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For David


PART ONE:

Marriage


Chapter One



There is a glorious part of England known as the Donheads. The Donheads are a tangle of villages loosely interlinked by winding lanes and identified by the names of saints. There is Donhead St Mary, Donhead St Andrew, Donhead St James and, among yet others, Donhead St Ague.

This communion of saints sometimes surprises newcomers if they are not religious and do not attach them to the names of village churches. Some do, for the old families here have a strong Roman Catholic tinge. It was Cavalier country. Outsiders, however, call the Donheads ‘Thomas Hardy country’, and it is so described by the estate agents who sell the old cottages of the poor to the rich.

And not entirely truthfully, for Hardy lived rather more to the south-west. The only poet celebrated for visiting a Donhead seems to be Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who came to see a local bookish bigwig but stayed for only one night. Perhaps it was the damp. The Donhead known as Ague seems connected to no saint and is thought to be a localised Bronze Age joke. Even so, it is the most desirable of all the villages, the most beautiful and certainly the most secluded, deep in miles of luxuriant woodland, its lanes thick with flowers. The small farms have all gone, and so have the busy village communities. The lanes are too narrow for the modern-day agricultural machinery that thunders through more open country. At weekends the rich come rolling down from London in huge cars full of provisions bought in metropolitan farmers’ markets. These people make few friends in their second homes, unless they have connections to the great houses that still stand silent in their parks, still have a butler and are now owned by usually absent celebrities. There is a lack of any knockabout young.

Which makes the place attractive to the retired professional classes who had the wit to snap up a property years ago. Their children try not to show their anxiety that the agues of years will cause the old things to be taken into care homes and their houses to be pounced upon by the Inland Revenue.

In Donhead St Ague there is a rough earth slope, too countrified to be called a driveway, to the left of the village hill. Almost at once it divides into separate branches, one left, one right, one down, one up. At the end of the left-hand, down-sloping driveway stands the excellently modernised old farmhouse of Sir Edward Feathers QC (retired), who has lived there in peace for years. His wife Elisabeth – Betty – died while she was planting tulips against an old red wall. The house lies low, turned away from the village, towards the chalk line of the horizon and an ancient circle of trees on a hilltop. The right-hand driveway turns steeply upwards in the other direction to be lost in pine trees. Round the corner, high above it, is a patch of yellow gravel and a house of oxblood brick; apart from one impediment, it shares the same splendid view as Eddie Feathers’s house below. The impediment is Feathers’s great stone chimney that looks older than the house and has a star among the listed glories of the area. Maybe the house was once a bakery. The people in the ugly house above have to peep round the chimney to see the sunset.

There have been the same old local people in the ox-blood house, however, for years, and they are even-tempered. The house has become a sort of dower house for elderly members of a farming family who don’t mix and, anyway, farmers seldom look at a view. They have never complained.

One day, however, they are gone. Vans and cars and ‘family members’ whisk them all away and leave Eddie Feathers to enjoy the view all by himself. He is rather huffed that none of them called to say goodbye, though for over twenty years he has never more than nodded to them in a chance encounter by the road. He wonders who will be his new neighbours. But not much.

The village wonders, too. Someone has seen the hideous house advertised for sale in Country Life at an astounding price, the photograph making it look like a fairy palace, with turrets. And no chimney in sight.

But nobody comes to visit it for some time. Down by the road a London firm of estate agents puts up a smart notice which Edward Feathers fumes about, not only because of the vulgarity of having to advertise a house in the Donheads, especially in St Ague, but because someone might just possibly think that it referred to his.

Weeks and months passed. The right-hand driveway became overgrown with weeds. Somebody said they had seen something peculiar going on there one early morning. A dwarf standing in the lane. But nothing of any newcomer.

‘A dwarf?’

‘Well, that’s what the paper boy said. Dropping in Sir Edward’s paper down that bit of drainpipe. Seven in the morning. Mind, he’s not what he was.’ (The paper boy was seventy.)

‘There are no dwarfs now. They’ve found a way of stopping it.’

‘Well, it was a dwarf,’ said the post boy. ‘In a big hat.’


