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Introduction



Most of the stories in this book were originally published in four volumes – Hester Lilly (1954); The Blush (1958); A Dedicated Man (1965); and The Devastating Boys (1972) – but this edition includes several that have previously appeared only in magazines. Much of my mother’s work was printed in the New Yorker, and I can remember the copies, with a deep crease down the centre, regularly arriving at our house. The crease was so that the parcel would qualify for printed-paper-rate postage, and it was only when I went to America in my teens that I saw for the first time flat copies on the bookstalls – they seemed strangely unfamiliar. My brother and I enjoyed the cartoons and later the articles and short stories, including our mother’s own. We also enjoyed the New Yorker’s generous gifts of a large ham at Christmas-time, a great treat when such things were scarce here. The literary editors Katharine White and William Maxwell became my mother’s good friends, and she dedicated The Blush to Maxwell.


Before writing this introduction I had been reading the collections, smiling at forgotten memories and wishing I could ask my mother about several of the details and incidents and what had prompted her to include them. Many of the stories have an autobiographical streak, though sometimes no more than a thread; but throughout there are phrases and characters recognisable to those of us lucky enough to have known her. Two such tales are ‘Plenty Good Fiesta’ and ‘The Devastating Boys’. The little Spanish boy she wrote about in ‘Plenty Good Fiesta’ eventually returned to his family in Spain, while ‘Sep’ and ‘Benny’ of ‘The Devastating Boys’ were frequent visitors at my parents’ house. It is nearly fifty years since they first came, but they kept in touch with my father until his death a few years ago. My mother’s fears about how she would manage to look after the children she reflected on as she wrote about Laura’s doubts, but in fact my mother had an intuitive understanding of children and invariably elicited their love and respect. It has always struck me how shrewdly they are portrayed in her fiction. Once, in a letter to her agent, she reported that she was having difficulty in finding new ideas for her work, but had been delighted when my small daughter had told her not to worry as it would ‘soon come down from your head’ – a sage counsel which much cheered her grandmother.


Readers frequently ask about a writer’s technique – how they develop their characters, use dialogue and so on. In an article, my mother once described how she set the scenes for her stories: ‘The thing that I do, I have found, is to fasten to some detail, and then let the mind wander down any corridor it fancies, opening doors or ignoring them. There was once a blind man I saw on a bus. From that, watching him, wondering about him, I built up a whole story.’ This was the ‘Spry Old Character’. The man she described lived in a home for the blind on the edge of our village, and each afternoon was picked up by the same bus that I caught home from prep school. While the bus waited at the terminus on the common he would chat cheerily to the driver and conductor before being delivered safely back to his usual stop. Meanwhile, I would make my way to our house and, tucking into my tea, would listen to my mother read aloud to me – usually from E. Nesbit or Noel Streatfeild. She was a good reader, and listening to her encouraged me to follow the practice with my own children – and grandchildren.


The title ‘You’ll Enjoy It When You Get There’ came from a much-used family expression and an assurance frequently delivered to me when, after dressing for a party or the Pony Club dance (which naturally recalls another story, ‘The Rose, the Mauve, the White’), I would start to say that I couldn’t face it. My parents were wrong in their assertion, as I rarely did enjoy those occasions. What inspired the story, though, was what happened to my mother at a rather stiff trade function with my father. Like me, she didn’t enjoy it when she got there, and then humiliated herself by making the mistake of telling one poor bored man all about the adventures of her Burmese cat … twice. Such was her ennui that she had never noticed his face, only the glittering chain of office resplendent on his chest. This little social gaffe distressed her, but I am ashamed to say that we, unsympathetically, delighted in the story.


There was a lot of laughter and leg-pulling in the family and my parents were very funny. I will always remember our joy at my father’s indignant reaction when the publishers had advised my mother to change the name of Muriel in ‘Hester Lilly’. ‘You can tell them from me that before I met you I very nearly married a girl called Muriel,’ he said, and after a pause added: ‘and I’ll have you know that she was a very good swimmer.’


On one occasion when we were making the beds and listening to the morning story on the radio, my mother stopped what she was doing and said, ‘This is strange, I know this story.’ She then realised that it was one of her own. We heard later that a man had been submitting stories from the New Yorker to the BBC as his work, never imagining anyone in Britain would recognise them. That was not the only unwelcome surprise my mother was to have from the morning story programme. In 1959, ‘Swan-moving’ was scheduled to be broadcast, and when it was over, she wrote to a friend: ‘After about a minute of rather stilted reading and slurred words, he suddenly stopped and began to mutter to himself about cuts he should have made – a silence – almost endless to me – and then he asked someone if he should start again. Another pause, and then an announcer said there seemed to be some trouble with the cuts that should have been made, and then played some gramophone records instead. Perhaps the poor man was taken ill. A woman on the bus wondered if I had written something rude, and, coming upon it for the first time, he had thought it better not to read it.’


The collection A Dedicated Man was inscribed to the writer Robert Liddell, with whom my mother maintained a friendship that began with a long correspondence. As he lived and worked in Athens, it was some time before they actually met. We had visited Greece in the 1950s, but it was not until later when my mother was in Athens alone that she finally met him. And although she was certainly nervous, their first meeting was unlike the one between Edmund and Emily that she portrays in ‘The Letter-writers’. Robert, however, makes reference to it in his book Elizabeth and Ivy, which is about their shared friendship with Ivy Compton-Burnett. After the colonels took over the government, my mother declined to go to Greece again; instead, she and my father would visit the area on cruises, and Robert would come aboard at various ports to see them.


Some reviewers criticised my mother for writing about only those places and people she knew. It was, I think, a misplaced judgement, as several stories were set well outside her comfort zone and she was not wedded to the familiar. Writing to her agent Patience Ross, she alluded to a current project as being ‘rather horrible’, adding, ‘and I dare say no one will like it’. This was ‘The Fly-paper’, and indeed the New Yorker didn’t like it; William Maxwell asked her to consider altering the ending. However, I wonder whether readers of the tale will agree with me that without that ending there is no story. It later became a very chilling television film.


One of the many things that I recall about my mother was her deep love for art and the great pleasure she took in visiting galleries and exhibitions. This pleasure is captured in another of her letters, written in 1965: ‘I nipped up to London yesterday, and bought the most beautiful picture at the Leicester Galleries. It is by Elinor Bellingham-Smith – a dead still, frozen world. I long for the exhibition to be over so that I can have it home to stare at. I was frightened at spending so much money, but didn’t take a taxi afterwards. Then this morning the cheque came for “Tall Boy”, and I thought, “This is marvellous, I am turning stories into pictures.”’


As I write this, I pause and look up at the painting, which now hangs on my study wall, and I think to myself, her stories are pictures.


Joanna Kingham


2012





Hester Lilly



Muriel’s first sensation was one of derisive relief. The name – Hester Lilly – had suggested to her a goitrous, pre-Raphaelite frailty. That, allied with youth, can in its touchingness mean danger to any wife, demanding protectiveness and chivalry, those least combatable adversaries, against which admiration simply is nothing. ‘For if she is to fling herself on his compassion,’ she had thought, ‘at that age, and orphaned, then any remonstrance from me will seem doubly callous.’


As soon as she saw the girl an injudicious confidence stilled her doubts. Her husband’s letters from and to this young cousin seemed now fairly guiltless and untormenting; avuncular, but not in a threatening way.


Hester, in clothes which astonished by their improvisation – the wedding of out-grown school uniform with the adult, gloomy wardrobe of her dead mother – looked jaunty, defiant and absurd. Every garment was grown out of or not grown into.


I will take her under my wing, Muriel promised herself. The idea of an unformed personality to be moulded and high-lighted invigorated her, and the desire to tamper with – as in those fashion magazines in which ugly duckling is so disastrously changed to swan before our wistful eyes – made her impulsive and welcoming. She came quickly across the hall and laid her cheek against the girl’s, murmuring affectionately. Deception enveloped them.


Robert was not deceived. He understood his wife’s relief, and, understanding that, could realise the wary distress she must for some time have suffered. Now she was in command again and her misgivings were gone. He also sensed that if, at this point, she was ceasing to suspect him, perhaps his own guilt was only just beginning. He hated the transparency of Muriel’s sudden relaxation and forbearance. Until now she had contested his decision to bring Hester into their home, incredulous that she could not have her own way. She had laid about him with every weapon she could find – cool scorn, sweet reasonableness, little girl tears.


‘You are making a bugbear of her,’ he had said.


‘You have made her that, to me. For months, all these letters going to and fro, sometimes three a week from her. And I always excluded.’


She had tried not to watch him reading them, had poured out more coffee, re-examined her own letters. He opened Hester’s last of all and as if he would rather have read them privately. Then he would fold them and slip them back inside the envelope, to protect them from her eyes. All round his plate, on the floor, were other screwed up envelopes which had contained his less secret letters. Once – to break a silence – he had lied, said, ‘Hester sends love to you.’ In fact, Hester had never written or spoken Muriel’s name. They had not been family letters, to be passed from one to the other, not cousinly letters, with banal enquiries and remembrances. The envelopes had been stuffed with adolescent despair, cries of true loneliness, the letters were repellent with egotism and affected bitterness, appealing with naivety. Hester had been making, in this year since her father’s death, a great hollow nest in preparation for love, and Robert had watched her going round and round it, brooding over it, covering it. Now it was ready and was empty.


Unknowingly, but with so many phrases in her letters, she had acquainted him with this preparation, which must be hidden from her mother and from Muriel. She had not imagined the letters being read by anyone but Robert, and he would not betray her.


‘You are old enough to be her father,’ Muriel had once said; but those scornful, recriminating, wife’s words never sear and wither as they are meant to. They presented him instead with his first surprised elation. After that he looked forward to the letters and was disappointed on mornings when there was none.


If there were any guilty love, he was the only guilty one. Hester proceeded in innocence; wrote the letters blindly as if to herself or as in a diary and loved only men in books, or older women. She felt melancholy yearnings in cinemas and, at the time of leaving home, had become obsessed by a young pianist who played tea-time music in a café.


Now, at last, at the end of her journey, she felt terror, and as the first ingratiating smile faded from her face she looked sulky and wary. Following Muriel upstairs and followed by Robert carrying some of her luggage, she was overcome by the reality of the house, which she had imagined wrong. It was her first visit, and she had from Robert’s letters constructed a completely different setting. Stairs led up from the side of the hall instead of from the end facing the door. ‘I must finish this letter and go up to bed,’ Robert had sometimes written. So he had gone up these stairs, she thought in bewilderment as she climbed them now.


The building might not have been a school. The mullioned windows had views of shaved lawns – deserted – and cedar trees.


‘I thought there would be goal-posts everywhere,’ she said, stopping at a landing window.


‘In summer-time?’ Muriel asked in a voice of sweet amusement.


They turned into a corridor and Robert showed Hester from another window the scene she had imagined. Below a terrace, a cinder-track encircled a cricket field where boys were playing. A white-painted pavilion and sight-screens completed the setting. The drowsy afternoon quiet was broken abruptly by a bell ringing, and at once voices were raised all over the building and doors were slammed.


When Muriel had left her – with many kind reminders and assurances – Hester was glad to be still for a moment and let the school sounds become familiar. She was pleased to hear them; for it was because of the school that she had come. She was not to share Muriel’s life, whatever that may be, but Robert’s. The social-family existence the three of them must lead would have appalled her, if she had not known that after most meal-times, however tricky, she and Robert would leave Muriel. They would go to his study, where she would prove – must prove – her efficiency, had indeed knelt down for nights to pray that her shorthand would keep up with his dictation.


From the secretarial school where, aged eighteen, she had vaguely gone, she had often played truant. She had sat in the public gardens, rather than face those fifteen-year-olds with their sharp ways, their suspicion of her, that she might, from reasons of age or education, think herself their superior. Her aloofness had been humble and painful, which they were not to know.


When Robert’s offer had arrived, she had regretted her time wasted. At her mother’s death she was seen clearly to be the kind of girl whom relatives must help, take under their roof as governess or companion, or to do, as in Hester’s case, some kind of secretarial work.


In spite of resentment, Muriel had given her a pleasant room – nicely anonymous, ready to receive the imprint of a long stay – no books, one picture and a goblet of moss-roses.


Outside, a gardener was mowing the lawn. There, at the back of the house, the lawns sloped up to the foot of a tree-covered hillside, scarred by ravines. Foliage was dense and lush, banking up so that no sky was seen. Leaves were large enough to seem sinister, and all of this landscape with its tortured-looking ash trees, its too-prolific vegetation, had a brooding, an evil aspect; might have been a Victorian engraving – the end-piece to an idyllic chapter, hitting inadvertently, because of medium, quite the wrong note.


At the foot of the hillside, with lawns up to its porch, was a little church, which Hester knew from Robert’s letters to be Saxon. Since the eighteenth century it had been used as a private chapel by the successive owners of the house – the last of these now impoverished and departed. The family graves lay under the wall. Once, Robert had written that he had discovered an adder’s nest there. His letters often – too often for Hester – consisted of nature notes, meticulously detailed.


Hester found this view from her window much more pre-envisaged than the rest. It had a strength and interest which her cousin’s letters had managed to impart.


From the church – now used as school chapel – a wheezy, elephantine voluntary began and a procession of choir-boys, their royal-blue skirts trailing the grass or hitched up unevenly above their boots, came out of the house and paced, with a pace so slow they rocked and swayed, towards the church door. The chaplain followed, head bent, sleeves flung back on his folded arms. He was, as Hester already knew, a thorn in Robert’s flesh.


In the drawing-room, Muriel was pouring out tea. Robert always stood up to drink his. It was a woman’s hour, he felt, and his dropping in on it was fleeting and accidental. Hugh Baseden stood up as well – though wondering why – until Muriel said: ‘Won’t you sit down, Mr Baseden?’


At once, he searched for reproof in her tone, and thought that perhaps he had been imitating a piece of headmasterliness – not for him. Holding his cup unsteadily in one hand, he jerked up the knees of his trousers with the other and lowered himself on to the too-deep sofa, perched there on the edge staring at the tea in his saucer.


Muriel had little patience with gaucherie, though inspiring it. She pushed aside Hester’s clean cup and clasped her hands in her lap.


‘What can she be doing?’ she asked.


‘Perhaps afraid to come down,’ Robert said.


Hugh looked with embarrassment at the half-open door where Hester hesitated, peering in, clearly wondering if this were the right room and the right people in it. To give warning to the others, he stood up quickly and slopped some more tea into his saucer. Robert and Muriel turned their heads.


‘We were thinking you must be lost,’ Muriel said, unsure of how much Hester might have heard.


Robert went forward and led her into the room. ‘This is Hugh Baseden. My cousin, Hester Lilly, Hugh. You are newcomers together, Hester, for this is Hugh’s first term with us.’


Hester sank down on the sofa, her knees an inelegant angle. When asked if she would have sugar she said ‘yes’ in error, and knew at once that however long her stay might be she was condemned to sweet tea throughout it, for she would never find the courage to explain.


‘Mr Baseden is one of those ghoulish schoolmasters who cuts up dead frogs and puts pieces of bad meat under glass to watch what happens,’ Muriel said. ‘I am sure it teaches the boys something enormously important, although it sounds so unenticing.’


‘Do girls not learn biology then?’ Hugh asked, looking from one to the other.


Muriel said ‘no’ and Hester said ‘yes’: and they spoke together.


‘Then that is how much it has all changed,’ Muriel added lightly. ‘That marks the great difference in our ages’ – she smiled at Hester – ‘as so much else does, alas! But I am glad I was spared the experience. The smell!’ She put her hand delicately to her face and closed her eyes. Hester felt that the lessons she had learnt had made her repulsive herself. ‘Oh, do you remember, Robert,’ Muriel went on, ‘last Parents’ Day? The rabbit? I walked into the Science Room with Mrs Carmichael and there it was, opened out, pinned to a board and all its inside labelled. How we scurried off. All the mammas looking at their sons with awe and anxiety and fanning themselves with their handkerchiefs, wondering if their darlings would not pick up some plague. We must not have that this year, Mr Baseden. You must promise me not. A thundery day … oh, by four o’clock! Could we have things in jars instead, sealed up? Or skeletons? I like it best when the little ones just collect fossils or flint arrow-heads.’


