of the British in India with both intimate knowledge and a critical eye. The book was compared to Paul Scott’s The Jewel in the Crown and, once again, to Forster’s Passage to India. It was much less overtly political than either and its scope was narrower but it was an imaginative reconstruction of the colonial situation. As is evident from her novels, which often feature narrow-minded British characters, Rumer had ambiguous feelings about imperialism, but when Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was quoted as saying ‘My quarrel with the British is that they left a land of poverty-stricken wrecks,’ she rose up in its defence and in 1944/45 she worked on a non-fiction book of the Women’s Voluntary Service in Bengal, touring the various organisations it ran, and wrote with admiration of the good work it did.

      One of these tours took her back to Narayanganj and, on seeing her old home, she was moved to write a short autobiographical novel called The River. On reading it, the French director Jean Renoir immediately bought film rights, describing it as ‘exactly the type of novel which would give me the best inspiration for my work… an unexpressed, subtle, heartbreaking innocent love story involving a little girl.’ They began a correspondence and Rumer helped him plan a trip with his wife to the site. On their return, he invited Rumer to Hollywood so they could work on the script together. ‘Working with Jean was the best and richest year I’ve spent,’ she later said. So different in character and background, the two became very close and held each other in high regard. Staying with the Renoirs, she met their friends the Chaplins, the Stravinskys, James Mason, Charles Laughton, Elizabeth Taylor and Greta Garbo, and hugely enjoyed the social life. When the script was ready to be filmed, she accompanied the crew to Bengal, sharing many decisions with the director. The film was shown at the Venice Film Festival in 1951 and won the International Critics’ Prize, then opened in France and the USA to good reviews and is now regarded as a classic. Although the Indian press was rather critical of it, it had a premiere at the New Empire cinema in Calcutta that was attended by Prime Minister Nehru. Many of Godden’s books were made into successful films in her lifetime, including Powell and Pressburger’s famous adaptation of Black Narcissus; Enchanted, starring David Niven, which was based on A Fugue in Time; The Battle of the Villa Fiorita; The Greengage Summer; and In this House of Brede, but none of them brought her the satisfaction of The River.

      Rumer divorced Laurence Foster, creating some turmoil for her daughters – which she later fictionalised in The Battle of the Villa Fiorita – and after filming The River she entered into a second, and very happy, marriage to James Haynes-Dixon, a civil servant who devoted himself to her and her career. Together they created a series of beautiful homes and gardens in London and in the countryside, including Lamb House in Rye, which was once the home of Henry James; her surroundings had always been very important to her.

      In 1961 she made a new friend in Dame Felicitas Corrigan of Stanbrook Abbey in Worcestershire, and through her she established a link with the Benedictine order that led to her writing In This House of Brede, her longest, perhaps most complex novel, in which she strove to realistically depict convent life: many of the events were inspired by the nuns’ own stories. In 1973 her husband died and a few years later she moved to a small house next to her daughter Jane’s in Scotland, but she continued to write with her old regularity and determination. It was her habit to start a new book every New Year’s Eve and in her lifetime she completed an astonishing twenty-three novels, twenty-six books for children, fourteen books of non-fiction and seven collections and anthologies of poetry. In 1993 she was awarded the OBE.

      This was not to be retirement for her. In 1994 the BBC planned a documentary on her life for the Bookmark programme and she was persuaded to travel with them to India for the last time for the making of the film. She returned to Bengal and even to Kashmir where she had sworn never to go again. It was an exhausting undertaking but at a farewell dinner she toasted the crew and told them that if she were a sensible old lady she would not have agreed to the journey and that she was glad she ‘had never been sensible in her life’. She died four years later at the age of ninety and was buried next to her husband James in the old cemetery in Rye.

      Rumer Godden knew both success and popularity in her life. Perhaps for that very reason she was troubled that she might be considered not a very serious but an entertaining, lightweight writer. She was also conscious of her own attractions to the whimsical and the precious, and the need to be on her guard and reserve that aspect for her many charming books for children. She never lost the child’s fascination with the miniature but if there is any criticism that this prevented her from addressing the large events and political movements of her time, it does not hold; the miniature in her books contained, by reflection, the vastness of the world. This is surely the reason why her work has given so much pleasure to generations in many lands, and continues to do so.

       

      Prolific author as she was, Rumer Godden rarely turned out books without pondering over them and allowing for a long, ruminative period of gestation. A case in point is The Battle of the Villa Fiorita, clearly based on her own feelings over divorcing her first husband, and her awareness of both her young daughters’ and her second husband’s difficulties in accepting each other. Also, since she wrote the book at a time in her life when she came under the influence of the Benedictine order and converted to Catholicism, a sense of guilt had come to the surface: ‘If you do wrong, you will be punished. Terribly punished.’ There is something truly wrenching in the line: ‘“We have won after all,” said Caddie, and burst into tears.’

