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I

ROBERT


1913

‘I know the many disguises of that monster, Fortune, and the extent to which she seduces with friendship the very people she is striving to cheat, until she overwhelms them with unbearable grief at the suddenness of her desertion …’

BOETHIUS

The Consolation of Philosophy





Chapter One



[1]

How seductive are the memories of one’s youth! My cousin Ginevra once said she would never forget dancing with me beneath the chandeliers at Oxmoon while the orchestra played ‘The Blue Danube’. Women are such incurable romantics. I was a romantic myself once but I recovered. A rational disposition must necessarily preclude a romantic outlook on life, and only the failures of this world can afford to dispense with a rational disposition.

No one could have called me a failure. I have always recoiled from the second-rate; whenever I compete I have to come first, and every time I come first I take another step away from that disaster I can never forget, that catastrophe which followed my dance with Ginevra, my own Ginette, beneath the chandeliers at Oxmoon while the orchestra played ‘The Blue Danube’.

However as a rational man I could hardly mourn an adolescent tragedy like a lovesick swain sighing for some lost Arcadia. I admit I still had my maudlin moments, but they seldom survived sunrise, breakfast and the leading article in The Times. Recovering from an ill-starred romance is, after all, to anyone of sufficient will-power and self-respect, purely an attitude of mind.

I reminded myself of this proven fact when I opened The Times on that May morning in 1913, perused the leading article on the Marconi scandal and then found I could not remember a word I had read. To skim uncomprehendingly through an article on financial machinations is pardonable; nothing can be more boring than high finance at its most convoluted. But to skim uncomprehendingly through an article on the idiotic financial machinations of Isaacs and Lloyd George suggested an absence of mind amounting almost to derangement. I was involved in politics, particularly in Liberal politics. I greatly admired Asquith the Prime Minister but Lloyd George, his Chancellor of the Exchequer, was the Welshman for whom I felt a special interest. To find my attention now wandering from the latest headlines in his history was disturbing in the extreme, and after making a mental note to find a new mistress without delay I applied myself to reading the article again. A prolonged abstinence from carnal satisfaction – never a desirable state of affairs – had evidently resulted in a depression which was affecting my powers of concentration, and remedial measures had to be taken without delay.

At this point my man Bennett glided into the room with the morning’s post. I sighed with relief. Now I could postpone asking myself why I had lost interest in carnal matters; now I could avoid examining the shining surface of my well-ordered private life for blemishes which logic dictated could not and should not exist. With alacrity I cast aside The Times, picked up the paper-knife and slit open the envelopes which lay waiting to divert me.

I divided the contents into four piles; invitations, personal notes, bills and rubbish; all business correspondence was delivered to my chambers downstairs. The invitations were wearisome but most of them would have to be accepted. A rising young barrister with unlimited ambition must seize every opportunity to meet the people who matter, but how much more entertaining life would be if the people who mattered had more to recommend them! However, boredom on social occasions is an inescapable hazard for the over-educated, and for the over-ambitious it must be endured with what my mother would no doubt have called Christian resignation.

So much for the invitations. The personal letters included a typically dreary offering from my mother herself – my mother was a good woman but with a provincial cast of mind – an obsequious scrawl from one of my numerous tiresome siblings, but still nothing from my father. That was a pity but evidently he was too busy to escape to London for one of his ‘little sprees’. The remainder of my correspondence, I saw as I unfolded writing-paper of varying degrees of opulence, consisted of billets-doux. If I had been vain I would have found such attentions flattering but I knew well enough that these society women saw me only as a myth in my barrister’s wig and gown. No woman had even seen me as I really was, no woman except my cousin Ginevra long ago in that lost paradise we had shared at Oxmoon.

So much for the personal letters. I turned to the bills and found them unpleasant but not unreasonable. I was not given to wild extravagances which I considered to be the mark of an inferior intellect. I neither gambled nor showered overpriced gems on music-hall girls. Even when I was not living like a monk I never kept a mistress; my mistresses were kept, usually in great style, by their complaisant husbands. Soon, I knew, I would have to marry in order to further the political career I intended to have, but since I naturally intended to marry money my bank account would hardly suffer when I made the required trip to the altar. I intended to marry into the aristocracy too, but not the impoverished aristocracy, no matter how charming its feminine representatives might be. Man cannot live on charm alone, and an ambitious man cannot live on anything less than wealth, good social connections and substantial political influence. One must be rational about such matters and being rational need not mean being cold. I had every intention of being fond of my future wife, whoever she might be, and I had every confidence that we would do tolerably well together. Marrying for love might be romantic but I considered it the hallmark of an undisciplined private life. Romance is the opiate of the dissatisfied; it anaesthetises them from the pain of their disordered second-rate lives. I was neither disordered nor second-rate and so I had no need of opiates, just as I no longer had any need of my cousin Ginevra, my own Ginette, now fifteen years married and still living happily ever after in New York.

