

      

         

            

         

      


   





L. P. HARTLEY


 


L. P. Hartley (1895–1972) was a British writer, described by Lord David Cecil as ‘One of the most distinguished of modern novelists; and one of the most original’. His best-known work is The Go-Between, which was made into a 1970 film. Other written works include: The Betrayal, The Brickfield, My Fellow Devils, A Perfect Woman and Eustace and Hilda, for which he was awarded the 1947 James Tait Black Memorial Prize. He was awarded the CBE in 1956.










Other Books by L. P. Hartley include:


 


The Go-Between


The Betrayal


My Fellow Devils


Eustace and Hilda


Facial Justice


The Hireling


The Sixth Heaven


Simonetta Perkins


The Brickfield


The Boat










A Perfect Woman


 


 


L. P. Hartley


 


 


 


JOHN MURRAY










First published in Great Britain in 1955 by Hamish Hamilton 


Republished in Great Britain in 2013 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK Company


 


Copyright © The Trustees of the Estate of Annie Norah Hartley 1955


 


The moral right of the author of the work has been asserted in


accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ISBN 978-1-84854-814-5


 


John Murray (Publishers)


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.johnmurray.co.uk










To


Molly Berkeley


with affection










Chapter 1


‘AND don’t forget, my dear Harold, to find out about Irma for me, if you can. If I didn’t live so far away, I would rout her out myself.


Yours ever,


Alec.’


 


Harold sighed. After a moment’s hesitation he took the letter to the file marked G, but before adding it to the others he lifted out the topmost two, and though he knew what he would see, he read them through again. Here was one operative sentence:


‘Thank you for all your hospitality and for all the fun we had. I shan’t quickly forget that girl behind the bar at the Green Dragon, either – Irma was her name, I think.’


And here was the other:


‘What a jolly girl Irma was. I wish I had had time to get to know her better. Could you do something about it?’


The two letters were dated respectively a fortnight and a week earlier than the latest arrival. Alec was a methodical man in some ways. Raising his eyebrows Harold put the letter with its fellows. There was quite a pile of them, but Irma only figured in the last three – the three Alec had written since he came to stay.


Harold’s thoughts went back to their first meeting. They had met in a railway train. Harold had been to Bath on business and was travelling first-class at the firm’s expense – the firm he was visiting, that is, for he worked on his own. There was only one other occupant of the carriage. It was not Harold’s custom to talk to people in trains, he usually worked in them, and he opened his despatch-case intending to do so. But his day’s work was done, satisfactorily done, and he felt disinclined to go on totting up figures. The lights in the roof of the compartment were none too bright or could it be that at thirty-five he was beginning to need glasses? He put aside his despatch-case and looked out of the window, but the November murk pressed so thick and close against it that he could see little but his own reflection – longish, sallow face, short nose, dark hair, dark, clipped moustache, dark straight eyebrows that, with his moustache, made the points of an inverted triangle: a tight face but conventionally good-looking. Harold, as conventional as his face, had been told in childhood that a man should never be caught studying his reflection in a glass, and he was just turning away when, with a shriek and a roar, the train entered the Box Tunnel. Immediately there descended on him that sense of suspended being that tunnels induce. He was sitting braced, taut and expressionless, as if expecting who knows what, when his glance fell on the man opposite, who was also sitting like a statue of himself. Harold was not much interested in people, but he was interested in their clothes. With the heightened perception that tunnels impart, and with more intentness than politeness warranted, he scrutinized his vis-à-vis, and was still scrutinizing him when, with a sudden softening of sounds and loosening of rhythms, as if it was running on to grass, the train emerged from the tunnel into the twilight which, in the brief interval, seemed to have turned to night.


Yet there was nothing so remarkable about the man. He was above the average size, loosely built and inclined to corpulence; he was wearing a good brown tweed suit, a brown and white check shirt, a knitted brown tie and a pair of heavy brown suède brogues. So far so good: all was in a rural symphony. But there was a discordant note, the socks. Dark blue and of cheapish material they were obviously meant for town. In his vacant mood the discrepancy worried Harold. Cautiously he lifted his eyes to the stranger’s face. There, at a first glance, everything seemed to match. The general impression was sandy. The eyes, light brown with a greenish glint, exactly matched the hair which was brushed back from the forehead and wind-swept over the ears; the skin, deepening to red on the cheeks, had on the temples a brown pallor that might easily have been freckled but was not. A poster artist (Harold had had some experience of advertising) could have done the whole face in one tone, thereby halving the outlay. But again there were discrepancies. Over the shaven upper lip the bold nose contradicted the weak jaw, and what was this about the eyes? Slightly protuberant, they were staring with tunnel-fixity and a hint of truculence into space; but the noticeable thing about them was that one was wider-open than the other. There was the suggestion of a cast about them, too.


Fascinated, Harold continued his scrutiny. The man was sitting with his knees crossed. One hand rested on his knee, the other loosely clasped his ankle. The hands were large and well-made, and had the same air of successfully resisting freckles; but here too there was an inconsistency, for whereas the first and third fingers of the upper hand had almond-shaped nails, the nails of the other fingers were blunt and might almost have been bitten. On the little finger was a large, round signet ring guarding a thin circlet of gold – his mother’s wedding-ring, perhaps, thought Harold, who was devoted to his own mother.


Furtively, from an obscure desire to enter into the other man’s mind, Harold copied his way of sitting, and at once realized that it was a physical device to reduce mental tension – whether simply tunnel tension, he could not tell.


One thing remained: to assess the stranger’s income. This was, with Harold, an almost routine inquiry and he was seldom far out in his guess. Just as one wrestler is said to be able to gauge the strength of an opponent by merely touching his shoulder, so Harold could, by trifles light as air, take the measure of a man’s material wealth. But again he was baffled. Fifteen hundred a year? Four thousand, five? To his mortification he could not narrow the bracket. When, afterwards, he learned the figure, it seemed to be inevitable – but was it? Meanwhile he looked about for further indications of the man’s financial status. He was taking up a book that he had laid down during the tunnel crisis. After the Storm was the title on the jacket, and the author’s name, Alexander Goodrich.


At this moment the door slid back and the ticket-collector came in. Harold held out his white ticket; the stranger fumbled and at last brought out a green one. Harold was astonished. The last thing he had expected of the stranger was that he would be travelling first-class with a third-class ticket. At once he had recourse to his despatch-case, for the little parley between a ticket-collector and his possibly fraudulent fare was a thing that always embarrassed him.