      The book is set in the villa on Lake Garda where Rumer Godden had holidayed with James Haynes-Dixon, her second husband, and, as in all her books, the sense of place is powerful. The summer heat, the scented air, the music of insects, the light – are conveyed with her usual meticulous attention to detail. The characters too are those we recognise from her other books, particularly the children, among them the small, tough, stubborn and courageous little sister, Caddie. To some extent, it is the children who direct the action and through whose eyes we see it unfold.

      Of the adults, the warm, loving, gentle Fanny is at the heart of the conflict, swept off her feet by the film director Rob who takes her away to the north of Italy while the divorce from her husband Darrell comes through. The children are devastated on finding she has decamped, but in differing ways: the boy Hugh with a studied nonchalance; the little sister with agonising incomprehension and hurt. Their father thinks he is doing his best by bringing in their old, loved housekeeper to take the place of their mother. The adults think they have arranged everything for the best; the children think otherwise and rebel. Caddie refuses to accept the situation and plots on overturning it. Perhaps Rumer Godden really believed in the purity of the child’s heart, in the Biblical sense of ‘a little child shall lead them’.

      Her ability to write from both an adult’s and a child’s point of view and alternate between them rapidly and frequently is a hallmark of her writing and in The Battle of the Villa Fiorita she performs this feat with a practised ease. She keeps us constantly aware of what the adults are going through – Fanny’s sense of guilt (tellingly, she keeps a copy of The Imitation of Christ on her bedside table), the two men’s stoic efforts to maintain patience and dignity through the children’s righteous indignation and outrage – and uses them almost like a kaleidoscope, shifting between their varied attitudes and emotions so that each is illuminated in turn and the patterns keep changing. The book is also a display of her ability to construct a plot, quicken the pace and build up to a dramatic end.

      The Battle of the Villa Fiorita did particularly well, financially, in America where it was chosen by the Book of the Month Club, serialised in the Saturday Evening Post, extracted in Reader’s Digest and the film rights were sold. It is interesting to contrast the £25 paid for The Lady and the Unicorn in 1937 with the $45,000 paid by Viking for The Battle of the Villa Fiorita in 1963, while the film rights sold for $100,000. Rumer Godden was always afraid she might be repeating herself and that her reputation was a popular rather than a literary one, but she could not have been other than pleased with the steady success of her career, one she had chosen for herself while still a young child and to which she had attended with such determination and steadfastness.

      Anita Desai, 2014 
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      The Battle of the Villa Fiorita was written because I had grown tired of the innumerable novels about child victims of divorce. ‘Let’s have a book where the children will not be victims but fight back,’ I thought and, in the book, the children, a school-age boy and girl, instead of going miserably back to school, run away to Italy where their mother had absconded with a film director, determined to fetch her back. No book of mine has been more unpopular, especially in America.

      When it was filmed – it made a good film – actress after actress refused to play the part of the mother because it was too near the bone. With Ingrid Bergman, I came near real trouble as, by an unfortunate coincidence, I had been in Beverly Hills when she left her first husband Peter Lindstrom for Rossellini, also a film director. In Italy as in France, film people are usually called by their surnames and I had no idea Rossellini’s first name was Roberto, the name I gave to the film director in the book. Worse, by Peter Lindstrom, Ingrid had a daughter. I had always heard the child called Jenny, now it appeared her name was Pia. I had called my Roberto’s daughter, Pia. Finally Maureen O’Hara took the part and gave the best performance of her career.

      I have a belief – it will sound topsy-turvy to many writers but it is a firm and proved belief – that, when writing a novel or any imaginative work, it is better to write the story first, go to the place and do the research afterwards even when the book is set in a place, or in circumstances unknown to you, otherwise you will probably have a documentary novel, almost always lifeless; which is why, when I had finished the first draft of yet another novel, I wrote to a friend, the Princess Birabongse.

      Prince Birabongse and his brother Prince Chula were the pair of ace, and royal, motor-racing drivers from what was then Siam, now Thailand. Both married English women, Prince Chula and his wife settling in Cornwall, but Ceryl Birabongse had tired of the pace of the racing driver circuit and had retreated to her small villa on Lake Garda.

      Ceryl Birabongse found us the Villa Fiorita – not its real name – next door to her own, two of the rare villas on the lake side of the busy road; both were built close above the rippling or often troubled lake.

      Lake Garda, in all its grandeur, is a cruel lake. A storm can sweep down over the mountains turning the water into an inferno of waves and there are currents deep down.

      
         

        ‘On Garda many, many people drown,’ said Celestina with gusto.

      

      Celestina was our cook and the cook in the novel. And she went on in her mixture of broken English, German, and Italian with tale after tale.

      
         

        ‘Five fishermen,’ said Celestina. ‘Village fishermen, drown fifty metres from the villa. Here in the villa we hear their cries for help, “Aiuto! Aiuto!” and we can do nothing. Nothing! It grow dark, the cries go fainter, then only the women, praying in the garden, sobbing. All drown,’ said Celestina gleefully.

      

      Often no bodies were found.