‘Flint arrow-heads are not in Hugh’s department,’ Robert said, although Muriel knew that as well as he, was merely going through her scatter-brain performance – the all-feminine, inaccurate, negligent act by which she dissociated herself from the school.


‘They are out of chapel,’ Hugh said. The noise outside was his signal to go. ‘No rabbits, then,’ he promised Muriel and turning to Hester, said: ‘Don’t be too bewildered. I haven’t had much start on you, but I begin to feel at home.’ Then, sensing some rudeness to Muriel in what he had said, he added: ‘So many boys must be a great strain to you at first. You will get used to them in time.’


‘I never have,’ Muriel murmured, when he had gone. ‘Such dull young men we get here always. I am sorry, Hester, there is no brighter company for you. Of course, there is Rex Wigmore, ex-RAF, with moustache, slang, silk mufflers, undimmed gaiety; but I should be wary of him, if I were you. You think I am being indiscreet, Robert; but I am sure Hester will know without being told how important it is in a school for us to be able to speak frankly – even scandalously – when we are en famille. It would be impossible to laugh if, outside, our lips were not sealed tight …’


‘If everything is to be said for me,’ Hester thought, ‘and understood for me, how am I ever to take part in a conversation again?’


From that time, Muriel spoke on her behalf, interpreted for her, as if she were a savage or a mute, until the moment not many days later, when she said in an amused, but matter-of-fact voice: ‘Of course, you are in love with Robert.’


Muriel saved Hester the pains of groping towards this fact. She presented it promptly, fresh, illicit and out-of-the-question; faced and decided once for all. The girl’s heart swerved in horrified recognition. From her sensations of love for and dependence upon this older man, her cousin, she had separated the trembling ardour of her youth and unconsciously had directed it towards the less forbidden – the pianist in the café for instance. Now, she saw that her feelings about that young man were just the measure of her guilt about Robert.


Muriel insinuated the idea into the girl’s head, thinking that such an idea would come sooner or later and came better from her, inseparable from the very beginning with shame and confusion. She struck, with that stunning remark, at the right time. For the first week or so Hester was tense with desire to please, anxiety that she might not earn her keep. Robert would often find her bowed in misery over indecipherable shorthand, or would hear her rip pages out of the typewriter and begin again. The waste-paper basket was usually crammed full of spoilt stationery. Once, he discovered her in tears and, half-way across the room to comfort her, wariness overtook him. He walked instead to the window and spoke with his back to her, which seemed to him the only alternative to embracing her.


Twice before he had taken her in his arms, on two of the three times they had been together. He had met her when she came home from Singapore where her father had died, and she had begun to cry in the station refreshment-room while they were having a cup of tea. His earlier meeting was at her christening when he had dutifully, as godfather, nursed her for a moment. The third encounter she had inveigled him into. He had met her in London secretly to discuss an important matter. They had had luncheon at his Club and the important matter turned out to be the story of her misery at living with her mother – the moods, scenes, words, tears. He could see that she found telling him more difficult than she had planned, found it in fact almost impossible. Rehearsing her speeches alone, she had reckoned without his presence, his looks of embarrassment, the sound of her own voice complaining, her fear of his impatience. She had spoken in a high, affected, hurried voice, smiling too much and at the wrong moments, with a mixture of defiance and ingratiation he found irritating, but pathetic. He had had so little solace to offer, except that he was sure the trouble would pass, that perhaps her mother suffered, too, at the crisis of middle-age. At that, Hester had been overcome by a great, glowering blush, as if he had said something unforgivable. He did not know if it were some adolescent prudery in her, or the outrage of having excuses made for her enemy-mother. (For whom excuses might have been made, for she died not long after, of cancer.)


Now, as he stood at the window listening to her tears, he knew that she was collapsed, abandoned, in readiness for his embrace of consolation, and he would not turn round, although his instinct was to go to her.


He said, absurdly: ‘I hope you are happy here,’ and received of course only tears in answer.


Without physical contact he could not see how to bring the scene to an end. Bored, he surveyed the garden and thought that the box-hedge needed trimming. Beyond this hedge, hanging from the branches of fruit trees were old potatoes stuck with goose-feathers. He watched them twirling gaily above the currant bushes, not frightening the birds, but exciting or bemusing them.


She realised that he would not come to her, and her weeping sank into muffled apologies, over which Robert could feel more authoritative, with something reassuring to say in return and something to do. (He fetched a decanter of sherry.) His reassurances were grave, not brusque. He put the reasons for her distress sensibly back upon legitimate causes, where perhaps they belonged – the death of her mother, shock, strain, fatigue.


He sat by his desk and put on his half-moon reading-glasses, peered over them, swung about in his swivel-chair, protecting himself by his best old-fogey act.


‘Muriel and I only want to make you happy.’


Hester flinched.


‘You must never let this work worry you, you know.’ He almost offered to get someone else to do it for her, his sense of pity was so great.


His reading-glasses were wasted on her. She would not look at him with her swollen eyes, but pointed her hands together over her forehead, making an eave to hide her face.


‘But does Muriel want me here?’ she cried at last.


‘Could you be here, if she did not?’


‘But do you?’


In her desperation, she felt that she could ask any questions. The only advice he ever wanted to give young people was not to press desperation too far, uncreative as it is; not to admit recklessness. Muriel had once made similar mistakes. It seemed to him a great fault in women.


‘I shall only mind having you here if you cry any more. Or grow any thinner.’


He glanced down at his feet. She was not really any thinner, but Muriel had begun her work on her clothes, which now fitted her and showed her small waist and long narrow back.


‘You are bound to feel awkward at first with one another,’ Robert said. ‘It is a strange situation for you both, and Muriel is rather shy.’


Hester thought that she was uncouth and sarcastic; but not shy, not for one moment shy.


‘I think she is trying so hard to be kind and sympathetic,’ he continued, ‘but she must make her own place in your life. She would not be so impertinent as to try to be a mother to you, as many less sensitive women might. There is no precedent to help her – having no children herself, being much older. She has her own friends, her own life, and she would like to make a place for you, too. I think she would have loved to have had a daughter … I can imagine that from the interest she takes in your clothes, for instance.’ This was true, had puzzled Hester and now was made to shame her.


Muriel opened the door suddenly upon this scene of tears and sherry. Hester, to hide her face, turned aside and put up her hand to smooth her hair.


‘Miss Graveney’s address,’ Muriel said. She stood stiffly in front of Robert’s desk while he searched through a file. She did not glance at Hester and held her hand out to take the address from Robert before he could bring it from the drawer.


‘Thank you, dear!’ She spoke in her delicately amused voice, nodded slightly and left the room.


Outside, she began to tremble violently. Misery split her in two – one Muriel going upstairs in fear and anger, and another Muriel going beside her, whispering: ‘Quiet! Be calm. Think later.’


Hester, with her new trimness, was less touching. She lost part of the appeal of youth – the advantage Muriel could not challenge – and won instead an uncertain sophistication – an unstable elegance, which only underlined how much cleverer Muriel was at the same game.


Muriel’s cleverness, however, could not overcome the pain she felt. She held the reins, but could barely keep her hands from trembling. Her patience was formidable. Robert had always remarked upon it since the day he had watched her at work upon her own wedding cake. There were many things in her life which no one could do as well as she, and her wedding cake was one of them. She had spent hours at the icing – at hair-fine lattice-work, at roses and rosettes, swags and garlands, conch-shells and cornucopias. She had made of it a great work of art, and with a similar industry, which Robert only half-discerned and Hester did not discern at all, she now worked at what seemed to her the battle for her marriage.


Conceived at the moment of meeting Hester, the strategy was based on implanting in the girl her own – Muriel’s – standards, so that every success that Hester had would seem one in the image of the older woman, and every action bring Muriel herself to mind. Patience, tolerance, coolness, amusement were parts of the plan, and when she had suddenly said: ‘Of course you are in love with Robert,’ she had waited to say it for days. It was no abrupt cry of exasperation, but a piece of the design she had worked out.


Before Hester could reply, Muriel stressed the triviality of such a love by going on at once to other things. ‘If I were a young girl again I should have a dark dress made, like a Bluecoat Boy’s – a high neck and buttoned front, leather belt, huge, boyish pockets hidden somewhere in the skirt. How nice if one could wear yellow stockings too!’


She rested her hand on her tapestry-frame and forced herself to meet Hester’s eyes, her own eyes veiled and narrowed, as if she were considering how the girl would look in such a dress.


Hester’s glance, as so often in the innocent party, wavered first. She had no occupation to help her and stared down at her clasped hands.


Muriel began once more to pass the needle through the canvas. Diligently, week by week, the tapestry roses blossomed in grey and white and blood-colour.


‘Don’t you think?’ she asked.


She swung the frame round and examined the back of the canvas. It was perfectly neat. She sat sideways in her chair, with the frame-stand drawn up at one angle. Her full skirt touched the carpet – pink on crimson.


‘Why do you say that?’ Hester asked. ‘What makes you say it?’ She sounded as if she might faint.


‘Say what?’


‘About Robert.’ Her lips moved clumsily over the name as if they were stung by it, and swollen.


‘Robert? Oh, yes! Don’t fuss, dear girl. At your age one has to be in love with someone, and Robert does very well for the time being. Perhaps at every age one has to be in love with someone, but when one is young it is difficult to decide whom. Later one becomes more stable. I fell in love with all sorts of unsuitable people – very worrying for one’s mother. But by the time I met Robert I was old enough to be sure that that would last. As it has,’ she added quietly; and she chose a strand of white silk and began to work on the high-lights of a rose petal.


‘I once fell in love with a young man who drank like a fish,’ she continued, for Hester seemed stunned into silence. ‘He was really an evil influence. Very flashy. You remember how I warned you about Rex Wigmore your first day here?’ She began to shake with mirth. ‘Trying to be my own anxious mamma all over again. And all the time it was Robert! How lucky! For Robert is so gentle, so kind. He would never harm you. Nothing but good could come of a girl loving him. Yes, I can see Robert doing very well indeed, until the real one comes along. How furious he would be to hear us discussing him like this – men take themselves so seriously.’


‘I am not discussing him,’ Hester said, an ugly stubbornness in her manner. She snatched a handkerchief from her pocket and began to fidget with it, crushing it and smoothing it and staring at it in a bewildered defiance.


Muriel’s white hand smoothed a woollen rose. ‘I always leave the background till last.’ She sighed. ‘So dull, going on and on with the same colour.’


‘It isn’t true. He’s my cousin, much older … your husband … I … does he know?’


‘Well, I haven’t asked him. Men are too vain. I dare say he knows all right, though. It’s very good for them, at his age … makes them feel young.’


So Hester saw herself thrust into the service of nature, a coarse instrument, as good as anonymous. Muriel, spared such humiliation, could well smile, and congratulate herself. ‘Don’t fuss,’ she said again in her most laughing voice. ‘If I had known you would, I wouldn’t have said it.’


‘I wish I could go away.’ Hester wrung her hands and looked towards the windows as if she might escape through them. ‘You hate me being here. And now …’


‘Now?’


‘Now you believe this about me, how can you bear me to be here? No wife could.’


At this, a stern, fastidious look came upon Muriel’s face. She was silent for a moment, then said in a quiet and serious voice: ‘I … as a wife; Robert … as a husband; our private life together I must leave out of this. It is between us only, and I never discuss my marriage.’


‘There is no need to be rude to me,’ Hester shouted, so great her frustration, so helplessly she felt herself up against Muriel’s smooth contempt. She was forced into childishness.


At her outburst – for all of today was working for Muriel, she thought – the door opened.


‘But surely there is nothing sinister in that?’ Beatrice Carpenter asked. She was Muriel’s closest friend and they were walking in the park before dinner. ‘Young girls often cry. You rather surprise me, Muriel. You sound hysterical yourself.’


‘It was the atmosphere of the room. It trembled with apprehension, and when I opened the door Robert looked at me with a dumbfounded expression, his eyes opened wide over those awful half-moon glasses he will wear, they – his eyes – looked so blue – a little boy’s look, little boy in mischief. “Don’t spank me, Nanny.” I hated him for a moment. Oh, I felt murderous. No, but I truly itched to hurt him physically, by some violent and abusive act, to hit him across the mouth, to …’ She broke off in astonishment and looked about her, as if fearful of being overheard.


‘You are in a bad way,’ Beatrice said. ‘The girl will have to go.’


‘I know. But how? I have to be clever, not insistent. I can’t be put into the position of getting my own way, for it would never be forgotten. It would last all our lives, such a capitulation, you know.’


Other married women always know; so Beatrice only murmured cosily.


Muriel said: ‘The self-consciousness is so deadly. When I go back, he will look at me to see how I am likely to behave. Every time I go into a room, he glances at my face, so that I can no longer meet his eyes.’


‘I never think embarrassment is a trivial emotion,’ Beatrice said.


‘It has altered everything, having her here; for we were just at an age of being able, perhaps, to relax, to take one another for granted, to let ourselves slip a little. It is a compensation for growing old, and one must find a compensation for that, if one can.’


‘I cannot,’ Beatrice said.


‘For a day or two I tried to compete, but I will not be forced into the sort of competition I am bound to lose.’ Muriel frowned and with a weary gesture unclipped her gold ear-rings as if she suddenly found their weight intolerable. She walked on with them clutched, warm and heavy, in her hand. Beatrice could not bear the sight of her fiery ear-lobes. She was upset, as when people who always wear glasses take them off for polishing and expose their wounded-looking and naked eyes. Muriel was never without ear-rings and might have caused only slightly less concern by suddenly unpinning her hair.


Beatrice said: ‘An experienced woman is always held to be a match for a young girl, but I shouldn’t like to have to try it. Not that I am very experienced.’


They sat down on a seat under a rhododendron bush, for now they were in the avenue leading to the house and their conversation had not neared its end, as their walk had.


By ‘experience’ both meant love affairs. Beatrice thought of the engagement she had broken in girlhood, and Muriel thought of Hugh Baseden’s predecessor and his admiration for her, which she had rather too easily kept within bounds. It was, as Beatrice had said, very little experience and had served no useful purpose and taught them nothing.


‘And then,’ Muriel said, ‘there is the question of the marriage-bed.’ She was dropping the ear-rings from one hand to the other in her agitation. Far from never discussing her marriage, as she had assured Hester, she was not averse to going over it in every detail, and Beatrice was already initiated into its secrets to an extent which would have dismayed Robert had he known. ‘There were always so many wonderful excuses, or if none came to mind one could fall inextricably into a deep sleep. He has really been fairly mild and undemanding.’


‘Unlike Bertie,’ Beatrice said, and her sigh was genuinely regretful.


‘Now I am afraid to make excuses or fall asleep. I scent danger, and give in. That may seem obvious, too. It is very humiliating. And certainly a bore.’


‘I sometimes pretend it is someone else,’ Beatrice said. ‘That makes it more amusing.’ She covered her face with her hands, bowed down, rocking with laughter at some incongruous recollection. ‘The most improbable men … if they could know!’


‘But you might laugh at the time,’ Muriel said, in an interested voice.


‘I do … oh, I do.’


‘Robert would be angry.’


‘Perhaps husbands sometimes do the same.’


Muriel clipped her ear-rings back on. She was herself again. ‘Oh, no!’ she said briskly. ‘It would be outrageous.’


‘Marriage-bed’ was only one of her many formal phrases. She also thought and talked of ‘bestowing favours’ and ‘renewed ardours’. ‘To no one else,’ she told herself firmly. ‘To no one else.’ They walked on up the avenue in silence, Beatrice still trembling, dishevelled with laughter. ‘To no one else?’ Muriel thought, in another of those waves of nausea she had felt of late.


As they went upstairs before dinner, she felt an appalling heaviness. She clung to the banisters and Beatrice’s voice came to her from afar. Clouded, remote and very cold, she sat down at her dressing-table. Beatrice took up the glass paper-weight, as she always did, and said, as she always said: ‘These forever fascinate me.’ She tipped it upside-down and snow began to drift, then whirl, about the little central figure. Muriel watched, the comb too heavy to lift. She watched the figure – a skating lady with raised muff and Regency bonnet – solitary, like herself, blurred, frozen, imprisoned.


‘Will she be at dinner?’ Beatrice was asking. She flopped down on the marriage-bed itself, still playing with the paper-weight.


