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Chapter 1


After dinner it rained so heavily that nobody went out. The public rooms at the Moray were crowded: fires had been lit. It was abnormally cold for June.


I had nothing left to read and all the magazines had been taken by other people. I thought I would try to ‘think’, which was something Gerard could do in vacuo, sitting motionless for an hour at a time absorbed in the cinematic projections from his own head, but which I always found it hard to do for more than five minutes unless I were doing something else as well. Although I was then in my late thirties, I was well below the average age of the other visitors. I felt oppressed by elderliness and by the rain, resentful as a young girl who feels her life racing by when there are no entertainments and she has to sit still. I began listening to conversations; which was not easy, for voices at the Moray had the comfortable wash and muffle of the sea and were very seldom raised. But it is possible to throw the hearing as a ventriloquist throws the voice, and I was able to adjust my ear to a couple, a stark-looking old man and his small plump wife, a good deal younger, who were sitting on a sofa a few yards away from me, with a space between them. They might have quarrelled, or have been expecting a third party.


They looked vaguely familiar but not more than that; I did not know their voices. The man seemed to address himself angrily to a bowl of rhododendrons, as if their mauve Edwardian silkiness, their opulent, upholstered domestication, somehow annoyed him.


‘. . . I’d let them die before I turned out for them.’


She must have said, ‘Let who?’ Her gaze touched the flowers, twitched away from them. He said, ‘Wanting everything for nothing, pills for the slightest finger-ache; thank God I’m free of it.’ ‘Oh,’ she said. She leaned forward so that she could see, through the doorway into the reception hall, the girls, the porters, the desk, the switchboard, the lift. ‘What is she doing? Shall I go up?’


‘Leave her alone, she’s all right.’ He picked up the evening paper, thrust it under her nose. ‘Look at that, there’s what I mean. Some poor damned doctor hauled over the coals again.’


‘Do you want any coffee?’ She fumbled on the wall behind her, trying to find the bell.


‘Oh, leave it alone,’ he said, ‘leave it alone. It always keeps you awake.’


A woman who had been sitting next to me took off her glasses, folded her petit point with a decisive air, yawned, smiled a little above my head and went off towards the lift. She had left her own paper behind, and I was grateful. In it I found the story of a doctor upbraided by the coroner for refusing to come out at night to a farm labourer, who had then astonished and embarrassed him by dying.


When I had finished reading this and every other item (with the deep, illuminated pleasure I took to any kind of reading-matter if it were the only kind available) I saw that my angry doctor and his wife had gone, that I was the only person left in the room, and that a porter was going the rounds, discouragingly turning out every standard lamp but mine, and keeping a dulled, rapacious eye on that. I thought I would go upstairs and write to Gerard, which would be like talking to him.


It was still raining next morning, but there was a faint bloom of light upon the horizon, and over the West Pier a strip of cobalt blue just big enough, as I used to say when I was a child, to make a man’s shirt. I sat in the lounge for half an hour, waiting for the sun to come out and finishing my letter. My couple were there, still with the space between them; this space, as in Giorgione’s Storm, now seemed to me to be pregnant with action. I should not have been surprised to see it suddenly filled with Banquo. The woman lifted her arm, raised it to her head, and I knew what she was going to do next: she was going to see that her ear-rings were firmly in place, to give each screw a turn. It was so familiar a gesture that I was filled with irritation. Who were these two, and where had I seen them before? They were not speaking this morning. He sat reading the Times, she sat touching her ear-rings, her cheeks, her hair, now and then slightly changing her position, recrossing her legs, redisposing her arm along the chair as if it were some objet de vertu that must be precisely displayed.


I went out to post my letter, go to the bank, do one or two pieces of shopping. Then I walked down to the promenade and leaned over the rail to watch the scurrying sea. The light had now spread across the skin of the water, and the olive greyness was giving way to a firm and resonant blue. Sun flickered on the wet pebbles. Along the groin, acid-green with weed, a child teetered like a tightrope-walker, balancing spade and pail. It was still chilly, but there was hope of a fine afternoon, and to the left of the bay the cliffs sparkled through ectoplasmic mist as though to them summer had already come.


Suddenly the sun tore the clouds open and poured through. The pebbles sent up steam. The pink and shiny roadways steamed, and the roofs of cars. Soon there were deck-chairs on the stones, men wearing handkerchiefs knotted at the four corners, girls in bathing-suits spreadeagled on towels as if to be torn by horses. All the edge of the sea glittered with children.


I sat through the morning on a scrap of sand, enjoying the surprise of the heat. It had been a day like this when Gerard and I were married. I felt very happy. I did not feel like returning for lunch to the Moray, where they would have all the grainy, sand-coloured shades pulled down against the light. I ate at a café in the open air, went to the county ground to watch cricket (partly because Gerard had taught me to like it, but even more because he loved it himself) and returned at teatime with scorched arms and neck.


I recognised Celia Baird sitting farouche and neat between her parents. As usual, she was expensively dressed; as usual, only her hat became her. Her other clothes looked too restrained, too elderly, always a little too large. I noticed that she was wearing a good deal of jewellery, a pearl necklace and ear-rings, a pearl and diamond brooch, a large, old-fashioned ruby ring. She was looking through a smart magazine with the restless, rather angry air she had when she thought about buying things. I thought how much she had aged. She glanced up and saw me. Her eyes, which were rather small and of a very light, clear blue, met mine for a moment without recognition: then she was transformed, her face brilliant and full of expectancy. She said something to her mother, who asked her to repeat it, then quickly smiled and nodded in my direction. Celia jumped up and came across the room to me, leaving the gap for Banquo or Giorgione to fill.


