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      Praise for The Drowning People

      
      ‘One of the most talked-about novels of 1999. If you want to be au courant with modern fiction you will need to read it’

      
      Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘Assured, well-paced and ambitious … an exceptional achievement’

      
      Guardian

      
      ‘The current king of the hot young writers is Richard Mason’

      
      The Times

      
      ‘Gripping, psychological drama’

      	
      Elle

      
      ‘An amazing novel … how Mason could have so much wisdom and insight is baffling … a literary gem’

      
      San Francisco Examiner

      
      As a study of the awesome power of first love, it dazzles’

      
      Birmingham Post

      
      ‘Redolent of early Evelyn Waugh … Mason displays narrative drive, verbal skill and technical mastery’

      
      Express

      
      ‘The Drowning People is this summer’s The Secret History and author Richard Mason is the publishing world’s latest Donna Tartt’

      
      Newsday

      
      ‘Compelling – nodding to Fitzgerald in both its Gatsbyesque world of beautiful people smoking elegantly and luminous women’

      
      GQ

      
      ‘Remarkably assured … a romantic novel in the du Maurier tradition reproducing the portentous, elegiac tone and slowly revealed
         secrets of this seductive genre’
      

      
      Publishers Weekly

   
      
      Richard Mason was born in South Africa in 1978 to activist parents who settled in England when he was ten. Brought up and
         educated in Britain he wrote his first novel, The Drowning People, before going to Oxford. In the intervening years, Richard finished his degree, then set up an educational charity in memory
         of his sister Kay. The Kay Mason Foundation provides scholarships to disadvantaged South African children.
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Foreword


      
      to the Tenth Anniversary Edition

      
      I was eight years old when I started writing my first novel – in Johannesburg, South Africa, in 1986. The country was tearing
         itself apart. I knew something of this because my parents were involved in anti-Apartheid politics, but life at my school
         went on in a state of colonial calm. We wore blazers and caps and socks with garters. We learned about England, in English,
         and read Enid Blyton. In the book I wrote, which was seven pages long, there was no mention of the rioting townships. It was
         about mice, set in Elizabethan England.
      

      
      Two years later, my parents emigrated to Britain. In London I found a freedom I hadn’t known before. I was able to go to a
         shop by myself and walk on the streets alone. This was unthinkable for a white child in Johannesburg at the height of Apartheid.
         I saw buildings that were hundreds of years old – castles and churches in which human dramas had been playing out for centuries.
         Over the next five years I wrote hundreds of stories and began to read some of the great English novelists: E.M. Forster,
         Evelyn Waugh, Vita Sackville-West, Virginia Woolf. I was fascinated by the rituals and manners of English life.
      

      
      As an outsider, I set myself the task of decoding them. When I got a scholarship at Eton, I found myself in the rarified world that some of my favourite characters had grown up in
         (Sebastian Flyte, the dissolute hero of Brideshead Revisited, is an Old Etonian).
      

      
      I was sixteen when I decided to write another book and finish it this time. The prospect was daunting but it was also thrilling.
         I had always known I would be a writer. I felt an urgent need to start, to develop the discipline I would need to make enduring books. I wanted to understand how the authors I loved had cast their
         spells, and the only way to understand magic is to attempt it yourself. I took to getting up an hour earlier than my friends
         and writing 500 words every morning before chapel.
      

      
      That summer, I fell in hopeless love with a girl who was six years older than me – a mesmerizing American beauty. We exchanged
         rapturous letters. Her stepfather was an English aristocrat and I was intrigued by the dissonance between her free spirit
         and the stuffy world of Earls and Dukes. The experience gave me my material: the dizzying feeling that another person has
         the power to make you do anything.
      

      
      Life for an Eton schoolboy in the 1990s had much in common with the atmosphere of the 1890s. We wore tailcoats and stiff,
         detachable white collars. We doffed imaginary top hats to teachers. We had a school language, impenetrable to outsiders, that
         had been centuries in the making. On the rare occasions girls were allowed in this hallowed world, they were usually in ball
         gowns. I was fascinated as only an outsider can be.
      

      
      I left school with files of manuscript. I got a job updating a two-hundred-year-old travel journal and went to live in Prague. There I found a city whose bars were thronged with Americans writing poetry and film scripts. Life was cheap. People
         encouraged one another. I took a very deep breath and began.
      

      
      I had written 2,000-word essays at school. I could imagine writing something of that length. So I wrote 2,000 words every
         day for 50 days. Sometimes it took two hours. Sometimes it took eighteen. I didn’t let myself go to sleep until it was done.
         The result? A 99,999 word manuscript full of repetitions and digressions and wildly over-coloured language. I knew it was terrible, but I also
         knew I had done something decisive: I had proved to myself that I had what it took to sit at a desk day after day, turning
         words into a story.
      

      
      The summer before I went to Oxford, I sat down to rewrite the entire thing. By now the characters I had created had lives
         of their own; they were independent of me. Simply by writing thousands of sentences, I had got better at making prose. I borrowed
         a cottage from some friends and lived by myself in the English countryside, completely consumed in my work. I wanted to have
         finished something coherent before I went to university. Often I wrote 5,000 words a day. In the process, I learned one of
         the most important lessons of life: how to be alone.
      

      
      The night I finished the first readable draft of The Drowning People, I made a list of all that the experience had given me. It was a long one. I felt calmer in myself. I was a better writer
         than I had been the year before (though I still thought I was much better than I really was). I had lived in a European city
         and written something that looked very much like a novel. I had got over the mesmerizing American beauty.
      

      
      I decided that night that even if no one else ever read it, I was glad to have written it.