Mentally he stopped his ears. He just heard the words ‘a very full train’ – which were scarcely true of this train – the rest was a blur of voices, first rising and falling in argument, then meeting in the level tones of agreement and understanding. Harold saw the collector’s hand raised in salute and the door slide back behind him.


‘Decent fellows, some of these ticket-collectors,’ said the man, turning his eyes to Harold, unabashed. ‘But, God, the expense of travelling nowadays!’


Harold did not know whether to take this as evidence of a guilty intention, so made a non-committal sound, and his fellow-passenger went on:


‘It’s these taxes, you know, these bloody taxes.’


‘Yes,’ said Harold, feeling on firmer ground. Then, prompted by curiosity, he had an idea. ‘Perhaps you don’t claim all the reliefs you might?’


‘I claim precious few,’ the stranger said. ‘How can I? Being an author isn’t like being in business.’


‘All the same there are things you could claim,’ Harold said. ‘I’ve never dealt with the returns of literary people, but I’m an accountant and I know the general form. Do you claim for the room you work in, for instance?’


‘Good Lord, no. Could I?’


‘Yes, and for lighting and heating it and paying someone to clean it.’


‘You surprise me.’


‘And for your stationery and typing and for a proportion of your telephone calls—’


‘You don’t say so!’


‘And a proportion of your rail fares to London if you’re going on business.’


‘Why, then, I needn’t have—’ the stranger broke off.


‘—Well, no,’ said Harold, not sure what he was supposed to be agreeing with. ‘And a proportion of a good many other expenses,’ he concluded.


‘I’m tired of all this proportion,’ said the stranger, moodily. ‘I should like all.’


‘I’m afraid that wouldn’t be possible,’ said Harold, without a smile. He hesitated. ‘I could send you a list of items of expenditure for which you could claim.’


‘I don’t suppose you’d do the whole thing for me?’ asked the stranger, turning on Harold a curiously persuasive look, which was none the less persuasive for not quite hitting the middle of Harold’s face. ‘I should be eternally grateful to you if you would.’


‘You mean on a business basis?’ said Harold cautiously.


‘A business basis?’


‘Well, I usually charge a fee for my . . . professional services, you know,’ said Harold. ‘It varies according to the amount of the claim, and the work involved. In your case—’


‘Ah yes, in my case,’ said the stranger gloomily, and as if his was a case indeed. He propped his chin up with his hand: the good nails and the bad nails touched each other. Suddenly his brow cleared.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘where shall I send the dope? And to whom have I the pleasure of speaking?’


Harold gave him the address first. The stranger entered it in his diary. He wrote slowly, with a flourish. ‘And the name?’


‘The name is Harold Eastwood.’


‘What a pleasant name. I shall enjoy writing it,’ the stranger said. Harold could see the letters curling across the page. ‘I’m Alexander Goodrich,’ he announced, looking up from his sandy eyebrows, as though to see if the name would register. For a moment it did not; then Harold asked:


‘Are you the author of that book?’


Mr. Goodrich laughed.


‘Well, yes, I am.’ He leaned forward, put his hand on his knee, and said with great intimacy, as to an old friend, ‘It’s always been my ambition to find somebody in the train reading a book of mine. I never have, but sometimes I read one myself in the hope that someone will connect me with it. May I give it to you?’ he asked suddenly.


‘Delighted,’ said Harold, offering to take the book. But the author immediately withdrew it.


‘Do you mind if I keep it till we reach Paddington?’ he said. ‘I’m coming to a bit I rather like. The storm is over’ – he sketched a rapid zigzag for the lightning – ‘and things are beginning . . . beginning to settle down.’


‘I’m afraid I’m not much of a reader,’ Harold confessed. ‘My wife’s the reader in our family. Does it end happily?’ he asked, making what seemed his first contribution to a literary conversation.


The author screwed his eyes up.


‘Well, not exactly,’ he said. ‘No. definitely not. You might call it a tragi-comedy.’


 


Isabel Eastwood was excited when she heard that her husband had met Alexander Goodrich. ‘Why, he’s quite a well-known author!’ she exclaimed. ‘And I’m a fan of his. I wish you hadn’t told him that you hadn’t heard of him.’


‘I didn’t,’ said Harold. ‘I only—’


‘Well, I’m afraid you must have given him that impression. Now if it had been me—!’


‘Have you read this book, After the Storm?’ asked Harold.


‘No, but I’m dying to. It’s said to be autobiographical. Not that that makes any difference,’ she added, with a sudden change into seriousness. ‘It’s the quality that matters. Looking for an author’s life in his books is vulgar anyhow, and can be most misleading.’ She broke off – talking to Harold often made her feel pretentious – and went on in a lighter tone: ‘Alexander Goodrich is what I call a chancy writer. He can be thoroughly bad. Some of the critics are terribly down on him.’


‘Bad in what way?’ asked Harold.


‘Oh, I don’t mean morally, though old-fashioned people might say he was. I mean artistically bad, clap-trap, inflated stuff. I expect it depends on whether he’s in love or not.’


‘Why, what difference does that make?’ Harold asked.


‘With some writers it makes all the difference,’ Isabel said. She was carried away, partly by her interest in the subject, partly by the thought that almost for the first time she was having a serious conversation with her husband about books. ‘Being in love – well, it does something to the imagination.’


Harold felt that these words implied a criticism of himself. ‘Is Goodrich a married man, do you know?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Isabel said. ‘I rather think not. Artists and writers often don’t get married. There’s a sort of mystery about him – he lives a long way off, somewhere in Wales. Did he look as if he was in love?’


‘I couldn’t say,’ said Harold disappointingly, and obviously disapproving of being asked such a question. ‘He seemed bothered about something – perhaps because he was travelling first with a third-class ticket.’


‘I shouldn’t think that would worry him,’ said Isabel. ‘It must have been something else.’


‘Well, his income tax.’