‘How wonderful to see you!’ Her voice was light and rather thin, pretty, a young girl’s voice. She did not prattle, but in such a voice could have done so. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’


I had met Celia just after the end of the war. She ran, or partly ran, a small secretarial agency in Knightsbridge, where I had gone in my search for a typist for Gerard and me to share. Somehow we had become quite friendly; she had been to our house once or twice. She had a false-innocent brand of wit that amused us, and she seemed solitary. We knew little about her except that she lived for the greater part of the year with her parents. Once we had seen her with them in London, at a restaurant, but we were lunching on business so did no more than wave to her then. During the past year or so we had lost sight of her.


She repeated, as though I had refused to answer her question, though in fact she had not given me time to do so, ‘No, but seriously, what are you doing here?’


I told her I was on holiday, that Gerard was in America on a business trip, that I was tired after finishing a book and that I did not much like being in our own house without him.


‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I hoped he was with you.’ She said this with so frank and thorough an air that I remembered how much I had liked her, and wondered again why we had drifted away from each other. I asked her if she were on holiday too.


She looked surprised. ‘I live here. It’s far less nuisance for Father and Mummy – no horrible servants glowering and hating you, no business of stoking boilers. Dull as death, of course, but what’s that? And I’m usually in London mid-week. I’ve got a room.’


She asked after my son. I told her he was away at school.


‘Oh yes, of course! I’m so sorry, I don’t remember things. I expect he’s still as handsome, like a very beautiful stork.’


She looking out of the window, peering under the blind into the bright street. For a moment she seemed to forget me. The light sparked the stones of her ring. I admired it. She turned back to me, smiling. ‘It’s Mummy’s, she thinks it’s hideous. You must come over and meet them, but not now. I enjoy being off the chain.’


I said I was wondering where I had seen them before.


‘But have you? Oh yes, in the Connaught. You were with Junius Evans.’


‘Why, do you know Junius?’ I asked her.


She said, ‘He’s the friend of a friend of ours. I waved to all of you that day, but he didn’t respond. He was feeling weighty about something. He believes it gives him great weight if he pretends not to see people. Do you like him? I’m never sure that I do. But I do when he’s actually present.’


I said I knew him only slightly; at that time he had been writing an introduction to an architectural book Gerard had commissioned.


‘It must have been dreadful,’ she said. ‘He sounds so grand but writes such bad grammar. No’ – she had this trick of beginning a comment with ‘no’, as if I had said something that needed correction – ‘it’s his partner we know so well. Eric Aveling – have you ever met him? He was the son of Mummy’s greatest friend. We’ve known him all our lives.’


Looking across at her wide-spaced parents, who seemed to be waiting in some side-pocket of time for the liberation of a stray word or the striking of the clock, I was puzzled that she spoke so collectively.


She added, ‘He may be down next week-end. I’m not sure. Will you have coffee with us after dinner? You won’t want to dine with us, it would be too trying; if I were you I’d fight shy. But if you’d come out with me tomorrow night, we could find somewhere more cheerful. Shall we? I could book a table’ – she mentioned an extremely expensive and mildly raffish new hotel in a neighbouring resort – ‘and we could dance with seemly pansies who sing the words in one’s ear. Do say you will!’


I remembered then her lavish generosity. She was well-off, had inherited money of her own, and she loved to share. Sharing brightened her, gave her warmth and confidence, though she performed this sharing with an air of almost deceitful diffidence.


I said I should love to go out with her.


‘We could dress up,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to ask Mummy, but she won’t come.’




Chapter 2


When she brought me over after dinner to introduce me to the Bairds they reacted as if I were the signal for which they had been waiting since the beginning of their lives. The old man sprang up with a crackling of bones and made a great crockery-breaking gesture of the arm towards the nearest chair. Mrs. Baird half rose, grasped my hand and swung back on it into her seat.


‘I think we must call you Christine, too. Celia’s told us about you so often that we really feel we know you.’ She touched the ear-rings to see they were in place, gave a little anticipatory gasp and sat back with an air of relaxation, as if expecting me to start making jokes. As I did not immediately speak, she began looking about her for the bell. ‘You must have some brandy, I always think it settles one. Daddy, will you call Simpson? You’re nearer than I am.’


Her husband put his finger to the buzzer and left it there. I could hear it drilling away out in the hall.


When the waiter came she said, ‘The Biscuit Dubouché, mind. Not that other stuff. How’s the cold tonight? You must tell Mrs. Simpson that the old remedies are the best – mustard and water.’


Baird gave me a phosphorescent smile. ‘Hear her prescribing? I don’t stop her. I’m a cipher. How do you like it here?’


I praised the comfort, the beds, the very old waiter concerned because he thought I did not eat enough.


‘Finnegan,’ said Celia. ‘That’s why I didn’t see you before. You must have a table in the L.’


‘You haven’t seen your friend,’ said Mrs. Baird, ‘because you’ve been shutting yourself up in your room. It’s unhealthy. And unsociable!’ She addressed me suddenly. ‘Do try to make her less unsociable, Christine – we hardly get any of her company.’


Celia said, ‘Now don’t start picking sides again, Mummy. Christine’s in my team, anyway. She wouldn’t be able to read properly down here any more than I can.’ She turned to me. ‘Finnegan’s very good at the fatherly business, he gets all the biggest tips. Acually, he’s probably a pimp.’


Mrs. Baird pursed her lips in mock disapproval, as if deprecating but admiring a forward child. ‘What will your friend think of you! She’ll think we haven’t brought you up properly. Poor old Finnegan!’


‘Carcinoma,’ said Baird. ‘He won’t be here this time next year.’ He said the word so loudly that nervous heads turned. There was a sort of rising flutter, then a subsidence, as after a scuffle of fowls. Silence fell like feathers coming to earth.


He said after a moment or so, in a manner faintly propitiating, ‘I expect he left it too late. These people always do. He may not know, of course. I know.’


The brandies came. He sniffed at the glass, pressed the bell again.