So much for the bills. Turning to the rubbish I discovered not only circulars and begging letters but also passionate outpourings from disturbed females who apparently thought I wanted to wreck my future political career by making a speech in favour of women’s suffrage. I consigned all these effusions to the wastepaper basket, filed the invitations, bills and personal letters in the appropriate pigeon-holes of my desk and took a deep breath. My day was about to begin. My life was in perfect order. I was healthy, wealthy and supremely successful and if I were not happy I was a fool.

I was not a fool, therefore I had to be happy.

I was happy. Life was exciting, glittering, a perpetually coruscating challenge. First I had to go downstairs to consult my clerk, talk to my fellow-attorneys, glance through the new briefs which had arrived. Then I would take a cab to the Old Bailey where I was in the midst of defending a most charming woman who had promised me tearfully that it had been sheer coincidence that she had bought arsenic three days before her husband had died such an unpleasant death; I could not believe this but the jury would – by the time I had finished with them. Later I would dine out. The McKennas were giving a political dinner-party and I had heard Lloyd George was to be present; my young hostess Pamela would make much of me and to repay her I would be debonair and charming, stifling my yawns as the ladies rattled on interminably about the wedding of Princess Victoria Louise. But after the ladies had withdrawn and the port was circulating, the real business of the evening would begin.

We would talk of politics; I would keep respectfully silent as Lloyd George discussed Welsh Disestablishment – but if he were to ask me for my opinion I would, of course, have a few well-chosen words prepared. Then no doubt someone would say what a bore the suffragettes were and someone else would say what a bore most women were anyway, and Lloyd George and I would look at each other, two Welshmen in the land of our masters, and wonder how English gentlemen ever summoned the effort to reproduce themselves.

Then the port would go round again and we would talk of Turkey and Bulgaria and the Kaiser and the Dreadnoughts until propriety forced us to join the ladies in the drawing-room and talk of Caruso, Melba and the rising price of Pre-Raphaelite paintings. However I would escape before eleven; someone was sure to invite me to Brooks’s or some other club, but I would have to retire to my chambers and burn the midnight oil in order to ensure that I won my case on the morrow. By the time I went to bed I would be exhausted, too exhausted to lie awake and think maudlin thoughts, but when I awoke at six another enthralling day would be waiting for me – for I was so lucky, always fortune’s favourite, and I had everything I had ever wanted, everything but the life I longed to lead with the woman I could never have, but what did such sentimental aspirations matter when I was so happy, success personified, forever coming first and winning all the way along the line?

I told myself I could not be unhappy because it was logically impossible. But then I remembered those Greek philosophers all eminently sane and rational, arguing with inexorable logic towards a truth which turned out to be not a truth but an absurdity. Zeno had proved everything in the world was fixed and unchanging, Heraclitus had proved everything in the world was changing continuously, and both men had provided impeccable arguments to support their points of view. But reality as Democritus had later tried to show, had all the time lain elsewhere.

I saw a chaotic world of infinite complexity where reason was impotent, and instinctively I recoiled from it. I had long since decided that a successful life was like a well-ordered game governed, as all games were, by rules. One grew up, learnt the rules, played one’s chosen game and won. That was what life was all about. Any fool knew that.

But what was the nature of my chosen game? And how had I wound up in this particular game in the first place? And supposing it was the wrong game? And if it was the wrong game then what was the point of winning it? And if winning were meaningless what was my life all about? And if I had no idea what my life was all about, did this mean my life was in a mess and if my life was in a mess did this mean I was a failure? And what exactly had I failed to do and how could I repair the omission when I had no idea what I had left undone?

The telephone rang in the hall.

‘I’m not in!’ I shouted to Bennett as he emerged from the pantry.

The ringing ceased as Bennett addressed himself to the instrument. Presently I heard him say: ‘One moment, Mr Godwin, I thought he’d left but it’s possible—’

I sprang to my feet and sped to the hall.