‘Yes, it might have been that,’ Isabel agreed, and for a moment the animation faded from her face, leaving it heavy. She was a small woman with a high complexion, a well-shaped aquiline nose and dark eyes that could sparkle. Her hair, which was thick and dark, almost black, she parted in the middle and drew round her face in two dark crescents; she might have been a better-looking Charlotte Brontë. She read the Sunday papers and the weekly reviews and tried to keep abreast of culture. She had been in doubt about marrying Harold, but the quality in him that had first attracted her had worn well and strengthened its hold. She liked his seriousness, and some, though not all, of the forms it took. He was determined to be a good husband and father – it was the rôle in which he saw himself – and when disagreements arose between them she knew she would have this principle of his on her side. Even if it was only a principle, she was inextricably part of that principle; she was its inspiration and its guiding light. On the other hand, some of the manifestations of his seriousness irritated her, for he was also determined to arrange their lives according to a perfect bourgeois pattern. He was a sidesman at church and might soon be a churchwarden; he was a member of every society in the town which had a suggestion of the square or the circular about it, and which was at once reasonably inclusive and reasonably exclusive; he was not unduly snobbish but he coveted the good opinion of his neighbours, and spoke of some who were in a slightly superior social position with so much awe that Isabel was inclined to smile. That was the safety-valve; she could smile at him and at the same time value his instinct – for it really was an instinct – to reach ever new heights and depths of domesticity, conjugality, paternity, and – to use a harsh word – respectability. Even that she was prepared to face. She had gone a good way to meet him in his ideals; he had not gone very far to meet her in hers. She did not altogether enjoy the cocktail parties and dinner parties they gave from time to time to his business friends. She did not dread them; the men were cleverer than she expected them to be, the women were nicer, and she had quite her fair share of a woman’s natural interest in people. On such occasions Harold would take on a protective colouring from his guests, disguising, under a jocular manner, the fact that he took himself seriously as a breadwinner and a business man. Sometimes his older or more prosperous associates would notice this and gently rag him – a thing that Isabel resented for him, for if she sometimes laughed at him herself she did not like it if others did. Everything at these parties had to be just as they would be at other people’s. Harold had almost a passion for the middle way.


Isabel knew the nemesis of the dream-fed, of Mme Bovary and Hedder Gabler; she knew what was likely to happen when a woman of slightly superior social standing, decidedly superior brains and greatly superior imaginative capacity married a dullish man and lived in the provinces, and she was on her guard against it. She believed she knew herself fairly well. She did not suspect herself of Bovarysme. She did not mean to shoot herself or take poison or break out in any way. But latent in her were feelings she had not quite subdued when she accepted Harold and his gospel of conformity; and sometimes when she walked along the tree-lined banks of the canal, now filled with the Ophelia tracery of floating leaves, or watched the soldiers setting off, rifle in hand, to their training ground beyond the brick-built barracks, she had to stifle a longing to be more to someone than she (or perhaps anybody) could ever be.


Once, not long ago, she had been walking on the promenade behind which the town nestled in its ancient security of church and trees and barracks and small, non-seaside houses: Marshport always seemed to her a town by the sea, not a seaside town. It was a blowy day and far out the waves were breaking; but in-shore for a hundred yards or more it was as flat as a lawn. Suddenly, from the midst of the flatness at her feet a long billow began to form. Fascinated she watched it mounting up, a hump of green water, marbled with foam, moving slowly towards her. Gradually it curved inwards, till it was as tall and hollow as a wave in a Japanese print. Then a crest began to form and the whole mass toppled forwards.


 


A sound like distant thunder, between a rattle and a rumble, assailed her ears. It was the noise of motor-traffic, crossing at its own risk (the notice said) the wooden-slatted bridge over the canal. Isabel was so used to it that as a rule she hardly noticed it: but to-night it seemed a warning.


‘Jeremy and Janice in bed?’ asked Harold.


‘Good gracious, yes, it’s nearly nine o’clock.’


‘Of course it is, I’d clean forgotten. It was talking to you about that fellow Goodrich. Did they remember to say their prayers?’


‘I don’t believe they did. Shall I run up and see if they’re still awake?’


‘It might not be a bad idea.’










Chapter 2


HAROLD said and thought that Alexander Goodrich would never remember his promise to send the details of his income: authors were like that, he declared. But he was mistaken. Within a few days a long envelope arrived, with his name inscribed in bold and loving characters, and within were the documents that disclosed the extent and sources of the author’s income. But did they in fact disclose it? The vouchers were the oddest lot Harold had ever seen. Some of Goodrich’s investments were in private companies unknown to Harold, unrecorded in the Stock Exchange List: some operated, or claimed to operate, in South America. Indeed, by far his largest single holding was in a company called The Cotopaxi Infiltration Trust. ‘Don’t tell me to sell these shares,’ wrote Goodrich, referring to them in his letter; ‘they don’t sound much and they’re not doing very well now, but they have been my mainstay and I have a sentimental attachment for them.’ He went on: ‘I’m afraid some of the vouchers are lost but I expect that with your experience you will be able to make up the figures out of your head.’


Never before had Harold had to exercise so much imagination on an income-tax return. There were times when he wished he had never taken it on and times when he even wanted to give it up. To experts income-tax figures have their elasticity, which even inspectors recognize; there is a considerable No-man’s Land where the august precision of mathematics does not hold sway. Unconsciously Harold was quite alive to the poetry of figures. But in Goodrich’s return there was really too much room for conjecture, too wide a margin of uncertainty. After all, a figure had to be arrived at, a definite sum in pounds, shillings and pence, a last chord in which all the conflicts and problems of the return would be resolved. But it would take time to find it.


‘Where does he live?’ was Isabel’s first question when Harold told her he had received the letter.


‘I can’t remember – somewhere in Wales – oh yes, St. Milo’s.’


‘St. Milo’s?’ repeated Isabel, breathing the words rather than saying them. ‘So that’s where he lives.’ She knew little of St. Milo’s except its name and its locality; yet these started in her mind a vision of strange, Wagnerian scenery, rock-pinnacles piercing the sky. Wild Wales!


‘Yes, outlandish sort of place,’ said Harold. ‘Hasn’t even got a railway. I wonder if he’s able to keep any servants. I must ask him.’


‘Why?’ asked Isabel.


‘Because he could claim for their stamps.’


‘Oh,’ said Isabel. ‘Do we claim for Mrs. Porter’s?’ Mrs. Porter was their daily help.


‘Of course we do.’


‘Is he rich?’ asked Isabel.


‘As well as Goodrich?’ Harold laughed and Isabel joined in. ‘Yes, on paper he’s very comfortably off.’ He hesitated: he didn’t think it proper, or even decent, for women to know much about money matters. They were a ritual secret that men must keep to themselves. ‘Yes, on paper he’s all right.’


‘Why do you say “on paper”?’


‘Well, I don’t like the sound of some of his investments.’