‘Simpson! This isn’t the Biscuit!’


The waiter said he had poured it himself.


‘I don’t care who poured it. It’s more like Marc.’


‘Oh, Arthur,’ said Mrs. Baird, ‘your silly old nose can’t be working properly. It’s lovely!’


‘Celia! You smell it. Taste it. Go on.’


‘It’s all right.’


‘You, Mrs. Hall!’ Unlike his wife, he did not intend to use my first name. ‘Go on, let’s have some sense out of you!’


His tone was so rude that I was embarrassed; I could not think at once of a soothing reply. Mrs. Baird and Celia, however, merely looked bored. They withdrew, as it were, to the stalls, and sat with folded hands.


‘I don’t think I’d know,’ I said. ‘I don’t know anything about brandy. I don’t often drink it.’


The waiter filled in time by replacing ashtrays.


‘You! Simpson! Go and drink these yourself and bring us three more. The right stuff this time!’


When the waiter had gone Celia said, ‘You do love to pay for your pleasure, Father.’


I did not understand what she meant. Seeing this, she smiled at me and patted Baird’s arm. The weariness of her face was replaced by a look of strong, secreted happiness; I felt it had nothing to do with her parents nor with me. She explained, ‘It is Simpson’s Saturday treat. Father doesn’t like to say, “Buy yourself a drink”, so he complains about the brandies, orders another round and gives the first lot to Simpson. It is true.’


‘It isn’t true,’ said Baird. ‘He brought us muck. But as he doesn’t know muck, and as I don’t want him to get into trouble below stairs, I cover up for him. And don’t set up your opinions over mine!’ This last exhortation was delivered with so savage an air that I was alarmed; however, he said nothing else for a time, but sat back in his chair as though some necessary routine task had been completed.


He was tall, tremulously thin, the skin pocketed upon his bones. Scraps of indigo hair clung like cobwebs over his narrow skull; they seemed to bother him; now and again he smoothed them down with a wetted finger or pressed them back. He had curious flat brown eyes, the colour of pitch-pine, and false teeth that were too shapely and a little too luminous, slightly bluish. He looked like a ruined chapel.


Mrs. Baird would have looked merely comfortable and null but for her restless movements and for her small shrewd eyes that appeared to be faceted about the pupil. They were a curious blue, very pale, with an overwash of hazel; below them the papery skin was pouched and shiny. An expensive, heavy scent threw its gauze about her; in an empty room one could easily have found her favourite chair. Just as Celia’s clothes seemed too loose, hers seemed too tight. The ribs of her corset striped with shadow the light-blue silk of her dress; she might have had a broad, barrel-shaped skeleton.


When the matter of the brandies had been settled she began to talk to me easily, while Celia retired into a kind of smiling, daughterly silence. She told me they had lived at the Moray since 1946, when her husband had retired from medicine as a protest against the National Health Act. (It struck me that he was getting too old to practise, in any case; he must have been seventy or more.)


‘So I did,’ Baird put in. He seemed pleased to hear himself discussed, but a little on the alert; like a writer content to hear his work criticised, but ready to correct the critic on any minor textual slip.


‘I’m afraid he hates the working-class,’ his wife added surprisingly, lowering her voice slightly as if to reveal a naughty but lovable foible. ‘He doesn’t march much with the times. Of course, you don’t have to, here.’


‘The Moray is Father’s stronghold,’ Celia said. ‘If they insist on chanting the Internationale in the streets he has only to ring for Simpson and have them moved on.’


‘I suppose you think that’s funny,’ said Baird.


‘Or “Men of England wherefore plough”. The Internationale may be a little strong for the times.’


‘Don’t tease Daddy,’ said Mrs. Baird. ‘He knows more about things than you do.’ She turned to me again, told me she had read one of my books and expressed astonished admiration to hear that I wrote in longhand and did not type them. ‘You must get tired out. I don’t know how you do it.’


Celia went out to the reception desk to buy more cigarettes for herself and for me. When she had gone her mother said quickly, ‘I do hope you’re staying here for a while. It can’t be amusing for Celia to see only old people.’


I fancied it was not amusing for Mrs. Baird either.


‘Do take her out of herself. Of course, I don’t know what she does when she’s in London.’


Now the appeal of this was unmistakable: Mrs. Baird passionately wanted to know, and hoped to use me as a spy.


‘She doesn’t have to work,’ Baird said. ‘There’s no need for it. It’s all tomfoolery. She does it to be independent.’


‘Of course I do,’ said Celia, coming back. ‘Why not? It makes me more interesting, if I have a topic of conversation.’


She insisted on paying for my cigarettes. I tried to protest but she stopped me impatiently. ‘Oh, don’t be silly. You shall buy the next lot.’ She pushed away the money I had offered her as if it really were dirty, as if it were in itself offensive. Yet in the next breath she reminded her mother that she owed her seven and six.


‘What for? The coat-hangers?’


‘I got you three. I can’t have you throwing your clothes all over the floor. It’s revolting.’


‘You see how my little girl treats me?’ Mrs. Baird looked delighted. ‘That’s what we all come to, in time. You’ve got a boy, haven’t you, Christine? You wait till he’s old enough to boss you. Celia is very bossy; aren’t you, darling?’


‘I expect so.’ Celia’s answer was so distrait that I looked at her, and saw that she was filled with a kind of impatient joy. She said to me, ‘Could you bear to walk along the front? It’s quite fine out.’


I fetched my coat and we left the hotel. It was a calm evening, smelling strongly of the sea. The white electric moons, strung for miles along the coast in their diminishing rings, were blurred in a slight sea-mist.


Celia said, ‘I want to talk to you.’




Chapter 3


She did not, however, speak until we had gone a hundred yards or so, but hurried me on with a buoyant stride that was almost a skip. It was as if she still feared to be within earshot of the Moray.