      
         

        ‘In lake middle, deep, deep,’ said Celestina plunging downwards with her hand. ‘Three hundred metres down, caves, big big caves. Water strong; sweep them like that… Never find,’ said Celestina. She came closer. ‘Lastest year, three doctor, three in motorboat. Gone. Kaput. A little girl, Papa see her kneel to look big feesh. Never find.’

      

      As in my book the two elder children, his and hers, go sailing into such a storm, I had to find a way in which they did not ‘go down’ but survived. Ceryl had a friend, Bruno, of great Italian charm who was also a yachting fanatic and had sailed on Lake Garda all his life.

      The four of us spent evening after evening in Ceryl’s villa or ours, looking at maps, planning or plotting or driving along the shore, every now and then scrambling down to find a place where, after the boat had capsized, clinging to the floor boards, the boy and girl could have been swept to the shore and lived. Ceryl said, ‘These children have become so alive they inhabit my house.’

      The book had already taken us to Milan because I needed to see the Opera House of La Scala where, by the kindness and influence of the British Council, we were allowed to attend a rehearsal, sitting mute and still in the Royal Box. They gave us tickets for the current opera that night; afterwards we went round to the stage door to see behind the scenes – it is the only stage I know that is guarded by soldiers.

      The opera was Rigoletto. By luck it was a gala night so that the vast proscenium, the whole first tier of the circle and its boxes, were banked with carnations. Tito Gobbi and Renata Scotto were singing; it was she we went round to see.

      The Principals’ dressing-room opened off a panelled lobby that had, suitably, a red carpet and heavily impressive mahogany doors bearing, that night, those famous names.

      Renata Scotto came to her door herself. She was wearing a short quilted nylon dressing-gown that might have belonged to my daughters. With her was, it seemed, her entire family; we were introduced to father, mother, grandfather, grandmother, aunts, all eating cold sausage. The only exception was a small boy sitting on the floor in a corner; he was eating the carnations Renata had been pelted with.

      Our villa belonged to an Austrian Contessa who died soon after we left. The book was finished in London but as I worked I seemed to be still in the villa. ‘Let’s go back,’ I said to my husband, James, but Ceryl told us it had been sold, with everything in it: its inlaid furniture, Persian rugs though they had grown so thin they lifted when the wind came under the doors, as it often did, its pretty small chandeliers; the bed painted with roses in which I had slept, the silver, fine china, old Venetian glass and, ‘I wonder what happened to my angels?’ I said. I called them mine because I had grown fond of them, a pair, fifteenth century, standing perhaps three feet high, carved of wood, gilded and painted. They had stood holding garlands, one each side on the huge overmantel above the open fire, their gold glimmering against the grey stone. ‘I wonder what happened to them?’

      
         

        ‘They are in the garage,’ said James.

      

      Without a word to me, he had written to the Contessa’s daughter, bought them privately and driven out to Italy to fetch them – I thought he had had to go on business to Milan – and kept them until I, as he had hoped I would, asked about them. No wonder I treasured them.

      R. G.
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      The hedges of scented whitethorn on either side of the villa gates had the longest fiercest thorns they had ever seen. The gates were iron-barred and high, the bars set close. Obviously people were not meant to get in. The villa was firmly shut away from the little village that straggled up the mountain, more of a hamlet than a village, having only one hotel, the Hotel Lydia down by the road, a few houses and farms, a camping ground in an olive grove and a trattoria beside the lake. Notices on the gates said ATTENTI AL CANE which conveyed nothing to Hugh and Caddie. ‘Who would ever have thought it meant “Beware of the dog”?’ said Caddie afterwards. PROPRIETA PRIVATA was clear: ‘Private Property’. But I CONTRAVVENTORI SARANNO PUNITI AI TERMINI DI LEGGE? ‘Can that mean “Trespassers will be prosecuted”?’ asked Caddie.

      The villa was on Lake Garda in northern Italy. ‘But it doesn’t matter where it was,’ said Hugh afterwards. It might have been anywhere; it was simply a place where two opposing forces were to meet, as two armies meet on foreign soil to fight a battle. ‘The battle of the Villa Fiorita,’ Caddie called it afterwards and always with an ache of guilt.

      Now, looking through the bars, they could see an olive grove, cypresses, a walk of grey stone flags winding away beside a cypress hedge that shut off a farther view; there were glimpses of tumbling flowers, of honeysuckle and wistaria – they had seen that in clusters all along the road – of small yellow roses climbing up a cypress tree. They could hear bird songs coming from that cool green and, faint and far beyond, water lapping. It was another world from the hot white road along which they had trudged, with cars driving past so fast that wind and dust had stung their faces and Caddie’s legs.

      Hugh had put down the grips that had wrenched his arms all the way from the bus stop at Malcesine but Caddie still carried their raincoats, the belts dangling, and the netted bag, limp now, that had held the sandwiches, oranges, and a bottle of lemonade they had bought at Victoria. On the gate were gilt letters, ‘Villa Fiorita’. They had arrived, but could they push open these heavy bars, walk past those notices into that private green and shade? ‘We have come so far, we must,’ said Caddie, and she opened one gate a few inches and slipped through; she had a feeling that she was stepping where she should not but Hugh had followed her. Once inside he was drawn by a curiosity that, these days, was becoming his familiar. What did he expect to see? He did not know but he felt on tiptoe with expectancy.