‘Papa?’ I said into the mouthpiece as Bennett yielded his place to me. ‘Is something wrong?’ There was no telephone at Oxmoon and I thought such an unexpected communication might herald news of a family disaster, but I was worrying unnecessarily. My father’s letter, telling me of his imminent visit to London for a ‘little spree’ had gone astray; he had arrived late on the previous evening at his club, and finding no note from me awaiting him there he was now telephoning to ask when we could meet.

‘– and I’ve got the most extraordinary news, Robert—’

For one aghast moment I wondered if my mother were pregnant. My parents had an obsession with reproducing themselves and were the only couple I knew who had celebrated their silver wedding anniversary with such undisciplined zest that an infant had arrived nine months later to mark the occasion.

‘– and I wonder if I should tell you over the telephone or whether I should wait till I see you—’

‘My God, it’s not Mama, is it?’

‘What? Oh no, she’s fine, in capital form, sent you her love and so on—’

‘Then what is it? What’s happened?’

‘Well, it’s about Ginevra. She – hullo? Robert?’

‘Yes, I’m still here. Go on.’

‘What?’

‘WHAT’S THE NEWS ABOUT GINETTE?’

‘Well, there’s no need to shout, Robert! I may be on the wrong side of fifty now but I’m not deaf!’

‘God Almighty, I swear I shall go mad in a moment. My dear Papa, could you kindly tell me with as much speed as possible—’

‘It’s Ginevra’s husband. He’s dead, Robert. She’s coming home.’

[2]

In my dreams I always said to her: ‘Take me back to Oxmoon the Oxmoon of our childhood. Take me back to Oxmoon and make it live again.’

How seductive indeed were the memories of my youth, and the older I grew the more alluring they became to me until they assumed the gilded quality of myth. If romance is the opiate of the dissatisfied then surely nostalgia is the opiate of the disillusioned, for those who see all their dreams come true and find themselves living in a nightmare. The present may be ungovernable, crammed with questions which have no answers, and the future may be unimaginable, obscured by doubt and bewilderment, but the past thrives with increasing clarity, not dead at all but running parallel to the present and often seeming, in my memory, more real than the reality of my daily life in 1911.

At the beginning of my life there were my parents, who were hardly more than children themselves, and at Oxmoon with my parents was this grubby little girl who talked to me, pinched me, played with me, slapped me, helped me to walk and generally made herself useful. She was somewhat stout and vain as a peacock; she was always standing on tiptoe to examine her ringlets in the looking-glass. For the first few years of my life I found her full name impossible to pronounce, but she was gracious and permitted me to use an abbreviation, a favour which was never granted to anyone else.

I seem always to have known she was not my sister. ‘You’re not my sister, are you?’ I said to her once, just to make sure, and she exclaimed: ‘Heavens, no – what an idea!’ and was most offended. She knew I disliked sisters. Later she explained to me: ‘I’m Bobby’s cousin,’ although when I asked her how that could be possible when my father was so much older than she was, she snapped: ‘Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies,’ which meant she had no idea.

I thought that if this story were true she should call my father ‘Cousin Bobby’ but in truth my father, still resurrecting his bankrupt estate from the grave, hardly had the time to concern himself with a minor detail of family etiquette. Later when my mother had recovered from the nightmare of her first years at Oxmoon she became more strict about what she called ‘doing the done thing’, but even then Ginette forgot to address her guardian as ‘Cousin’ so the exact nature of the relationship between us was never stressed.

Eventually I discovered that her father and my grandfather had been half-brothers; her father, the child of a second marriage, had been the younger by twenty years, a circumstance which meant he belonged more to the generation of his nephew, my father, than to the generation of his half-brother, my grandfather. He had spent his early childhood at Oxmoon and in later life, long after he had removed to the English Midlands, he and my father had remained good friends. My father had even borrowed money from him when the reconstruction of the Oxmoon estate was begun, so presumably the ties of affection which united them had remained strong; that those ties survived unimpaired despite the borrowing of money was demonstrated when my great-uncle drew up a will in which he named my father the guardian of the infant Ginevra. Within a month he had died of typhoid, and his young widow, who must have been a tiresome creature, went into a decline and eventually managed to starve herself to death on the nearest picturesque chaise-longue.

I was nine months old when Ginette came to live with us, and Oxmoon was barely habitable at the time. My parents pretended to occupy the entire house but in fact lived in three rooms on the ground floor. However, despite my parents’ straitened circumstances, it never crossed their minds that they might make some other provision for Ginette and they always treated her as if she were their daughter. No doubt my father’s affection for her father made any other course of action unthinkable to him, while my mother too would have felt bound by an absolute moral duty.