      
      What happened then is that a lot of people read it. Within eighteen months I had learned what it’s like to win a literary prize voted for by thousands of
         readers across Europe. I had been savaged by some critics and lauded by others. I had seen my name on the spine of a book
         and signed thousands of copies on tours and at festivals, in many different languages.
      

      
      The experience began as a blast but turned brutal. I wanted to write another book but instead my days were filled with TV
         chat shows and airports. Once the first excitement subsided, I began to dread all the talking I had to do. The stress of growing
         up creatively in public almost killed my love of writing. That made me want to kill myself and I very nearly did so when I
         was 25.
      

      
      But the book also made wonderful things happen. With some of the money I sent four disadvantaged kids in South Africa to some
         of the country’s best schools. A decade later, the Kay Mason Foundation and the readers who support it are helping dozens
         of children get the educations they deserve. Our scholars now attend the schools once reserved for the white élite, though
         the garters and caps have gone. All of this was made possible through the generosity of people who have read this book, and
         the many editors around the world who published it with such passion.
      

      
      Each time I regretted writing The Drowning People, I thought of a family whose lives it had changed for ever. That helped me cope when a certain journalist said I should have killed myself rather than write it.
      

      
      Over the years, I came to agree with a lot of the negative criticism. I regretted having started my career so young and chosen
         a learning curve so steep. I was genuinely surprised by the numbers of people who wrote to me saying it was a book they would
         remember all their lives. That these letters are still arriving ten years later seems unbelievable, and I am grateful for
         them.
      

      
      In my youthful determination to write something as long as the books on my shelf, I repeated myself endlessly in the first
         edition of The Drowning People. I tried out many different ways of saying the same thing and kept every one I liked. This tenth anniversary edition has given
         me the chance to revisit the text and to make some improvements. My 2,000 words-a-day strategy had left me with far too many
         words. I cut over 20,000 of them. I also set the remembered events in the 1930s: an idea I had when I was sixteen but didn’t
         attempt because I knew nothing of historical research.
      

      
      I no longer write a set number of words a day. I don’t think that’s the best way to make books. But it’s the way this book
         was made – the only way I knew how, then. I hope that those who loved it as it was will forgive the liberties I’ve taken with
         it.
      

      
      Richard Mason,

      
      New York, October 2010

   
      
      
       ‘I leaped headlong into the Sea, and thereby have become better acquainted with the Soundings, the quicksand, & the rocks,
         than if I had stayed upon the green shore, and piped a silly pipe, and took tea and comfortable advice’
      

      
      John Keats, 
from a letter to J.A. Hessey, 8 October 1818

   
      
      
Prologue


      
      My wife of more than fifty years shot herself yesterday afternoon.
      

      
      At least that is what the police assume, and I am playing the part of grieving widower with enthusiasm and success. Life with
         Sarah has schooled me in self-deception, which I find – as she did – to be an excellent training in the deceiving of others.
      

      
      Of course I know she did nothing of the kind. My wife was far too sane, far too rooted in the present to think of harming
         herself. In my opinion she never gave a thought to what she had done. She was incapable of guilt.
      

      
      It was I who killed her.

      
      And my reasons were not those you might expect. We were not unhappily married. Sarah was, until yesterday, an excellent and
         loving wife. She was conscientious, in some respects, to her core. It’s funny, that – how completely contrasting standards
         can coexist in a person without seeming to trouble them. My wife was, at least outwardly, never anything but dutiful, correct.
         ‘She gave of herself tirelessly in the service of this island and its people’ – that’s what the chaplain will say of her when
         the time comes, and he will be right.
      

      
      Sarah had many virtues, chief amongst which was an unflinching sense of duty made graceful by serene execution. That is what she will be remembered for. And her serenity was
         not only for herself: she had a way of making the lives of those around her serene also. It was serenity on her terms, of
         course, but I would have welcomed it on anybody’s terms when I married her, and that has held true over fifty-seven years.
      

      
      If you knew me, you wouldn’t think me at all the murdering type. Indeed, I don’t consider myself a violent man and I don’t
         suppose that my having killed Sarah will change that. I have learned my faults over eighty-two years on this earth, and violence
         – physical, at least – is not amongst them. I killed my wife because justice demanded it, and by killing her I have seen a
         sort of justice done.
      

      
      Or have I? Doubts trouble me. My obsession with sin and punishment, laid to rest so imperfectly so long ago, is returning.
         I find myself wondering what right I had to judge Sarah, and how much more harshly I will be judged for having judged her.
      

      
      It might not have come to this. I might never have known. But Sarah’s inexorable sense of wifely duty exposed her. She was
         organizing a surprise party for my birthday, not that anything remains a secret for long on this island. I’ve known something
         was afoot for a month or more. And I was touched. But I’m particular about parties. I don’t like the tenants invited, and
         I don’t like some of Sarah’s more fawningly agreeable friends. So it was only natural that I should want to consult a guest
         list so that by hinting at least I could have made my wishes known.
      

      
      I chose yesterday to search her desk because my wife was out, supervising the extension to the ticket office. And quite by chance I found the drawer she has kept it in all these years.
      

      
      Even now, with her dead and nearly buried, the arrogance of it chills me.

   
      
      
1


      
      I am in the little sitting room (in days gone by a dressing room) that connects my bedroom to Sarah’s. It is the warmest room
         in this icy house because it is the smallest.
      

      
      Very little of the world’s clutter bothers me here. This is precisely as I wish it. I don’t approve of technology – all those
         little gadgets, each one more fragile than the last. Constantly breaking. I refuse to have a mobile telephone. With both doors
         closed and a fire blazing and the radiators on under its pointed Gothic windows, this room is like the world as it once was
         – before everyone communicated endlessly. It is almost cosy.
      