      Set back from the gates was a garage, with terracotta walls. On one a painted Saint Christopher took up the whole wall. Outside it was a car, a dark green Mercedes open coupé, left there as if someone had just driven in. They looked at it, almost sniffed it, as cautiously as two dogs. The hood was down and on the seat was a scarf, white silk patterned with brown flowers. Mother’s scarf? thought Caddie. She had not seen it before. Beside it was a pair of driving gloves. His? They both noticed that the car was glitteringly clean.

      A path led away through the olive grove, a wide belt of rough grass and old, old trees with twisted trunks, some lichened, some split halfway up their length, showing wood dried to paleness; their roots made humps and coils in the grass but each of them had a crown of leaves, blowing now green, now silver, in the light wind. They were circled round with stocks, purple and white, growing wild. By common consent, Hugh and Caddie had kept off the path and walked quietly on the grass; to get into the garden beyond they had to step on to the path with its rough worn flags, but here they were in the shadow of a hedge. The evening sun drew a warm spiced smell from the clipped cypress and with it a drift of scent from the stocks, a scent that grew stronger as they came out into a hedged garden. Sunk behind the villa it was out of the wind, still and hot in the sun, and filled with a tangle of flowers: lilacs, japonicas in bushes of red and salmon pink; narcissi, pansies; a jasmine falling from a terrace above to which a flight of worn pink steps led up with, on every step, pots of geraniums. ‘We have to go up there,’ whispered Caddie, but she wanted to stay, still, where she was. She and Hugh were both gilded in sun; the things they held, the grips, coats, and net, had edges of light as had Hugh’s bare head, Caddie’s panama. Light bathed their tired dusty faces, their clothes which were crumpled and dishevelled as only clothes that have been slept in all night can be; it lay on their hands and legs, their dusty shoes, a light more warm and gold than anything they had known, but, ‘It’s Italian,’ said Caddie as if suspicious of it. All the same she would have liked to have shut her eyes and let it rest on her eyelids that felt brittle as paper; on her neck and shoulders and hands, on her aching legs, but, looking up, they could see above the terrace a tiled roof, dark yellow walls, with painted eaves, cream arches like the cloister arches in the print of the Fra Angelico Annunciation that hung in Caddie’s bedroom at home in Stebbings, and ‘That’s the villa,’ she whispered.

      Timidly, she followed Hugh up the steps. Now they could see that the terrace had a roof of vines; on the right a long walk trellised with wistaria led down and out of sight. From somewhere came a shrilling of birds. The terrace made a forecourt under the vines whose tendrils were just budding – ‘Funny,’ said Caddie. ‘I never thought that vines had flowers’ – and led to an open porch with a floor of black and white tiles; an iron table and chairs were set there and the front door was open. It was from here that the shrilling came; they saw that the house wall was covered in cages, each a few inches square and holding a bird that hopped from floor to perch, perch to floor, sometimes opening its wings, and, ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ cried Caddie.

      ‘Ssh!’

      ‘But… They’re wild birds, shut in. There’s a chaffinch.’

      ‘Ssh!’

      ‘Those tiny cages…’

      ‘Ssh!’ Hugh’s fingers pinched Caddie into silence. ‘You clot! Do you want someone to hear us?’ Why this imperative need for silence, he did not know. Their crêpe-soled shoes had made no sound, even on the gravel, and the birds’ voices had drowned Caddie’s.

      It seemed a place of birds; swallows nesting under the roof flashed dark blue and cream coloured as they flew in and out. ‘The poor caged birds have to watch them,’ whispered Caddie in misery. There seemed no human about. Then, from behind an arched door on the left, they heard singing, loud, almost raucous, but abstracted, the abstracted singing of someone who worked as they sang. ‘Italian,’ whispered Hugh and he looked at the arched door again. Outside it was a basket with a hoe and a string of onions. ‘That must be the kitchen. Should we knock there?’ asked Caddie. Hugh shook his head. He did not want to knock.

      The singing went on and Hugh, with Caddie tiptoeing after, went to the front door. ‘Can we go in? Shouldn’t we ask?’ but Hugh only said, ‘Ssh!’ That compulsion of secrecy was still on him.

      He listened again. ‘It’s all right. Come on.’ In the hall he stopped. A coat they recognized was hanging there. Fanny’s, their mother’s coat. A man’s short sheepskin-lined duffel hung beside it. Below on a rack were shoes; their mother’s walking shoes and a man’s shoes, brogued and laced. ‘His feet are not as big as Father’s,’ whispered Caddie. There was a Japanese sunshade of oiled paper, lavender colour. ‘She didn’t have that before.’ Again they seemed to sniff its unfamiliarity, then, quietly, they slipped into the room beyond.