Chapter Two



Rather more than half a century earlier, when cows still came swinging up the Donhead lanes and chickens sat roosting in the middle of their roads, and there were blacksmiths, and the village shop was the centre of the universe, and most people had not been beyond Shaftesbury unless they’d been in the armed forces in the war, a young English girl was standing in the bedroom of a second-class Hong Kong hotel holding a letter against her face. ‘Oh,’ she was saying. ‘Yes.’

‘Oh, yes,’ she told the letter. ‘Oh, yes, I think so!’ Her face was a great smile.

And at about the same moment, though of course it was yesterday for the Orient, an unusual pair was sitting in the glossy new airport for London (now called Heathrow) in England (now being called mysteriously the UK) waiting for a Hong Kong flight. One of the men, pretty near his prime, that’s to say just over thirty, was English and very tall, and wore a slightly dated hand-made suit and shoes bought in Piccadilly (St James’s Street). He was a man of unconscious distinction, and if he’d been wearing a hat you might think you were seeing a ghost. As it was, you felt he had been born to an earlier England.

His companion was a Chinese dwarf.

That at any rate was how he was described by the lawyers at the English Bar. The tall man was a barrister; a junior member of the Inner Temple and already spoken of with respect. The dwarf was a solicitor with an international reputation, only notionally Chinese. He preferred to be known as a Hakkar, the ancient red-brown tribe of oriental gypsies. He was treated with even greater respect than the barrister – who was, of course, Edward Feathers, soon to be known as ‘Old Filth’ (Filth an acronym for Failed in London Try Hong Kong) – for he held a gold mine of litigation at his disposal all over the world wherever English Law obtained. The dwarf could spot winners.

His name was Albert Loss. It was really Albert Ross, but the R was difficult for him to pronounce in his otherwise flawless English. This annoyed him, ‘I am Loss’ being not encouraging to clients. He claimed to have been at Eton but even to Feathers his origins were hazy. He worked the name Ross as near as possible to the Scottish nobility, and hinted at Glamis and deer-stalking in the glens. Sometimes he was jovially called ‘Albatross’, hence ‘Coleridge’ or ‘Ancient Mariner’, to which he responded with an inclination of the head. He was impossibly vain. To Eddie Feathers he had been, since the age of sixteen, a wonderful, if stern, friend.

Below the waist, hidden now by the table in the airport’s first-class lounge at which he was playing a game of Patience, Ross’s sturdy torso dwindled down into poor little legs and block feet in Dr Scholl’s orthopaedic sandals. The legs suggested an unfortunate birth and a rickety childhood. No one ever found out if this was true.

Like a king or a prince he wore no watch. Eddie Feathers had, in wartime, as bombs were falling about them on a quayside in Ceylon and Ross had decided to make a run for it, presented Ross with a watch, his most precious possession. It had been Eddie’s father’s. The watch, of course, had long disappeared, bartered probably for food, but it was not forgotten and never replaced.

On Ross’s head today and every day was a size 10 brown trilby hat, also from St James’s Street. Around the feet of the two men stood two leather briefcases stamped in gold with Eddie Feathers’s initials. It was the class of luggage that would grow old along with the owner as he became Queen’s Counsel, Judge, High Court Judge, perhaps Lord of Appeal in Ordinary, even Queen’s Remembrancer, and possibly God.

Feathers would deserve his success. He was a thoroughly good, nice man, diligent and clever. He had grown up lonely, loved only by servants in Malaya. He had become an orphan of the Raj, fostered (disastrously) in Wales. He had been moved to a boarding school, had lost friends in the Battle of Britain, one of whom meant more to him than any family and whom he never spoke about. Sent back to the East as an evacuee, he had met Ross on board a leaky boat and lost him again. Eddie returned to England penniless and sick and, after a dismal time learning Law at Oxford, had been sitting underemployed in a back corridor of ice-cold Dickensian Chambers in Lincoln’s Inn (the Temple having been bombed to rubble) when he was suddenly swept to glory by the reappearance of Ross, now a solicitor carrying with him oriental briefs galore, a sack of faery gold.

Directed by Ross, Eddie began to specialise in Bomb Damage Claims, then in General Building Disputes. Almost at once Ross had him in good suits flying about the world on the way to becoming Czar (as the saying is now) of the Construction Industry. In the Far East, there began the skyscraper boom.