‘Poor little me!’ said Ginette later when she reflected on her predicament. ‘But never mind, all the best heroines are beautiful orphans, abandoned to their fate, and the one thing that’s certain about my situation is that I’m going to be a heroine when I grow up.’

‘Can I be a hero?’

‘Well, I suppose you can try. But you’ll have to try very hard.’

I can remember that moment clearly. My parents had by that time reoccupied the whole house, but we had left the nurseries to escape from the smell of boiled milk and wet nappies and were heading for the kitchen garden to rifle the strawberry-beds. Ginette wore a white pinafore with an eggstain on it and there were holes in both her stockings. She must have been about eight-years-old.

‘I don’t think you’re at all likely to be a heroine,’ I said, aggrieved by her pessimism on the subject of my heroic potential.

‘Why, what impertinence! Here I am, being constantly noble by devoting all my time to you even though you’re two years younger and a boy and do nothing but drive me wild! The truth is that if I wasn’t a heroine I wouldn’t do it. I think I’m wonderful.’

We gorged ourselves on the strawberries in silence, but eventually I said: ‘Heroes have to marry heroines, don’t they?’

‘Of course. But actually I don’t believe I’ll marry anyone. Think of all the nasty smelly babies one would have to have!’

We shuddered.

‘Friendship’s best,’ I said, ‘and friendship’s forever because no baby can come along to spoil it.’ And when I grabbed her hand she laughed and we ran off down the path together to our secret camp in the woods.

We had decided while my sister Celia was an infant that babies were undesirable. Unfortunately in our family a new baby arrived every eighteen months but to our relief they all, apart from Celia, failed to survive. Charlotte lived a year but succumbed to measles. William breathed his last within a week of his birth and Pamela faded away at the age of six months. Only Celia flourished like a weed, whining around our ankles and trying to follow us everywhere, but I took no notice of her. I was the male firstborn and I came first. That was a fact of nursery life, as immutable as a law of nature.

‘First is best, isn’t it?’ I said to my father as we walked hand in hand through the woods past the ruined Norman tower, and he smiled as he answered: ‘Sometimes!’ – which, as I knew very well at the age of eight, meant: ‘Yes, always.’

‘First is best, isn’t it?’ I said to my mother in the housekeeper’s room after my eighth birthday when she decided to increase my pocket-money by a ha’penny a week. In the affable atmosphere generated by this gesture I had decided the time was ripe to seek reaffirmation of my privileged status.

‘What, dear?’

‘I said first is best, isn’t it?’

‘Well, that depends,’ said my mother. ‘I was the second in my family and I always thought I was the best – but then my father spoilt me abominably and gave me ideas quite above my station. In fact I think that for a time I was a very horrid little girl indeed.’

That was when I first realised the most disconcerting difference between my parents. My father told me what I wanted to hear and my mother told me what she felt I ought to hear. Resentment simmered. I sulked. When Lion was born a month later I knew straight away that I was outraged.

I waited for him to die but soon I realised that this was not the kind of baby who would oblige me by fading away into the churchyard at Penhale. I tried to ignore him but found he was not the kind of baby, like Celia who could be ignored. He was huge and imperious. He roared for everyone’s attention and got it. My mother began in my opinion to behave very foolishly indeed. I felt more outraged than ever.

‘Robert dearest,’ said my mother after overhearing my declaration to Olwen the nursemaid that I had no intention of attending the christening, ‘I think it’s time you and I had a little talk together.’

My mother was famous for her ‘little talks’. Her little talks with servants were conducted in the housekeeper’s room and her little talks with children were conducted upstairs in the large bedroom which belonged by tradition to the master and mistress of the house. My mother had a table there where she did her sewing but when she had an arduous interview to conduct she always sat at her dressing-table and pretended to busy herself with rearranging the pots, jars and boxes which were lined up below the triple-glass. My mother seldom glanced directly at her victims while she spoke, but watched them constantly in the cunningly-angled reflections.

‘Now, Robert dearest,’ she said, emptying a jar of pins and beginning to stick them with mathematical precision into a new pin-cushion, ‘I know quite well you think of yourself as a little prince in a fairytale, but because I love you and want the best for you –’ a quick glance in the mirror ‘– I think it’s time someone told you a few home truths. The first truth is that you’re not a prince and the second truth,’ said my mother, turning to look at me directly, ‘is that this is no fairytale, Robert.’