      
      There is no desk in here, only a sofa, two chairs, and a small table covered with books. Their inscriptions have long since
         faded; their givers are dead. They have sat on that table for more than forty years, I should think: a bible, calf-bound,
         from my mother; my grandfather’s Fowler’s; Donne’s love poetry, an old edition of Ella’s borrowed long ago. There is a music stand in the corner too, a graduation gift
         from my parents. From where I sit I can see my initials engraved on its base:
      

      
      For J. H. F. June 1934.

      
      June 1934; almost sixty years ago. That stand was mine before I ever knew her.

      
      It is important to me that I should have explained myself to myself by the time everyone arrives. The coroner’s inquest is
         set for tomorrow. Then there’ll be the funeral and the interment, and the house will be full of people. From this evening
         there’ll be no peace for weeks. If ever I am to put the events of my life in some sort of order I must begin the sifting now.
      

      
      It is curious, my lack of compunction; not complete, perhaps, but almost. Now that Sarah is gone and I know the truth, I feel
         very little. Hardly any outright regret. Just a curious, empty, almost eerie, calm: a numbness that shows me, perhaps, quite
         how much I have learned from her. It strikes me that in some ways I should be glad, though I am not; that the absence of gladness
         is a striking one, for years ago this knowledge would have freed me. It would have given me what some call a new lease of
         life. I might have gone back. So it is odd that I should feel nothing now, or at most next to nothing.
      

      
      The events of those weeks long ago, in which the seeds of it all were sown, have a playlike quality. They belong to a lost
         time before the war. I know the plot and can empathize with the characters; but the young man of twenty-two who plays such
         a central part is a stranger to me. He bears little relation (beyond a slight, decreasing, physical similarity) to the image
         that confronts me as I pass the looking-glass by the fireplace, as I stare at the books, at the music stand, at the waves
         and the gun-grey sky.
      

      
      My life seems to have slowed. The present takes up so much time. I see myself as I was at twenty-two. Very young, certain
         physical gangliness characterizing my movements (I was tall, with long legs). My mouth is thin-lipped, my eyes a pale brown. All are set in a regular oval face with small ears and a slightly pointed chin. Hardly handsome.
      

      
      I suppose my family life and upbringing must go some way to explaining why my adult life has turned out as it has. My father
         was a man of deliberate gesture and unshakeable self-belief, a quality I don’t think he succeeded in passing on to me. What
         he did give me is stubbornness. It has sustained me when all else has failed, when arrogance and self-belief have deserted
         me.
      

      
      What did my parents want for me? What were they like? It is so difficult to know. We were not rich. We knew rich people, and
         I suppose that my parents, like any parents, hoped that their son would go far in the world. In their world, I should say. They did not look outwards. They never ventured beyond the narrow range of their own ambition. They
         read The Times and voted Conservative and held unchanging and predictable views on the events of the day. Because they were kind they insisted
         on planning my future on their own terms, with all the tenacity of challenged sincerity.
      

      
      My own private plan of becoming a concert violinist, flatly and sullenly expressed in my last year at Oxford, met with no
         favour. My late adolescence was marked by the slow build-up of family tension, its explosive release and subsequent subsidence
         over long days of icy politeness.
      

      
      It is ironic that I should end my life in a house like this one, with a titled wife whose family history is as weighty as
         any to which her parents-in-law could ever have aspired. It is ironic too that, having made so much of following my own lights,
         I have succeeded ultimately in achieving only what my parents wished for me all along. My musical career died gradually as my marriage progressed. Sarah could not hope to fuel it as Ella had done, nor did she try to; and
         my reserves of emotion have dwindled unavoidably over time. My talent lay in translating private passion into public performance.
         As the private passion stopped flowing, dried, and finally turned to a dust so fine that the slightest wind scattered it to
         nothingness, there was no longer anything to be translated. Technically I remained pre-eminent, for I have always been diligent;
         but I stopped playing when I could hope for nothing more than mechanical brilliance.
      

      
      My education was unremarkable. I was clever enough to go to Oxford, which was a great relief to my parents; and until the
         age of nineteen I made a creditable enough return on their investment in my private education. But at university I was encouraged,
         by those I knew and the books I read, to cultivate a certain detachment from home life and its aspirations for me, a detachment
         which made me critical during term-time and superior in the holidays. It was then I turned with real determination to my secret
         love, the violin. And it was then, comparatively late but in time enough, that I had the leisure and the teaching to discover
         that I might be really good: good enough to matter. Good enough, certainly, to use my music as the basis for my first serious
         confrontation with my parents, which raged the whole of the summer of 1934 and centred around my stubborn insistence that
         I was destined to be a musician.
      

      
      But I digress. I remember what I looked like at twenty-two; I see the boy’s half-smile and his rosy cheeks and the hair tumbling
         over his forehead into his eyes. But I don’t know him at all. I have no empathy with his tastes and only a little with his enthusiasms, surprisingly few of which have remained.
      

      
      I struggle to remember the people with whom he filled his life, the friendships he made. He was curiously intense, for he
         was a young man of extremes, inclined to manic sociability and profound gloom by turns. Of course a few stand distinct from
         the tableau. People like Camilla Boardman, the girl my mother always hoped I would marry: pretty, confident and well connected.
         More substantial than she liked to seem. But I was insular at twenty-two. Indiscriminately friendly, I shared myself intimately
         with great discrimination. I still do. Perhaps I had little to share. Life was as it was and I accepted it on its own terms,
         much in the way I would later accept my marriage to Sarah: with a dogged determination I would not admit to myself.
      