Hester, at dinner, did not appear to Beatrice to be a worthy adversary to a woman of Muriel’s elegance. She said nothing, except when coaxed by Muriel herself into brief replies; for Muriel had acquired courage and was fluent and vivacious, making such a social occasion of the conversation that they seemed to be characters in a play. ‘This is how experienced people behave,’ she seemed to imply. ‘We never embarrass by breaking down. In society, we are impervious.’


Robert patronised their conversation in the way of husbands towards wives’ women-friends – a rather elaborate but absent-minded show of courtesy. When Hester spilt some wine, he dipped his napkin into the water-jug and sponged the table-cloth without allowing an interruption of what he was saying. He covered her confusion by a rather long speech, and, at its end, Hugh Baseden was ready to take over with an even longer speech of his own. This protectiveness on their part only exposed Hester the more, for Beatrice took the opportunity of not having to listen to observe the girl more closely. She also observed that clumsiness can have a kind of appeal she had never suspected.


She observed technically at first – the fair thick hair which needed drastic shaping: it was bunched up with combs which looked more entangled than controlling. The face was set in an expression which was sulky yet capable of breaking into swift alarm – even terror – as when her hand had knocked against the wine-glass. The hands themselves were huge and helpless, rough, reddened, the nails cropped down. A piece of dirty sticking-plaster covered one knuckle. A thin silver bracelet hung over each wrist.


Then Beatrice next observed that Hugh Baseden’s protectiveness was ignored, but that Robert’s brought forth a flush and tremor. While he was sponging the table-cloth, the girl watched his hand intently, as if it had a miraculous or terrifying power of its own. Not once did she look at his face.


Beatrice thought that an ominous chivalry hung in the air, and she could see that every victory Muriel had, contributed subtly to her defeat. ‘She should try less,’ she decided. She was the only one who enjoyed her dinner.


The boys were all in from the fields and gardens before Robert and Muriel dined, but throughout the meal those in the dining-room were conscious of the school-life continuing behind the baize-covered doors. The sounds of footsteps in the tiled passages and voices calling went on for a long time, and while coffee was being served the first few bars of ‘Marche Militaire’ could be heard again and again – the same brisk beginning, and always the same tripping into chaos. Start afresh. Robert beat time with his foot. Muriel sighed. Soon she accompanied Beatrice out to her car, and at once Hester, rather than stay in the room with Robert (for Hugh Baseden had gone off to some duty), went up to her room.


Now, a curious stillness had fallen over the school, a silence drawn down almost by force. The ‘Marche Militaire’ was given up and other sounds could be heard – Muriel saying good-bye to Beatrice out on the drive, and an owl crying; for the light was going.


Hester knelt by her window with her elbows on the sill. Evening after evening she thought thunder threatened, and because it did not come she had begun to wonder if the strange atmosphere was a permanent feature of this landscape, and intensified by her own sense of foreboding. The black hillside trees, the grape-coloured light over the church and the bilious green lawns were the after-dinner scene, and she longed for darkness to cover it.


Beatrice’s car went down the long drive. A door banged. So Muriel had come in, had returned to the drawing-room to be surprised at Hester’s absence. That averted look, which she assumed when she entered rooms where Robert and Hester were alone, would have been wasted.


Hester leant far out of the window. Only the poplars made any sound – a deep sigh and then a shivering and clattering of their leaves. The other trees held out their branches mutely, and she imagined them crowded with sleeping birds, and bright-eyed creatures around their holes, arching their backs, baring their teeth, and swaying their noses to and fro for the first scents of the night’s hunting. Her suburban background with its tennis-courts, laburnum trees, golden privet had not taught her how to be brave about the country; she saw only its vice and frightfulness, and remembered the adders in the churchyard and the lizards and grass-snakes which the boys collected. Fear met her at every turn – in her dealings with people, her terror of Muriel, her shrinking from nature, her anxiety about her future – (‘You are scrupulously untidy,’ Robert had said. Only a relative would employ her, and she had none but him.)


She made spasmodic efforts to come to terms with these fears; but in trying to face Muriel she fell, she knew, into sullenness. Nature she had not yet braved, had not penetrated the dense woods or the lush meadows by the lake where the frogs were. This evening – as a beginning and because nature was the least of her new terrors, and from loneliness, panic, despair – she moved away from the window, stumbling on her cramped legs, and then went as quietly as she could downstairs and out of doors.


In the garden, at each rustle in the undergrowth, her ankles weakened, but she walked on, treading carefully on the dew-soaked grass. A hedgehog zig-zagged swiftly across her path and checked her. She persisted, hoping thus to restore a little of her self-respect. She was conscious that each pace was taking her from her safe room, where nothing made her recoil but that phrase of Muriel’s that she carried everywhere – ‘Of course you are in love with Robert.’ ‘It was better when we wrote the letters,’ she thought. ‘I was happy then. I believe.’


As the severest test, she set herself the task of walking through the churchyard where a mist hung over gravestones and nettles. The sound of metal striking flint checked her, and more normal fears than fears of nature came to her almost as a relief; as even burglars might be welcomed in an excessively haunted house. The dusk made it difficult for her to discern what kind of figure it was kneeling beside a headstone under the church walls; but as she stepped softly forwards across the turf she could see it was an old lady, in black flowing clothes and a straw garden-hat swathed with black ribbon. She wore gardening gloves and was planting out salvias and marguerites.


Hester tripped and grazed her arm against some granite. At her cry of pain, the old lady looked up.


‘Oh, mercy!’ she exclaimed, holding the trowel to her heart. ‘For pity’s sake, girl, what are you doing?’


Her white face was violin-shaped, narrowing under her cheek-bones and then widening again, but less, on the level of her wide, thin, lavender-coloured lips. The sagging cords of her throat were drawn in by a black velvet ribbon.


‘I was only going for a walk,’ said Hester.


‘I should call it prowling about. Have you an assignation here? With one of those schoolmasters from the house?’


‘No.’


The old lady drove the trowel into the earth, threw out stones, then, shaking another plant from a pot, wedged it into the hole. The grave resembled a bed in a Public Garden, with a neat pattern of annuals. The salvias bled hideously over a border of lobelias and alyssum. Their red was especially menacing in the dusky light.


‘I think a grave should have formality,’ the old lady said, as if she knew Hester’s thoughts and was correcting them. ‘“Keep it neat, and leave it at that,” I warned myself when my father died. I longed to express myself in rather unusual ways; my imagination ran riot with azaleas. A grave is no place for self-expression, though; no place for the indulgence of one’s own likings. These flowers are not to my taste at all; they are in no taste.’


‘Is this your father’s grave, then?’ Hester asked.


‘Yes.’ The old lady pointed with her trowel. ‘The one you are lolling against is Grandfather’s. Mother chained off over there with my sister, Linda. She did not want to go in with Father. I can never remember them sharing a bed, even.’


Hester, removing her elbow from the headstone, peered at the name. ‘Then you lived in the house?’ she asked. ‘This name is carved over the stables.’


‘Our home since the Dark Ages. Three houses, at least, on this site and brasses in the church going back to the Crusades. Now there are only the graves left. The name going too. For there were only Linda and I. Families decline more suddenly than they can rise. Extraordinarily interesting. The collapse of a family is most dramatic … I saw it all happen … the money goes, no sons are born – just daughters and sometimes they are not quite the thing … my sister Linda was weak in the head. We did have to pinch and scrape, and aunts fastened to us, like barnacles on a wreck. Some of them drank and the servants followed their example. Then trades-people become insolent, although the nouveaux riches still fawn.’ She turned up a green penny with her trowel, rubbed dirt from it and put it in her pocket. ‘Our disintegration was fairly rapid,’ she said. ‘I can remember a time before it all overtook us – the scandals and gossip, threadbare carpets, dented silver, sold silver, darned linen. Oh, it usually goes the same way for everyone, once it begins. And very fascinating it can be. Dry rot, wood-worm, the walls subsiding. Cracks in plaster and in character. Even the stone-work in the house has some sort of insect in it.’ She nodded proudly at the school. ‘Unless they have done something about it.’


‘Do you come here often?’


‘Yes. Yes, I do. I tend the graves. It makes an outing. I once went to the school to have tea with Mrs Thingummy. A nice little woman.’ This, Hester supposed, was Muriel. ‘Interesting to see what they made of it. I liked the school part very much. I went all over, opened every door. I thought the chance might not come again. Into the servants’ wing where I had never been before – very nice dormitories and bathrooms. The bathrooms were splendid … little pink, naked boys splashing under showers … a very gay and charming sight … I could hardly drag myself away. They scuttled off as shy as crabs. I expect the look of me startled them. What I did not admire was the way she had managed the private part of the house where we had tea … loose-covers, which I abhor … I thought it all showed a cool disregard for the painted ceiling. Never mind, I satisfied my curiosity and no need to be bothered with her again.’


Hester, though feeling that Muriel might in fairness be allowed to furnish her drawing-room as she pleased, was none the less delighted to hear this censure, especially over matters of taste. She longed to talk more of Muriel, for she had no other confidante, and this old lady, though strange, was vigorous in her scorn and might, if she were encouraged, say very much more.


‘I live there now,’ she began.


In the darkness, which she had hardly noticed, the old lady had begun to stack up her empty flower-pots.


‘Then you will be able to do me a small favour,’ she said. ‘In connection with the graves. If it fails to rain tonight I should be obliged if you would water these plants for me in the morning. A good sousing. Before the sun gets strong.’


She pulled herself to a standing position with one hand on the gravestone. Her joints snapped with a frail and brittle sound as she moved. Hester faced her across the grave and faced, too, the winey, camphorous smell of her breath and her clothes.


‘Only Father’s grave. I shall plant Mother’s and Linda’s tomorrow evening.’


She swayed, steadying herself against the stone, and then, with a swinging movement, as if on deck in wild weather, made off through the churchyard, lurching from one gravestone to another, her hands out to balance her, her basket hanging from her arm. She was soon lost to Hester’s sight, but the sound of her unsteady progress, as she brushed through branches of yew and scuffled the gravel, continued longer. When she could hear no more, the girl walked back to the house. She had forgotten the snakes and the bats and all the terrors of nature; and she found that for a little while she had forgotten Robert, and Muriel, too; and the sorrows and shame of love.


As she crossed the lawn, Hugh Baseden and Rex Wigmore came round the house from the garages. Stepping out of the darkness into the light shed from upstairs windows, she looked pale-skinned and mysterious, and both men were arrested by a change in her. The breeze blew strands of hair forwards across her face and she turned her head impatiently, so that the hair was whipped back again, lifting up from her ears, around which it hung so untidily by day.


‘I thought you were a ghost coming from the churchyard,’ Hugh said. ‘Weren’t you nervous out there by yourself?’


‘No.’


But her teeth began to chatter and she drew her elbows tight to her waist to stop herself shivering.


‘What have you been up to?’ Rex asked.


‘I went for a walk.’


‘Alone? How absurd! How wasteful! How unsafe! You never know what might happen to you. If you want to go for a walk, you could always ask me. I like being out with young girls in the dark. I make it even unsafer. And, at least, you could be quite sure what would happen to you then.’


‘You are cold,’ Hugh said. He opened the door and, as she stepped past him into the hall, brushed his hand down her bare arm. ‘You are cold.’


Rex’s remarks, which he deplored, had excited him. He imagined himself – not Rex – walking in the dark with her. He had had so few encounters with women, so few confidings, explorings, and longed to take on some hazards and excitements.


Rex, whose life was full enough of all those things, was bored and wandered off. He found her less attractive – hardly attractive at all – indoors and in the bright light of the hall.
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Hester rarely spoke at meal-times, but next morning at breakfast she mentioned the old lady.


‘Miss Despenser.’ Muriel put her hand to her face as she had when speaking of the dead rabbit in the laboratory. She breathed as if she felt faint. ‘She came to tea once. Once only. I wondered if I should pour whisky in her tea. She is the village drunk. I believe her sister was the village idiot. But now dead.’


‘You shouldn’t go out late at night on your own,’ Robert said. ‘You might catch cold,’ he added, for he could really think of no reason why she should not go – only the vague unease we feel when people venture out late, alone – a guilty sense of having driven them out, or of having proved inadequate to keep them, or still their restlessness, or win their confidence.


‘It is a wonder she could spare time from the Hand and Flowers,’ Muriel said. ‘I am surprised to hear of her tidying the graves in licensed hours.’


‘And shall you water the plants?’ Robert asked in amusement.


‘I have done. She said, before the sun got too strong.’


‘What impertinence!’ Muriel said, and every lash at Miss Despenser was really one at Hester. She felt even more agitated and confused this morning, for Rex’s words with their innuendo and suggestion had been spoken beneath her bedroom window the previous night and she, lying in bed, half-reading, had heard him.


Until that moment, she had seen the threat in Hester’s youth, defencelessness and pathos; but she had not thought of her as being desirable in any more obvious way. Rex’s words – automatic as they were, almost meaningless as they must be from him – proved that the girl might also be desirable in the most obvious way of all. Muriel’s distaste and hostility were strengthened by what she had overheard. Still more, a confusion in herself, which she was honest enough to ponder, disquieted her. To be jealous of Hester where Robert was concerned was legitimate and fitting, she thought; but to be jealous of the girl’s least success with other men revealed a harshness from which she turned sickly away. There was nothing now which she could allow Hester, no generosity or praise: grudged words of courtesy which convention forced her to speak seemed to wither on her lips with the enormity of their untruthfulness.


Her jealousy had grown from a fitful nagging to a chronic indisposition, an unreasonableness beyond her control.


She went, after breakfast, to her bedroom without waiting to see Hester follow Robert to his study. The days had often seemed too long for her and now pain had its own way of spinning them out. To go to her kitchen and begin some healing job like baking bread would have appeared to her cook as a derangement and a nuisance. She was childless, kitchenless; without remedy or relief.


Robert, she thought, had not so much become a stranger as revealed himself as the stranger he had for a long time been. The manifestation of this both alarmed her and stirred her conscience. Impossible longings, which had sometimes unsettled her – especially in the half-seasons and at that hour when the light beginning to fade invests garden or darkening room with a romantic languor – had seemed a part of her femininity. The idea that men – or men like Robert – should be beset by the same dangerous sensations would have astonished her by its vulgarity. Their marriage had continued its discreet way. Now, she could see how it had changed its course from those first years, with their anniversaries, secrets, discussions; his hidden disappointment over her abortive pregnancies; the consolation and the bitter tears – all embarrassing now in her memory, but shouldering their way up through layers of discretion to wound and worry her. She had allowed herself to change; but she could tolerate no change in Robert, except for the decline in his ardour, which she had felt herself reasonable in expecting.


In rather the same spirit as Hester’s when she had faced the terrors of the churchyard the night before, Muriel now went into Robert’s dressing-room and shut the door. She knelt down before a chest, and, pulling out the bottom drawer, found, where she knew she would find them, among his old school photographs, the bundle of letters she had written to him when they were betrothed.


She felt nausea, but a morbid impatience, as if she were about to read letters from his mistress. The first of the pile began: ‘Dear Mr Evans …’ It was a cool, but artful, invitation. She remembered writing it after their first meeting, thinking he had gone for ever and wanting to draw him back to her. ‘I am writing for my mother, as she is busy.’ Not only had he been drawn back, but he had kept the letter. Perhaps he had had his own plans for their meeting again. She might well have let things be and sat at home and waited – so difficult a thing for a young girl to do.


That first letter was the only time he was ‘Mr Evans’. After that, he progressed from ‘Dear Robert’, through ‘My Dear Robert’, ‘Dearest Robert’, ‘Robert Dearest’, to ‘Darling’. In the middle period of the letters – for he had preserved them chronologically – the style was comradely, witty, undemanding. (‘Intolerably affected,’ Muriel now thought, her neck reddening with indignation. ‘Arch! Oh, yes!’ Did Hester write so to him and could he, at his age, feel no distaste?) The letters, patently snobbish, shallow, worked up, had taken hours to write, she remembered. Everything that happened during the day was embroidered for Robert at night – the books she read were only used as a bridge between their two minds. The style was parenthetic, for she could not take leave even of a sentence. So many brackets scattered about gave the look of her eyelashes having been shed upon the pages. When she had written ‘Yours, Muriel’ or, later, ‘Your Muriel’, there was always more to come, many postscripts to stave off saying good-night. Loneliness, longing broke through again and again despite the overlying insincerity. She had – writing in her room at night – so wanted Robert. Like a miracle, or as a result of intense concentration, she had got what she wanted. Kneeling before the drawer, with the letters in her hand, she was caught up once more in amazement at this fact. ‘I got what I wanted,’ she thought over and over again.