‘Will you have to write to him again?’


‘Yes, probably several times.’ Harold dropped the rather severe paterfamilias manner he kept for money matters, and added: ‘How are you getting on with his book?’


‘Oh, I’ve finished it. It’s one of his best, I think. It’s a bit lifeless in parts, but it’s got some wonderful things – where they all begin to settle down after the crisis, for instance.’


‘Funny,’ said Harold. ‘He said something rather like that himself.’


‘Did he?’ Isabel experienced a curious thrill of pleasure at the idea that her thoughts and those of Alexander Goodrich were running on the same lines. It was almost as though she had entered into his mind.


At last, after a lot of correspondence, the final figure was arrived at – that precise figure, in the thousands, which seemed almost mystically to represent the living Goodrich – his face, his eyes, his hands, his suit, his shoes, even his discordant socks – and make a synthesis of them. There, in that sum correct to a penny, were to be found, in embryo, the whole complex of his circumstances, personal and financial. Harold had nailed him down, robbed him of his mystery. His secret was out. Yet was it? Thinking of those investments and the element of fantasy, which slightly offended him, in those vouchers, which didn’t seem to vouch for much, Harold wasn’t so sure. One thing he was sure of: by claiming the relief to which Alexander Goodrich was entitled, he had saved the novelist at least two hundred pounds a year.


 


Then began the sequel. With old-fashioned courtesy, in his ornate, unhurried script, Goodrich expressed his gratitude for Harold’s services, and added that if it was not presuming on his kindness, he would like to ask some of his friends to put their income-tax affairs into Harold’s hands – thus converting them, he said with solemn playfulness, from poor men into millionaires. Harold didn’t quite like this pleasantry; he didn’t think that incomes were a joking matter – didn’t everything, in the end, go back to them? – but he said he would be pleased to do what he could for Alec’s friends, for by this time the two men were, at Goodrich’s suggestion, on Christian name terms. Harold hadn’t wanted this either, for he had known cases where a request for the more familiar form of address had been the prelude to the putting over of a fast one. Nor did he believe that any of Alec’s friends would show up.


But again he was mistaken. Not many days elapsed before a stranger wrote to say that at the suggestion of his friend, Mr. Alexander Goodrich, he was asking Harold to take charge of his income-tax return. Another followed and another (one ended ‘P.S. Alec says you are a wizard!’ which annoyed Harold but gratified him, too) until by Christmas time he had had several – including two from women. Some of the returns were mere chicken-feed, but the last was a real bonne bouche, a proper Christmas present. Coming home from his office Harold, who had hitherto made only the vaguest references to these windfalls from Alec, feeling that Alec was only a sideline, not covered by his terms of reference, felt constrained to mention this one to Isabel.


‘That fellow Goodrich,’ he said, for so he still thought of Alec, ‘has been as good as his word, I might even say better. Quite a nice little packet of trouble arrived this morning, quite a nice one,’ and he rubbed his hands.


A glow diffused itself through the lounge, as Isabel tried not to call it, that warmed as well as brightened it.


‘That makes the fifth, doesn’t it?’ she said.


‘Yes, but how did you remember?’


‘Well, I did,’ she said. ‘Now you will be able to buy me a fur coat.’


‘I didn’t say it came to as much as that,’ said Harold cautiously.


‘No, of course not, I was only joking. But we could get some things the children need, perhaps.’


‘We could.’


The magic of unexpected affluence continued to enfold them.


‘We really ought to do something for him,’ Isabel said.


‘For whom?’


‘For Alec – Mr. Goodrich.’


‘But we have done something for him – I have. He’s got more out of me than I have out of him and his friends put together.’


‘Yes, but he went out of his way to . . . Suppose we asked him down to stay?’


They argued about it and then discussed it and were still discussing it when, a few days later, a sixth client presented himself, not so glittering as his predecessor, but still, quite good.


‘Now we must ask him,’ Isabel said.


‘He’ll never come,’ said Harold.


 


But again he was mistaken. Alec accepted with alacrity. ‘I have been wanting to ask you and Mrs. Eastwood to come here,’ he wrote. ‘The place looks lovely in the spring, and we have a mild, wild Atlantic climate which I think you would enjoy.’ (Harold frowned: he thought the weather should be taken more seriously.) ‘But it is so far to ask you to come, and there is so little to do when you get here, and my ménage isn’t all it should be, I am sorry to say. But I still have hope of stabilizing it. Thanks to you and my invaluable losses, I am better off than when I seemed to be making money. I telephone like mad, I lay in enormous stores of stationery, I subscribe to every periodical, I keep my room at boiling-point and have it vacuumed twice daily, and it all costs me nothing, less than nothing, in fact it saves me money. The week-end you suggest will suit me perfectly. It happens I shall be in London just before – but if I weren’t, what matter? My journey, being on business, will cost me nothing, and they will never know it was on pleasure too. No more third-class tickets!


‘Looking forward more than I can say’, etc.


 


But when the day came Isabel was riddled with misgiving. All the secret excitement (for she did not betray it to Harold) that she had been feeling turned to nervousness. The word ‘suburban’ haunted her; she felt she must apologize to Goodrich for ‘our suburban home’. Everything they had, the house, the furniture, the garden, seemed to shout the word at her. Even the children were infected by it. Eight children would have been all right, or none, but two! – and the dreadfully bourgeois possibility of a third, if they could afford it! Perhaps he didn’t like children at all; perhaps they ought to be kept out of the way. Like other young matrons of to-day, Isabel was used to having her children always with her; if she shut them up in their bedroom, which was also their nursery, they would never stay there. She felt that the whole of the Eastwood train-de-vie was wrong; (Isabel liked to recall French phrases from her cultured past). All the meals, except tea, should be at least an hour later than they were, and tea should be much earlier. Alec was probably a man of nocturnal habits: authors always kept odd hours. Ought she to make special provisions for him? Feed him on caviare and foie gras? Would he expect a lot to drink? Authors often did. Should she put whisky by his bed? Everything she knew or surmised about him, which had made him alluring and romantic afar off, were now the very things that made him formidable.