She paused to let me digest this. I contented myself with assuming my most mutinous expression but I took care to remain silent.

‘I thought life was a fairytale once,’ said my mother, reassuming her transformation of the pin-cushion. ‘I thought that until I was sixteen and came to Oxmoon – and then, when I found myself face to face with what really went on in the world, I felt angry with my parents for failing to prepare me for it. However,’ said my mother, glancing into the far mirror, ‘now is hardly the time for me to talk to you about the ordeal your father and I endured at the hands of his mother and Mr Bryn-Davies. You’re too young. Suffice it to say that the world is a very wicked place and that one has to be very resolute to lead a decent orderly life – and you do want to lead a decent orderly life, don’t you, Robert? People who have no self-discipline, who are perpetual slaves to all their weaknesses, are inevitably very unhappy indeed. In fact I would go so far as to say,’ said my mother, pinning away busily, ‘that tragedy inevitably lies waiting for Those Who Fail To Draw The Line.’

‘Yes, Mama.’ It took a great deal to cow me but I was cowed – not by this familiar reference to drawing the moral line but by the mention of the Great Unmentionable, my grandmother and Mr Bryn-Davies. Even though I was only eight years old I knew that Oxmoon had not always been a pastoral paradise where little children wandered happily around the kitchen garden and feasted at the strawberry-beds.

‘So we must always reject morally unacceptable behaviour,’ said my mother, tipping the rest of the pins from the jar and aligning them between two scent-bottles, ‘and one kind of behaviour which is morally unacceptable, Robert, is jealousy. Jealousy is a very wicked emotion. It destroys people. And I won’t have it, not in this house – because here I have my standards,’ said my mother, facing me again, ‘and here I Draw The Line.’

I opened my mouth to say: ‘I’m not jealous!’ but no words came out. I stared down at my shoes.

‘There, there!’ said my mother kindly, seeing I had fully absorbed her homily. ‘I know you’re a good intelligent boy and I now have every confidence that you’ll behave well towards Lionel – and towards Celia – in the future.’

I retired in a rage. When I found my father I said: ‘Mama’s been very rude to me, and if you please, sir, I’d be obliged if you’d tell her not to be so horrid in future.’ But my father said abruptly: ‘I won’t hear one word against your mother. Pull yourself together and stop behaving like a spoilt child.’

I ran away and hid in a basket in the wet-laundry. I realised that my father who normally never said a cross word to me, had been suborned into sternness by my mother, while my mother, normally affectionate enough, had been rendered hostile by her irrational desire to place the infant on an equal footing with me. I felt I was being subjected to a monstrous injustice. Vengeance should be mine: I decided to repay.

Leaving the wet-laundry I prowled around the house to the terrace and found two of the estate labourers installing a new pane of glass in the dining-room window. The previous pane had been cracked when a seagull had flown into it in an indecent haste to return to the coast which lay a mile away beyond Rhossili Downs. When the labourers had retired I remained, eyeing the new pane meditatively. Then I extracted a croquet-ball from the summer-house, returned to the terrace and took a quick look around. No one appeared to be in sight but unfortunately the new pane was reflecting the light so that I could not see the maid who was setting the table in the room beyond. When the croquet-ball crashed through the window she dropped six plates and ran screaming to my mother.

My mother went to my father and my father lost his temper. This was a great shock to me because I had not realised he had a temper to lose. Then he beat me. That was an even greater shock because he had never laid a finger on me before; he always said he had a horror of violence. Finally he summoned my mother and when he told her it was high time I was sent away to school my mother agreed with him.

I cried. I said they wanted to get rid of me so that Lion could be first and best. I told them they were making a very big mistake and that they would both live to regret it.

‘What rubbish!’ said my father, still in a towering rage, but my mother, whom I had thought so implacable, knelt beside me and said: ‘There, there! You always knew you’d be going off to Briarwood when you were eight – you can’t pretend now that you’re being sent away to make room for Lion!’

But I recoiled from her. She was responsible for Lion and Lion was responsible for my humiliation. I turned to my father, and then miraculously the violent stranger vanished as he swung me off my feet into his arms. All he said was: ‘Don’t you worry about Lion,’ and that was when I knew first was still best in his eyes despite all my iniquity; that was when I knew nothing mattered except coming first and staying first, over and over again.

‘I’ll be the best pupil Briarwood’s ever had,’ I said to him, ‘and you’ll be prouder of me than you could ever be of anyone else’ – and thus I was committed to the compulsive pursuit of excellence and set squarely on the road to disaster.