      It was a dining-room. They noticed immediately that the table-cloth on the round table was all of lace with a branched silver candelabrum in the centre. More candlesticks were on the sideboard, a stand of pink hydrangeas in the window. There were Persian rugs in soft colours. ‘Well, we had Persian rugs at home,’ said Caddie.

      ‘Not like these,’ said Hugh.

      A trolley of drinks had been wheeled by the door. ‘Dozens of bottles,’ said Caddie. The room smelled of flowers, wine, and food, and Caddie’s hungry stomach gave a loud rumble. Glass doors divided this room from the next, a drawing-room, bare and cool, with more Persian rugs on a polished wood floor. Caddie left a dusty footmark when she stepped on it and hastily withdrew her shoe; they did not go in, but stayed just inside the doors, looking. Cream paint and double windows, their shutters half down, gave the room a look of the rooms they had seen in Switzerland, but the furniture was – ‘Italian?’ asked Caddie in a whisper – certainly antique; polished wood chairs, upholstered in cream brocade; a low table covered with crystal, silver, and enamel boxes and ornaments. There was a great carved chest, an inlaid writing-table with gilt legs, its top holding rows of miniatures, a tapestried stool and, ‘What is that thing?’ asked Caddie.

      ‘I think it’s a prie-dieu,’ said Hugh. ‘You kneel at it to pray.’

      ‘In a drawing-room?’ asked Caddie, astonished.

      There were tapestries on the walls and paintings in gilded frames. At one end a fireplace was made of the same pink stone as the steps they had climbed from the garden; it was laid with olive branches and perhaps the faintly pungent smell in the room was of olive smoke. It mingled with the scent from the azaleas and begonias grouped on the window-sills. Each side of the fireplace were bookshelves, reaching to the ceiling, and, above the fireplace itself, two carved angels, almost as tall as Caddie, held sconces; their gilded wings shone in that dim end of the room. French doors opened on to another terrace on the lake side of the house. They could catch a glimpse of the wistaria trellis beyond but did not dare to cross that shining floor and look.

      The dining-room floor was in tiles, patterned with flowers, and from it a staircase curved out of sight. ‘Is it marble?’ asked Caddie, awed. It was of white marble and, ‘Can we go upstairs?’ asked Caddie, shrinking. Hugh listened again; there was still only that singing, and, ‘Come on,’ he said, sounding bolder than he felt, but, when gingerly they trod on the smooth whiteness and came up the first few steps, they saw the staircase was closed off from the upper flight by a door of rose brocade. A brocade door! That seemed to lift the house into undreamed-of luxury.

      When it was opened, they stood again to listen; then, stepping silently on the bare marble of the treads, they went up the short flight to a landing. It was here that the arched Fra Angelico cloisters guarded a balcony that looked down over the sunken garden they had walked through and over the olive grove. On the balcony a towel-horse was spread with a towel on which vests, stockings, and socks were laid out to dry. A hanger held a shirt, open-necked, dark blue; a woman’s slip, white and threaded with ribbon, and some white briefs hung over a line. ‘We shouldn’t look,’ said Hugh suddenly.

      ‘Why not?’ said Caddie. ‘It’s only washing.’

      The landing had four doors. Greatly daring, Hugh opened the first, but it was an empty room. They saw a bedroom where the shutters were down so that its light was dim. They could make out boxes on the bed, a chair covered by a sheet, a gleam of mirrors. The next door was of a dressing-room. Its green shutters were only half closed and, standing in the doorway, they looked at a dressing-gown thrown down on the day bed, a row of shoes, ties hung over a chair on which a pair of binoculars were slung. Ivory brushes were on the chest of drawers, with a litter of ashtrays, packets of cigarettes, a handkerchief, bottles, jars, some with their lids on crookedly, while a Penguin lay face downwards on the floor. ‘He’s not very tidy, is he?’ whispered Caddie.

      At the end of the landing a small door led into a room that was… ‘queer,’ said Caddie. She meant it was a mixture. Cupboards filled all one wall so that it, too, looked like a dressing-room, but the other three walls were hung with tapestry. There was a large painting of the Madonna in deep blues and pinks, a vividly rosy Madonna. Inlaid chairs were pushed back against the wall and in the middle was a wooden kitchen table, heavy, rough, with a wooden kitchen chair. The window-sills were heaped with books, there were more books on the floor with a big waste-paper basket, while the table itself was covered in papers, more books, blotting-paper, clips, a typewriter. A red crystal goblet held pencils and pens, and on top of it all was a notice printed on a piece of cardboard in English and Italian, ‘NON TOCCARE. Don’t touch!’ For the first time Hugh smiled. ‘I bet Mother tries to make him clear up his table.’

      Next door was the bathroom, big and white-tiled. ‘Look!’ whispered Caddie. ‘Big towels and little towels and a bathmat all to match.’ Someone had just had a bath; the air was heavy with steam, ‘and scent,’ said Caddie, wrinkling up her nose, ‘but Mother doesn’t use scent.’

      ‘She does now,’ said Hugh.