His letters to her had often disappointed, especially in the later phase when possessiveness and passion coloured her own. Writing so late at night, she had sometimes given relief to her loneliness. Those were momentary sensations, but his mistake had lain in taking them as such; in writing, in his reply, of quite other things. ‘But did you get my letter?’ Muriel now read – the beginning of a long complaint, which she was never to finish reading; for the door opened and Robert was staring at her with an expression of aloof non-comprehension, as if he had suddenly been forced to close his mind at this intimation of her character.


Muriel said shakily: ‘I came across our old letters to one another – or rather mine to you … I could not resist them.’


He still stared, but she would not look at him. Then he blinked, seemed to cast away some unpleasant thoughts, and said coldly, holding up a letter which she still would not glance at: ‘Lady Bewick is running this dance after the garden party. I came up to ask how many tickets we shall want.’


‘I thought you were taking Latin,’ Muriel said naively.


‘They are having Break now.’ And, indeed, if she had had ears to hear it, she would have known by the shouting outside.


‘I should let her know today,’ Robert said. ‘Whom shall we take?’


Muriel was very still. Warily, she envisaged the prospects – Hester going along, too. Hester’s brown, smooth shoulders dramatised by her chalk-white frock. Robert’s glance at them. Muriel’s pale veined arms incompletely hidden by her lace stole. Perhaps Hester was a good dancer. Muriel herself was too stiff and rather inclined, from panic, to lead her partner.


‘Why could we not go alone?’ she asked.


‘We could; but I thought we should be expected to take a party.’


‘Whom do you think?’


‘I had no thoughts. I came to ask you.’


‘I see.’ ‘He wants it every way,’ she thought. ‘For her to go, and for me to suggest it.’ She tied up the letters and put them away.


‘You should take Hester,’ she said suddenly. She began to tremble with anger and unhappiness. ‘I can stay at home.’


‘I had no intention of taking Hester.’


‘I suppose you are angry with me for reading those letters. I know it was wrong of me to open your drawer. I have never done such a thing in my life before.’ She still sat on the floor and seemed exhausted, keeping her head bent as she spoke.


‘I can believe that. Why did you now?’ he asked.


For a moment, gentleness, the possibility of understanding, enveloped them; but she let it go, could think only of her suspicions, her wounded pride.


The tears almost fell, but she breathed steadily and they receded. ‘I was bored. Not easy not to be. I remembered something … I was talking to Beatrice about it yesterday … I knew I should have written it somewhere in my letters to you. I was sure you wouldn’t mind my looking.’ Her excuses broke off and at last she dared to look at him. She smiled defiantly. ‘I wrote them, you know. You seem as cross as if they were written by another woman.’


‘They were,’ he said.


She was stunned. She slammed the drawer shut and stood up. She thought: ‘Those are the worst words he ever spoke to me.’


‘I shall have to go,’ he said. ‘I suppose I can leave this till this afternoon.’ He held up the letter in his hand. ‘I didn’t want to discuss it at lunch, that was all. The point is that Lady Bewick hoped we could take a partner for her niece who is staying there – she thought we could ask one of the staff. I wonder if Hugh …’


‘But he’s so boring.’


‘We need not stay together.’


‘Take Rex.’


‘Rex?’


‘Why not? He dances well.’


‘But he’s so impossible. You have never disguised your scorn for him.’


‘He would be better than Hugh – not so achingly tedious.’ Irritability, the wish to sting, underlined her words. ‘You are achingly tedious, too,’ she seemed to imply. Her voice was higher pitched than usual, her cheeks flushed. He looked at her in concern, then said: ‘All right. Three tickets, then.’ He put the letter in his pocket and turned away.


As soon as he had gone, but too late, she broke into weeping.


They dined at home before the dance. Muriel was intimidating, but uncertain, in too many diamonds. When she brought out her mother’s jewels, Robert always felt put in his place, though never before had they all come out at once. Her careless entrance into the drawing-room had astonished him. She was shrugged up in a pink woollen shawl, through which came a frosty glitter. Rex’s look of startled admiration confirmed her fear that she was overdressed. ‘She has never erred in that way before,’ Robert thought: but she had shown several new faults of late; flaws had appeared which once he could not have suspected. There was, too, something slyly affected about the cosy shawl and the stir and flash of diamonds beneath it.


‘It is only a countrified sort of dance,’ Robert told Rex. His words were chiefly for Muriel, who should have known. ‘Nothing very exciting. Good of you to turn out.’


He hoped that Hester would now feel that she would miss nothing by staying at home, that he could not have gone himself, except as a duty; or asked anyone else to go, except as a favour. His stone, which should have killed two birds, missed both.


Hester, wearing a day-frock and trying to look unconcerned, managed only a stubborn sullenness – a Cinderella performance Muriel thought wrongly, underlined by Rex’s greeting to her – ‘But you are coming with us, surely?’ – when her clothes made it quite obvious that she was not.


Robert’s shame, Muriel’s guilt, Hester’s embarrassment, seemed not to reach Rex, although for the other three the air shivered, the wine-glasses trembled, at his tactlessness.


‘Too bad,’ he said easily. ‘Well, there is no doubt that you are coming.’ He turned to Muriel, his eyes resting once more upon all her shimmering glitter. (‘Ice’, he called it, and – later, to Hugh Baseden – ‘rocks the size of conkers. Crown jewels. The family coffers scraped to the bottom.’)


The glances, which he had meant to appear gallant and flattering, looked so predatory that Muriel put her hand to her necklace in a gesture of protection, and a bracelet fell into the soup. She laughed as Rex leant forward and fished it out with a spoon and fork and dropped it into the napkin she held out. Her laughter was that simulated kind which is difficult to end naturally and her eyes added to all the tremulous glint and shimmer of her. Hester, coldly regarding her, thought that she would cry. A Muriel in tears was a novel, horrifying idea.


The bracelet lay on the stained napkin. ‘The catch must be loose. I shan’t wear it,’ Muriel said, and pushed it aside.


‘That will be one less,’ Robert thought.


After dinner he had a moment alone with Hester.


‘All rather awkward about this dance. I hope you don’t mind, my dear. Don’t like leaving you – like Cinderella.’


Hester could see Muriel, re-powdered, cocooned in tulle, coming downstairs and laughed at this illusion, remembering who did go to the ball in the fairy-tale. ‘We must go to a real dance another time,’ Robert said. ‘Not a country hop, but a proper dance, with buckets of champagne.’ But Muriel, rustling across the hall, finished this vision for them. ‘I should sit with Matron,’ he added.


‘Oh, it is quite all right,’ Hester said, with a brightness covering her extreme woundedness. ‘I could not have gone with you tonight, or sit with Matron either; because I have another engagement, and now I must hurry.’ With a glance at their halted expressions she ran upstairs, leaving behind an uneasiness and raised eyebrows.


The cistern in the downstairs cloakroom made a clanking sound and there was a dreadful rush of water. This always embarrassed Muriel, and she turned aside as Rex appeared.


Hester, at the bend of the stairs, called out in a ringing, careless voice: ‘Oh, do have a lovely time.’


In this exhortation she managed to speak to them both in different ways – a difficult thing to do. Muriel felt herself condescended to and dismissed, unenvied, like a child going to a treat. But Robert’s guilt was not one scrap appeased, and Hester did not mean it to be. He perceived both her pathos and her gallantry, as she desired. Her apparent lack of interest in their outing and her sudden look of excitement worried him. Even Rex was puzzled by her performance. ‘Now what’s she up to?’ he wondered, as they went out to the car.


Yet, when she was in her own room Hester could not imagine where she might go. Recklessness would have led her almost anywhere, but in the end she could only think of the churchyard. As Miss Despenser had said, ‘to water the graves makes an outing’, and perhaps she could borrow a grave – Miss Linda’s, for instance – and cherish it in such dull times as these.


When she arrived in the churchyard, she found that Miss Despenser had finished planting and was vigorously scrubbing the headstones. Dirty water ran down over an inscription. ‘That’s better,’ were her first words to Hester as she came near.


‘I watered the plants.’


‘Yes, I noticed that.’


‘Can I help you?’


Miss Despenser threw the filthy water out in a great arc over some other graves – not her own family ones, Hester was sure – and handed her the bucket. ‘Clean water from the tap by the wall.’


‘Is that where the adders were?’


‘Adders?’


‘There were some once. I thought they might have come again.’


‘This is a fine thing – a stranger telling me about my own churchyard. I know nothing of adders. Are you a naturalist?’


‘Oh, no! I am really rather afraid of nature.’


Miss Despenser threw out her arms and laughed theatrically. ‘You’re a damn witty girl, I know that. When I first met you I thought you were a bit of a nincompoop. You improve on acquaintance.’ She turned to examine the lettering on the grave, and Hester went to fetch the water.


‘Afraid of nature!’ Miss Despenser said, when she returned. ‘I appreciate that.’


The water, swinging in the pail, had slopped over into Hester’s sandals and her feet moved greasily in them.


‘So you’re afraid of nature!’ Miss Despenser said, and she grasped the bucket and threw the water over the headstones. Some went over her and more into Hester’s sandals. ‘She is drunk,’ Hester thought, remembering Muriel’s words and feeling annoyance that there should be any truth in them.


‘The bucket goes back into the shed and the scrubbing-brush into the basket.’ Miss Despenser shook drops of water off her skirt. ‘And we will go down to call on Mrs Brimmer.’


‘Mrs Brimmer?’


‘A friend of mine. You are quite welcome. I will look in at the house first and leave the scrubbing-brush. Mrs Brimmer would think me rather eccentric if I went to see her with a scrubbing-brush in my basket.’


‘Any adders?’ she asked, when Hester came back from the tool-shed. The piquancy of her own humour delighted her and she returned to the allusion again and again, puzzling Hester – who expected drunkenness to affect the limbs, but not the wits, and was exasperated as the young so often are at failing to read an extra meaning into the remarks of their elders.


Through a kissing-gate they came into a wood of fir trees. Miss Despenser slid and scuffled down the sloping track which was slippery with pine-needles. Jagged white flints had surfaced the path like the fins of sharks, so that Miss Despenser tripped and stumbled until Hester took her arm. She thought that they must look a strange pair and – such was the creaking darkness and mysterious resinous smell of the wood – half-feared that as the path curved they might see themselves coming towards them through the trees, like a picture of Rossetti’s she remembered called How They Met Themselves. ‘I shouldn’t care to meet myself,’ she said aloud, ‘in this dark place.’


‘You wouldn’t recognise yourself. You are much too young. When at long last you really learn what to look for, you will be too old to be alarmed.’


‘I didn’t mean that I should, or could; just that I’d hate it.’


‘I meet myself every so often. “You hideous old baggage,” I say, and I nod. For years I thought it was someone else.’


‘This wood goes on and on,’ Hester said nervously.


‘Ah, you are frightened of adders.’ When she had finished laughing, Miss Despenser said: ‘When I go into the town to get the cat’s meat, the chances are that as I go round by the boot shop I see myself walking towards me – in a long panel of mirror at the side of the shop. “Horrid old character,” I used to think. “I must change my shopping morning.” So I changed to Fridays, but there she was on Fridays just the same. “I can’t seem to avoid her,” I told myself. And no one can. Go on your holidays. You take yourself along too. Go to the ends of the earth. No escape. And one gets so bored, bored. I’ve had nearly seventy years of it now. And I wonder if I’d been beautiful or clever I might have been less irritated. Perhaps I am difficult to please. My mother didn’t care for herself, either. When she died, the Vicar said: “It is only another life she has gone to, an everlasting life.” An extraordinarily trite little man. He hadn’t got much up here.’ She tapped her forehead and stumbled badly. ‘I said to him: “Oh dear, oh dear, for pity’s sake, hasn’t she had enough of herself?” I asked. He couldn’t answer that one. He just stared at the glass of sherry I was drinking, as if he were taking comfort in the idea of my being drunk. “I believe in personality,” I said. “You believe in souls.” That’s the difference between us. Souls are flattened out and one might very well spend an eternity with one’s own – though goodness knows what it would be like – as interesting as a great bowl of nourishing soup. I always think of souls as saucers, full of some tepid, transparent liquid. Couldn’t haunt anyone. Personalities do the haunting – Papa’s for instance. Tiresome, dreadful things. Can’t shake them off. Unless under the influence, of course.’


‘Of drink, I suppose,’ Hester thought.


‘Of drink,’ the old lady added.


‘It is a gruesome place. I like trees which shed their leaves.’


The bark of the trees was blood-red in the dying light and there were no sounds of birds or of anything but branches creaking and tapping together. Then the pink light thinned, the trees opened out and blueness broke through, and in this new light was a view of a tilted hillside with houses, and a train buffeting along between cornfields.


‘And there is my home,’ Miss Despenser said. She scrambled down the bank into a lane and, as she brushed dust and twigs from her skirt, she crossed the lane and opened a gate.


Laurels almost barred the way to the little house, which was of such dark grey and patchy stucco that it looked sopping wet. The untidy curtains seemed to have rooms of blank darkness behind them. Shepherd’s-purse grew round the mossy doorstep where a milk-bottle dribbling curdled milk had been knocked over.


‘Welcome!’ said Miss Despenser, throwing open the door upon such a smell of dampness and decay, such a chaotic litter, that Hester stepped aside to take a last full breath before going in.
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‘You were right. He is behaving abominably,’ Muriel said to Robert as they danced.


Rex had reconnoitred, got his bearings, soon left Lady Bewick’s niece and now was slipping out through the flap of the marquee with a girl in a green frock. Muriel saw his hand pass down the back of his gleaming hair in an anticipatory gesture as he went.


‘He’s lost no time in finding the most common-looking little minx in the room,’ she told Robert. She was unsteady and almost breathless with frustration, not getting her own way. So far she had danced once with the doctor and the rest of the time with Robert.


‘It’s his duty, if nothing else,’ she thought. But Rex and his duty made a casual relationship. ‘Am I so faded, that he would rather be rude?’ But Rex was firstly doing what he wanted to do. If rudeness was involved, it was only as a side-issue. ‘It is because he knows I am inaccessible,’ she told herself.


They continued to catch brief glimpses of Rex during the evening; at the bar, at the buffet. Someone else took Lady Bewick’s niece to supper. As it grew later, the sky deepened its blue behind the black shapes of the garden trees – the monkey-puzzles darkly barbed; the cedars; and the yews clipped into pagodas and peacocks. Voices floated across the lawns; long skirts brushed the grass.


In twos, the dancers strolled in the enclosed warmth of the walled garden, sat on the terrace among the chipped statues, or gazed down at the silvered lily-leaves in the pool.


‘A good thing we didn’t bring Hester,’ Muriel said. ‘Rex would have left her stranded.’


‘Sorry!’ said Robert, as they fell out of step. They had never danced well together, yet they went on dancing. There was nothing to walk in the garden for, among all that pulsating romance. At their age.


In the end, Muriel’s dance with Rex was accidental, during a Paul Jones. Hearing the first romping bars of this, she was all for going to the bar, but Lady Bewick hustled her into the dance – ‘Now, everyone! You must’ – and took her by the hand and led her to the circle. They revolved, with absurd smiles, feeling looked-over by the encircling men. Robert’s expression was one of sudden gaiety, as if he were let off the leash for a moment. ‘How many years has he had that suit?’ Muriel wondered. ‘Since he was at school, I should think. The sleeves are too short. He looks buttoned-up, spry, like a cock-sparrow. What can a young girl see in him, unless a father?’ Yet could not that be a danger, especially if Robert were at the same time looking for a daughter? Rex bowed mockingly as he passed her; but his eyes were instantly elsewhere.


‘An absurd game, like a child’s,’ Muriel thought, feeling outraged and also secretly dismayed at the thought of the music stopping as she faced blankness; then to trail disconsolately to a chair, watched by Robert, and by Rex. She had not learnt how to mind less than as a little girl at parties – the panic of not being chosen, the first seeds of self-mistrust.