Yet she felt she was being unfair to herself. She was not really like this. When business acquaintances of Harold’s who were in a better financial position than they were came to stay, Isabel never felt in awe of them. On the contrary, she had felt rather superior to them. How can they bear, she sometimes asked herself, to be as undistinguished as they are? So why worry about Mr. Goodrich? Worrying would do no good; indeed, it was just the thing she should avoid, it would stamp her as inexperienced and unworldly. If she couldn’t appear experienced and worldly – and she wasn’t sure he would like it if she did – she wanted to appear carefree and Bohemian, in sandals and with her hair tied up in a red duster, or in tight slacks and a high-necked yellow sweater. The last thing she wanted to appear was what she was doomed to appear, a fussy middle-class housewife with her hand on the door-knob and her eye on the clock.


But if her confidence waned at the prospect of the novelist’s visit, Harold’s mounted. With men of his own sort he was sometimes ill at ease, especially with the bigwigs. They made him deferential. But the idea of Goodrich didn’t. To him the author was – if not exactly a figure of fun, as Punch in earlier days might have portrayed him – at any rate someone who was playing at life and therefore not to be taken quite seriously as a man. He was somehow incomplete. A man should marry and have children. Just as Dr. Johnson thought that every man was secretly ashamed of not being a soldier, so Harold felt that every bachelor was secretly ashamed of not being a husband and a father. And there was no evidence that Goodrich was either. No wife or children figured in Who’s Who. Who’s Who was rather reticent about him. It said he had been born in 1908, which made him forty-six (Harold had only been a year out in his guess). It said that he had been educated privately. It gave a list of his publications which was long, but not to Harold very impressive, as he knew what the latest book had earned, which was not much. It said his recreations were ‘mounting and dismounting’, which suggested horsemanship and had a facetious ring, out of place in a book of reference. He belonged to a good club but Harold was man of the world enough to know that obscurity was sometimes a safer passport to a club than fame. Altogether the entry contrived to suggest that Goodrich had something to conceal.


Harold might not be in Who’s Who but he had nothing to conceal. Now that he knew how much Goodrich was worth (excluding the faery gold from Cotopaxi, that uncertain quantity which he tried not to think about), now that he had him taped, Goodrich had become much more manageable to his imagination: he was not the mystery man he had been.


A man, too, ought to earn his living. Goodrich did not do this and apparently could not. His money added no more to his essential stature than if he had won it on the football pools. To prevent it running through his fingers he had had to go to a real man who understood such things, to him, Harold. This made a bond between them – Harold didn’t deny it. But comparing himself with Goodrich, he found an increasing number of things which he could do and which Goodrich couldn’t. And arising out of them, like the aroma from the bowl of pot-pourri in the lounge, was the blend of protective qualities, hard to define, impossible to speak of, but easy to recognize, which a man owed to his wife, his children, and his home.


No such aroma arose from Goodrich, so why be afraid of him? He was just a man on his own, and they were a united body, the strongest and most resistant unit that history could show – a family.










Chapter 3


EXCEPT for one episode, the visit was rather like what Isabel had pictured it. True, the cocktail party which was to precede the dinner party on Saturday night nearly came to grief, for Goodrich, who had promised to telegraph the time of his arrival, forgot to, and did not arrive until the party was well under way. This made Isabel miserably nervous, whereas Harold declared to all and sundry that it was exactly what he had expected; he would have been disappointed if their literary lion hadn’t run true to form. He excelled himself in inventing traits of unreliability among literary men and made such a build-up for Goodrich that when the novelist did at last appear, wearing the same brown suit he had worn in the train, he seemed like a complete stranger even to Harold, a being from another planet, larger than life. But soon, without shedding these fictitious aids, he began to establish his own identity. He was far from shy – indeed he exhibited a self-confidence which would have irritated Harold had Harold not been on his own ground and backed up by the Tablers and Rotarians of his own town. As it was he kept his end up as host even when Goodrich was retailing the diverting and fantastic adventures which had made him miss his train. Hardened traingoer as Harold was, nothing of the sort had ever happened to him, indeed he would have taken care it shouldn’t – and this he managed to convey by laughing a little at his guest as well as with him. The novelist talked with a great deal of gesture and verbal emphasis, and a complete absence of self-consciousness – unless, as Harold suspected, it was really an exaggeration of self-consciousness, a deliberate putting of himself across. Instinctively he cleared a space round him and took up more room than he needed. Yet Harold couldn’t complain that it was a display of egotism, for Goodrich appealed for sympathy in his various embarrassments to each of the company in turn. Was it all true, what he was saying, Harold wondered; was any of it true? But it didn’t seem to matter, so long as it amused people. At length only the three dinner guests remained and Isabel retired to perform those combined mysteries of cooking and of changing of which women nowadays have the secret. She forgot to say, and came back in some concern to say, that perhaps Mr. Goodrich would like to see his room – thankful that this was Harold’s task, not hers, so ashamed was she of the room’s inadequacy.


 


Dinner was what Isabel most dreaded. For cocktails people can talk any nonsense, but at dinner the conversation must be serious, she thought: she took Art seriously herself and believed its practitioners must want to talk seriously about it. She made a mental vow to introduce the names of Proust and Joyce, and if possible of Sartre and Camus as well. She prepared a sentence or two to slip in when the conversation flagged. One part of her knew that this was a mistake, but her anxiety to make a good impression on Goodrich stifled it. It would be throwing away something that was most precious to her; she owed it to herself; she would hate him to think that she was a Philistine like the others. She owed it also to him; she felt that like a champion in any field he must be given the chance to show his paces. But when the lull came and, turning to him, she said in a self-conscious voice unlike her own, ‘Do you think the stream-of-consciousness method has come to stay, or have Joyce and Virginia Woolf exhausted it?’ she felt the cold air of affronted incomprehension blowing round her and knew that she had blundered. Goodrich’s mobile features confessed embarrassment, then he said, ‘What an interesting question! I wouldn’t know, you see; I’ve never used it. What does anybody else think?’ Apparently nobody else thought anything; there was an awkward pause; faces were turned to Isabel mutely accusing her of highbrow pretentiousness. It was for her to take up her own challenge but she couldn’t and felt her eyelids pricking. Gradually the conversation trickled down to its own lower level, the common ground of their least interesting thoughts: Goodrich had not snubbed her but neither had he encouraged her, perhaps he too took her for a blue-stocking. Throughout the evening she invented his responses to almost everything she said and did; it was exhausting, trying to live in his mind as well as in her own, she realized its folly yet she couldn’t refrain – even when she saw the wary glances he turned in her direction.


Harold was well pleased with the evening; he told Isabel he hadn’t thought Goodrich would be such a good mixer. Alone with Harold, she lost her feeling of apartness from him and reproached herself for having tried to be his foil. Henceforth, as heretofore, their lives should lie together.