[3]

‘It’s Ginevra’s husband. He’s dead, Robert. She’s coming home,’ said my father twenty-three years later, and my immediate reaction was: this time I shall come first. This time I’m going to win.

‘What an amazing piece of information! Well, I dare say it’ll be rather amusing to see the old girl again.’ I was almost unconscious with emotion. I had to lean against the wall to ensure I remained upright. ‘When does she arrive?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll show you her wire when we meet tonight …’ My father went on talking but I barely heard him. I was only just aware that I was arranging to meet him at the Savile after my dinner-party. When the conversation ended silence descended on the hall, but in my memory I could hear the orchestra playing in the ballroom at Oxmoon and see the candles shimmering on the chandeliers.

I thought of my mother saying long ago: ‘This is no fairytale, Robert.’ But who was to say now that my own private fairytale could never come true? If I got what I wanted – and I usually did – then I would go home at last to Oxmoon, the Oxmoon of my childhood, and Ginette would share my life once more in that lost paradise of my dreams.

The prospect stimulated such a powerful wave of euphoria that I almost wondered if I should become a romantic again, but fortunately my common sense intervened and I restrained myself. This was a situation which called for care, calculation and a cool head. The jilted hero who still yearned passionately for his lost love might possibly seem attractive in a French farce but it was quite definitely a role which I had no wish to play in public.

Thinking of roles reminded me of the living I had to earn, and an hour later, masked by my barrister’s wig and gown, I had slipped back into my familiar role as the hero of the Old Bailey.

But all the time I was thinking of Ginette.

[4]

I survived a day which would normally have reduced me to exhaustion and arrived, clear-eyed and fresh, at my father’s club soon after eleven that night. The idea of a widowed Ginette was a powerful stimulant. I felt taut with nostalgia, prurient curiosity, sexual desire and impatience. It was a lethal mixture and as I drifted through the rooms in search of my father I half-feared that I might be vibrating with excitement like some wayward electrical device, but fortunately all my acquaintances who accosted me assumed I was merely excited by the result of the trial.

When I finally reached the corner where my father was waiting I found he had Lion with him. I assumed a benign expression and prayed for tolerance.

‘I hear you won your case, Robert!’ my father was saying with enthusiasm. ‘Very many congratulations!’

‘Thank you. Hullo Lion.’

‘Hullo, Robert – I can’t tell you how proud I am to be related to you! Why, I’m famous at the bank just because I’m your brother!’ He sighed with childlike admiration, a huge brainless good-natured youth towards whom I occasionally contrived to feel a mild affection. It seemed preposterous to think that I could ever have wasted energy being jealous of him. Graciously I held out my hand so that he could shake it.

‘Well, Lion,’ said my father mildly when further banalities had been exchanged, ‘I won’t detain you – as you tell me you have such trouble getting to work on time in the mornings I’m sure you’ll want to be in bed before midnight.’

But Lion wanted to hear more about the trial and ten minutes passed before he consented to being dispatched.

‘Stunning news about Ginevra, isn’t it!’ he remembered to add over his shoulder as he ambled off. ‘Won’t it be wonderful to see her again!’

I smiled politely and refrained from comment, but seconds later I was saying to my father in the most casual voice I could muster: ‘Let’s see this wire she sent.’

The missive was almost criminally verbose. I have come to believe women should be banned from sending cables; they are constitutionally incapable of being succinct in a situation which demands austerity.

DARLINGS, gushed this deplorable communication, SOMETHING TOO DREADFUL HAS HAPPENED I HARDLY KNOW HOW TO PUT IT INTO WORDS BUT CONOR IS DEAD I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE IT ALTHOUGH I SAW IT HAPPEN HE MUST BE BURIED IN IRELAND SO I AM TAKING HIM THERE AT ONCE I CAN’T STAY HERE ANYWAY IT’S NOT POSSIBLE I’LL WRITE FROM DUBLIN ALL I WANT IS TO COME HOME TO OXMOON LONGING TO SEE YOU ALL DEEPEST LOVE GINEVRA.

‘Typical,’ I said. ‘She squanders a fortune on a wire but still manages to omit all the relevant details of her predicament. She seems to assume we’ll know by telepathic intuition when she plans to arrive in Wales.’

‘My dear Robert, don’t be so severe! The poor girl’s obviously distraught!’