And now, during the lean Attlee years post-war, Eddie was being discussed over Dinners in the Inns of Court by his peers munching their whale-meat steaks. Most of them had little else to occupy them. Litigation in the early 1950s was as rare as wartime suicide.

But there was no great jealousy. The Construction Industry is not glamorous like Slander and Libel or Crime. It is supposed to be easy, unlike Shipping or Chancery. Indeed, it comes dangerously close to Engineering, ever despised in England. It is often referred to as Sewers and Drains. Hence Filth? No – not hence Filth. Filth was an entirely affectionate pseudonym. Eddie, or Filth, who always looked as if he’d stepped out of a five-star-hotel shower, was immaculate in body and soul. Well, almost. People got on with him, always at a distance, of course, in the English way. Having no jealousy, he inspired none. Women …

Ah, women. Well, women were intrigued by him. There was nothing effete about him. He was not unattractive sexually. His eye could gleam. But no one made any headway. He had no present entanglements, and there was no one to hear him talk in his sleep in the passionate Malay of his childhood.

His memory was as mysterious and private as anybody’s. He knew only that his competence and his happiness were at their greatest in Far Eastern sunlight and the crash and rattle of monsoon rain, the suck and grind and roar of hot seas on white shores. It was in the East that he won most of his cases.

His only threat was another English lawyer, slightly younger and utterly different: a man who spoke no language other than English, had a degree in Engineering and some sort of diploma in Law from a Middlesbrough technical college often called ‘a night school’, and was bold, ugly and unstoppable, irrepressibly merry in a way a great many women and many men found irresistible. His name was Terry Veneering.

Terry Veneering was to be on the other side in the Case Edward Feathers was about to fight in Hong Kong. He was, however, on a different plane, or perhaps staying in Hong Kong already for he had a Chinese wife. Eddie was becoming expert in forgetting about his detested rival, and was concentrating now in the airport lounge on his solicitor, Ross, who was splattering a pack of playing cards from hand to hand, cutting, dealing, now and then flinging them into the air in an arc and catching them sweetly on their way down. Ross was raising a breeze.

‘I wish you wouldn’t do that,’ said Filth. ‘People are becoming irritated.’

‘It’s because hardly any of them are able to,’ said Ross. ‘It is a gift.’

‘You were messing with cards the first time I met you. Why can’t you take up knitting?’

‘No call for woollens in Hong Kong. Find the Lady.’

‘I don’t want to find the bloody Lady. Where’s this bloody plane? Has something gone wrong with it? They tell you nothing.’

‘It shouldn’t. It’s the latest thing. Big square windows.’

‘Excellent. Except it doesn’t seem to work. The old ones were better last year. Trundling along. Screws loose. Men with oilcans taking up the carpets. And we always got there.’

‘We’re being called,’ said Ross. He snapped the cards into a wad, the wad into a pouch, and with some gypsy sleight of hand picked up both briefcases and thumped off towards the lifts. From above, he looked like a walking hat.

Filth strode behind carrying his walking stick and the Daily Telegraph. At the steps up to the plane Ross, as was proper, stood back for his Counsel to pass him and Filth was bowed aboard and automatically directed to turn left to the first class. Ross, hobbling behind in the Dr Scholl’s, was asked to set down the hand luggage and show his seat number.

But it was Ross who saw the cases safely stowed, changed their seats for ones that could accommodate Filth’s long legs, the plane being as usual half empty, and Ross who commanded Filth’s jacket to be put on a hanger in a cupboard, declined to take off his hat and who demanded an immediate refill of the complimentary champagne.

They both sat back and watched England gallop backwards, then the delicious lurch upwards through the grey sky to the sunlit blue above.

‘This champagne is second-rate,’ said Ross. ‘I’ve had better in Puerto Rico.’

‘There’ll be a good dinner,’ said Filth. ‘And excellent wine. What about your hat?’

Ross removed it with both hands and laid it on his table.

A steward hovered. ‘Shall I take that from you, sir?’

‘No. I keep it with me.’ After a time he put it at his feet.

The dinner trolley, with its glistening saddle of lamb, was being wheeled to the centre of the cabin. Silver cutlery – real silver, Ross noted, turning the forks to confirm the hallmark – was laid on starched tray cloths. A carving knife flashed amidships. Côtes-du-Rhône appeared.