      Fanny, if it were she who had had the bath, seemed to have caught the untidiness; underclothes were thrown down on a stool; the bathmat, still damp from wet feet, was wrinkled on the floor, powder was spilled; it might have been their seventeen-year-old sister Philippa, not a responsible woman, a mother. Caddie picked up the box of powder with its large puff. ‘Jicky Guerlain,’ she read.

      ‘Put it down,’ said Hugh. ‘Come out.’ He looked even paler than he had on the road and his forehead was clammy. It seemed too intimate, there in the empty villa. The swallows flew round it, making a rush of wings in the height; a shutter, loose on its catch, clacked gently; the singing sounded from below. These were the only sounds, but the house was filled with two people, Fanny and – ‘Mr Quillet,’ whispered Caddie and, caught unawares, spied on like this, they seemed not enemies but vulnerable. It was like putting one’s hand into a nest and finding it still warm.

      If the last door had not been open they would not have looked in. As it was, Hugh stopped short on the threshold and Caddie had to reach up and look over his shoulder. ‘Mother’s bedroom,’ breathed Caddie. She felt Hugh’s arm quiver against her. She quivered herself. This was even worse than seeing the furniture from Stebbings in the new London flat. Mother’s room. At Stebbings it had not only been where she slept – and their father when he was home – it had been where anything serious, or private, in the family had happened or was discussed. Talks took place there and what Fanny called reasoning; punishments were given, temperatures taken. Doctor Railton did his examinations in it and ill children were allowed to spend the day there in bed. Hugh and Caddie had both been born in that room. It had been the core of Stebbings, though they had not known it. Now, this pink and cream enamelled furniture, the wide bed that had a bedhead of brocade in a gilded frame, the tiled floor, and shutters, were Italian, foreign, but still there on the dressing-table were their photographs, as they had always been: Philippa, Hugh, Caddie; under the glass of Hugh’s was a brown curl of baby hair. There, too, was the apple pin-cushion Philippa had made and painted at school, the wooden pin-box Hugh had made in carpentry with Fanny’s initials burned in its top: F.C. They won’t do now, thought Hugh. There were a great many more bottles and jars than there used to be and the brushes were new; perhaps the old silver ones with cherubs’ heads on them were too battered to bring to this villa. These matched the blue and gold of the clock on the bedside table. ‘Is he fearfully rich?’ asked Caddie.

      ‘Shut up.’

      As if holding to a thread of Fanny, Caddie was glad to see by the clock a shopping list, written in Fanny’s sprawling writing, and beside it was the little green leather book, the Imitation of Christ, that had been by Fanny’s bed since they could remember. Its corner had been chewed by Danny as a puppy and it had a ring on the binding where Philippa had once put down a cup on it.

      This room too was untidy; someone had dressed and thrown things down. Caddie gave a ‘tchk’ and picked up a petticoat; it was fine, gauzy with net and embroidery. ‘Is it Mother’s? It doesn’t look like hers.’

      ‘Shut up. Put it down,’ said Hugh even more fiercely.

      They looked through to the dressing-room they had seen before; the door was open as if he and she came in and out and talked while they were dressing. The bedside table on the other side of the bed was heaped with books, there were cigarettes on it, an ashtray and, ‘She lets him smoke in bed,’ whispered Caddie. ‘She wouldn’t let Father.’

       

      The Times had had only a paragraph.

      
         

        Colonel Darrell Charles Clavering was granted a decree nisi in the Divorce Courts yesterday because of the adultery of his wife Frances Clavering with Robert Paston Quillet (the film director) on the 12th of October and subsequently at Mr Quillet’s flat in Lowndes Square, S.W.1. The suit was undefended. Colonel and Mrs Clavering were married at St Michael’s, Chester Gate, in 1945. There are three children of the marriage. Custody of the two younger was awarded to Colonel Clavering who was also awarded costs.

      

      The other papers had been less reticent. A few had headlines: ‘Queen’s Messenger brings suit.’ ‘Well-known film director named as co-respondent,’ ‘Rob Quillet (of Diamond Pipe and Haysel to Harvest fame) named in case.’ ‘Colonel Clavering awarded costs against film director.’

      Philippa and Hugh had been told at half-term – ‘But Darrell should have let me tell Hugh,’ Fanny had cried – Caddie had not known until the end of the Easter holidays. ‘When the case is all over, and it’s all settled,’ Darrell had told the others. ‘It will be less painful for her like that.’

      ‘Was it less painful?’ Caddie might have asked.

      She had been bundled off out of the way to Devonshire for the Easter holidays. ‘Not bundled, you wanted to go,’ said Philippa.

      ‘It was a riding course,’ said Caddie as if that settled it. Even now, in the midst of this shock, her face had shone when she thought of it. ‘I learned an immense lot,’ she said, ‘and so did Topaz.’

      ‘But didn’t you suspect?’ asked Hugh. ‘Didn’t you think Father was being extraordinarily kind? Paying those fees and boxing Topaz all the way to Dartmoor after the fuss he kicked up when you won him?’

      ‘I thought he was beginning to believe in him,’ said Caddie.