In the morning Harold announced his intention of going to church. He invited Goodrich to go with him, but the novelist excused himself, saying he had writing to do and would Harold say a prayer for him. Harold lived by a code rather than creed; his private prayers in church were a routine that did not admit of novelties, but he promised he would. ‘Anything special you want?’ he asked breezily. ‘Nothing that I ought to have,’ replied the novelist with a smile; ‘I desire but I do not deserve.’ Isabel usually went to church but to-day she felt her duty lay at home; she had extra cooking to do, and other household chores. The children had gone with Harold and she had promised Goodrich that no one should disturb him. Actually there was no one to disturb him but herself, but this she felt increasingly tempted to do. Just one word, she thought, if she could find it, would put things right between them. But what was wrong? Nothing, and yet everything. She had never been able to appear to him as she wanted to appear. How did she want to appear? she asked herself. Not as a priestess, she did not aim so high, but as a humble votary of culture, to whom he and his visit meant a great deal, in a perfectly natural and appropriate fashion that combined sense with sensibility. As someone who, with the staleness, the dull patina of housework and housekeeping still on her, could none the less breathe the same air as he did. As someone who, being a woman, could make good some of the deficiencies in Who’s Who. As someone who . . . well, understood.


She had every right to enter the sitting-room – lounge, as she must remember to call it. Twice she only approached the door but the third time she went in.


He was sitting at the writing table, looking much too big for it. Had her eye been as critical as Harold’s was, she would have noticed that he was wearing a loud pullover with his sober Sunday suit. He raised his head.


‘Am I disturbing you?’ she asked.


‘Of course not.’


‘About your book—’ she said.


‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘Which one were you thinking of?’


‘The one you gave to Harold – After the Storm.’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘what about it?’


Instantly everything she had prepared to say fled from her. Only what should have been the climax to an ascending spiral of intoxicating talk remained.


‘I wondered if you would put my – our – names in it. And yours.’


‘I shall be particularly pleased to do so,’ he told her, with the fullness of utterance and amplitude of expression that he often gave to trifles. ‘I have the pen; have you the book?’


As soon as she had put the book before him he began to write in it; she watched his pen-nib swooping in curves that were almost voluptuous. She did not notice the discrepancy between his fingernails. Without blotting the page he rose and handed her the open book.


‘For my kind hosts and benefactors, Mrs. and Harold Eastwood,’ she read. ‘From their week-end guest and as he hopes, lifelong friend, Alexander Goodrich.’


‘How good of you!’ exclaimed Isabel, overwhelmed by the dedication. Then she took thought, and at the risk of seeming to look the gift-horse in the mouth, she said:


‘But how are we your benefactors?’


‘Because your husband has saved me a great deal of money.’


‘Yes, I’m so glad he has been able to, but what have I—?’


‘You have saved me from a dull morning with my book.’


She coloured and said with difficulty, half turning to go, ‘Oh, but I didn’t mean to interrupt you for more than a moment.’


‘But now you must stay,’ said he, ‘if you can spare the time from more important things, and tell me what you think of After the Storm. That is if you’ve read it, which I hardly dare to hope.’


So Isabel had her book-talk after all, and established herself in her own mind as the kind of person she wanted Goodrich to think her. That was the important point, of course.


 


After luncheon (normally Isabel thought of their midday meal as lunch, but in connection with Goodrich she thought of it as luncheon) Harold offered to take their guest for a drive: he suggested alternative destinations. Goodrich voted for Dymport, ‘because there,’ he said, ‘is the home of the Master, and I should dearly like to see it.’ ‘The Master?’ echoed Harold. ‘What Master?’ Vaguely he thought of a schoolmaster, and then of a master of fox-hounds. ‘But we don’t have hunting round here.’ ‘He doesn’t mean that kind of a master,’ said Isabel, after a moment’s hesitation, for she didn’t want to seem to be scoring off her husband; ‘he means Jacob Henry, whose house is at Dymport.’ She was rewarded by an approving look from Goodrich. But Harold said, with a shade of irritation, ‘And what kind of a master is he?’ ‘A master to whom all we poor novelists bow the knee,’ said Goodrich, ‘in proportion as we have been able to profit by his lessons.’ Harold sniffed; since his return from church with the glow of duty done almost visible on him he had resumed his place as chairman of the board of hospitality. ‘What is he, when he’s at home?’ ‘He isn’t at home,’ said Isabel quickly, ‘he’s dead and his house belongs to the National Trust. They let you see over it.’ ‘But they won’t let you see over it on a Sunday,’ objected Harold, glad to assert himself and be at last the Master’s master. ‘Oh, I don’t mind if you don’t,’ Goodrich said; ‘all I want is to stand bareheaded outside the shrine.’ Harold thought this a rather foolish ambition, but a guest’s preference had to be respected and to Dymport they went.


Isabel drove with Goodrich beside her and Harold in the back seat, for so Harold ordained it. Happy, but still feeling she was casting swine before pearls, Isabel was painfully conscious of the shortcomings of the scenery; above all its literal flatness. Flat the sea on the left behind its shingle bank, the flatness of which was emphasized by an occasional Martello tower; flat the illimitable marsh on the right; flat the prospect and flat, save for the disappearing outline of the hills, the retrospect. Isabel was glad that her duties as driver didn’t let her look about too much. ‘I’m afraid this country must seem very dull after St. Milo’s,’ she apologized; and was at once annoyed with herself, for after their talk she had no excuse for feeling ill at ease with Goodrich, and she knew the remark was even flatter than the landscape. ‘But it’s fascinating!’ he answered, contradicting her words but sympathetic with her mood; ‘and this wide sky’s a basin full of sunshine!’ At once her feeling about the landscape changed: she couldn’t help seeing it through his eyes.


The house was closed as Harold said it would be. He was not unduly triumphant over this. But when Goodrich, standing hatless on the cobbles before the house’s dignified but unassuming façade, said with a look at Harold, ‘I think we should all three salute the prince of fiction writers,’ Harold had to struggle with himself before he took off his hat. But take it off he did, and Isabel, with a strange sense of liberation, dropped a deep curtsy.