‘Remember the Breath o’Dunoon, Albatross?’ said Filth. ‘Remember the duff you made full of black beetles for currants?’

Ross brooded. ‘I remember the first mate. He said he’d kill me at Crib. He wanted to kill me. I beat him.’

‘It’s a wonder we weren’t torpedoed.’

‘I thought we were torpedoed. But then, I have been so often torpedoed –’

‘Thank you, thank you,’ roared out Filth in the direction of the roast lamb. He was apt to roar when emotionally disturbed: it was the last vestige of the terrible stammer of his Welsh childhood. ‘Don’t start about torpedoes.’

‘For example,’ said Ross, ‘in the Timor Sea. I was wrecked off …’

But vegetables had arrived and redcurrant jelly and they munched, meditating on this and that, Ross’s heavy chin a few inches above his plate. ‘You ate thirty-six bananas,’ he said. ‘On Freetown beach. You were disgusting.’

‘They were small bananas. This lamb is splendid.’

‘And there’ll be better to come when we’ve changed planes at Delhi. Back to chopsticks and the true cuisine.’

After the tray cloths were drawn and they had finished with their coffee cups, they drowsed.

Filth said that he’d have to get down to his papers. ‘No – I’ll fish them out for myself. You look after your hat. What do you keep in it? Opium?’

Ross ignored him.

Hot towels were brought, the pink tape round the sets of papers undone, the transcripts spread and Ross slept.

How he snores, thought Filth. I remember that on the old Dunoon. And he got to work with his fountain pen and a block of folio, and was soon deaf, blind and oblivious to all else. The sky that enwrapped them now blackened the windows. Below, invisible mountain ranges were speckled with pinpricks of lights like the stars all around and above them. Before long, seats were being converted into beds – not Filth’s; he worked on – and blankets and warm socks were distributed. Night already.

‘Brandy, sir? Nightcap?’

‘Why not,’ said Filth, pulling the papers together, taking off his cashmere pullover and putting on a Marks & Spencer’s. A steward came to ease off his shoes.

I have seldom felt so happy, he thought, sipping the brandy, closing his eyes, awaiting sleep. I wonder if I should tell the Albatross why? No. Better wait till after Delhi.

But then: Why not? I owe him so much. Best person, just about, I’ve ever met. Most loyal. My salvation. I’ve had other salvations, but this one looks like lasting.

He watched the strange sleeping face of the dwarf, and Ross opened his eyes.

‘Coleridge?’

Albert Ross looked startled.

‘Coleridge, I have something to tell you.’

At once the playing cards were flying. Ross began to shuffle and deal them.

‘Will you put those bloody things away?’

‘Do I understand’, said Ross setting them carefully down, ‘that there is to be some sort of revelation?’

‘Yes.’

‘Much better find the Lady,’ said Ross, beginning to deal again.

‘I have found the lady, Coleridge. I have found her.’

There was silence; only the purr of the plane.

The silence lasted until Delhi and all through the stopover, the pacing in the marble first-class lounge, the buying of trinkets in the shops – Ross bought a case of blue butterflies – the resettling into Air India. Along swam the smiling, painted girls in their cheongsams. The final take-off for Hong Kong.

‘So,’ said Ross. ‘You are about to be married. It is a revelation all right, but immaterial to your profession. Wait until you’ve done it as often as I have.’

Filth looked uneasy. ‘You never told me any of that, Albert.’

‘I consider that they are my private affairs. Who is she?’

‘She’ll be in Hong Kong when we get there. Waiting. Today.’

‘She’s Chinese?’

‘No. No, a Scottish woman. But born in Tiensin. I met her – well, I’ve been meeting her off and on for a year or so. Whenever we come out East. The first case you got for me. In Singapore.’

‘So that I’m to blame?’

‘Yes. Of course. I’m very glad to say. You will, I hope, be best man at my wedding. Without that hat.’

‘Her name?’

‘She’s called Elisabeth Macintosh. Betty. She’s a good sort. Very attractive.’

‘A good sort!’ The cards again were flying. ‘A good sort?’ He was wagging his weird Johnsonian head from side to side.

‘She hasn’t actually accepted me yet,’ said Filth. ‘I’ve only just asked her. In a letter from Chambers sent to her hotel and marked “To await arrival”. She’s just passing through with a friend. They’ve been in Australia – or somewhere. She has had some sort of work – I’m not sure. Rather hush-hush. She’s a natural traveller but not at all well off. She’s at the Old Colony Hotel.’