      
      Unthinking, unseeing, unknowing, I drifted through life until I met Ella. It was she who threw me into the sea of life. And
         she did it quite unthinkingly, little caring how much good or how much harm she might do. It was in her nature, that wild
         abandonment, that driving need for experience and explanation. It was she who made me swim, she who pushed me from the safety
         of the shallows. It was she with whom I floundered, out of my depth. It is to her, and to my memories of her, that I must
         turn now in seeking to explain what I have done.
      

      
      In memory she is a small, slight girl, my age, with tousled blonde hair and green eyes that sparkle back at me complicitly,
         even now. She is in a London park, Hyde Park. It is an early morning in mid-June. Birds sing. Keepers in green overalls are
         setting up deckchairs. The air is sweet with the scent of newly mown grass. I can hear myself panting.
      

      
      I had been running, up early and out of the house to escape the frost that had settled since my acceptance to the Guildhall.
         My father had strict views on the desirability of merchant banking. My mother, usually a useful ally, sided with him, saying
         that no grandchildren of hers would grow up in Hounslow because their father was an impoverished musician. I had begun by
         reminding them that many musicians make a living. Later more violent things were said. The atmosphere at home had not yet
         recovered from the latest scene, staged two days previously, and I had no wish for another meal of silent recrimination.
      

      
      So I went running in the park. I can feel the pulse of the blood beating in my head, see what I wore: a white singlet; school
         rugby shorts; the socks of my College Boat Club. I can see what Ella wore, too, because I noticed her long before she saw
         me. She was sitting on a bench, in a black dress that pulled tight against her slender hips. Her eyes were dazed from wakefulness.
         A pearl necklace (which I have since, on another’s neck, come to know well) was in her closed hand. She was a dramatic figure
         in the half-light of the early morning. I ran past her twice before she noticed me, each time shortening the route by which
         I doubled back unseen and passed her again. The third time I passed, she looked up at me and her eyes focused. She smiled.
      

      
      I stopped, panting, a little distance from the bench, regretting my last circuit of the carriage track. When I turned to look
         at her she was still smiling.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure I know those socks,’ she said. ‘They’re College socks, aren’t they? There are so many kinds of sock in England.’

      
      ‘They’re the socks of my College Boat Club,’ I said with adolescent pride.
      

      
      Remembering it now, I find it curious to think that the course of my whole life hung on something as inconsequential as my
         choice of footwear that morning. Ella would not have noticed different socks. Without her remarking on them as she did, I
         would probably never have known her, because I’d never have found a way of talking to her on my own. In that case I would
         not be the person I am today; I would not have killed my wife yesterday afternoon; I would not be in this smoky room, trying
         to keep warm, listening to the waves of the Atlantic crash on the rocks beneath my windows.
      

      
      I watch myself saunter over to the bench where she is sitting, a question on my lips. Ella remains absolutely motionless,
         the fine bones of her neck and shoulders showing clearly through her pale skin. She is a little hunched, which contributes
         to the effect of her fragility. She would look innocent but for the cut of her dress and the stylish parting of her short
         hair, which a hand pushes back from her eyes occasionally and ineffectually. Getting close, I see that pronounced cheekbones
         make her face almost gaunt, as do pale blue rings which undercircle her eyes. But the eyes themselves are bright: sharp and
         green, they move swiftly up and down me.
      

      
      ‘Oriel, Oxford, aren’t they?’ she says.

      
      ‘How do you know?’ I ask, smiling.

      
      There is a pause while the smile on her lips fades and she looks serious once more. Her fingers become conscious of the string
         of pearls in her left hand, which she puts into a small square bag at her feet with an unconscious gesture of protection.
      

      
      ‘I know someone who has them.’ ‘Who?’

      
      ‘You wouldn’t have known him, unless you’re older than you look.’

      
      Since she doesn’t seem disposed to say anything further, I question her more closely, telling her that one never knows.

      
      ‘His name’s Charles Stanhope,’ she says, uttering a name I do not recognize. I say this and she looks up at me and smiles.

      
      ‘I’m sorry to have interrupted your run. But I’ve been sitting out here on this bench for so long I think I’d’ve stayed here
         for ever if someone hadn’t disturbed me and broken the spell.’
      

      
      ‘What spell?’

      
      ‘The spell of wakeful hours.’

      
      She looks up at me, eyes twinkling. I see her fumble absently in her bag for a cigarette case, watch her light one and follow
         silver-grey smoke circles upwards to a pale blue sky.
      

      
      The park is noticeably warmer now. People are trickling in, and as they pass they cannot help but look at us, an odd pair
         under the trees. I can smell the faint odour of sweet perfume and soap and stale cigarette smoke that surrounds her; hear
         the click of her lighter flint as she makes a flame; see, as she holds her cigarette, that one of her nails is bitten to the
         quick.
      

      
      ‘Have you been out here all night?’

      
      She nods, with a tightening of pale lips. ‘Oh yes. This bench and I are old friends. It’s heard more of my secrets than it
         cares to remember.’
      

      
      ‘Has it offered good advice?’
      

      
      ‘That’s just where benches have the advantage over people. They don’t offer advice. They merely sit, listening, reminding
         you by their immovability that nothing in life is that earth-shattering.’ She looks up at me. ‘I suppose you think me very
         melodramatic.’
      

      
      ‘Not at all.’

      
      I’m itching to ask her more but am constrained by … what? By twenty-two years of being told that it is rude to pry. By a fear
         she is troubled by love for another, whom I instinctively hate.
      

      
      ‘You are very polite,’ she says eventually, in a tone that sours the compliment.

      
      I nod, and as I do so her words sound in my ears like an accusation. I feel that something is required of me, but what it
         is I do not know, and as I am not experienced in talking to pretty women I say nothing.
      