Harold was leading them away when Goodrich said, ‘It would be rather nice if we could see the inside of the house as well.’ ‘Oh, but that’s quite impossible,’ declared Harold, shocked. For him a rule not only had its power of compulsion, legal or customary; it also had a halo of diffused acceptance which made it worshipful. ‘The caretaker must have his Sunday off like other people.’ ‘Of course he must,’ said Goodrich, ‘but all the same it would be rather nice.’ He broke away from them and went back to the house; they saw him studying its front as if to find a loophole for an entrance.


‘We needn’t bother,’ said Harold reassuringly to Isabel; ‘he’ll never get in, the rules are much too strict.’ He had never before visited a house run by the National Trust and didn’t know whether their rules were strict or not; he just assumed and hoped they would be. By now Goodrich had his finger on the bell.


‘Good Lord!’ said Harold, open-mouthed. The tall door opened and a man’s face appeared. Harold turned away, as embarrassed as if Goodrich had been showing a third-class ticket. But Isabel couldn’t help watching, though she, too, had no doubts as to the issue; she was fascinated by the by-play in the doorway – the garrison defending, with no weapon but a headshake, the besieger reinforcing his appeal with wide gesticulations. At last an understanding was arrived at, an armistice was concluded – on terms favourable, it seemed, to the invader; for the door remained open as Goodrich came towards them.


‘It’s all right,’ he said, his face radiant. ‘He didn’t want to let us in at first, but when I told him we’d come all the way from St. Milo’s on purpose to see the house, his flinty heart softened. It’s extraordinary how decent some of these fellows are.’


‘You don’t half like getting your own way, do you?’ grumbled Harold, indignant at the broken rule and the caretaker’s broken Sunday rest, but at the same time won to admiration.


Goodrich looked surprised. ‘Would you say that about me?’ he asked, almost tragically, and his unequal eyes rested on Isabel.


‘I think it was very clever of you,’ she said. ‘I never thought you’d bring it off.’


 


On the way home Harold took the wheel, and Isabel sat with Goodrich on the back seat. Until he climbed in beside her she had not realized how much she had been looking forward to this rearrangement. As the red roofs and hilly, winding streets of Dymport dropped behind them, she said to Goodrich, ‘Why do you admire Jacob Henry so much? Your books aren’t at all like his.’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘I am, I hope, under the influence, but you see I lead a very different kind of life.’


‘What kind of life?’ she asked him, greatly daring. ‘After all, aren’t you a celebrity, too? I mean, people ask you for your autograph. Don’t all celebrities lead the same kind of life in a way – I mean, their lives are more like each other’s than like the lives of ordinary people.’


He laughed and said, ‘You can’t be a celebrity in your own house.’


She was stung by curiosity but all she could think of to say was: ‘Mr. Goodrich, did you really come all this way to see Jacob Henry’s house?’


‘No,’ he said, ‘I came to see you and Harold. If you can bring yourself to call me Alec, I shan’t be able to resist calling you Isabel. May I?’


Harold turned his head and said, ‘Excuse me butting in, but you’ll have to get my permission as well.’


‘Of course,’ said Goodrich, ‘it must be a tripartite agreement. If you use your veto—’


‘I’ll consent,’ said Harold, ‘on condition that you both promise not to mention Jacob Henry again during the next half-hour.’ They both promised, but under the shadow of this prohibition their conversation did not thrive; perversely their tongues itched to utter the forbidden name. Alec speculated about the towns they passed. He made a piece out of each of them, half acting it, and suggesting the kind of lives led by their respective inhabitants, some of which were so scandalous that the back of Harold’s neck turned red. Besides being shocked, not altogether disagreeably, by his guest’s freedom of speech, he didn’t like to hear respectable towns, which formed part of his background, being made fun of. But Isabel was enchanted.


At last Alec said, ‘The half-hour’s up. May we at least refer to him as the Master, no levity intended?’


Harold didn’t see the point of this, but was satisfied with having exercised authority, while the two behind him, now at liberty to discuss their favourite subject, found they no longer wanted to. In the slanting sunshine, which seemed to go ahead of them, every object they came to had its moment of glory; and some association of ideas made Isabel ask Alec:


‘What is it like at St. Milo’s?’


‘Oh, St. Milo’s,’ he said, as if St. Milo’s was somewhere in the moon. ‘St. Milo’s,’ he began, and she thought he was going to do a comic turn about it; ‘let me see.’ He looked around. ‘There’s nothing like it here. The people say, “Are you going up to England?” It’s ancient and pagan – not Greek, I needn’t say, but Celtic, and yet it’s full of saints, local saints, that no one has ever heard of. Can you be pagan and holy at the same time? And there’s the Cathedral, it’s Norman; the arches are most richly carved and all different. The colour is wonderful everywhere. The land is quite bare; there are no trees of any size except an ash or two – but such wild flowers as you never saw.’


‘And hills?’ asked Isabel.


‘Oh yes, plenty of hills. And hills in the sea, too.’


‘Hills in the sea?’


‘Islands. Islands behind islands, like a shoal of sleeping whales. It’s difficult not to see them as forms of animals. St. Milo’s Head is like a sphinx, a serene, sun-baked sphinx, watching the sea. But you can’t always see them because of the soft warm mist that drifts about. St. Milo’s is never cold.’


‘And are there rocks on land as well?’


‘Yes, monoliths. There’s one big rock, with buttresses like a church. But for the most part they don’t suggest ruins, they suggest age – Nature’s age, not man’s. Man doesn’t come into it very much at St. Milo’s. Primitive man, yes, but not modern man.’


Isabel looked about her at the busy road, the bungalows, the bathing huts, the island-less utilitarian sea, the tamed domesticated land; the sun still shone on them but the lustre was gone from them. Modern man was everywhere.


‘How you must long to be back!’ she exclaimed.


‘Back?’ he repeated sombrely. ‘I don’t want to go back; I’ve had enough of it. Here I’m a celebrity, or so you say. I’m just a dogsbody there.’


Isabel was startled, almost shocked. Hitherto her contact with Alec had been through many half transparent mediums, like the gauze curtains on the stage. She felt he was reporting himself to her through the oratio obliqua of his manner and mannerisms; she could almost see inverted commas when he spoke. He had, she noticed, different ways of speaking; one way with Harold, another way with her; one bluff and slangy, one roundabout and formal. Sometimes they got mixed up; he seldom seemed all of a piece. Which expressed him? Now he spoke to her directly and it was like an unexpected glimpse of naked flesh. She wondered if he had been acting up to her idea of him, the awe in which she held him. She wondered if Harold had heard. A comment, she felt, was called for; but they were running through the main street of Marshport, only a few minutes from home, and no comment suggested itself.