‘Never heard of it.’ Without apparent volition the cards rose like liquid into a circle, and subsided.

‘Look, Albert, on the whole perhaps not mention it yet. I think she may accept me. Seems quite fond of me. She hasn’t actually said –’

‘I’m glad that she seems fond of you. It is the usual thing.’

‘And I’m really very fond of her. What’s the matter?’

‘You haven’t slept with her then?’

A steward looked away but went on listening.

‘No,’ cried Filth, loud and unaware. ‘No, of course not. She’s a lady. And I want to marry her.’

‘How young?’

‘I’ve never asked. She’s a young girl. Well, she can’t technically be a girl. She grew up in the war. Japanese internment camp in Shanghai. Lost both parents. Doesn’t speak about it.’

‘Have you ever asked her about it?’

‘One doesn’t intrude.’

‘Edward, what does she know about you? That you ought to tell her? What have you talked about? Will she stay with you?’

‘She’s good at birds and plants. So am I. My prep school. She’s very lively. Infectiously happy. Very bright eyes. Strong. Rather – muscular. I feel safe with her.’ Filth looked at the throbbing structure of the plane. ‘As a matter of fact,’ he said, ‘I would die for her.’

‘Yes, I will,’ the girl was saying in the shabby hotel in the backstreet, and street music playing against the racket of the mah-jong players on every open stone balcony. The overhead fan was limp and fly-spotted. On the beds were 1920s scarlet satin counterpanes with ugly yellow flowers done in stem stitch. They must have survived the war. Old wooden shutters clattered. There was the smell of the rotting lilies heaped in a yard below. Betty was alone, her friend Lizzie out somewhere, thank goodness. Betty would have hated not to be alone when she read Edward’s letter. What lovely handwriting. Rather a shame he’d used his Chambers writing paper. She wondered how many rough drafts he’d made first. Transcripts. He was wedded to transcripts. This was meant to be kept.

And she would. She’d keep it for ever. Their grandchildren would leave it to a museum as a memento of the jolly old dead.

Eddie Feathers? Crikey! He does sound a bit quaint. (Would you consider our being married, Elisabeth?) Not exactly Romeo. More like Mr Knightley, though Mr Knightley had a question mark about him. Fortyish and always off to London alone. Don’t tell me that Emma was his first. I’m wandering. I do rather wish Eddie wasn’t so perfect. But of course I’ll marry him. I can’t think of a reason not to.

She kissed the letter and put it down her shirt.

Over the South China Sea Albert Ross was saying, ‘Do you know anything about this girl? Do you think she knows a bloody thing about you?’

‘I’d say I was pretty straightforward.’

‘Would you! Would you?’

The plane lurched sideways and down. Then again sideways and down. It tilted its wings like a bird that had suddenly lost concentration and fallen asleep in the dark. Though, thought Filth, the prep-school-trained ornithologist, they never do.

‘Elisabeth’, he said, ‘makes me think of a kingfisher. She glitters and shines. Or a glass of water.’

‘Oh?’

‘A glass of clear water in a Scottish burn rushing through heather.’

‘Good God.’

‘Yes.’

‘Has she ever seen heather? Born in Tiensin? Is she beautiful?’

Filth looked shocked. ‘No, no! My goodness, no. Not at all. Not glamorous.’

‘I see.’

‘Her – presence – is beautiful.’ (It must be the glass of champagne that had been served with breakfast.) ‘Her soul is right.’

Ross picked up the cards. ‘You are not a great connoisseur of women, Edward.’

‘How do you know, Coleridge? We didn’t talk about women on the Breath o’Dunoon.’

‘So what about the Belfast tart?’

‘I never told you that!’

‘The shilling on the mantelpiece. You talked of nothing else when you were delirious with poisoned bananas.’

Filth in his magnificence pondered.

‘You’d better tell Miss Macintosh the outcome.’

‘How did you hear the outcome?’

‘Oh, I know people.’

‘Look here, I’m cured. I have a certificate. “VD”, they called it. Peccadilloes up there on the frontier. Old as soldiers. Old as man. Mostly curable.’