      
      ‘I wonder if that is your personality or your education,’ she goes on. ‘This admirable respect you seem to have for my privacy.
         In your place I’d be curious to know what prompts a fully grown woman to sit up all night in a lonely park and grow garrulous
         with the larks.’
      

      
      ‘Would you tell me if I did ask?’ I say quietly.

      
      ‘Five minutes ago I might have done.’ She closes the clasp of her bag with a click. ‘But you’ve cheered me up too much for
         confidences. And of course this old bench is still just where it was last night, a fine example to us all.’ She smiles and
         pats the worn wood of its seat. ‘I feel better now, and less inclined to bore you with my troubles.’
      

      
      ‘They wouldn’t bore me at all.’

      
      ‘I’m glad to know you have some human curiosity.’
      

      
      We both laugh again.
      

      
      ‘Could I ask your name, at least?’

      
      I’m braver now that I sense she is about to go.

      
      ‘You could. A name is the least private thing about a person.’

      
      She gets up and leans over to stub out her cigarette on the ground. I see she isn’t wearing any shoes and watch her pick up
         a black silk pair that have been collecting dew under the bench. There is a pause.
      

      
      ‘Well, then, what is your name?’

      
      ‘I’m Ella Harcourt,’ she says, standing, and offers me her hand.

      
      I shake it.

      
      ‘And you are?’

      
      ‘I’m James Farrell.’

      
      ‘Well, Mr Farrell …’

      
      There is a slight awkwardness between us, born of an intimacy almost attempted and just missed.

      
      ‘It was a pleasure,’ she says at last. ‘Enjoy the rest of your run.’

      
      And she turns to go, barefooted, her shoes in one hand. I see the redness on her heels where the pumps have been chafing her.
         She walks delicately, but purposefully and quickly. She does not look back. I sense that she knows I am watching her. It is
         a long time before she is gone completely from my view, because the carriage track is straight and almost empty.
      

      
      I look after her shrinking form, hearing the thud of my pulse once more, aware of tiny sounds usually lost: the scratch of
         squirrels’ claws on bark; an indignant magpie.
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      At twenty-two one labours under the delusion that one knows everything; at eighty-two, I find to my regret how little I hold
         certain.
      

      
      My memory, long disused, is imperfect: that I freely admit. Yet particular images remain with one always. Ella sitting in
         the park that first morning is one such image; it has returned to me as complete and perfect as if I had observed her yesterday.
         And it has brought with it a host of others: the sights, sounds and smells that surrounded our second meeting; the weight
         of the people crushing in on every side; the tinkle of their purposeful laughter; the sweet taste of brandy in champagne.
      

      
      Rising above it all I hear the cadences of Camilla’s voice, the shrill, rapid emphases of her speech, the fantastic elongation
         of her vowels. ‘Daahling!’
      

      
      For the scene that now flickers into life is Camilla Boardman’s twenty-first birthday party. I see Camilla, auburn curls framing
         her face, leaning on the present table, smiling at no one in particular and fingering the silk bow of a large striped gift.
         The ‘intimate dinner’ for ‘a few of her closest friends’ is over, a dinner to which I have not been invited, and I am arriving
         with a horde of others to join the crush.
      

      
      I am tired. I have spent seven long hours practising in a cramped, airless room at the top of my parents’ house. An endless
         trill from a Beethoven violin sonata drums in my head and my fingers twitch involuntarily at the stimulus. A difficult passage
         of pizzicato, frequently repeated, which joins the trill as I say my first hellos, has made the tips of the fingers on my
         right hand ache. I want nothing more than to go to bed, to dream of my music in peace, but Fate and my mother have decreed
         otherwise and sent me, bathed, brushed and faintly bemused, to the birthday party of a highly eligible girl who scares me
         a little but whom I like and who my parents think is someone ‘one should know if one can’.
      

      
      My fellow guests and I are under the high ceilings of the Boardman drawing room in Cadogan Square. Bewigged, darkly painted
         gentlemen stare down from the walls.
      

      
      In remembering the friends of my early twenties Camilla Boardman stands pre-eminent. Her curls were curlier, her dresses tighter,
         her breasts rounder, her vowels longer, her use of the exclamation mark in conversation more indiscriminate than anybody’s
         I had ever met.
      

      
      My mother was delighted I knew her and harboured secret hopes of just such a daughter-in-law. I was thoroughly in awe of the
         great auburn-haired beauty who flung her arms around me on the slightest provocation (a compliment she paid to all the men
         she knew) and who, that evening, took her present from me with a squeal of delight and dragged me into the centre of the room
         to ‘mingle’.
      

      
      Hastily, for streams of guests were arriving, Camilla performed introductions.

      
      The faces of the people to whom she introduced me are faded now. Their names have collided, blurred and finally commingled
         with the names of countless other guests with whom I have spoken for ten minutes and then never seen again. I remember colourful
         dresses and gleaming white shirt fronts; curls; hopeful sideburns; occasional laborious attempts at dishevelled bohemian chic;
         monogrammed cufflinks. These were the people my parents had educated me to know and whom it pleased me privately to despise.
      

      
      I have said that my mind at this age was beginning to take its first tentative steps towards independent thought. These steps,
         naturally enough, were leading me away from the received ideas on which I had been brought up. I was conscious of looking
         much like my fellow guests and of making conversation much like theirs, in accents just like their own. This made me wonder,
         as the trill continued its endless tattoo in my head, if perhaps they were judging me as I was judging them. Perhaps this
         was a charade for us all.
      

      
      In my superiority I was not overly hopeful.