      ‘Oh, Caddie!’ They could not help laughing. ‘It was just to distract you, my poor infant,’ said Hugh.

      ‘Only too easy,’ said Philippa.

      ‘You must have had some inkling, heard gossip?’

      ‘How could I?’ asked Caddie. ‘I never listen.’

      ‘We know that,’ said Philippa. ‘But all the same… Mother being away all that time up in Scotland at Great Aunt Isabel’s?’

      ‘But Aunt Isabel was dying. She died.’

      ‘Then us going so suddenly with Mother to Switzerland for Christmas?’

      ‘I hated that,’ said Caddie.

      Those had been Darrell’s terms. ‘Terms?’ Fanny had asked when Rob came back from that one interview.

      ‘He can make terms,’ said Rob. ‘It’s only just.’

      Fanny had waited that late November morning in the sitting-room of Rob’s bachelor flat. Because of the block’s central heating it had been over-hot, the air stuffy and stale after the English coldness of unheated Stebbings, and she had pushed up the window and sat by it. Outside in the Square, traffic came and went; there was a perpetual roar of it from Knightsbridge; cars pulled out from the parking spaces round the Square gardens, voices floated up; Christmas shopping was already in full spate; throngs of women were going into Woolland’s, Harvey Nichols, as a year ago she would have been going. Everything was busy, crowded, rushed, but here in this room was stillness, silence: only the ticking of the clock, the beating of her heart. Beside her had been a bowl of chrysanthemums, small, curled, bronze, that Rob had bought for her that morning; in his distress for her he had gone in and out buying her things. The glow of their colour and their pungency filled the room, but, as Fanny waited, she had fiddled with them cruelly, jerking them, uncurling the petals until her fingers had smelled pungent too. When Rob had come in, quietly closing the door, coming to her and sitting down beside her, she had known by his gentle protectiveness that his news was harsh – but what could I have expected? thought Fanny.

      Only a few of Rob’s sentences reached her. He said them as if he had learned them by heart. ‘Darrell is thinking of the children, naturally.’

      ‘Naturally’ – that came stiffly through Fanny’s lips.

      ‘He was quite fair.’

      ‘He always was,’ said Fanny.

      ‘… not time now before their Christmas holiday to make arrangements. He asks that you go back to Stebbings to meet them. He will guarantee to keep away. He wants no one to know until they need. I think he is still hoping you will change your mind.’ Fanny bent her head over the mutilated chrysanthemum, jerking it, pulling it, and after a moment Rob went on, ‘To save gossip when he doesn’t come home for Christmas, you will take the children to Switzerland.’

      ‘We can’t afford it,’ she had said automatically.

      ‘He says his mother will help,’ said Rob.

      ‘Lady Candida!’ said Fanny. ‘Must she? Yes, I suppose so.’

      ‘He will start proceedings at once. After the holidays you can come out to me in Africa, or have this flat until I can get back. The case should come on in the spring. By that time he will have found somewhere to put the children.’

      ‘Put the children!’

      Darrell had been awarded the children as he had been awarded costs. ‘It makes them seem like chattels,’ said Fanny, and, ‘One must hand it to them,’ Hugh had said that day of Caddie’s return, ‘they are clever arrangers. Everything went most smoothly and all behind our backs.’ His hands were in his pockets when he said it and then he tried to whistle, the clear blackbird whistle that always filled Caddie with envy – she could never make more than a breathy squeak – but the whistle jarred and was jerky, just as Philippa’s talk was offhand. Caddie could tell they were both quiveringly hurt and she ached for them. ‘The worst of Caddie,’ Gwyneth often said, ‘is that when she does think of other people, she thinks too hard.’ Gwyneth had been the Claverings’ daily woman since Philippa was a year old and she knew them, ‘inside out,’ said Gwyneth.

      She had come to London to housekeep and look after them, closing her own cottage, but the life seemed to have gone out of Gwyneth; she no longer sang the chapel hymns the children had loved and her step was heavy. ‘Well, she worshipped Mother,’ said Philippa.

      ‘More fool she,’ said Hugh.

      To the whole of Whitcross it had come as a shock.

      ‘Fanny? Fanny Clavering?’

      ‘The Claverings? Darrell and Fanny? Impossible.’

      ‘I can’t believe it.’

      ‘It’s there – in print.’

      ‘But Fanny!’

      ‘With all those children!’

      ‘She never said a word,’ and, ‘I thought we were friends.’ That was Margot and Anthea, Fanny’s best friends – ‘Well, my oldest friends,’ said Fanny.

      There were other, humbler voices about whom Fanny cared even more: people like Prentice, their old gardener, and Mrs Derrick at the shop; George Glossop at the garage, post-office Emily; the travelling fishmonger who had always let the children ring up the cash register on his van when they were small, and Patrick Aloysius, the milkman.

      ‘Mrs Clavering? Up at Stebbings? Never!’

      ‘But she wasn’t that kind.’

      ‘Well, you could knock me down!’

      ‘Mrs Clavering!’