But when the music stopped she was at once in the doctor’s arms again. He came straight forward with his hands outstretched; easy to dance with, he waltzed away with her, bouncy, soft-treading, his rounded paunch doing the guiding. By fate or by manoeuvre, Rex had the green girl. Muriel could not see Robert and was inattentive to the dance as she tried to search him out. Then she saw him at the edge of the room. He had been left without a partner and now was going forward to claim a very plain woman in a pink frock and tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. Muriel was at peace, until the next round. It was then that she found herself between Rex and another man when the music stopped. Both hesitated; then Rex seemed to master his unwillingness, smiled and stepped forward. Authoritatively he took her over; automatically pressed her to him. She made some remark, and, while his eyes still roved round the room, he smiled again and laid his cheek to her hair. ‘What did you say?’


‘I am his headmaster’s wife!’ Muriel thought indignantly; but her heart had cantered away.


‘She will be angry,’ Robert thought, as he caught sight of her. But it was she who had suggested bringing him. Robert – blame-evading – had known that Rex would behave like a bounder. Then, to his amazement, he saw that Muriel was smiling. She looked up at Rex, who shook his head teasingly, and then sank deftly back to his nestling embrace.


His eyes stopped following the girl in the green dress, for there was fun closer at hand.


‘We shouldn’t keep Mrs Brimmer waiting too long,’ Miss Despenser said. She put the scrubbing-brush down on the hall-table. ‘I must give the cat his supper before we go. Wander about. Make yourself at home.’


A great, gooseberry-eyed, striped cat walked stiffly out of the darkness, stretched, hooped up its back. ‘Naughty cat, doesn’t deserve supper. What is this? Another mess on the Soumak rug?’ She took some newspaper from the clutter on the table and bent down to wipe at the clotted fringe. The cat leant against her legs as she did so, staring up at Hester, callously detached.


‘Well, that’s that!’


But it wasn’t and, to escape the smell, Hester followed her to the kitchen, thinking: ‘Only the graves can she keep clean.’


In the kitchen, the richness of litter was as if a great cornucopia of dirty dishes and decaying food had been unloaded over tables, chairs, shelves and stove. Flies had stopped their circling and eating and excreting for the day and now slept on the walls and ceiling. Miss Despenser tipped a cod’s head out of a saucepan on to a dish on the floor, and Hester half-faintly wished she had stayed in the hall. The cat sniffed at the boiled, clouded eyes and walked away.


‘Have you no help?’ Hester asked.


‘Not now. Gone are the days, alas! when there was a maid to do my hair. But if a woman of my age cannot dress her own hair she should be quite ashamed.’


‘But not your hair. I meant all the dishes.’


‘I have all day.’


She picked up a sticky-looking wine-glass and drank something from it. ‘That was careless of me,’ she said. ‘I hate waste. And now for Mrs Brimmer!’


‘How sweet the outside air,’ Hester thought. As they walked down the lane to the village, warmth flowed between the hedges and she felt a great lassitude and unhappiness.


Miss Despenser struck along beside her, seemed conscious of her mood, and kept glancing up. ‘Like some nauseating little dog asking for attention,’ Hester thought, and looked at the hedgerow, ignoring her.


‘If they’re not good to you at that school, I am not surprised,’ Miss Despenser said at last. ‘I didn’t like the wife. And he’s as poor a nincompoop as ever there was, I think. Nimminy pimminy; but she’s a thundering dunderhead, as my father used to call the Vicar. There was a beautiful panel in the drawing-room, and she has moved it away and put shelves up for her collection of mediocre china. It was a clever painting with a great deal of work in it. Detail. Rich in detail. Neptune, d’you know, simply smothered in barnacles and sea-weed; sea-serpents; tritons; dolphins. A great painstaking monsterpiece. I suppose she thought it indecent. The boys would’ve liked it, I am sure. If ever things get too much for you, you know, you must come and tuck in with me – at any time of the day or night. I have a spare room … Linda’s room.’


Hester tried not to imagine poor Miss Linda’s room (herself tucking into it), where she had lived, ‘not quite all there’ – and probably died.


‘They are good to me,’ she said.


‘I thought you seemed rather on the mopy side.’


‘No.’


‘Perhaps in love?’


‘Not in love. No.’


‘Linda and I once were. With the same man fortunately. That was nice. We could discuss him at night. We always shared everything. Oh, we used to laugh, comparing notes, d’you know. If we met him … he used to ride a grey mare called Mirabella – you see, I remember the name even – he always raised his hat. Once I was hurrying to the post with a letter in my hand and he stopped and offered to take it for me.’ She paused, reflecting on this long-ago kindness, then said: ‘Well, you ought to be in love, I should say. Now is the time for it. Ah, there is Mrs Brimmer on the look-out for me.’


In the lighted bar-window of the pub a huge, cardiganed woman appeared. She raised her arms and laid a cloth over a bird-cage, then receded. She did not seem to see Miss Despenser.


Over the pub doorway, Hester saw the notice – ‘Melanie Brimmer, licensed to sell Beer, Wines and Spirits.’


‘Here I am at last, Mrs Brimmer,’ Miss Despenser said, stepping into the flagged passage-way.


Mrs Brimmer, behind the bar, nodded vaguely at them. She then opened a bottle of Guinness, which seemed to flop into the glass in an exhausted way, and beside this she placed a glass of Madeira.


‘Will you have the same?’ Miss Despenser asked Hester.


‘The same as which?’


‘I like to sip at both.’


Miss Despenser began to pull at her skirts and pat herself and at last brought out a purse.


‘Oh, I should like … if I could have a sherry …’ (‘Oh, God! I didn’t know it would be a pub!’ she thought. ‘I have no money – nothing.’) Again, she felt like running.


The sherry was handed to her by the silent Mrs Brimmer.


‘And you, yourself, Mrs Brimmer?’


At last Mrs Brimmer spoke: ‘No, I won’t touch anything tonight if it’s the same to you. I had one of my turns after tea.’ She began to tap her fingers rhythmically between her lower ribs. ‘Heart-burn. Stew keeps repeating.’ She belched softly and gravely.


Hester sipped, then moved her eyes slowly round the room. Two old men played dominoes at a trestle-table. By the empty fireplace, Hugh Baseden had risen from his chair and stood waiting awkwardly to be recognised.


After the next absurd circling in the dance, Muriel faced a blank – the chain of men had thinned, broken, just in front of her as the music stopped. Robert, not far away, knowing how she hated to feel conspicuous or unclaimed even in the smallest ways, made a little gesture of frustration to her, as if to say he would have helped her if he could. She smiled and put on an exaggeratedly woebegone expression and moved aside.


‘Time to knock-off for the old noggin,’ Rex said, putting his arm through hers. He had been a fighter-pilot in the war and in certain situations tended to resuscitate the curious mélange of archaisms and slang which once had been his everyday language.


‘So you were left, too?’


‘I didn’t go in. I was stooging round the perim as it were, on the lookout.’


‘Oh, I see.’


‘I hope you have no objection, ma’am.’


‘None.’


After two whiskies, they went into the garden. The music came to an end with a jarring clash of cymbals, then clapping; but Rex and Muriel walked on down the terrace.


‘The landed gentry don’t do themselves half badly,’ Rex said, slapping a statue across the buttocks as they passed it. ‘Hardly a hot-bed of Bolshevism.’


Inside the marquee a man’s voice rose above the confusion of sound which then gradually sank. ‘Forty-nine!’ was shouted and repeated. After a moment, clapping broke out again.


‘Oh, that is the raffle,’ Muriel said.


Couples made their way back across the lawns towards the marquee, but she and Rex walked on.


‘Do you want to go and see if you have won a bottle of rich old ruby port or something?’ he asked. ‘Let’s sit down here, or will it spoil your dress?’


She did not even glance at the stone seat, but sat down at once.


‘Are you warm enough?’ He rearranged her lace stole round her shoulders. Her diamonds shone in the moonlight, and he put his warm hand to her throat and touched them.


‘Heavenly!’ he said. ‘You have some lovely jewels, ma’am.’


‘Perhaps he is going to steal them,’ she thought, in a flash of panic and candour with herself. ‘I must have been deluded to think he just wanted to be with me.’ But his hand turned over and lay palm down against her beating throat. ‘Or he will strangle me first,’ she thought, putting nothing past him.


‘Why did you ask me to come tonight?’ he asked. ‘You don’t like me, do you?’


She closed her eyes.


‘Do you?’ he persisted. ‘So often seen your face go smooth and expressionless at things I’ve said.’


‘I don’t understand men like you.’


‘What sort of man am I then?’


She had an impulse to flatter him, though it was strange for her to flatter any man. ‘Although I’m older than you, you make me feel inexperienced and immature.’


‘It wasn’t that,’ he said. ‘You were just plainly looking down your nose at me, ma’am.’


‘Don’t call me “ma’am”,’ she whispered.


‘What then?’


For a moment she didn’t answer and then murmured, ‘I don’t know.’


‘Mustn’t call you “Muriel”. Not respectful in one so young, so junior. Mrs Evans, then?’


He slid his hand down her throat and under her armpit. She began to tremble, and at this he leant forward and kissed her.


‘I might call you “darling”,’ he suggested. ‘I wonder how that would sound.’


‘This is absurd,’ she said shakily. ‘We must go back.’


‘Back to the marquee, or back to where we were before tonight?’


‘Both.’


‘Just as you say, my dear.’ He moved away from her, but she did not move. He let the humiliation of this sink into her for a moment, then took her hands. Her fingers twisted restlessly in his, but fastening and not freeing themselves. ‘Nothing so avid as a married woman,’ he thought complacently and began to kiss her and embrace her in ways of the most extravagant vulgarity such as she had not encountered outside literature.


In the Hand and Flowers, political discussion, though not really raging, was of enough strength to redden cheeks.


There were two periods of acrimony during the evening, Mrs Brimmer knew. The first was soon after opening-time, when the regulars came in fresh from the six o’clock news and such disasters as it had announced. Later, some of the contentious went home to their supper: others stayed and played darts. By eight o’clock, a different clientele, more genial, out for the evening, had begun to arrive. Politics, at this stage, were tabu. Towards closing-time, however, geniality might wear thin and argument erupt in one place after another. Mrs Brimmer, leaning on the bar, or going ponderously down into the cellar to bring up the half-slopped pots of beer, was always brief or silent unless describing her indigestion, but towards ten o’clock she would sometimes say abruptly: ‘I’m Labour anyway,’ as in a few minutes she would say ‘Time now, gentlemen.’ Mrs Brimmer held one or two unexpected opinions which were all the same ground inextricably into her personality. Another of her beliefs which she often made clear was that women should not go into public houses. She served them silently and grudgingly and would have horse-whipped every one, she often said. She really did not approve of drinking at all, apart from the gin-and-pep she sometimes took to shift her wind. However, having lived in the pub as a wife, she duly carried on as a widow.


‘What they want is to have us all equal,’ Miss Despenser said, ‘and the only way to do that is to level everyone down. Not to raise everyone up. No, it’s down, down, down all the time. When we’re finally in the gutter, then we shall have true democracy.’


‘But surely …’ said Hugh Baseden.


‘When I was young everyone was better off and do you know why?’


‘Well …’


‘Because we all knew our proper places. No one was ashamed to serve. Why, my mother’s maid was like a sister to her. Two sisters. Peas in a pod.’


‘That’s right.’ Mrs Brimmer nodded.


‘But when she had helped your mother to dress, she didn’t go to the dance with her. She stayed and tidied the bedroom,’ Hester said. She glanced at Hugh, who looked gravely back in agreement. Some of his gravity, however, was his anxiety at Hester’s having drunk too much.


‘She didn’t want to go. That is what I am saying. She didn’t want to go. That is why she was so happy.’


‘My mother was in service,’ one of the dominoes players said. ‘Happiest days of her life, she reckoned. No worries. All found.’


‘There you are, you see,’ Miss Despenser said.


‘It’s wrong to be happy like that … not to have your own life,’ Hester said. At the back of her mind, she felt a great sense of injustice somewhere, of sacrifices which ought not to be asked or made. ‘Kow-towing,’ she murmured and, looking flushed and furious, sipped her sherry.


‘Kow-towing fiddlededee,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘You talk as if the educated classes exist for nothing.’


Mrs Brimmer drew her blouse away from her creased chest, glanced down mysteriously, blowing gently between her breasts, then fanned herself. ‘I hear Charlie’s gone,’ she said.


‘He’s gone, has he?’ asked the gaitered gamekeeper. His setters stretched by the fire, blinking their bloody eyes, nosing their private parts.


‘So Les Salter said when he came with his club money.’


‘I said to the missus I reckon old Charlie’s going at last. I said that only last night when I saw the lamp upstairs.’


‘That’s right.’


‘When was that?’


‘This morning. They sent along for Mrs Brown about eight o’clock. He’d just gone then.’


‘Would you like a drink?’ Hugh asked Miss Despenser.


‘Most kind.’


‘What may I get you?’


‘Mrs Brimmer knows.’


He stood awkwardly before Hester. ‘The same?’ ‘If I take her back drunk, I take the blame, too, I suppose,’ he thought. To his relief she shook her head.


‘How are you getting home?’ he asked quietly.


‘I shall look after her,’ Miss Despenser said, and she laid her hand on Hester’s arm. Hester looked down at it with loathing. Under the shiny, loose skin the high veins seemed to writhe and knot themselves as if separately alive. Nothing was said. He turned to the bar and watched Mrs Brimmer reluctantly pouring out the drinks.


‘He is rather familiar,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘After all, he is not quite in the same position as you. You could spend the night with me if you are nervous.’


To be saved for one night from her dreams would be so very wonderful, she thought. She and Hester could sit up until morning and talk. Her dreams were usually distressing. There was one in which her father kept entering the library, always from the same door, crossing the room, disappearing, only to come in again in the same way, with the dread inevitability of dreams. Then there was the one in which her mother told her to pull down her clothes, but her skirts shrank and shrank. Because of her nightmares, she had tried to sleep in the daytime, for bad dreams come in the dark; but to be awake in the quiet house – especially as it seemed to be only just quiet – was frightening, too.


‘I will pop a hot-bottle in your bed,’ she promised. ‘You are not to think it will be a trouble.’


‘I must go home. There is no reason why I should not.’


Miss Despenser bent her head. ‘I dare say you think me very frumpish,’ she said. ‘Can’t be helped. We all come to it. Most kind,’ she said again to Hugh, but gave Mrs Brimmer a sharp glance as a Guinness only was placed before her. Mrs Brimmer was once more glancing nonchalantly inside her blouse.


‘Is she cooking something down there?’ Hugh muttered, as he sat down beside Hester, and then in an even lower voice asked: ‘May I walk home with you?’


‘But how can I get rid of her?’ Hester asked, and felt soiled by her disloyalty.


‘Time, gentlemen, if you please.’ Mrs Brimmer went to the door and opened it, letting in cool air and moths.


‘I will see you home,’ Miss Despenser told Hester. ‘But let him get on his way first.’ She slowly drained her Guinness, keeping her eyes shut. When she opened them, Hugh Baseden was still there. ‘Good-night!’ she bade him. Froth was drying on her moustached upper lip, and Hugh looked away from her as he spoke.


‘I am taking Hester back to the school. May we see you home first?’


‘Good-night!’ said Mrs Brimmer, not caring who went with whom, as long as all went without delay.


They set off together, and Miss Despenser was sullen and her course vague and veering. Once she stumbled against the high bank and, hoping to steady herself, put her hand down into a patch of nettles. She righted herself and wandered on, rubbing her inflamed wrist, drawing herself obstinately away from Hugh when he tried to support her. But when they reached her house she allowed him to take her key and open the door. He switched on the light, and she sat down abruptly on a chair in the hall. When Hester said good-night, she just nodded without lifting her head to see her go and stared at the cat who seemed to have waited for her to come home before he squatted in a corner and began to wet the carpet. She did not rebuke him but sat still for a long time, and at last tears began to slant out of her eyes and down the sides of her face. ‘Not since Linda died!’ she thought. For Hester, that stranger to her, had come up out of a mist or a dream to confront her with loneliness. Unsteadily, she stood up and crossed the hall. The looking-glass was filmed with damp and dust, but she could see herself dimly in it. Clutching the back of a chair she rocked to and fro, staring. ‘It is what I am,’ she told herself. ‘It is what I live with.’ Her vision seemed to slide and slip like colours in a kaleidoscope. ‘Pussy,’ she called. ‘Naughty pussy! Now where are you?’ He came swaying out of the kitchen, paw before paw, coat rippling, pupils only a dark slit, tail curved. ‘I am master here,’ he seemed to say.