      
      I little knew, as I stood at Camilla’s party that evening, how soon my eyes were to be opened to an infinitely more varied
         and correspondingly more dangerous range of moral possibility than that to which I had hitherto been exposed. My mind was
         too obsessed by its habitual worries about how other people saw me, and I saw them, to see beyond the confines of its own
         social rebellion, which (because it was only ever stated privately or, very occasionally, in the ugliest of the scenes with
         my parents) was hardly rebellion at all.
      

      
      That evening I was preoccupied by the possibility that some amongst my fellow guests might despise me for the same reasons
         I despised them; might think that I, too, talked only of holidays in the South of France, or of weekends in the country, or
         of parties in London that I had been to or pretended to have been to. And all the while I talked animatedly of someone’s villa
         in Biarritz, lacking the means, the courage, and perhaps even the inclination to give my criticism voice.
      

      
      I had, in those days, an ability to think and not to think; to convince myself that I was living when I was not.

      
      I smiled, I drank the cocktails, I discovered that I had been at school with someone’s brother and told an amusing (and not
         altogether kind) anecdote about his time there.
      

      
      Occasionally the high notes of Camilla’s conversation drifted towards me: the string of superlatives with which she greeted
         the arrival of each guest and gift. Hasty introductions; loud exclamations over dresses. I was nearing the end of anything
         useful I could say about villas in Biarritz when I felt her nudge my arm and push into the centre of the group a lean, rather
         pale young man, tall, with floppy blond hair and small hands which belied his great height.
      

      
      ‘James, darling,’ she said, ‘this is an old friend of yours.’

      
      I had never seen the man before in my life. But the complete assurance with which Camilla made this pronouncement encouraged
         me to think I must have done and I racked my brains for his name.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ I said, shaking his hand warmly. It was moist.

      
      ‘Hello,’ he said, a searching look in his eyes too.

      
      It occurred to me that neither of us knew the other. I said so to Camilla.
      

      
      ‘But you must, darling. You were at Oxford together. At the same college. Charlie’s also an Oriel man.’

      
      ‘I don’t think we were there at the same time.’

      
      ‘Well then, I’ll have to introduce you.’ Our hostess groaned, as though the weight of the world had been placed on her shoulders
         while Atlas went to find himself a champagne cocktail.
      

      
      ‘James Farrell, Charlie Stanhope. Charlie Stanhope, James Farrell.’

      
      This was said very quickly, with much waving of her manicured hands. The rest of the group seemed to know Stanhope well, and
         I had plenty of time to examine him while he submitted to the kisses of the women and the handshakes of the men.
      

      
      A week had passed since my meeting with Ella Harcourt in the park and I had resigned myself to the fact that I would never
         see her again. Yet here, unexpectedly, was a link which might take me to her. She had recognized my socks because they were
         the socks that Charlie Stanhope wore, so she must know him; and if she knew him, he must know her and might, if prevailed
         upon, introduce me to her. Watching Stanhope’s small hands grasping the shoulders of the women he bent to kiss, I felt a rush
         of barely containable excitement.
      

      
      When he was completely upright once more, I saw how very tall he was. Taller than I and, if possible, even more gangly, with
         hair the colour and consistency of straw and pale, watery blue eyes. A large, aquiline nose sat awkwardly on his gentle face.
         I could tell by the strangled movements of his Adam’s apple that his collar was too tight.
      

      
      I considered my options methodically, delighted by this unexpected opportunity but cautious of it too. I decided to establish
         the groundwork of acquaintance before probing him for details of his friends; so I did not renew my conversation about French
         villas but turned instead to Stanhope and began the conversation Camilla had intended us to have.
      

      
      ‘How did you find Oxford?’

      
      In an understood progression we moved from college to general university life, his elegant narrative punctuated by well-mannered
         promptings from me. Stanhope’s anecdotes belied their smooth delivery and were, I noticed with relief, unremarkable.
      

      
      Charlie Stanhope had done all the things expected of an undergraduate enjoying the best days of his life. Conscientiously
         he had jumped into the river on May Morning and come away with an Upper Second and a Rowing blue. Conscientiously, with the
         faintly bored good manners of someone overused to such conversations, he described each incident to me. Now he was working
         at the family bank and living in Fulham. He played tennis at the Hurlingham Club; he went to Ascot on Ladies’ Day with his
         grandmother; he had recently become engaged. He nodded his thanks at my congratulations.
      

      
      A wonderful girl,’ he said absently. ‘But don’t say a word. We haven’t announced it yet.’

      
      I warmed to Charlie Stanhope as he spoke, with the warmth that comes from dissipated hostility. If Ella Harcourt’s troubles
         involved another man, they did not involve him. Though I knew nothing of her beyond what she had said in the park, and though I had no way of knowing whether I would ever see her again, I knew enough to know that
         someone as blandly unobjectionable as Charlie Stanhope could have no hold over her. He was not a potential rival and I began
         to warm towards the innocuous, obviously bored young man who spoke with such practised ease at my side.
      

      
      With dismissive nonchalance I asked him, once the topics of university and career were exhausted, whether he happened to know
         anyone by the name of Ella Harcourt.
      

      
      ‘I know her well,’ he said, looking down at me through white, almost invisible lashes. And since he did not seem disposed
         to say anything else, I asked him how long he had known her.
      

      
      ‘Oh, years.’

      
      ‘You wouldn’t happen to know how I could reach her?’

      
      He raised a quizzical eyebrow at me.

      
      I felt myself about to lie, without quite knowing why.

      
      ‘I have something of hers. She left it at a party we were at together last week. A bag. I wanted to return it.’

      
      ‘That’s good of you,’ he said. ‘But why don’t you return it now?’