‘To be distracted is pardonable. To be incoherent is simply unobliging. However I suppose in due course we’ll get a letter. What was Mama’s response to the news?’

‘Well, naturally,’ said my father, ‘her first thought – and mine – was for you.’

I took a sip from my glass of brandy before saying in what I hoped was my most charming voice: ‘I assume my mother sent you to London to find out exactly what was going on in my mind. Perhaps when you return you could be so kind as to remind her that I’m thirty-one years old and I take a poor view of my mother trespassing on my privacy.’

My father stiffened. I immediately regretted what I had said but he gave me no chance to retract those words spoken in self-defence. With a courtesy which put me to shame he said: ‘I’m sorry you should find our concern for you offensive, Robert. I’m sure neither of us would wish to pry into your private life.’

‘Forgive me – I expressed myself badly – I’ve had such an exhausting day—’

‘Bearing the past in mind we can’t help but be concerned. And of course, as you must know, we’ve been increasingly anxious about you for some time.’

‘My dear Papa, just because I’m taking my time about marrying and settling down—’

‘I wasn’t criticising you, Robert. I wish you wouldn’t be so ready to take offence.’

‘I’m not taking offence! But the thought of you and Mama worrying about me when I’m having this dazzling career and enjoying life to the full is somehow more than I can tolerate with equanimity!’

‘Your mother and I both feel that if only you could come back to Oxmoon—’

‘Please – I know this is a painful subject—’

‘It’s as if you’ve got lost. Sometimes I think it don’t do for a man to be too educated – or too successful. It cuts him off from his roots.’

‘I’m not cut off. Oxmoon’s my home and always will be, but for the moment I must be in London. I have my living to earn at the bar and soon I’ll have a political career to pursue – and it was you, don’t forget, who wanted me to go into politics!’

‘I just wanted you to be the local M.P. More fool me. I should have listened to Margaret when she said you’d never be satisfied until you’d wound up as prime minister.’

‘What’s wrong with being prime minister?’

‘Success on that scale don’t make for happiness. Look at Asquith. Why does he drink? I wouldn’t want you to end up a drunkard like that.’

‘Asquith’s not a drunkard. He’s a heavy drinker. There’s a difference.’

‘Not to me,’ said my father, looking at his untouched glass of brandy, ‘and not to your mother either.’

We were silent. There was nothing I could say. My father was the son of a drunkard and had endured a horrifying childhood about which he could never bring himself to speak. No rational debate on drink was possible for him.

At last I said neutrally: ‘We seem to have wandered rather far from the subject of Ginette.’

‘No, it’s all one, we’re still discussing your obsessions, Robert,’ said my father urgently, leaning forward in his chair, ‘you mustn’t think that I don’t understand what it is to be haunted by the past, but you must fight to overcome it, just as I’ve fought to overcome the memory of my parents and Owain Bryn-Davies—’

‘Quite, but aren’t we wandering from the point again? Let me try and end this Welsh circumlocution by exhibiting a little Anglo-Saxon bluntness! You and Mama, it seems, are worried in case I now resurrect my adolescent passion for Ginette and embark on some romantic course which you can only regard as disastrous. Very well. Then let me set your mind at rest by assuring you that I’m not planning to conquer Ginette as soon as she sets foot again on Welsh soil.’

‘And afterwards?’

‘Papa, I’m not a prophet, I’m a lawyer. I don’t waste time speculating about the future on the basis of insufficient evidence.’

‘Of course not, but—’

‘The one inescapable fact here is that Ginette is now a stranger to me. Who knows what I shall think of her when we meet again? Nobody knows, it’s unknowable, and so in my opinion any attempt to answer such a question can only be futile.’

‘That’s true. But all the same—’

‘Go home and tell Mama,’ I said, ‘that I no longer believe in fairytales – and tell her too,’ I concluded strongly, ‘that despite the somewhat dramatic nature of these circumstances I have every intention of behaving like a mature and intelligent man.’

Yet all the while I was speaking in this commendably sensible manner I was listening to the voice in my mind whispering to Ginette as it had whispered so often in my dreams: ‘Take me back to Oxmoon, the Oxmoon of our childhood. Take me back to Oxmoon and make it live again.’

[5]

‘Friendship’s for ever!’ said the child Ginette in that lost paradise of Oxmoon when I had no rival for her affections. ‘I wonder if you can possibly realise how lucky you are to have a friend like me?’