‘You weren’t on the frontier. You went to bed with an Irish slag in a boarding house in Belfast.’

‘I was sixteen.’

‘Yes. Well. You were curiously unperturbed. I’m worried about your …’

‘What?’

‘Fertility.’

‘For the love of God, Ross! I’m not sure I can go on knowing you.’

‘Think, Eddie. Nobody knows you like I do.’

Below them the sun was rising from the rim of the globe. Mile-high columns of mist stood about in the air. Curtains of a giant stage. Stewardesses were clicking up the blinds, letting in one bar of sunlight after another. The canned music began. Chinese music now. Ting-tang. Sleeping bodies began to stir and stretch and yawn, and Edward Feathers smiled. Looking out, so near to landing and yet so high, he waited for the first sight of the three hundred and twenty-five islands that are called Hong Kong.

On one of them Betty Macintosh would be reading his letter. He saw her smiling and skipping about. Sweet child. So young and dear and good.

What would she have made of him on the Breath o’Dunoon? Young, ravaged, demented, shipwrecked? She’d have been a child then. He’d been a gaunt, sick boy, just left school. With an Adam’s apple. Though women had never been scarce, from the start.

Isobel.

Nowadays women looked at him as if he were a cliff face. I’m not attractive, he thought, but they’ve been told there’s a seam of gold about. Called money, I suppose.

‘We’re here,’ said Ross, and Kai Tak airport was waiting below.

They swung round the harbour: the familiar landing pad that stuck out over the water like a diving board. During the war a plane a week had been lost there. Since then only one had tipped over into the harbour. But passengers, on beginning to land, always fell quiet for a moment.

‘And so, Edward,’ said the bright-eyed girl that night, as the red sun dropped back into the sea, ‘Eddie, I will,’ and she took his hand. ‘I will. Yes. Thank you. I will and I will and I will.’

Somewhere in the archipelago her friend Lizzie would be drinking in a bar.

All morning she had been saying, ‘Betty – you can’t. It’d be a dreadful mistake.’

Finally, she had said, ‘All right. I’ll tell you something. I know him.’

‘You never said! How? You know Edward?’

‘See this pinhead? It’s the world. The middle classes. The Empire club. It’ll all be gone in a few years, and I suppose we should be glad.’

‘You know Eddie?’

‘Yes. In the biblical sense, too. I was wild for him. Wild. He had this quality. I don’t know what it was. Probably still is. But you can’t forget Teddy Feathers. He doesn’t understand anyone, Bets, certainly not women. Something awful in his childhood. He’s inarticulate when he’s not in Court, and then you hear another voice. As you do when he’s asleep – I know. He speaks Malay. D’you know he once had a horrible stammer? He’s a blank to everyone except that dwarf lawyer person, and there’s a mystery. Bets, you will be perfect for him as he becomes more and more boring. Pompous. Set in stone. Titled, no doubt. Rich as Croesus. But there’s something missing. Mind, he’s not sexless. He’s very enjoyable. It was before I was the other way –’

‘Did you ever tell him about that?’

‘Good God, no! He’d be disgusted. He leaves you feeling guilty as it is, he’s so pure. But there’s something missing. Maybe it’s his nanny – oh, Betty, don’t.’

She said, ‘Lizzie-Izz, you’re jealous!’

‘Probably. A bit.’

All day Betty had walked about, crossing and recrossing the city, changing twice from Hong Kong to Kowloon-side. It was Sunday, and she went into St John’s Cathedral and took Communion. She got a shock when the Chinese priest changed from Cantonese to English when he administered the Bread to her. She always forgot that she was not Chinese. She walked afterwards towards Kai Tak. Planes were landing and taking off from the airport all the time. She had no idea when Eddie’s would arrive. The planes shrieked over the paper houses of the poor. The people there were said to be deaf.

Not noticing the noise, she wandered on among the filthy streets and came to a blistered building four storeys high with rubbish on every cement stair. She climbed up and up, noise bursting from each doorway and gallery, like feeding time at the zoo. The dear, remembered childhood chorus, the knockout smells of food and scraps. She clambered over boxes and bundles of rags and birdcages and parcels guarded by immobile individuals glaring at nothing. Rice bubbled thick on little stoves. On the third floor some Buddhist monks were chanting, and there was the smell of lamp oil, spices and smoke. On the top floor there was an antique English pram, inscribed Silver Cross, nearly blocking the apartment door which her friend Amy opened when Betty knocked, a blond and rosy child on her hip and another child imminent. She had a Bible in one hand and was holding the place in it with her thumb. Schoolfriends, they hadn’t met since Amy became a missionary several years ago. She had been a dancer then.