Then she said, ‘I’ve got someone coming down.’


She smiled to herself, not looking at me. I thought she would continue, but instead she suddenly stopped. We were at the end of a square, in which there was a garden mound, walled and balustraded, thick with shrubs that had been fixed in a stoop of forty-five degrees by the prevailing wind. Their salty incrustations sparkled in the gilding of the street lamps; they might have been polyps in some dense and rambling forest of the sea.


‘Salicaceae,’ she said, in a new, light voice, ‘that’s what used to fascinate me when I was at school. They took us to some cliffs by motor-coach once, so we could see for ourselves. There were some bright-green pulpy plants – you squashed them and the sea came out. And there were sea-pinks.’


She walked on. Her fur cape slipped from her shoulders, and she hitched it back impatiently.


After a while she spoke of Gerard again, tenderly, as if she had known him very well. She envied me, she said, but in a nice way; a happy marriage was happy for other people. ‘I often wish I’d married; but then again, I don’t know.’


I thought I might ask her why she had not, knowing that she did indeed want to confide in me but was uncertain how to begin. She turned to me, then, with an air of eagerness, as if I had released words from her; but I guessed that she was substituting them for others more important.


She told me of a youthful love affair that had lasted some years. The man had been talented, poor and idle; he was always going to make good, to make enough money to marry on. ‘I hadn’t any of my own at that time, and certainly Father wouldn’t have helped. It was quite right of him not to help. That would have been entirely the wrong way to go about things.’ So the affair had drifted on. They had not slept together, since it had been drummed into Celia by her mother that once a man had had you he didn’t want you; he would always ‘throw it up in your face’.


She laughed; she was mocking and radiant. ‘The things we believe! But he had much the same ideas. I’ll show you his photograph, if you remind me.’ She stopped under a lamp. With Celia, to propose a thing was very often to perform it at once. She opened her bag, displaying a chaos of papers, cosmetics, combs, pens, pencils; she was so neat in her person that such untidiness seemed a wild incongruity. Raking among the tousle, she pulled out a passport photograph, cracked and dogeared. ‘Like Dorian Gray, I think, but you mustn’t be misled. It was not that at all. He was very ruttish. It was just that it could never be me, because he respected me.’ She paused. ‘How I used to cry at nights when he’d been making one of his dismal confessions! He was always confessing.’


The affair had finally petered out. Mrs. Baird had never approved of him; Celia had come to believe she was right. He had disappeared for over a year and had turned up again, married, and, she said, ‘full of effrontery, he made me a sort of godmother to his wife. She was all right; I didn’t care. But I was twenty-seven, then, and it was a bit late.’


Though she had told me this story in order to delay or to conceal another, she had been swept by it into the past. Under her happiness of the moment was the darkening of past defeat; like sand beneath the shallows, it discoloured the water while leaving the surface bright.


Shortly after the end of the affair she had inherited money from an aunt – enough, invested, to bring in five hundred a year. I gathered that Dr. Baird had been much displeased. Though he himself had ample private means and needed no more money, he felt he had been by-passed and insulted. For Celia this had meant a liberty it had never previously occurred to her to desire. She and a friend had bought up a modest secretarial agency and had made it pay. They did not take much out of the business, only enough to pay the rent of a two-room flat on the north side of Hyde Park. ‘It works very well; we have a room each, and usually stay in it. We like each other, but not to talk a lot, if you understand me. We have our own lives, and I assure you I have very little idea what she does with hers.’


It puzzled me that Celia, who was more than usually eloquent, should find such a relationship possible. I said so.


‘Am I eloquent?’ She was flattered. ‘No, but, you see, my life with the parents is one thing – I like to please them. In London I like to please myself.’


We were passing a large hotel on the sea front, turreted, pinnacled and blazing with light. The plants on the floodlit balconies showed spinach-green. Music thumped out and the shadows of dancers weaved across the blinds. ‘Isn’t it appalling?’ Celia said. ‘Let’s go in.’


It was often possible, I thought, to guess the financial position of women by the way they entered public places. Celia pushed open the doors of this sea palace as if they were in the way, as if everyone were in her way. She hitched her furs, put a proprietary hand on my arm, and drew me into the largest and brightest of the several lounges. A waiter led us to a table. She objected to it, made him find us another. With a clink of bracelets, she ordered brandy. I noted that her finger-nails were remarkably small, that the pink varnish contrasted oddly with the utilitarian brown of her hands, which she used oddly. When she drew out a note from her purse she crooked her little finger like someone over-genteel lifting a teacup. The crooked finger, I felt, was a kind of secret sign for the benefit of waiters; she was treated with great deference.


She sat for some time listening with pleasure to the music. The band was playing some nostalgic tune of the early ’thirties. I thought of Ned, to whom I had once been married, and remembered that we had danced to it.


‘Tunes of our era,’ Celia said. ‘I feel about them as Mummy feels about The Belle of New York. I think of people like us, you and me, as veterans of the Spanish War. I used to carry banners, I and my young man. The parents were incensed. Did you care?’


I said I had cared, that they had been horrible years, but at least we had been alive. We had gained more than we knew from having a Cause.


‘Oh, but do we want Causes?’ Celia asked, looking suddenly prim and rather shocked.


I said that now we could see the effect of everyone being without them.


‘That’s what Father can’t understand. For him, the revolution howls up the front night and day. He doesn’t realise that to all intents and purposes it’s been consolidated. At any rate for the time being. Eric says he intends to be the last grandee.’


It was as if a light had flashed up. I knew beyond doubt that this was the name she had wanted to speak.


‘Eric Aveling,’ she said. ‘Junius is the junior partner. Aveling, Hart and Evans.’


She spoke the name of this firm as if it were a line of poetry, beautiful and gnomic.


‘He’s coming down next week-end. Will you be here?’


She did not wait for a reply. She was released, she could now speak.