 


When Isabel had gone to see the children and the two men were alone, Alec said:


‘Would it be in order if we went to the local? In the benighted place where I live they don’t open on Sundays but here they do and I should like to buy you a drink.’


Harold hesitated. He was always a slow starter and his instinct was to veto anything that was proposed; but now he had a stronger reason. It wasn’t his habit, nor did it agree with his idea of himself as a pillar of the place, to go to a public house, least of all on Sunday. It was the last thing that he wanted to do. People would wonder; it would get about. So he said:


‘Thank you, I think I’d rather not. I’m a bit tired, and as a matter of fact I was just going to ask you to have a drink here.’


‘Delighted,’ said Alec promptly. ‘I know how good your drinks are. But couldn’t we do both? I want to stretch my legs and I should like a glimpse of “local” society’ (his voice put inverted commas round the word). ‘It’s the novelist in me. I’ll go by myself if you’d rather not come. I can always find my way to a pub, but I should get more consideration, of course, if you were with me.’


Alec smiled and Harold smiled back, doubtfully. Consideration, now he thought of it, was double-edged. Should a Rotarian or a Tabler be present, he might be impressed to learn who Harold’s companion was. If he still hesitated, it was because he didn’t want to yield to the other man’s pressure, to Alec’s gift for getting his own way. Renouncing his male pride, he called up to his wife:


‘We’re going out for a breath of fresh air.’


‘I never heard it called that before!’ said Alec admiringly.


Thinking over the scene afterwards, in the light of Alec’s letter, Harold couldn’t remember its details very well. He remembered his embarrassment. The hot, heavy, heady smell of beer went straight to his moral sense: he felt it was not good for him to be there. He stood with Alec by the bar while Alec ordered the drinks, and vaguely registered the impression that the barmaid was different from his idea of a barmaid. She seemed to be a foreigner, for all she could say, or all she did say, was ‘Pardon’ and ‘Please’. Some of the men were teasing her and making jokes which she only half understood. She would say ‘Please’ or ‘Pardon’ and smile shyly at them. She had a lot of dark brown hair, in the shadow of which her face looked small and pale and pinched, and a slightly turned-up nose and blue-grey eyes. Without being pretty she gave an affect of prettiness, or perhaps of gentleness, which evidently appealed to the men. There was nothing brazen or barmaidenly about her.


Alec and Harold took their drinks to a table from which she was invisible, behind the heads and shoulders. Harold refused a second pint, but Alec got up to order himself one and it was then that he had his conversation with her – speaking a foreign language which Harold presently guessed to be German. Out of respect for this linguistic display the other drinkers edged away, leaving Alec plenty of elbow-room. In a minute or two he came back, with a quite different look on his face – it was only afterwards that Harold remembered how transforming it had been. Before they left he paid a third visit to the bar, to say some last words, not to get a drink. Harold, who was now standing up, thankful to have got it all safely over, saw how eagerly the girl responded to what Alec said, seeming to lose her shyness, and how the eyes of the other men turned from one face to the other, trying to understand.


When they were coming out of the stuffy room Alec said, ‘That was indeed a breath of fresh air,’ and Harold, who thought he was being ironical, duly laughed. Alec added, ‘She’s called Irma, and she’s an Austrian,’ but he didn’t mention her again, and neither of them referred to their visit to the pub when they got back.










Chapter 4


AND that, as far as Harold knew, was all. Alec left the next morning. At supper and after he was in high good humour, he seemed much more at his ease with them than he had been and talked more naturally. Harold attributed this to obvious causes: the impact of a happy home life on a man who had no home ties. Isabel, rather along the same lines, hoped that she had touched some spring in him, as he had in her – for she, too, was unusually vivacious. The next day, and for some days after, a sense of flatness possessed her: once she had a vivid dream of St. Milo’s which she later tried in vain to recapture by evoking it before she went to sleep. Her thoughts of Alec were not uncritical but she liked what she believed to be his faults, they seemed to bring him nearer to her, and oddly enough his admission of being a ‘dogs-body’ at home was like a secret balm.


 


Harold, for his part, was relieved that the visit had gone off so well. He had liked the novelist better than he expected to, and instead of being made to feel inferior was confirmed in his status of husband, father, churchman and useful citizen. The thought of Alec was on the whole a pleasant thought, confirming him in his masculine selfhood, making it more compact. Only when the letters with their references to Irma came did his thoughts, unwillingly, traverse unaccustomed paths.


At first he stalled. Stalling is no doubt an ancient practice but it has increased greatly of late years; Harold was only doing what everybody else did (his ideal in action) when in his replies he was silent about Irma. Once (again in conformity with contemporary usage) he promised to do something without having any intention of doing it. And this was his state of mind, fixed and unalterable, when he added the third Irma letter to Alec’s file. He was under no temptation to change it, quite the contrary, for by ignoring Alec’s appeals he was building up his own picture of himself. But a few days later two letters came by the same post which made him think again.


He opened Alec’s letter. It followed the usual pattern. First came business – some tax-saving, or tax-evading, project which a friend of Alec’s had suggested to him and to which Harold had given his consent but not his blessing. Secondly a reference – which also followed the pattern, though in form it was different each time – to the delightful time Alec had had at Tilecotes. This included a warm message to Isabel. And lastly:


‘If it isn’t asking too much of you, do try to get hold of Irma for me. If you could find out her other name, that would be a help. I wouldn’t bother you, but I’m so far away – at least a thousand miles – and you are on her doorstep, so to speak.’


Harold restrained an impulse to push the letter away from him. Best answer it at once – the business side of it. But meanwhile he must read his other letters, and methodically he took the next one from the pile.


 


‘Sir,’ it began,


‘In deference to the repeatedly expressed wish of my old friend, Mr. Alexander Goodrich, I am writing to ask if you will be so obliging as to undertake the preparation of my Income Tax Return. I may say at once that I make this request unwillingly as I am perfectly well satisfied with my own accountant. But Mr. Goodrich has set his heart on my making the change, it would not be too much to say he has pestered me about it, and like a certain person in Scripture I feel I must yield to his importunity. Mr. Goodrich tells me that you can work wonders with the miserable pittance that a robber Government still allows us to call our own. If this be true I shall be compensated in pocket if not in pride for the distasteful step that Mr. Goodrich has persuaded me to take.
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