‘Who was that tipsy, titupping little person?’ Hugh Baseden asked.


‘I met her once when I was wandering around. She is mad, I think.’


‘The stench in that house! Is she a witch?’


‘I expect so.’


‘I didn’t know what to think when you walked in with her.’


‘I have to go somewhere.’


‘Do … they … know?’


‘Neither know nor care.’


They climbed the bank and began to cross the field towards the wood.


‘You must be very lonely,’ he said. ‘I have often thought that. I suppose they’re very nice, though so terribly set in their complacent ways. And when they do do something enjoyable … this dance, I mean … they leave you at home.’


‘I didn’t want to go – like Miss Despenser’s mother’s maid.’


‘And Robert’s a kind chap, but such a very dry old stick. Very fussy to work for.’


‘Very fussy,’ Hester panted, breathless from the steep field-path.


‘Of course, he’s your uncle. I shouldn’t have said that …’


‘My cousin … my cousin.’


‘He has some rather old-maidish ways, you know … peering over his glasses, taking pills …’


‘And the barometer!’ Hester was astonished to hear herself saying. ‘Tapping it at least three times a day. Why not just take the weather as it comes?’


They entered the warm wood and this time she was not afraid.


‘She is the dominant one, of course,’ Hugh said.


Hester thought: ‘Perhaps I was only scared not to be in love with someone; anybody.’ She was confused by her sudden sensations of irritability towards Robert. ‘My head!’ she said, and stumbled along over the tree roots, pressing both hands to her temples.


‘I will find you some of Rex’s famous hangover pills when we get back. It was funny about Rex going tonight.’


‘Funny?’


‘I thought Madam’s view of him was very dark indeed.’ He took Hester’s elbow and guided her out of the way of some low branches. ‘Nearly there,’ he said.


The air was thinner and cooler outside the wood. They came to the churchyard and the neat Despenser graves.


Muriel had creamed her face and was weeping. Robert was silent with frightening displeasure.


‘I don’t want to see him again,’ she cried.


He took the cuff-links out of his shirt and put them back into their velvet-padded box. He said: ‘That is what you cannot help doing. It is a little awkwardness you have created for us all.’


‘He might resign.’


‘But he won’t, and there is no reason why he should. You will find he is quite unperturbed. It will have meant nothing to him,’ Robert added cruelly. ‘When he remembers, and if it amuses him, he may take advantage of the situation to discomfit us. It is dreadfully late to be crying so,’ he said fretfully. ‘I am very tired, and he will see your red eyes in the morning and purr more than ever.’


‘Robert, you are rather working this up. By the way you are speaking I might have committed adultery.’


‘I think you might, if you hadn’t suddenly heard “God Save the Queen”. Your patriotism made you stand up – even if it was in one another’s arms.’


‘Oh, the brittle wit! How dare you? We had suddenly realised that the dance was over.’


‘Time had stood still.’


She began angrily to splash cold water on her eyes. When she was in bed, she said shakily: ‘After all, you don’t make love to me.’


He got neatly into bed and lay down as far from her as he could, his back turned.


‘Do you?’ she wept.


‘You know I do not, and you know why I do not.’


‘If I didn’t like it, perhaps that was your fault. Did you ever think of that?’


‘Very often. I surveyed every explanation in turn. Then I became rather bored and thought “so be it”.’


‘I know I was wrong tonight … though really sillier than wrong.’


‘You made us both look absurd and started a ridiculous scandal by your behaviour. Everyone missed you. I suppose it was an arranged thing between you … I remember your insistence on having him there. How long, if you wouldn’t mind telling me, has this romance been flourishing?’ He spoke stiffly, lying with his back to her. He was anxious to be reassured, to shake off the insecurity which results from a serious deviation in one we have trusted.


‘You shall not say such a thing,’ she cried.


He had gone too far in his suspicions, and her amazed rejection of them was so genuine that he now went too far in his relief; although he only gravely said: ‘I apologise.’ ‘This dreadful conversation!’ he thought. ‘The cold phrases of hatred – “I apologise.” “How dare you!” “You know why.”’ ‘If it was just a sudden ill-judged thing,’ he said, ‘I can understand better. Anything else – plotting, lying – would not have been like you.’


She lay on her back and stared up through the darkness; said ‘Thank you’ in a far-away voice.


‘Oh, don’t cry again.’ He turned over and touched her hair.


‘We were so happy,’ she cried.


‘I don’t think we were very happy.’


‘I was.’


He meant his silence to punish her. To explain – she thought – everything; to simplify everything and press the punishment back upon him, she said: ‘If Hester had never come here! If we could be as we were!’


‘She had no part in this. She was utterly innocent.’


‘Her innocence has been like a poison to us. It has corrupted us both.’ In her mind she seemed to step back from the thought of their married life, as if she recoiled physically from an unexpected horror. She said: ‘It is like the time when I found the adders lying under the ferns.’


‘What is like that?’ he asked. His head lay on his crooked arm, and he stared into the darkness where there was less to see than behind his closed lids.


‘To realise my ignorance about you; to discover our estrangement – this tangle of secrets; and to know that I can behave as I did tonight …’


‘Don’t cry, Muriel.’


‘Why do you call me “Muriel”? You have never done so until now, until lately.’ ‘Until Hester came,’ both thought.


‘She … Hester, I mean … has made no difference to us. I’m not in love with her, if that is any comfort … if you want to hear such embarrassing things really said aloud.’ He spoke coldly and angrily and with a sense of treachery to himself, as if she had forced from him some alien oath. ‘She has changed nothing … only shown us what existed, exists.’


‘We should be very grateful for that.’


Her burst of anger was a relief from tears.


‘If I can never love her again,’ he thought, ‘why is it Hester’s fault? It is she, Muriel, who destroyed it, let it slip from her and then, in trying to have it back again, broke it for ever.’ Lying so close to her, he let this monstrous treason against her form in the darkness. Then he felt her lift herself up on one elbow. She was wiping her eyes. Crying was over, then? But, more dread to him even than her weeping, she put out her hand and touched his arm and he wondered if she had sensed the fissure widening, separating her from him, in his heart – the hard knowledge of non-love. She began to throw words into this abyss as if to close it before too late. ‘Robert, forgive me! I will try. I will do everything. I am sorry. I cannot bear it.’


The words worked no magic, and continued into unseemliness, he thought. This reserve had changed to cold-heartedness, and he wondered how he could ever change it back again. He turned over and put his arms round her.


‘Let us try again!’ she begged, and she pressed her burning eyes against his shoulder. He moved his head back a little, for her hair had fallen against his mouth.


‘We will both try!’ he whispered. ‘I will try very hard.’ ‘But will it be-any use?’ he wondered.


Robert, in the days that followed, wondered if it were the mildness of his nature which enabled him to find the suppression of love more easy than the suppression of non-love. No concentration could cure him of his lack of feeling towards Muriel, and, to ward off his indifference to her, he began, without knowing it, to catalogue her virtues. In this way, he always had a ready antidote for the irritations she caused him, and quickly smothered thoughts of her coldness with remembrances of her kindness to animals and that servants loved her. Against her sarcasm he recalled her loyalty, and tried to acknowledge her steadfastness when beset by her lack of humour.


At first, as if a true understanding were between them, Muriel went through her days in chastened peace of mind, submissive and forgiving. Emotion had tired her and she seemed weakly convalescent, her mind on such little things, as if she only waited for the time to pass. At night, the resentment she fought during the day poisoned her dreams, so that, lying beside Robert with her heart full of love for him, she dreaded to fall asleep and so out of love again – would wake trembling or tearful at his dream-betrayals, carrying imaginary wrongs beyond the dawn, to discolour all the morning.


Bravely, she set out to enchant him all over again, as she had done so many years ago, but disheartened now, frightened, and lacking the equipment of romanticism, energy, curiosity. ‘For I did not have him once for all,’ she thought sadly, arranging her pink dress against the red carpet and her white hands on the tapestry; glancing timidly at him, who did not look in her direction. Her voice lost its edge when she spoke to him, but only Hester noticed the new warmth, and was embarrassed.


‘It will soon be Speech Day,’ Muriel said. ‘Will last year’s hat do, Robert? Or would that look as if the school were going downhill?’


‘I should buy a new one – for your sake, not the school’s. I can’t imagine parents remembering a hat from one year to the next.’


‘Hester and I can’t agree with that.’


Hester did not raise her eyes.


For the first time, Muriel was self-conscious at Speech Day, watched the great marquee going up, arranged flowers, and finally pinned on her new cartwheel hat, feeling unusual sensations of flurried dread. ‘Exquisite!’ Rex whispered, passing her as she crossed the hall. Until that moment, the evening of the dance, for him, might never have been. He was as heedless as a bird snatching at berries along a hedgerow.


Muriel stood beside Robert and shook hands with the parents and felt that beneath their admiration these people did not like her; fathers were over-awed and mothers were doubtful – unsure as to whether she really loved their sons as they deserved. Hester watched her; Rex watched her; Robert looked away from her; tiredness overtook her.


In the evening, she telephoned Beatrice – her only friend, she now felt; though more than a friend: perhaps an extension of her own personality and her own experiences (sometimes sullying) greedily grafted on to the weaker parts of Beatrice’s nature. ‘Oh God, let her not be out!’ she prayed, imagining the telephone ringing and ringing in the empty house. But Beatrice, breathless from hurrying, soon answered and lost her mystery in doing so, became accessible, too easily summoned.


‘I was in the garden. How did it go, darling? I thought of you. Was the hat right? Did Robert love it?’


‘He didn’t say he didn’t.’


‘And tea and everything? And Robert’s speech?’


‘Yes. Beatrice, if I call in, will you come for a drive before dinner? My head aches. The last ones have only just gone away.’


‘Oh, parents!’ she said later. They drove along the lanes, down the hill past the Hand and Flowers, where Mrs Brimmer stood at the doorway in the sun. ‘Perhaps I just hate them because they have children,’ Muriel said.


The car was open and the soft air flowed over them, lifting their hair, but none of the peace of the evening reached Muriel, who drove fast, noticed nothing, frowned at the road ahead. ‘You’ve had children, Beatrice, and you cannot know …’


‘Darling, you are overtired …’


‘No. For years it has been so improbable that I should ever have a child that I stopped thinking about it … I might have been shocked, perhaps, to find myself pregnant … but now, just lately, knowing for sure that I never could be, that in this lifetime, and for this woman, it couldn’t ever happen, I feel panicky, want to go back, be different, have another chance. I can’t explain.’ She changed gear badly, was driving carelessly.


‘Do slow down,’ Beatrice said.


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I never think about having children now,’ Beatrice said. ‘All the business bores me enormously, like some hobby one has discarded. When I hear of younger women having them, I even feel slightly surprised, for it all seems so finished with and démodé. They think they are being so clever and can’t know how I lack interest. I just think, “Goodness me, are people still doing that?”’


‘But you’ll have grandchildren and then you’ll be caught up in it again.’


‘I suppose so.’ She looked smug.


‘Where are we going?’ Muriel asked. ‘I ought to be going home.’


She drove on, brushing the cow-parsley in the ditch, swerving as a bird flew up suddenly from some horse-droppings on the road.


‘Very sorry! Then the holidays will soon come,’ she said, as if continuing the same plaint, ‘the three of us left alone together.’


‘Has nothing been done about her going?’


‘There is nowhere for her to go.’


‘You should go away yourself. I would come with you, if you liked. You need a holiday.’


‘And leave them together?’


‘Oh, no, of course.’


They laughed shakily. Muriel said: ‘It is as well one still has a sense of humour.’
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‘Thank you, Hester, for all your help,’ Robert said. He handed her a drink and, taking up his own, asked if she had seen Muriel.


‘No.’ She had watched her driving away, but thought that Muriel could explain her own comings and goings.


‘And I heard her asking Hugh in for a drink. You look very smart, Hester.’ But it was too robustly said, not tender. ‘I suppose it all went off all right. At any rate, it went off. Muriel is splendid at that sort of thing. Never complains, as most women would, although I can see it all seems a great deal of nonsense to her.’


Before Hugh came, Robert was called away to the telephone and Hester was left alone. The day had tired and confused her, for she had never been quite sure of her duties. Ashamed to stand idle, she had tried to attach herself to the other workers, but Matron’s campaign of defence had not included her. She had managed to hand a few cups of tea and annoyed the senior boys by doing so. Few things are so fatiguing as standing by to help and not being called upon, and now her feet, her back, even her teeth were aching. She drank her sherry and put the glass on the chimneypiece. Wavering clumsily, her hand touched a china figure and knocked it into the hearth. She gave a quick glance at the door, then stooped down to see what damage was done. Muriel’s favourite Dresden girl lay in the fender, an arm carrying a gilt basket of strawberries was broken off at the elbow. Hester prayed for time, as if that could make the figure whole again; but in a school there are so many footsteps and any she could hear above the beating blood in her head might be Robert’s or Muriel’s coming to this room. She pushed the figure behind a bowl of flowers and put the broken piece in her pocket. If she were ever granted a few undisturbed moments she was sure she could have mended it; but now, although no one came and the waiting was unbearable, she could not be certain of being alone. She tried to find a nonchalant pose, sitting on the window-seat, far from the fireplace: then saw her sherry glass still there, incriminatingly near to and drawing attention to the empty place. She went to fetch it and on her way back to the window-seat thought of refilling it, to give a more natural look to her pose. As she was lifting the decanter, Hugh came in.


Her trembling guilt, the sherry slopped over the table, worried him. ‘They are turning her into a secret drinker,’ he thought; but her confusion touched him immeasurably, for he knew similar sensations, and had learnt new refinements of them at Muriel’s hands. ‘We are always mopping up for this girl,’ he thought, as he dabbed at the table with his handkerchief. Her misery had gone so far beyond accountable bounds that he began to wonder how much she had drunk.


‘Where is everyone?’ he asked. He passed his handkerchief under the bottom of the glass before he gave it to her.


‘Robert is telephoning.’


‘And … Madam?’ For Muriel set up such awkwardnesses in people that they could sometimes not even give her her proper name.


‘Went out in the car.’


‘Who went out in the car?’ Robert asked, as he came from the hall.


In Hester’s shattered face, her lips moved stiffly, as if from some rigor, and at last formed the name.


‘Oh, I wondered where she was. She’ll be back. Sherry, Hugh?’ Robert’s bustling about could not conceal his perplexity. ‘If people are liars, who makes them be?’ he was wondering. ‘Everything went off well, Hugh,’ his voice wavered upwards. ‘Nothing untoward? No one insulted Matron? Mrs Vallance seemed incensed at something.’


‘The wretched boy’s cricket-boot. She kept saying she would much rather both were lost than only one.’


‘People often say that – particularly about gloves,’ Muriel said, hurrying into the room. She went to the mirror and smoothed her hair. ‘Sorry, Robert! Sorry, Hugh! Oh, and Hester, too! I didn’t see you hiding in the window-seat. I went for a little drive with Beatrice. May I have a drink, darling; and, Hugh, your glass is empty. God, what a day! Never mind, another year until the next one. Darling, Hugh’s glass! Dinner is cold and can wait for us for once. I went into the Science Room, Hugh, just to see if you had been up to anything sinister, and I was charmed. The heavenly demonstration of cross-pollination. I do think you are to be congratulated.’


Hugh gazed intently into his glass as Robert filled it. He looked as if he were parched with thirst, but sherry was a long way from his thoughts. He knew he was being ridiculed but could not sort it out sufficiently to make an answer. ‘Meaningless innuendo,’ he decided. ‘And the very worst kind, too; because it finishes the game.’


‘I did Botany at school,’ Muriel said. ‘That was considered ladylike even in those days – particularly in those days, when we drew no conclusions from it. Purple loosestrife seemed to have nothing in common with us.’


‘Muriel!’ Robert protested. ‘Your Victorian girlhood doesn’t convince us, you know.’


She went close to the mirrored over-mantel, leant forward to her reflection and once more smoothed her hair. Hester watched in terror the long white hands moving then from hair to flowers, tidying them, too. Then the room froze. Muriel picked up the Dresden figure, seemed surprised by genuine grief, paused; then turned to face them, looking dazed and puzzled.


‘What a beautiful … thing!’ Hugh said, stepping forward, as if she were only asking him to admire it. ‘The dress is just like real lace.’