‘He’s someone I want.’


This wanting gave her a look of fulfilment. She lay back in the deep chair, relaxed with love. ‘Oh, you don’t know,’ she said, ‘how wonderful it is to talk!’


She told me how, after years of friendship, they had fallen in love, had become lovers. She still felt strange with him; whenever they met she felt an initial shyness. Her parents, of course, knew nothing; this was an affair of secrecy, snatched moments, snatched nights – there had once been a snatched week. ‘It’s so extraordinary,’ she said, ‘that it should have been me. When you think that he’s been looking at me for years. I can’t get over it. But the trouble is Lois.’


The look of rapture left her, though the graveness of love remained. Before speaking again, she put out her cigarette and lit another; offered the case to me and dropped her matches, which, as the box was badly fitted, spilled all over the carpet. The waiter ran to pick them up. She waited till he had done so, gave him a smile like an extra tip, and watched him as he walked away to stand, like a limp sentry, against a pot of palms on the far side of the room.


‘He’s married,’ she said. ‘Lois is in hospital.’


Lois Aveling had Barbellion’s disease and was now dying, very slowly, and with a kind of ironic cheerfulness. The process of paralysis had begun five years ago; for the last two she had been in hospital.


It was not until she went away that Aveling had made love to Celia, and then suddenly, somehow practically, as if it had been settled between them a long time ago.


‘But it’s terrible in a way. You see, I like her very much, I always have, and she likes me. I have to visit her. I feel abominable. But then I tell myself that she will never know.’ She paused. ‘All the same, I don’t go alone if I can help it. Junius comes, if he’s down here. He’s got a house at Black Rock, you know – very chichi; he lets it sometimes when he doesn’t want it for week-ends. It’s too absurd, it really is: you should see it. Eric calls it the Zenana. Of course, Junius is right among his friends here.’ Her eyes glinted with a kind of affectionate malice. ‘He amuses Lois. He’s awful, but he gives life.’


She fumbled about in her bag. I expected her to show me a photograph of Aveling, but instead she showed me a snapshot of herself and of a very thin, bright-eyed woman sitting in a wheel-chair under a hedge of roses. ‘That was before she was really bad. She had the chair, but she didn’t need it to get about the house.’


I said, ‘She’s elderly!’


She told me Aveling was forty-five, and his wife perhaps eight or nine years older. She had done a great deal for him when they were first married, had helped him to set up in business. ‘But he didn’t marry her for that,’ she added. ‘She used to be quite beautiful in a thin sort of way, and rather hard-smart, like the Duchess of Windsor. Not that she was hard; she was very kind.’


Quite suddenly she changed the subject. ‘No, but we really must dance tomorrow. Do let’s.’ Under her breath she hummed the tune the band was playing. ‘You shall dance with dear little Mr. Webster, and he’ll tell you all about his budgerigars. Oh, it is nice to have you here! You can’t think!’




Chapter 4


Celia came downstairs in a dress of maroon brocade that looked as though it belonged to her mother and in fact did.


‘Mummy insisted on lending me her garnets, as we were going gay, and they wouldn’t go with anything of mine.’


She admired my own dress, characteristically insisted on going upstairs again to fetch a necklace, which she made me wear. ‘It’s hideous on me, and perfect on you. Do take it, because if you don’t it will only lie in a drawer gathering fluff. It’s of absolutely no value, and I should only give it to a sale of work.’


There was something of Haroun al-Raschid about Celia, which was also entirely inoffensive.


She asked if I drove a car and, hearing that I did, suggested that we should take her father’s. ‘I can’t drive, I’ve never been able to learn. I’ve always been afraid of killing a child, or a dog, even.’


Dr. Baird looked me sharply up and down. I fancied he might at one time have been a coroner. What was the make of my own car? It was the same as his. ‘Well, that’s one comfort. Are you safe?’ I said we could just as easily take taxis, that indeed I had no wish to bother him in this way. He repeated, ‘I said, are you safe?’


His wife, who had been sitting forlornly beside him, looking now and then at the clock as if calculating how many dull hours lay ahead of her, touched his sleeve. ‘Now, Arthur, you’re not to be silly.’


‘Be quiet, my bunny.’ This incongruous endearment was snapped out in the same sharp tone he had been using to me. Indeed, I thought for a second that he was addressing me. ‘I’m talking to Mrs. Hall.’


I said I had had a clean licence for ten years, but would still prefer not to worry him. I felt annoyed with Celia for putting me in Baird’s witness-box, but as I glanced at her saw she was regarding him with a comfortable and tender smile.


‘Good for you,’ he said, and gave me his sunless grin. ‘Why this girl of mine can’t do a simple, practical thing like propelling a motor-vehicle I can’t presume to imagine.’ Mrs. Baird laughed relievedly. I realised that this ponderousness of expression was his only idea of making a joke. ‘But you take it and welcome. Have a good time.’


‘Always this fuss,’ Celia said, as we went down the steps. ‘It makes him feel so big, poor dear. Everyone uses his car, of course; he never does nowadays, but he can’t bear to sell it. It’s like people having pianos they can’t play.’


The dancing partners she had arranged for us were two small men called Raby and Webster. Raby was as she had suggested, but I found that Mr. Webster had a wife of whom he was very fond. He talked about her most of the time we were dancing, and only now and then sang with the music.


At the end of each dance they left us, returning when the music started again. I gathered no money was likely to pass; Celia knew how to arrange these things in advance. It was all as mysterious to me as the proceedings of Eleusis.


She, I saw, was a good dancer – far better than I. She danced easily and with delight; I knew Mr. Webster was envying Raby, and said so.


He said, ‘Miss Baird is very good; with a bit of training she could have gone a long way. Mr. Raby says he always enjoys dancing with Miss Baird.’ He paused, then returned to the topic nearest to him. ‘My wife’s a good dancer, exhibition class. The trouble is, she’s got so much else. The little boy, and then the house to look after.’