      
      And I followed his glance to the door, through which Ella was just entering.

      
      I can see her quite clearly: standing under the heavy gaze of a patrician Boardman ancestor, smiling at Camilla but not looking
         at her. She is wearing the dress I first saw her in; or no, it can’t be quite the same one, because I can see her shoulders.
         It is, at any rate, black. It makes her look pale though her cheeks are glowing.
      

      
      She is shorter than Camilla and not as immediately pretty. I wonder suddenly what the hollow under her collarbone would feel like to touch.
      

      
      I can see Camilla taking her present and deliberating for a moment over where to put it on the table already over-heaped with
         gifts. She elects the uppermost summit, where Ella’s package balances because it is so small. Its wrapping paper is brown;
         it is tied with a gold, gauzy bow; I wonder what it is.
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell her about it, if you like.’

      
      Stanhope’s voice, insistent in a way I had not yet heard it, broke through the chill of my excitement. Already he was moving
         through the crowd in Ella’s direction.
      

      
      ‘The bag, I mean,’ he called out as he disappeared.

      
      Through the crush of people I walked slowly towards Ella, brushing against elbows and shoulders, smiling my apologies. I watched
         Stanhope tap her on the back and saw her turn, smile and kiss him. I watched them both move out of the flow of arriving guests
         and altered my course accordingly.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Miss Harcourt,’ I said when I was finally standing behind her.

      
      Hearing her name she turned and, seeing me, smiled. It was an awkward smile, its awkwardness expertly concealed.

      
      ‘Mr Farrell. How unexpected.’

      
      For a moment we looked at each other, she trying to remember precisely what she had said to the stranger she had never thought
         to see again, I taking in every detail of her delicately boned face: the straight parting of her short, rather boyish blonde
         hair; the blue rings still under her eyes; the glow of her cheeks; the vividness of her green eyes. It was she who remembered
         her manners first.
      

      
      ‘You remember we talked of Charles Stanhope.’
      

      
      I nodded, enjoying Stanhope’s mystified look. He was standing slightly behind her as she faced me.

      
      ‘Well, here he is.’

      
      She turned half round to him so that she was standing between us.

      
      ‘Charlie, I want you to meet a friend of mine, Mr Farrell. He was at Oriel, too, though a little after your time, I think.’

      
      Stanhope smiled at me. ‘We know each other already. We’ve been talking for the last hour, while Your Ladyship has been frizzing
         her hair.’ He gave Ella’s shoulders an affectionate tweak. ‘Farrell here has one of your possessions to return to you. A bag,
         which that pretty little head of yours left somewhere last week.’
      

      
      I met the look of her unflinching eyes, trying not to blush. I saw her expression change from surprise to comprehension, from
         comprehension to – I thought – a slight mischievousness.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said eventually, eyes sparkling, ‘how silly of me. But you know how forgetful I can be.’

      
      ‘Don’t I just.’

      
      ‘Would you be a dear and get me some champagne? No brandy in it, please.’

      
      Stanhope nodded and disappeared obligingly. Together we followed his blond head bobbing through the crowds, a good half-foot
         over everyone else’s.
      

      
      ‘So, Mr Farrell. We meet again.’

      
      I nodded. ‘Thank you for sparing me just then.’

      
      ‘That’s all right. I’m rather flattered, as a matter of fact.

      
      And I’m glad to see that you have more audacity than you showed the first time we met.’
      

      
      ‘Is lying so audacious?’

      
      ‘Lying to Charlie Stanhope for information about me is. I applaud you.’

      
      We smiled at each other.

      
      ‘How are you?’

      
      ‘Oh, much the same as when I saw you last.’

      
      ‘Your problem remains’

      
      ‘You are forthright tonight, aren’t you?’

      
      But before I could answer, Stanhope had returned with a glass of champagne for Ella. Beaming, he surveyed the room and we
         heard a voice begin to sing ‘Happy Birthday’. Soon everyone had joined in a spirited chorus and the lights dimmed as a large,
         white birthday cake with twenty-one candles was rolled in on a trolley.
      

      
      Camilla, in the middle of the room, blushed becomingly.

      
      ‘Isn’t she miraculous?’ whispered Ella in my ear.
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      The arrival and distribution of the birthday cake caused a rumpus and when it had subsided Ella had disappeared. Stanhope I
         could see in the distance, actively procuring a slice of creamy sponge cake. I found myself talking once more to the girl
         with the villa in Biarritz, whom I suspected of toying with me in the hope that I would make a play for an invitation. I took
         a perverse pleasure in doing nothing of the kind.
      

      
      It was not until I had a slice of birthday cake in my hand and was telling Camilla what a lovely party it was that I saw Ella,
         standing alone, looking out over the sea of bodies. At whom? For whom? For me, perhaps. It was small encouragement, but it
         was enough.
      

      
      I disengaged myself and made my way to the small recess in which she was standing. It was lined with books, never read. In
         another room, music had started. We stood together for a moment, watching people move off in search of the band. ‘I would
         give a lot to know what’s going on in all those minds out there,’ Ella said suddenly, not facing me but continuing to stare
         out at the room, dense with dinner jackets. ‘If, of course, there are any. A possibility which the behaviour of their owners
         makes me doubt.’
      

      
      This so closely mirrored the spirit of my own thoughts that I was taken aback. It also confirmed what I had spent this and other evenings worrying about: that I was not alone in
         my criticism of this world of heavy social ritual and display; that I was not immune from my private censure of others. It
         was not a comforting thought.
      

      
      ‘Everyone has a mind,’ I said. ‘It’s a question of whether they choose to use it or not.’