‘Robert!’ Muriel cried, ignoring Hugh. ‘Her grief is out of all proportion,’ Hester thought, remembering the same stunned look of wives in old newsreels, waiting at pit-heads as the stretchers were carried away, or of mothers lifting their babies across the rubble of bombed streets.


Robert asked sharply – as if he foresaw hell for all of them: ‘How did that happen?’ He took the china figure and examined it. Muriel turned back and began to search the chimneypiece.


‘Is it broken?’ Hugh asked, but no one answered. He was accustomed to that. Hester began to tremble, and clutched the fragment in her pocket as though she might be searched.


‘It must be there,’ Robert said. ‘One of the maids must have done it without knowing, or they would have told you.’


Hester, falsely, went over and looked into the flower-bowl.


‘Not there?’ Muriel asked. ‘No.’


‘Quite a clean break,’ Robert said. ‘It could be mended easily.’


‘If we find the other piece,’ said Muriel.


‘What is it we are looking for?’ Hugh asked. ‘I shall have to question the maids,’ Muriel said. ‘It has been hidden purposely. They have never deceived me before.’ She was proud of her relationship with domestic staff, to whom she was always generous and considerate: they saw a side of her which was hidden from most people and they were loyal to her. She delayed the task of questioning them, refilled her glass with sherry and as she drank it went on searching, lifting cushions and rugs and thrusting her fingers down the sides of stuffed chairs until the backs of her hands looked bruised.


Hugh did not dine with them, and Muriel said nothing during the meal. When dishes were brought in, she helped herself and ate without raising her eyes, feeling awkwardness with the maid and guilt at her own suspicions.


After dinner, Hester went out into the garden and walked in an opposite direction to the church – down an azalea walk to a ferny grotto. The dark, dusty leaves parted and disclosed a little Gothic summer-house, which was locked so that the boys should not damage it. No one came there – the dark rockiness of the place was chilling, the clay paths slippery in wet weather; the creaking trees were clotted with rooks’ nests, and the rooks themselves filled the air with commotion, restlessly calling, circling, dropping again and again to the branches.


Robert had brought her here on her first day when he had shown her round; he had taken a key from his pocket and unlocked the door for her. The cave-smell was unpleasant to breathe, but she had marvelled aloud at the interior. The walls and domed roof were encrusted with shells in fan patterns set in cement. Light from the coloured glass in the windows shone in patches.


Now she could only stand on tiptoe at the door and look through the wire-covered glass-panel. The piece of china from her pocket she forced through the wire and broken pane. It struck the stone floor inside.


‘Were you trying to get in?’ Hugh asked her; shouting rather, above the noise of the rooks.


‘No, it is always locked.’


‘Did I surprise you? I saw you come this way when I was down at the nets with some of the boys. I meant to ask you before dinner if you’d come for a walk, but there was all that rumpus about the ornament – put it out of my mind; I mean I hadn’t a chance. Of course, she has some nice things – Madam, Muriel, that is – and she thinks a lot of them: naturally.’


‘They were her mother’s.’


‘Nice diamonds, too, Rex was saying.’


‘Yes.’


Hugh began to perceive that Hester lacked interest in Muriel’s possessions.


‘Never having had anything very valuable myself,’ he said, ‘it is hard for me to understand anyone being as upset as she was tonight.’


‘It is because she hasn’t anything valuable,’ Hester said. ‘And she knows it.’


‘Children, you mean?’


‘Partly.’


They walked down the winding path. Two boys were kneeling by some flint steps, looking for lizards under the stones. Hugh had a little patronising chat with them, then he and Hester walked on again. The boys exchanged slow winks.


‘Did you ever see that horrible old baggage again?’ Hugh asked. ‘The one with the cat.’


‘No. Not again.’


‘Are you happy here?’


‘Not very.’


This was so promising that he made no answer until they reached the seat in the laurel walk where Muriel and Beatrice had sat and talked; then, when he was sitting at Hester’s side, he asked, ‘Why aren’t you happy?’ Looking round carefully, he made sure there were no boys about, and took her hand.


‘I am in the way, you see,’ Hester said gravely. ‘I ought not to be here.’


When he took her other hand and drew nearer to her, she seemed not to notice. Although her indifference was in a sense discouraging to him, it allowed him to proceed without hindrance. He kissed her, but still looking rather mopishly before her, she said: ‘I didn’t want to harm anyone. Not even someone I hate.’


‘You couldn’t harm anyone,’ he said. ‘You are so entirely gentle.’


Some boys shouted in the distance, and he moved promptly aside, leant forward, his elbows on his knees, in an attitude of serious but impersonal discussion. But the voices faded and no one came. A bell rang, and he muttered, ‘Thank God for that,’ and turned again to Hester and took her in his arms.


In the morning, Muriel questioned the maids, Lucy and Sylvia. One showed transparent surprise and concern; the other haughty offendedness: and since both reacted in their own ways as their innocence dictated, Muriel said no more. She often boasted that she knew at once when people were lying, not realising how little this endeared her to anyone, least of all to Hester who, never very honest in the easiest of times, was lately finding it almost impossible to tell the truth.


One thing Hester was determined on and it was to avoid being left alone with Muriel. She managed this all morning and was about to manage it after lunch as she followed Robert to his study, when Muriel, letting her reach the door, said: ‘Oh, Hester! If you wouldn’t mind … I won’t keep you a moment.’


Robert walked on as if he had not heard; but by the time he reached his study, his agitation was so great, he was so sure of what Muriel would inflict on the girl, that he went out into the hall again and stood guiltily at the table pretending to read The Times.


The voices on the other side of the door were separated by long silences; the blurred murmurings seemed without consequence or meaning. Then he heard Hester crying. The sobs came in a rush towards the door and in a panic he hurried back to his study and sat down at his desk. He heard footsteps in the hall, and was so sure that they were coming to him and felt so anxious to be ready to deal with disaster – fidgeting busily with papers, continually clearing his throat – that he did not listen, and when at last he realised that the house was silent, he could not tell in which direction Hester had gone.


At three o’clock, he gave a Latin lesson. Afterwards, he returned to his study. She was not there, and the typewriter was still covered. He put down his books and went to look for Muriel; but Muriel, he was told, had gone to a meeting in the village. He spent an idle, worried afternoon, and Hester did not appear. ‘Another man,’ he thought, ‘could get away from this, could leave the women and go to work!’ He was forced to remain, always morbidly aware of the atmosphere in the house.


Muriel returned in the early evening, said, ‘Hello, Robert!’ very casually, as she took her afternoon’s post from the hall-table and walked into the drawing-room.


‘Where is Hester?’


She read her letters attentively. ‘I can’t tell you. I went out soon after lunch.’


‘Not soon enough.’


She had to raise her head then.


‘What have you done to her? You made her cry.’


‘From no sense of shame, either, I’m afraid. Only from chagrin at being found out.’


‘I suppose she did break that damned thing.’


‘Exactly.’


‘She was afraid to tell you. You shouldn’t frighten her so.’


‘She stood there and listened to me saying that I should question Lucy and Sylvia.’


‘Did you know then that she had done it?’


‘I wasn’t sure, although she is so clumsy that one’s thoughts naturally fly to her.’


‘You make her clumsy, you know.’


‘Yes, I dare say it is my fault.’


‘I know she doesn’t always speak the truth and I worry sometimes that she should be driven to deceit.’


‘Driven? You choose melodramatic words, Robert. And I can’t imagine anyone driving anyone into such fantastic lunatic deceptions as your Hester’s.’


‘You must have upset her very much.’


‘Yes, as you say, I made her cry. I am glad I did not make Lucy cry. I am glad I took their word at once.’


‘But where is Hester now?’


Muriel put aside her letters with a sigh of weariness. ‘I do not know, Robert. I do not know. You have seen her since I.’


‘But I haven’t. I left her here with you.’


‘The last I saw of her, she was coming to you for the key.’


‘What key?’


‘The key to the Shell House. Where she had hidden the piece of china. I sent her to fetch it and to get the key from you.’


‘That was her punishment, was it? To have to face me, as she was, and make that pathetic little confession, then go out, humiliated, to pick up the bits? And you can do that to someone just because they have broken some china.’


‘She has broken more than china for me.’


‘The deepest destruction is done with finesse, not clumsiness. She couldn’t hold a candle to you. I must go to look for her.’


‘He will find her weeping in her room and console her, take sides against me,’ Muriel thought. She said: ‘I am at the end of this marriage, Robert. I cannot bear any more of it.’


‘I will ask Hugh,’ he said. ‘Perhaps he will have seen her.’


‘Why Hugh?’


‘Because I think he is in love with her.’


‘Is that so? I wouldn’t have thought it of him. You need not speak so angrily. Poor young man, I don’t suppose he has any idea of how he is trespassing. Anyone else would know; but he’s a little extra stupid.’ Once again, she desired to strike him, did so with words instead. ‘I expect she is just sulking in her bedroom, so I shouldn’t fuss.’


But Hester was not in her room, and those who were discreetly questioned had not seen her.


Fortune struck blindingly at Miss Despenser. All fell into place and she saw that, given the right ingredients and patience, heart’s desire at last will come, like risen bread, to proving point. She had despaired in loneliness, then conquered her despair, up to that stage of no-feeling, where the mind goes joggety-jog on little errands of the will, each minute measured out in a tiny sip. ‘For time heals all,’ she told herself. ‘At the end of life, we should be quite healed, and so go whole to dissolution.’


Mrs Brimmer, towards two o’clock, had mysteriously run out of both Guinness and Madeira; could only suggest a mild-and-bitter, and then the bitter had given out. The men sniggered. ‘You know I don’t like cold drinks,’ Miss Despenser complained. ‘You should write to the brewers!’


‘I will,’ Mrs Brimmer said, and they laughed again.


‘Mother would be shocked,’ Miss Despenser thought, as she wandered home. ‘The way they speak nowadays.’


It seemed siesta-time in the lanes. Only the bees moved. But the house was buzzing with activity. Green and dark-blue flies were delirious over the plates of cat’s food in the kitchen. In sudden disgust with her life, Miss Despenser took them all up and threw them – dishes, too – into the dustbin, and started a furious zigzagging as she lifted the lid.


At that moment, Hester rang the bell.


‘What luck!’ said Miss Despenser when she opened the door. ‘You came just at the right time. I was doing a bit of spring-cleaning and I shall be glad to knock off and have a chat. You will cheer me up, I know you.’


Hester, trembling, swollen-eyed, entered the house. She bore her nausea for the sake of Muriel’s punishment, knowing she could not hope to hurt her without sacrificing herself; had even contemplated, in a brief moment of rage, the supreme sacrifice; for no greater hatred could she show than that.


‘I knew it would be a red-letter day,’ Miss Despenser said and handed Hester a postcard, ‘when this came this morning. I don’t often have anything in the post,’ she explained simply. It was a printed invitation from a girls’ school. ‘Tennis Match,’ Hester read. ‘Past v. Present. 2.15 sharp.’ ‘What is Asboga?’ she asked dully, and pressed her fingers to her burning eyes.


‘Abbey School, Brighton, Old Girls’ Association,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘Linda and I were both Asbogs. Though she could only stand a term there. It was the happiest time I ever had, although at times we pined for one another. The food was so good. I don’t think you could better that food anywhere. On Fridays, we had a red jelly with bananas sliced up in it. Every Friday. We looked forward to it, I can tell you. What is the food like where you are? What did you have for luncheon today, for instance?’


Hester thought, then said: ‘A sort of shepherd’s pie.’


‘My favourite! And after?’


‘Oh, dear, I don’t know.’


‘But it can only have been half an hour ago.’


‘I think it was apple … something with apple …’ She began to cry again.


‘Now, chin up! Surely you don’t grizzle over your food, like poor Linda? She once cried over an apple-charlotte. She cried all afternoon without stopping. My father made her sit there till tea-time. She ate it in the end. He had a will of iron. I advise you to eat up in the beginning …’


‘I don’t want to answer questions, that’s all,’ Hester said.


‘You look peaky. Come along, hop on to the sofa, legs up! I’ll make you a cup of tea.’


Hester lay down, the dusty plush against her cheek. Misery obliterated her. ‘Someone take over, take charge, take care!’ She wept for a little while, then fell asleep.


Miss Despenser was a long time getting the tea ready. She worked happily, but slowly, in her usual state of afternoon muzziness.


After dinner, Robert found Hugh walking about the grounds and asked if he had seen Hester.


‘No, I was looking for her.’


‘She didn’t come to dinner, and I am rather anxious.’


‘Has there been some upset?’ Hugh asked at once.


‘Yes. Why do you ask?’


‘She seemed fairly miserable last night. We went for a walk, you know. Is she in her room?’


‘No. Of course, we looked there first. I’ll stroll about and keep my eyes open.’


When he had shaken off Hugh, Robert went quickly up the path to the Shell House and unlocked the door. It swung open with a grating sound. The piece of china lay on the dusty floor, proving nothing but what Muriel had said, that Hester had delivered herself into her hands.


He began an aimless search of the grounds, for he could not think where Hester might go, or what she did in her spare time. Some of the boys watched him with excitement, for they were sure he was out on some mysterious investigation and they wondered if school monotony might be enlivened after prayers next day by the announcement of some appalling scandal – some of the lordly ones found smoking in the shrubbery, or the copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover unearthed. When he was seen to be walking more quickly towards the churchyard, as if struck by a sudden idea, he was watched intently by one boy, Terence Mooney, who always made his beer in the little shed by the church. His father was a brewer – Mooney’s Sunshine Ales – and Terry’s school-life was an everlasting misery in consequence. ‘You must know how to make it,’ the boys said. ‘Surely your old man told you. Well, write and ask him, then.’ He had pretended to write to ask, and the boys gathered round and watched him open his next letter from home – ‘Darling, I hope you are happy and your earache better. Don’t talk after lights out, but get all the rest you can.’ … ‘Did he say anything?’ ‘Yes, of course.’ ‘Well, what?’ ‘Well, he says I mustn’t say. It’s a family secret.’ ‘Well, you’re his family, aren’t you? Can’t he tell you?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Well, get on, then. We don’t want to know how you do it. We just want to drink it.’ ‘It takes time. It has to ferment, you see.’ ‘All right, we’ll give you time.’ They arranged to give him a week. He studied encyclopaedias. He did not sleep. He stole potatoes and brewed concoctions. These never tasted right to him, or to most of the boys, who made it clear that they would never touch Mooney’s beer when they left school and could choose. Terry lived in wretched unpopularity, busy, furtive; he segregated his parents on Speech Day, and now, watching Robert, wondered if he would be expelled.


‘Mr Baseden’s prowling about, too,’ a boy said. ‘He went through the churchyard a few minutes ago.’


‘They might be going for walks,’ poor Mooney said.


‘Not them. They keep looking round.’


It did not occur to them that masters could have anything but boys in their minds.


Hugh went to the Hand and Flowers, but neither Miss Despenser nor Hester was there. ‘I’m not breaking my heart, either,’ Mrs Brimmer said as she drew his beer. He drank it quickly and hurried back up the lane to the stucco villa.


‘No, there’s no one there,’ Miss Despenser told Hester, who had heard the knocking on the door. ‘I often fancy the same thing; but nobody calls here. Perhaps Pussy jumped down off my bed. It wouldn’t be anyone.’


But at the second knock, Hester went to the window. Hugh, stepping back from the porch, saw her behind the dusty pane. She had a fan of old photographs in her hand and her face was stained with tears.


‘Yes. It is Hugh Baseden,’ she said, and he could see her lips moving as she still stared at him.


‘Then draw the curtains. How dare he trespass here! Peering and prying!’


Hester – dreamy with weakness – moved towards the hall and opened the door. She was at a stage of recovery from grief – the air was vacant, silence enfolded her, and when she put out her hand to the wall to steady herself after the effort of opening the door, the wall seemed to bend, to slope away from her; and it was as if Hugh’s hand as she touched it dissolved, vanished.


He lifted her and carried her to a chair in the hall. ‘Put your head down,’ he told her. She obeyed. Her hand with the photographs swung against the floor. Pussy came up and walked in a figure-of-eight round her feet. Hugh pushed him aside. ‘And now, Paul Pry, you can leave my house at once,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘I was just coming into the hall when I saw what you did to Pussy. You peer through my windows, force your way in, are cruel to my cat and goodness knows what you have done to this poor girl. Sit up, Hester! The blood will run to your head.’


Hester sat up and Hugh pushed her head down again.