He was a decent little man, very gentle, rather distrait. I thought how strange it was that he should have been endowed with the bizarre skill that had led him to spend his evenings, away from Mrs. Webster, on hire to Celia and myself.


He had a small, gentle, chinless face, and his eyes were empty. He plodded on round the floor, patient with me, his mind far away. I asked him what Mrs. Webster was like. He said, ‘Oh, nothing all that much. But thoughtful! I thought she wouldn’t remember my birthday, but she did. A new Lilac she gave me – a real beauty. I came down, and there it was in the cage. I had one who was a talker, so this one may be. One never knows with budgies.’


After each dance Celia returned exhilarated to our table. She was full of such joy that it did not frighten her to inflate it. This was not, as it was for me, an evening of purely artificial pleasure. She was enjoying herself wholly. Webster and Raby were more than substitutes for delight: they were its symbols. She did not notice that the dancers were few and elderly, nor that they thinned away as the evening wore on until there were only three couples, ourselves included, on the floor. It was very late. The tired waiters lolled against the wall.


I went upstairs to the cloakroom and, lifting up the blind, looked out upon the shore. The full moon had risen, the tide was low. There were few people on the front, and the illuminations bore a derelict look, as if they had once shone over a city, and that city had sunk beneath the sea. A clock struck twelve, tossing melodious notes like soap bubbles upon a city almost asleep.


When I came back the third couple had gone. Webster and Raby were at our table; Celia had bought them drinks. Raby, alert, was chattering away in a smooth sub-Cockney that had an air of caricature, but Webster’s eyes had glazed, his collar was limp and his smile had gone to sleep as it lay stretched upon his face. I was sorry for him, and thought it was high time Celia and I went home. I nudged her, but she took no notice. In that high, bright, empty room, where the band played above an empty floor, she sat on remorseless.


It was one o’clock before she rose. As we drove off I said, ‘I’m afraid we kept them late.’


‘Oh no.’ There was something inflexible in her voice, inflexible and heated. ‘They are extremely well paid. They know me, they know I like my money’s worth. No one pays them better than I do, and they must give value.’


Then she asked me to drive on for a while, up into the higher part of the town, which, by that time, was deserted. ‘Turn up to the right here, will you?’


We were in a street of small houses, once slum houses, now reclaimed and smartened. There were lights in only one of them; a chandelier held its rainbows steady behind the window veils.


‘Junius is down,’ said Celia. ‘I thought he might be.’ She made me stop for a moment while she gazed, smiling, at the house.


She said, ‘It’s very absurd, but even to look at a place where a friend of his lives makes me happy.’




Chapter 5


Celia spent the next day with her parents, listening to her mother’s talk of friends, relations, clothes, cinemas, and to her father’s ground-bass of general denunciation. He seemed to take ease and comfort in disapproval; he drew attention to any item in the paper likely to stimulate moral indignation, and if he could not rouse this in his daughter did not fail to imply that this was because she approved of fraud, murder, cruelty to children or whatever fault lay under discussion. I should have found this extremely irritating; Celia did not appear to mind, but regarded him with an amused and filial tenderness. I observed how easy it was for her, under her father’s half-facetious bullying, to relapse into a comfortable semblance of childishness; there were moments when she seemed to be giving an amateur’s imitation of childhood – embarrassing because it had overtones of truth. But there was something worse: Baird’s compulsion was hypnotic. If I had not taken myself in hand I should have sat side by side with Celia, acceptant of his authority, grateful to have the problems of adult life by-passed for me. As it was, I had begun to be drawn in further than I wished.


Once, when Celia was out of the room for a moment, Mrs. Baird put her hand on mine. ‘It’s so nice for her to have you here, Christine. She needs somebody sensible, like you. Arthur and I are really grateful.’


At tea-time I found a letter from Mark in my pigeon-hole. There would be a holiday on Thursday; I could come and take him out if I liked, but he expected it was too short notice. I was sure to be busy, and it didn’t matter anyway, but he thought he might as well let me know.


I went back into the lounge and asked Dr. Baird if he would allow me to use his car. I explained the circumstances, said that, of course, I should pay for the petrol.


‘Well, I should think you would, wouldn’t you?’ He told me not to crash it into a wall; he knew women drivers.


‘He doesn’t mean to sound ungracious,’ Mrs. Baird murmured, ‘do you, dear? He just doesn’t care how he sounds.’


He smiled faintly in enjoyment of this character-analysis.


Celia asked if I should be away all day, and looked disappointed when I said yes. Later she said, ‘No, I’ll tell you what – that is, unless you hate not having him all to yourself, which I should in your place. Why don’t we drive over and bring him back here for the day?’


I said it was a long way. She protested at once that it was not more than forty miles, that we could make an early start. She was filled with a kind of strained eagerness.


I hesitated. I did like Mark to myself, though I was not sure he felt the same about me.


‘Father isn’t bad with boys,’ she said hopefully. She paused. ‘We could go on the pier, if Mark isn’t too old for it.’


‘All you’ll get on that pier is vermin,’ said Baird, with finality.


‘Daddy says,’ Mrs. Baird quietly augmented, ‘that you will never teach people to be clean.’


‘That’s what I do say.’ He turned his savage stare upon an elderly woman knitting harmlessly in her corner.


‘Oh you, how absurd you are!’ Celia flared up: her colour heightened. ‘You don’t mean half you say, so why do you have to say it? Christine and I are going to get a drink.’


We went into the bar.


‘Do let us bring Mark here. I haven’t seen him for ages. Besides—’ She hesitated.


I asked her what was the matter. She looked as if she were going to cry.