Amy said, ‘Oh. Hullo, Betty Macintosh. Come on in. There’s a prayer group, but there’ll be some food. Can you stay the night?’ Behind her the corridor was packed with noisy people.

Inside the apartment there appeared to be no furniture except a piano where a very old Englishwoman was going hell for leather at Moody and Sankey hymns, as children of several nationalities were being fed, cross-legged on the floor. The old lady began to sing to her own accompaniment. ‘She’s a missionary, too,’ said Amy. ‘But she’s got Depression. We have her round here every day in case she jumps into the harbour. She lives towards the New Territories behind barbed wire and guard dogs – she has some antiques – and does it stink!’

A chair was found. Betty sat on it and was given the baby to hold while Amy went off to dollop out rice from a black pot. The old lady stopped playing and singing and began to cry, and a different surge of wailing Buddhist chant rose from the floor below. From a sort of cupboard burst a young Englishman who ran out of the apartment, leaned over the Harrods pram on the landing, and began to shout down to the monks that they could damn well give over. He was trying to work. If they wanted food, here it was, but they could stop chanting and let God have an alternative for half an hour. His Cantonese was very good. In a moment several monks in orange robes had negotiated the pram. They came into the apartment where they stood about, smiling in a row, awaiting rice.

Amy, ladle in hand, took the baby from Betty’s knee and dumped it on the knee of the Depressive. It immediately began to cry, which made the Depressive stop, and Amy, holding two dishes of rice, squeezed herself down on the floor near Betty, and said, ‘So?’

‘Hello, Amy.’

‘So, when did you get home?’

‘Home? I’ve not had a home for years.’

‘Oh, get on,’ said Amy.

‘I’m on holiday. Passing through. I’m drifting.’

‘Alone?’

‘With a girlfriend. Lizzie Ingoldby. D’you remember? Older than us, at school. Where’s Nick?’

‘That was Nick, yelling at the Buddhists. He’s trying to write a sermon on Submission to God. He’s upset. They all fall in love with him out here and he hates to disappoint a woman. By the way, we’re having another.’

‘I can see.’

‘It will make four. And we’re broke. Have you any spare money?’

‘Not a bean. I’m coming into money when I’m thirty. My parents thought I might be flighty. Instead, I’m hungry.’

‘Well, don’t become a missionary. We’re not hungry but we’d like a sideline. We’re not allowed a sideline. A rich one who puts his arms round me would be nice.’

The old lady, a Mrs Baxter, had now silenced the baby with Hymns Ancient & Modern, and called out, ‘Oh, I do agree! I am not a nun.’ And began to dab her eyes. Amy passed her a very small cup of rice wine.

‘We’re just about all she’s got,’ said Amy. ‘She hasn’t the fare to England and there’s nobody she knows there now if she even got there. So what sort of sideline have you got, clever old Elisabeth of the Enigma Variations and always top of the form, star of St Paul’s and St Anne’s?’

‘I think – well, I think – I’m going in for a husband.’

‘Oh? Really? Oh, very, very good. Who is it?’

‘You don’t know him. Well, I don’t think you do. I don’t know him very well, either. I came to ask you if I should do it. He’s flying in tonight. I’ll have to make up my mind. I’m sick of fretting on about it. By tomorrow. Maybe tonight.’

‘What is he? English or Chinese? Is he Christian or ghastly agnostic? Your eyes have tears in them.’

‘He’s English. Christian. Not Christian like you are, full time. More like I am. Doesn’t talk about it. Oh, yes, and he’s already pretty rich. He’ll get very rich. He’s got the touch. He’s an advocate. He’ll be a judge.’

‘Oh, he’s in his nineties. Does he dribble?’

‘No. He’s quite young. He’s brilliant. And he’s so goodlooking he finds he’s embarrassed walking down the street. Thinks they belong – his looks – to a different man. He’s very, very nice, Amy. And he needs me.’
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