‘You blockhead!’ Miss Despenser shouted. ‘She will faint, you great dunce, if you are not careful.’


He knelt down before Hester and held her head against him.


‘She was all right until you came,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘I wish you would go away again.’


‘What are these?’ Hugh asked, gently taking the photographs from Hester.


‘They are mine. I am showing them to her,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘We haven’t nearly finished yet.’ She sprang forward and snatched up one of the photographs he had dropped. ‘How dare you throw my things on the floor, you blundering oaf! That is my sister.’ She looked, with a change to tenderness, at the yellowed card, the girl with the vapid smile, the hand resting on a carved pedestal behind which a backcloth of roses and pillars met the carpet unevenly.


‘Are you well enough to come home?’ Hugh asked Hester. ‘Shall I get a car?’


‘I can’t go home.’


‘No, she can’t go home.’


‘What is wrong?’ Hugh asked softly, kneeling by her, rocking her gently in his arms.


‘It is out of the question,’ Miss Despenser said. ‘Now you must run along. I am sorry I cannot invite you to dinner.’ She fought bravely, but by now she knew that she was going to lose. He had forgotten her, as an adversary, while he listened to Hester’s story.


‘Get up off your knees!’ Miss Despenser tried to interrupt them. ‘You exhibitionist.’


‘I don’t know why I did,’ Hester was moaning. ‘I lost my nerve. She makes me behave badly. I hate her. Oh, I hate her.’ Her mouth squared like a howling child’s, then she began to beat her forehead with her hands.


‘There you are, you see,’ said Miss Despenser.


‘If you would only marry me!’ said Hugh, and at once began to cloud the proposal with doubts and apologies. ‘I know so little about girls – no time to learn … I had to work so hard, and I’ve so little money. I’m awfully dull, I know …’


‘As dull as ditchwater,’ Miss Despenser said, but her remarks were now automatic. She had covered her retreat with them, and exhausted, with her efforts and her disappointment, could say no more. She took a pace back in the shadowy hall and when at last Hugh stood up and helped Hester to do so, she closed her eyes and could watch no longer.


‘Good-bye,’ Hester said, turning to her. ‘I’m sorry, and thank you. I had better go back after all.’


Miss Despenser kept her eyes shut; a hard tear was under each lid.


Hugh looked away from Hester for the first time and saw the old woman’s wedge-shaped face, so angrily grieved, her down-turned mouth. With the palm of her hand she was pressing to her skirt the photograph of her dead sister. From his own timid loneliness, he had knowledge of such a poverty of love. He said: ‘Thank you for taking care of her.’ The tragic mask could not move, or the eyes open. When Hester and Hugh had gone, she lifted her lids and two tears dropped out and made tracks down her face to her chin. She picked up the cat and wiped her wet face on his fur, then she gathered up the photographs and crammed them back into the mother-o’-pearl-inlaid box.


Not long after, just as Mrs Brimmer at the Hand and Flowers was saying: ‘Well, we choked her off, gentlemen,’ Miss Despenser entered the bar. ‘So sorry I am late. Some visitors called,’ she said cheerily.


‘A pleasure, I’m sure,’ Mrs Brimmer replied. ‘And now last orders, if you please.’


At the school, Hester was enveloped by tact – Muriel, relieved at her re-appearance, seemed unconcerned and talked of trivial things, though lapsing sometimes into sad preoccupation. Robert’s lack of allusion was almost imbecilic. Hugh, suddenly masterful, had arranged with him that no words should pass and they did not, although sometimes Hester felt swollen with the rehearsed explanations she was not allowed to make.


As day after day went by, poor little Mooney began at last to wonder if he had escaped expulsion; but Robert’s abstracted ways prolonged the boys’ uneasiness. Dissociation became the policy under this cloud – the copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, or Latin cribs, lost their value; the shrubbery, or Hell’s Kitchen, where the older ones smoked, was deserted.


One day, after lunch, when Robert had said Grace he still stood there, as if he had more to say. They paused and turned their faces towards him, candid, innocent. Only Mooney looked down desperately at his plate – the five prune-stones at its edge: this year.


The announcement of Hugh’s and Hester’s engagement was a tremendous relief. Robert’s attempt at joviality brought forth sycophantic cheers and smiles. They were all in a good humour, especially as one wedding present would do for both. ‘It is better for them not to marry “outside” people,’ the head boy explained. ‘Now what we want is for Matron to marry Mr Wigmore!’


Hugh’s first biology class of the afternoon was in a mood of refreshment and good humour.


‘Congratulations, sir.’


‘Thank you, Palmer,’


‘Congratulations, sir.’


‘I will take Palmer as spokesman for all of you,’ Hugh said firmly. ‘Page fifty-one.’ They opened their books.


‘So that’s the solution,’ Beatrice said. ‘You were quite right to be patient and let things work their own way out.’


‘I don’t know that I did that,’ Muriel said. ‘And it has taken a long time and she hasn’t gone yet.’


‘She seems too moony, too dull a girl to fall in love, be fallen in love with.’


‘Is love the prerogative of the bright ones? He is very dull himself, you know, and it is a good thing if two uninteresting people marry and keep their dullness to themselves. Though she has changed a little for the better – looks less driven, and doesn’t knock things over quite as much as she used; can sometimes drink a glass of water without spilling it.’


‘Well, if marriage stops her being clumsy it will be something.’ Then Beatrice asked slyly: ‘How has Robert taken it?’


‘Nobly. He arranged Hugh’s new job for him and still has nobody to take his place.’


‘I meant – about Hester.’


‘Oh, Hester!’ Muriel’s voice was light with annoyance. ‘I think I imagined a great deal of that.’ If Hester were going, her own agitation would sink; then she wanted her old life again, her picture of serene marriage, of Robert’s devotion to her. She regretted having confided in Beatrice, who made past miseries more real by her knowledge of them. To turn the conversation she said: ‘I will give her a lovely wedding … I suppose that she has some friends she can invite – school-friends if nothing better. I have chosen the dress-material. Just think, Beatrice, when we were married we wore those hideous short frocks. It would be our luck to strike that fashion. I wouldn’t let anyone see my wedding photographs for all the world.’ With tender condescension they recalled the nineteen-twenties and the gay and gentle girlishness of their natures then.


Muriel began to feel energy and optimism, as the holidays and the wedding grew nearer. She worked to bring to life one imagined scene, the beginning of peace for her; foresaw Hester and Hugh going down the steps to the car – ‘She was married from my house,’ she would tell people.


‘She was like a daughter to me’ – and when the car had gone (for ever, for ever) down the drive, she and Robert would turn and go up the confetti-littered steps to begin their new – or, rather, their old – life, together and alone.


She worked on the wedding and discussed it incessantly. ‘Suppose it rains!’ Robert said abruptly one night. Muriel was sitting up in bed while he undressed. She was brushing her hair and at his words parted it from her face, looked up at him in perplexity. ‘Are you angry about it, then?’


‘Angry? I only said “Suppose it rains!”’


‘You sounded so sarcastic.’


He got into bed and closed his eyes at once. Smoothing her hair back, she dropped the brush to the floor and put out the light. ‘You do love me, Robert?’ she asked in her meekest voice.


‘Yes, dear.’


‘You aren’t still angry with me about Hester? It has turned out well in the end for her.’


‘I hope so.’


‘He will be very good to her, I am quite sure.’


‘Yes, I am sure, too. Good-night, Muriel.’


‘Good-night, Robert.’


He turned over and seemed to fall asleep: yet she doubted if he did so, and lay and listened for a long while to his regular, unbroken breathing. Once, to test him, she touched him gently with the back of her hand, but he did not turn to her as years ago he would have done. ‘I cannot make him come to me,’ she thought in a panic. ‘I cannot get my own way.’ She became wide awake with a longing for him to make love to her; to prove his need for her; so that she could claim his attention; and so dominate him; but at last wished only to contend with her own desires, unusual and humiliating as they were to her. She lay close to him and masked her shame with a pretence of sleep. When he did not, would not, stir, her tenderness hardened to resentment. She raised herself and looked down at him. His profile was stern; his hair ruffled; he breathed steadily. ‘He cannot be asleep,’ she thought, as she bent over him, put her cheek to his brow, no longer dissembling or hiding her desire.


His stillness defeated her and after a while, hollowed and exhausted by her experience, she turned away and lay down on her side, listening to her thunderous heart-beat, feeling giddy. ‘If I could be young again!’ she thought. ‘If I could be young!’


Two thrushes were singing in the garden before she fell asleep. The night had dishevelled her, her hair was tangled on the creased pillow, her body damp in the hot bed. But in her dreams, a less disordered Muriel took command. She dreamed that she was making Hester’s wedding cake – white and glistering it rose before her, a sacrificial cake, pagoda-shaped in tier on tier, with arcades of sugar pillars, garlanded friezes. Delicate as hoar-rimed ferns she made the fronded wreaths of flowers and leaves. It blossomed as she worked her magic on it with the splendid virtuosity of dreams. ‘Yes, that is how it will be!’ she thought. ‘And no one must ever touch it or break it.’ She had surprised herself with her own skill, and, standing back to view her work, felt assuaged, triumphant, but bereft, too, as artists are when their work is done and gone for good.





‘Taking Mother Out’



‘Give the credit where it is due,’ Mrs Crouch said, smiling at her son.


We had, of course, been marvelling at her youthfulness. Every gesture she made, even the most simple, seemed calculated to defy old age. She constantly drew our attention to her eighty years, referred to herself as an old fogey; insisted on this when we were obliged to demur. And then insisted on insisting. We offered her a drink. She became husky, Marie Lloydish, a little broad. Her glass of gin she turned into a music-hall act. A further little speech was made over a cigarette, my brother waiting with his lighter flaring ready, while she launched off into an explanation about herself: how she liked a bit of fun, liked young people, was as old as she felt, merely.


I glanced at her son; but not as if he were anything within my, or anybody’s, reach. He was flashy, cynical, one of those men who knows about everything; makes sinister implications of rumours in the City, panic in the Cabinet; hints at inside information; has seen everything, seen through everything; known everybody, loved nobody; bought everything, at a special price; and sold it again, at a great profit. His mother admired him of all her children the most. She displayed him, was indebted to him, gave credit to him, as she was doing now.


He looked in her direction and smiled, a little bored with the elderly bird-watcher, who had sat down beside him to describe without pause his day on the marshes. He was right to be bored by the bird-watcher – a relation of ours, who menaced our every summer.


The evening light enhances those marshes. We sipped our drinks, narrowed our eyes, gazing down over the green flatness where masts in the middle of a field seemed to indicate the estuary. Little silences fell over us from time to time. The gentle vista before us, the gradual cadences, the close-cropped grass tufted with rough weeds which the slow-moving sheep had left, untidy little sheets of water, far off the glitter of the sea – all of this held our attention, even from one another, for English people love a view. Only the bird-watcher droned on.


Mrs Crouch twirled her glass, brushed at her skirt, examined her rings, wondering, I guessed, what the Spotted Crake had to do with her and how remarkably she carried her age. She decided to begin a counter-conversation and turned to my brother, raising her voice, for she was a little deaf and usually shouted.


‘I hope, my dear, you won’t think I tie Roy to my apron-strings. As a matter of fact, I am always saying to him, Roy, I say, you ought to be taking out a beautiful young blonde instead of your old mother. But he won’t have it. Of course, I love my little outings, going out and meeting young people. When I’m asked how it is I carry my age so well, I say it’s being with young people, and most of all being with Roy. He won’t let me settle down. Come along, Mother, he says, let’s go off on a binge.’ She savoured this word, chuckling. My brother fidgeted gloomily with his wrist-watch. Roy Crouch fidgeted with his, too.


‘No,’ said the bird-watcher, as if contradicting himself, ‘not a common sight, but a remarkable one, the male bird sitting on the nest. No mistaking that, even at a distance, through field-glasses. The female is smaller and duller.’


‘Quite,’ said Roy nastily.


‘I’ve had a full life,’ his mother was saying. My brother swallowed and glanced out across the salt-marshes.


‘Did you ever see a Richard’s Pipit?’ Roy suddenly asked.


‘No,’ said the bird-watcher shortly. ‘Did you?’


‘Yes.’


The bird-watcher turned right round in his chair and stared at him. He could not call him a liar, but he said: ‘Then you were very fortunate, sir. May I enquire where?’


‘In Norfolk,’ Roy said carelessly.


‘Very fortunate,’ the bird-watcher repeated, still glaring.


‘I think that’s why Roy likes to take me out, because I enjoy myself.’


‘I expect so,’ my brother agreed.


I refilled glasses. The bird-watcher recovered. He began to talk of the Water-Rail, how he had lain in a bed of reeds and counted seven pairs that morning. A wonderful sight. Perhaps not Richard’s Pipits, you bounder, he seemed to imply. But a wonderful sight all the same.


‘Talking of wonderful sights,’ said Roy, getting into his stride, ‘I was staying near the Severn Estuary in the spring and saw a very unusual thing – rather a romantic sight …’ He laughed apologetically. ‘I happened to look out of my bedroom window one night when it was quite dark and I could see something moving down in the water-meadows, something rippling’ – he rippled his fingers, to show us. ‘Something that shimmered’ – his hand shimmered. ‘I stood very still and watched, hardly able to believe my eyes, but at last I realised what it was.’ He looked at the bird-watcher and at me. My brother was out of this conversation.


‘But I really don’t think,’ Mrs Crouch was telling him, ‘that the new tunes are half so jolly as the old …’


‘And what do you think it was?’ Roy asked us.


We did not know.


We did not know, we said.


‘Eels,’ he said impressively, ‘young eels, or rather, I should say “elvers”,’ he corrected himself. ‘I shall never forget that sight. It was ghostly, unreal. In a silver flood, they rippled through the grass in the moonlight, through a little stream and then on up the slope … beautiful. They come up from the sea, you know. Every spring. I’ve heard people say they couldn’t travel across land, but there it was, I saw with my own eyes.’


My brother was nearly asleep. Mrs Crouch said suddenly, testily, ‘What are you all nodding your heads so solemnly about?’


‘Eels,’ I said lightly.


‘Eels? Oh, eels! Why, only last night some friends of ours, a Mr and Mrs Sibley, were telling us about an experience they had when they were staying near the Severn Estuary. They were going to bed one night and Mr Sibley happened to look out of the window, and he suddenly called out to Mrs Sibley, “Just come and look at this,” he said. “There’s something moving down there on the grass,” and Mrs Sibley said, “Frank, do you know what I think those are? I do believe they’re eels, young eels” – I forget the name she gave to them. What was that word, Roy?’


‘No one has a drink,’ I cried, running frantically from one glass to another. The bird-watcher looked gravely, peacefully, at the view.


‘Thank you, dear,’ said Mrs Crouch. ‘I am not at all sure that I haven’t had too much already. What was that word, Roy? I have it at the tip of my tongue.’


‘Elvers,’ he muttered, and took a great swallow at his gin. He looked dejected, worn, as old as his mother almost. They might have been husband and wife.





Spry Old Character



The Home For The Blind absorbed the surplus of that rural charity – so much more pleasant to give than to receive – the cakes left over from the Women’s Institute party, and concerts which could no longer tempt appetites more than satisfied by homely monologues and the post-mistress’s zither. Fruit and vegetables from the Harvest Festival seemed not richer from their blessing, but vitiated by being too much arranged, too much stared at. The bread in the shape of a corn-sheaf tasted of incense, and, with its mainly visual appeal, was wasted on the blind.


No week went by without some dispiriting jollity being forced upon him. This week, it was a choir of schoolgirls singing ‘Orpheus with His Lute’. ‘Which drives me finally up the wall,’ Harry decided, and clapped his great horny hands together at the end with relief. ‘Your nails, Harry!’ Matron had said earlier, as if he were a child; and, like a child, he winced each time the scissors touched him. ‘You’ve been biting them again. I shall have to get very cross with you.’ He imagined her irritating smile; false teeth like china, no doubt; thin lips. He was on the wrong side of her from the start; had asked her to read out to him the runners at Newmarket. ‘You old terror! I shall do nothing of the kind. I’m not having that sort of thing here.’ He was helpless. Reading with his hands he regarded as a miracle and beyond him. He had steered clear of books when he could see, and they held even less attraction now that tedious lessons, as well as indifference, stood in the way; and the Sporting Life was not set in Braille, he soon discovered.
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