‘I can stand the old people if there’s nothing else beyond them. But to be left with them this week—’


She stopped, jingled her bracelets, and reminded the girl behind the bar in a high, cold, pleasant voice that we had not yet been served. I understood her need for me. Her excitement, her joy, was so intense that she could not bear either to be alone with it or in the company of anyone from whom she had to conceal its existence.


‘I want to give him a good time,’ she said. ‘He needn’t see Father, of course. We could do all sorts of things.’


When I had at last agreed to her plan her edginess disappeared. She began to talk about her father with a curious, self-deceiving romanticism. He was brusque, of course; his ways might seem odd to people who did not know him; but at heart he was a good man, sentimental and responsive to affection. ‘Mummy’s so taken up with herself and him,’ she went on, without any appearance of resentment, ‘that she doesn’t really care about me – at any rate, not on any deep level. He’s different. I have to indulge him.’


It seemed to me, remembering Celia’s outburst, that he must indeed be fond of her, for I could imagine him taking nothing of the kind from anyone else. I could not, however, believe that he was either good or sentimental. Behind the pretence of savagery was something of savagery itself; it was like an ugly mask upon an ugly face.


She added, ‘But believe me, if Mark could bear to talk to him, only for five minutes, he’d love it. I mean, of course, Mark wouldn’t: no one could; I mean, the love would be on Father’s side.’


Mark’s memories of Celia, though vague, were agreeable, and he seemed glad to see her. What did disquiet him was the prospect of two long rides in one day.


‘I get a bit car-sick, as a matter of fact,’ he said airily, looking around the sky.


‘But you won’t today,’ Celia assured him, ‘because it will be quite different. Utterly and entirely different.’


Her masterful air may have had some hypnotic effect upon him, since he did not complain at all, but arrived at the Moray announcing that he was very hungry.


After we had eaten, I took him into the lounge to introduce him to the Bairds. He was growing very fast, and I saw that he had begun to stoop slightly, as if his height worried him. Baird saw this too. ‘Well, stand up, stand up! What you’ll get, young man, is a dowager’s hump.’


It was not a good start. Mark flushed. He gave an uncertain smile, half-angry, half-placatory.


Mrs. Baird began to talk rapidly. Did he like his school? Did he get enough to eat? A friend she knew had a boy who was always hungry at Eton, but it seemed to be traditional. Through this solacing murmur the doctor’s voice ran on.


‘You get in the habit once, you never get out of it. Copy your mother, that’s what you ought to do; she’s straight enough. Millie, give him some coffee.’


Mark said in a stilted, almost genteel voice that he didn’t like it; Baird instantly put him through an interrogation. Why not? Didn’t he like the taste? Was he faddy? Didn’t he know French boys drank coffee?


‘You know perfectly well, dear,’ Celia said very gently, ‘that you think it’s bad for people.’


‘What’s that got to do with it? I’m not making the boy drink it. I simply want to know why he won’t drink it.’


Mark, goaded, spoke with unpremeditated loudness. ‘Because it’s foul.’


The doctor was silent. His flat eyes went blank. ‘Well,’ he said at last, ‘so that’s that. One can’t say fairer than that.’


He stared at Mark, seeming to itemise his features. Suddenly he asked him if he knew a certain name.


‘He’s my housemaster.’


‘I knew him when he was a boy.’ Baird began to ask questions and to wait for the answers; he spoke easily to Mark, as to a man of his own age. The tension had passed.


But Celia, as we left the Moray and set out along the front, was tight and unsmiling. She said, ‘I must apologise for my absurd father, Mark. If I were you I should want to hit him.’


He said surprisingly, ‘Oh, that’s all right. I liked him.’


We had a pleasant day; Celia was good with Mark. When we got to the pier she asked him what he would like to do. ‘Whatever you want,’ he answered, with polite unhelpfulness.


‘I’m afraid you wouldn’t like what we want. Christine and I are going to sit in the sun and talk, which would be dreary for you.’ She gave him ten shillings. ‘If I were you I’d simply disappear till tea-time.’ This was said with so thoughtful an air, as if her whole mind were bent upon the problem of pleasing him, that he took not the slightest offence.


‘I say, thanks! Thanks awfully.’


He disappeared rapidly into the amusement hall. Celia looked after him. ‘How lucky you are! He’s very nice, isn’t he? And he seems to like you.’


We saw him only once during the afternoon. He had managed to hire a bathing suit and was picking his way down over the sliding stones, holding himself together in a stiff, scurrying fashion, like a woman ashamed of her clothes. He climbed on to a groin, stretched his arms and dived cleanly into the sparkling, cineraria sea. His fair head flashed up above the water, bobbed steadily outwards.


‘I envy you,’ she repeated, ‘though I expect he’s been a worry. Children must be. People conceal it.’


The Bairds were expecting us for an early dinner. It was a lavish one, imaginatively chosen to please a boy. There were potted shrimps, duck and green peas, a sweet made of strawberries and tangerine water-ice. Baird ordered a bottle of hock. ‘Does he drink?’


I said I thought Mark would rather have lemonade.


‘Bosh. I won’t buy it him. If he gets used to a drop of wine now he won’t rush into the public houses and make a clown of himself the moment he’s eighteen.’


Mark did not care for his drop of wine, but was flattered to have it imposed upon him. Throughout the meal Baird kept up a kind of brutal badinage with which Mark appeared to be at ease – which, indeed, he seemed to enjoy. Though his face kept a delicate ice-cream flush, he answered the old man gracefully, and even with humour. I was proud of him.


Celia put in such words as were possible edgeways, but made no great effort to join in the conversation. She looked from her father to Mark with the appeased air of a producer who has obtained, perhaps fortuitously, the effect he wanted. She had relaxed her domination, sat smiling like a daughter in her father’s house.


Mrs. Baird whispered to me, ‘Daddy’s bark is worse than his bite.’