      No one could believe it, yet it was true. All her life Caddie was to remember Darrell telling her in the taxi on the way from Paddington: in the flat Philippa and Hugh had confirmed every dread thing he had said.

      Lady Candida had found the flat, on the fourth floor of a great modern block of ‘cement shoe-boxes’ as Hugh called them, and it was true that the rooms were all the same though fitted in differently. It depressed Caddie and Hugh to think of the hundreds of other rooms round them; it made them feel like rabbits in hutches instead of people. On the ground floor were shops. ‘Very convenient,’ said Lady Candida but, ‘Wickedly expensive,’ said Gwyneth; she always went to the shops in the poor streets round the corner. There was a swimming-pool and a restaurant. ‘Your father can go there when Gwyneth is away. You and Hugh can go to the snackbar. You will like that,’ said Lady Candida, but Hugh and Caddie did not like it; the snackbar soup came out of tins, as did its meat, while the bread of its sandwiches looked and tasted like thick white flannel: it was, too, always crowded with people, ‘Who look at us,’ said Caddie, quailing; she and Hugh might have been a pair of new and peculiar rabbits. ‘Oh, Gwyneth, don’t go away,’ prayed Caddie.

      The flat had, too, a nightmare quality because it was furnished with bits of Stebbings so that one came across the nursery armchair in the kitchen, dining-room chairs in the hall, the oak chest from Stebbings hall in the new sitting-room, the grandfather clock telling London time. Stebbings itself was empty, left with only Prentice to keep an eye on it. Presently it would be sold. ‘Sold!’ Caddie had cried.

      ‘Naturally. Father can’t run it without Mother. She worked like ten men.’ For a moment a quiver came even into the airy Philippa’s voice. Fanny herself had gone to Italy… ‘For the present,’ Darrell had said.

      ‘How long is the present?’ Caddie asked Hugh.

      ‘We don’t know. Perhaps the summer.’

      ‘But she can’t,’ said Caddie, aghast. ‘The second of August is Risborough Show. Topaz is entered.’

      ‘Caddie, haven’t you taken anything in?’

      ‘And don’t you ever think of anything but that blasted horse?’ asked Hugh.

      ‘Pony,’ said Caddie mechanically. ‘He’s under fifteen hands,’ but she did not dare at this moment to think about Topaz, boxed trustfully back from Dartmoor to Stebbings. Darrell said Prentice had met him and taken him to Mr Ringells’ farm and stables, where they kept ponies at grass. Caddie’s mind took refuge as it so often did with her dream Topaz. ‘Miss Candida Clavering’s Topaz made a perfect round, in the Juvenile Jumping.’ ‘The Fitzherbert Cup was won by Miss Candida Clavering’s Topaz for the third year in succession, a record for this show.’ ‘Miss Candida Clavering’s Topaz won the fourteen-two showing, then this grand little pony went on to win the Supreme Championship.’

      ‘Not ambitious, are you?’ Philippa would have said if Caddie had said this aloud and, ‘Yes, I am,’ Caddie would have answered, but she did not say it aloud. She was used to the fact that no one saw Topaz as she did. ‘Dog meat. Knacker,’ Hugh called him, which was near the bone because everyone said that no pony would have been given as a prize by a girl’s magazine unless he had been bought cheaply. Caddie had won him with an essay called ‘My Pegasus’. That had amazed her family. That Caddie had cut out the coupon, filled it in, bought the five-shilling postal order for the entry fee, was almost as incredible as that she had written the essay. ‘I wanted a pony,’ she had said as if that explained it. There was one fact that she and Hugh had kept to themselves: he had helped her with ‘My Pegasus.’

      Once upon a time, long long ago – ‘Well, six years,’ said Caddie, which after all was more than half her lifetime – she and Hugh had been companions, inseparable. They had gone to school together, the little day-school where most of the Whitcross children went. They played together though not equally – Hugh of course was the master, Caddie the slave – but played, shared. They had had a house in the big apple tree, Hugh had hauled Caddie up it, a secret harbour by the stream. They had slept together in the night nursery. Caddie could remember it quite well; after all, she had been nearly six when Hugh went away to his first boarding school. She could still see him in his new grey flannel suit, shorts with pockets, jacket with more pockets, a striped school tie, a new blue cap with crossed keys embroidered on it. Hugh had had a wooden playbox with iron hinges and clamps, a trunk of his own, both lettered: ‘H. D. Clavering’. Hugh went to school and Caddie was left behind for ever.

      For years she had been still attached, still tagging on, as Hugh said; and there was always a hope far ahead of an enchanted time when they would both be grown up; then the two and a half years that made such a difference would not be the chasm it was now, nor the fact that she was female. ‘There are too many women,’ Hugh had often cried of Stebbings and certainly there were many of them: Fanny, Lady Candida, Gwyneth, Philippa, and Caddie herself, if she could be counted as a woman: five of them to balance, if Darrell were away, one boy. No wonder he was spoilt as Darrell always said he was, but Hugh could still be kind, still share with Caddie, and sometimes he lent her a little of his slipperiness. ‘It says you must write the essay yourself,’ she had said.
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