      
      ‘I suppose I owe you some sort of explanation for such a piece of arrogance,’ she said quietly.

      
      ‘Only if you care to give it.’ Relief at my apparent exclusion from her judgement made me magnanimous.

      
      ‘Oh, I’m happy to explain myself. God knows, I’ve had enough practice over the years. You see Mr Farrell, my problem is not
         the absence of a mind, though sometimes I wish it were. My problem …’ She paused.
      

      
      I waited.

      
      ‘My problem …’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      Ella hesitated; and as she did so she seemed to think better of her intended confidence.

      
      ‘My problem is that I talk too much,’ she said at last. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you any of this. We hardly know each other.
         I’d better go and find Charlie.’ She leaned down to pick up her bag.
      

      
      ‘No, don’t,’ I said quietly; and the unintended urgency in my tone made her stop. ‘Don’t go. Tell me.’

      
      ‘You can’t honestly be interested in the ramblings of a girl you hardly know.’

      
      ‘I am. Tell me.’

      
      There was silence.

      
      ‘Well,’ she said at last, looking out of the alcove at the streams of guests beyond it, ‘my problem is that I have a mind but choose to use it so infrequently. I’m only ever goaded
         into self-control when events have long since overtaken me. That’s my trouble. I’m rude about the people out there because,
         I suppose, I want the comfort of knowing I’m not alone in my world of fools.’
      

      
      ‘You have at least one fellow citizen in me, if that’s any consolation.’

      
      ‘You’re very charming.’

      
      She fumbled in her bag, the same one I had seen a week before. Again I heard the click-click of its clasp; again I watched
         her take out a cigarette case followed the first silver rings of smoke upwards, though this time they rose to a white ceiling
         and not to a blue sky streaked with rosy dawn.
      

      
      ‘I find myself hoping against hope it’s not my fault I’ve washed up where I have. The currents of people’s expectations are
         strong. Who am I to try to swim against them?’
      

      
      ‘You forget I have no idea what your particular island looks like.’

      
      ‘No you haven’t, have you?’ Her tone was almost tender. She took another long drag on her cigarette. ‘And I won’t bore you
         with its geography. But you’ll agree Society is like an ocean?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure.’

      
      ‘Look at all the people at this party. All swimming dutifully with the current. They don’t need to plan their direction. I
         wonder how many of them do. I wonder if any of them try to swim by themselves for long.’ Another drag on the cigarette. ‘People
         move in schools, like fish. It’s safest that way.’
      

      
      I listened, fascinated by the holistic insouciance with which Ella could express what I could not.
      

      
      ‘But does it make them happy?’ I asked.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘This moving in schools.’

      
      ‘It must do. If they’ve never known anything else, they can’t want much more than what they have. Ignorance is bliss, sometimes.
         For some people.’
      

      
      ‘And for you?’ Secluded in the alcove, I was only half surprised by my boldness.

      
      ‘Unfortunately I possess just the wrong amount of knowledge. Enough to know how little freedom I have; not quite enough to
         know what to do about it. I think I should’ve swum harder, because in the past I’ve intended to swim for myself. It’s just
         so … tiring.’ She stubbed out her cigarette with an air of finality.
      

      
      ‘Well it’s not too late now, whatever you’ve done. You have your entire life ahead of you.’

      
      ‘Don’t say that. The prospect isn’t a particularly appealing one. And in any case …’

      
      Her words were drowned by the arrival of Charlie Stanhope. He put his arm around Ella’s waist and apologized to me for stealing
         her.
      

      
      ‘Let’s dance,’ he said.

      
      To my surprise, I saw that Ella allowed herself to be led away without protest.

      
      I stayed where I was, content in the afterglow of her frank green eyes. Languidly, leaning against the books, I watched her
         retreating form with Stanhope’s arm draped awkwardly over her shoulders. Further and further from me she swayed, but through
         the crowds my eyes remained on the back of her small blonde head, fixed there, for I felt the moment ripe for a sign.
      

      
      Sure enough, when she reached the far end of the room I was rewarded for my pains with a brief backward glance. But far from
         wearing the smile I had expected, the face she turned to me was drawn and pale, and it woke me from my reverie and called
         to mind the glazed, wakeful eyes I had seen in the park.
      

      
      Before I could move she had been led through the door and was lost in the crush of people who lined the passage beyond it.
         I heard the music once more and pictured the grace of her swaying body; and as I did so I caught a faint sweet whiff of lemon
         soap, cigarette smoke and expensive perfume.
      

      
      I remember how I felt then. Even now, in my armchair by the window, the mere recollection of the speed, the grace, the infinite
         possibility of that moment is enough to make my breath quicken. It was like the first kick of a powerful drug, inexpertly
         and incompletely administered; it broke the boundaries of previous sensation and made me determined for more.
      

      
      Naturally enough, my immediate impulse was to follow her; but I waited, wondering how to effect her recapture more subtly,
         anxious not to anger her. How was I to know she would welcome my intrusion? I wondered whether she might feel she had overstepped
         some sort of mark; and I thought delightedly that our conversation had hardly been the talk of strangers, though strangers
         we were. I wanted to tell her this, to share my excitement; but I lacked a pretext to seek her out and I knew that I must
         wait for her to find me.
      

      
      It was then that I saw her bag on the floor at my feet. I leaned down to pick it up, hoping against hope that she had left
         it on purpose, my thoughts running to all kinds of wild implications. As I straightened with it in my hand I put it quickly,
         almost furtively, on the shelf by my side in case anyone else should see and rescue it. Deliberately I waited: five minutes,
         ten, fifteen; relishing the intrigue of it. Then I reached for my prize and, threading my way through the thinning throng,
         I went to find her.
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