When we were ready to set off on the return journey Dr. Baird called Mark before him and ceremoniously folded two pound notes into his hand. Mark made a polite protest.


‘You want it, don’t you? You can do with it? Don’t buy muck with it, mind.’


He and his wife came to the door to watch us drive away.


Mark said he thought he would sit in the back, as he was less likely to feel sick.


‘Do as you like,’ said Celia, adding, like a domineering sibyl, ‘But you are never going to be sick again. Absolutely never.’


She and I talked, Mark looked out of the window. He was not a conversational boy and was content to be left alone. By the time we had crossed the Sussex border dusk had fallen and yellow lights shone among the hills. The breeze went with us, rattling the hedges. At the top of the sky was an arena of the last, the purest, blue.


Mark spoke as we were coming into Godalming. ‘I say, Celia, your father gave me an awful lot. Is it all right?’


She said, ‘My dear boy, he’s not mental. Of course it is. And, anyway, you’ve earned it.’


We came to the school gates. Mark, who was now fretting in case he should be late, forgot his manners, jumped out of the car and walked away. Then he came back, wrenched open the door and pushed his head in, nodding it like a mandarin. ‘I say, thanks awfully. It was very nice. Thank you for taking me out.’


He walked away, stately for a few yards, then broke into a run.


‘It must be painful to see them go,’ Celia said, ‘because you really don’t know to what. They never tell you. He might be walking off the planet, mightn’t he?’ She added, ‘It is so disconcerting to know nothing of a person’s life, not even the ordinary things, to know them only when they’re with you.’


We were not back at the Moray till past midnight, since she made me stop at two hotels for drinks, at a third for coffee. It was as though she could not bear to sleep, to waste hours in which she might have been aware of bliss.




Chapter 6


On the following evening Celia took her parents to the theatre, and I was in bed before they came in. I was not sorry to be alone. Though I liked her, was attracted by her, she sapped energy. To be with her was absorbing, even exhilarating; but whenever I left her I felt virtue had gone out of me. I wrote a letter to Gerard, to whom life was a long, complex, image-clustered novel, and told him about her. In theory he always welcomed the appearance of new characters, but in fact liked to delay the moment of meeting them. It interested him to match his own conjectures with the reality.


Next day she did not appear at breakfast. It was usual for Dr. and Mrs. Baird to have a tray in their rooms, but Celia, as a rule, was downstairs by half-past eight. At ten o’clock there was still no sign of her. I was just going out for a walk when Mrs. Baird came up to me, looking distressed. ‘Christine, I wish you’d do me a favour and see what’s the matter with my girl.’ She told me that Celia had left them after the theatre, saying she wanted some air, and had not come back to the hotel until half-past four. ‘I kept waking up. I never can sleep properly till I know she’s all right. When I did hear her come in I looked at my watch.’ She had not gone to question Celia then, probably remembering that she was no longer a young girl; but at nine o’clock she had knocked. ‘I know she’s there because I can hear her moving about, but she won’t open the door and she won’t answer.’


Though I was disturbed myself, I did not think Celia, whatever her motives for hiding from her mother, would relish my intervention, and I said so.


‘Oh, do go! She’ll listen to you. It’s all we hear these days, it’s all Christine.’ She was worried enough to be quite unable to conceal a touch of resentment. ‘Please! I’ll take you up.’


The Bairds had three rooms at the end of a corridor on the fourth floor. These were set in a wing of the building, almost shut off from the rest of it.


‘Come into my room for a minute first,’ Mrs. Baird said. I followed her, and was astonished by what I saw. It was the room of a woman who did not mean to settle down. She had been living for three years at the Moray, yet she seemed scarcely to have unpacked. Trunks and suit-cases, open, contents rumpled, were pushed against the walls. The door of the wardrobe, ajar, showed only a few clothes upon the hangers. The dressing-table was splashed with powder. In the gloomy and shaded air hung a strong flower scent mingled with a curious ammoniac smell which I could not at first define. Then I saw, in the corner by the bed, a cat basket and a box full of sand, the latter scrabbled and damp. ‘It’s my Tiny,’ Mrs. Baird said. ‘They don’t allow animals to be kept here, really, but no one says anything about him if I keep him quiet.’ A long-haired white cat jumped on to the unmade bed and gave a little, emasculate mew.


A key rattled in the door and a chambermaid looked in. ‘Not now, Nora,’ Mrs. Baird said, ‘you can’t do the room now. You’ll have to do it later.’


She gave me a cigarette. ‘Do sit down, if you can find anywhere to sit.’ She pushed some underclothes off a chair. ‘I expect you think I’m silly, worrying like this, but she is so moody. I’m sure you aren’t. I’m sure you’re quite different. I don’t believe you ever gave your mother any trouble.’


I asked her why, if Celia were obviously up and about, she should worry so much.


She said obstinately, with a trace of ill-humour, ‘I don’t know why, but I do.’ She rummaged in a suit-case and handed me a silver-framed photograph. Even this had not been unpacked. I saw a pointed face, rather small, widespread eyes, a meek, slightly ironic smile; long dark hair tied with a limp ribbon, falling in tubular curls; a party dress with frills.


‘That was Celia as a little girl. She was so affectionate then; it was Mummy all the time.’


She was not far from tears.


I said I would do what I could.


‘Oh, finish your cigarette first. After all, there’s no reason why we should run after her.’ She picked up the cat and fondled it; it jumped down, leaving small cirrus clouds of fur upon her skirt. ‘No reason at all, really. Her life’s her own. One day you’ll have to lose your boy.’


She sat smoking in silence for a while. I felt that the whole morning would go by, and we should just sit there. At last she got up and pressed my hand. ‘See if you can get some sense out of her. I’ll go down.’ As she opened the door for me the cat tried to run out; she nudged it back again with her foot. ‘I have to pay Nora extra for cleaning Tiny, of course. But she’s very good.’
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