I did realise. During my first term at school I had spent many a homesick night imagining her playing with Gwen de Bracy or Angela Stourham and forgetting my existence. When one is eight and has a friend of ten one is perpetually worrying for fear one may be dismissed in favour of more sophisticated contemporaries.

‘No matter how long I’m away at school I’ll always come first with you, won’t I?’ I said, anxious to quash any lingering insecurity generated by my absence.

‘Always. Here, lend me a penny, would you, I want to buy some of those boiled sweets.’

We were in the village of Penhale, two miles from Oxmoon, and enjoying one of our regular excursions to the village shop. I remember thinking as I stood in the dark cosy interior and gazed at the tall jars of sweets that perfect happiness consisted of returning home from school and finding everything unchanged, Ginette still with the holes in her stockings and the stains on her pinafore, the jars in the village shop still waiting to gratify our greed.

‘I wish it could be like this for ever,’ I said as we walked home munching our purchases.

‘I don’t. I’m becoming partial to the idea of growing up and getting married, like Bobby and Margaret. They’re always laughing and behaving as if marriage was rather a lark.’

‘But think of all the babies!’

‘Maybe they’d be rather a lark too.’

I was silent. My dislike of infants had remained unchanged, although I now took care to conceal this from my parents. I was aloof but polite to Celia. I feigned an Olympian interest in Lion. But I was still quite unable to imagine myself responding to a sibling with genuine enthusiasm.

Then, two years after Lion was born, John arrived in the world.

Lion was livid. That automatically pleased me, and from the beginning I patted John’s head when I made my regular visits to the nursery to inspect him. This delighted my mother but Lion was enraged and tried to block my path to the cradle by flailing his little fists at my knees. My mother became cross with him. Their discord was most gratifying.

Finally, much to my surprise, I realised I was becoming genuinely interested in the infant. He was acute. He talked at an early age, a fact which made communication less of an effort. Although we lived in an English-speaking area of Wales, Welsh was my father’s first language and because he wanted his children to grow up bilingual my mother had followed a policy of employing Welsh-speaking nursemaids. However for some reason although we all grew up with a rudimentary knowledge of Welsh colloquialisms John was the only one who became bilingual. This impressed me. After Celia and Lion, who were both stupid, I had not anticipated the advent of an intelligent brother. Later, as an intellectual experiment, I taught him a letter or two and found him keen to learn, but before we could advance further into the world of literacy I was obliged to depart for my first term at public school and the lessons fell into abeyance. However, when I returned from Harrow for the Christmas holidays, there was John, waiting for me on the doorstep, eyes shining with hero-worship.

Here was someone who had realised, even at a tender age, that first was best. My private opinion of siblings underwent a small but telling revision.

‘I think that child might turn out reasonably well,’ I remarked to Ginette as he waited on us hand and foot in the holidays.

‘Isn’t he a poppet? So different from ghastly Lion. Honestly, I can’t think what Margaret sees in that monster. If ever I give birth to something so plain and stupid I hope I’d have the sense to drown it.’

She was fifteen. I was thirteen. The gap in our ages was widening but I was unaware of it. As far as I was concerned she was still my own Ginette and paradise was still coming home to Oxmoon and finding her waiting to welcome me back; paradise was still riding with her over the Downs or walking to the sea or scrambling across the tidal causeway called the Shipway where long ago Mr Owain Bryn-Davies had drowned and my grandmother had gone mad and my father had witnessed all manner of horrors which were now enshrined in local myth; paradise was laughing over such distant melodrama and saying how droll it was that dotty old Grandmama should ever have played the role of the tragic heroine. We laughed, and paradise was laughing with Ginette at Oxmoon while we played croquet on the lawn and paradise was suppressing laughter in church as I tried to make her giggle at the wrong moment and paradise was laughing at her latest three-decker novel which she found so romantic and laughing as she tried to box my ears and laughing as we rode to hounds with the West Gower Hunt, laughing, laughing, laughing from Llangennith to Porteynon, from Penrice to Oxwich, from Penhale to Rhossili, from Llanmadoc Hill to Cefn Bryn, and paradise was the Gower Peninsula, sixteen miles of heaven on earth stretching westwards into the sea beyond the industrial wasteland of Swansea. and the glory of Gower was Oxmoon and the glory of Oxmoon was Ginette.

It remained so clear in my mind, that paradise lost, the blue skies, the corn stubble, the lush stillness of the bluebell woods, the purple of the heather on the Downs, the brilliant sea, the shimmering sands. I remember even the golden shade of the lichen on the dry-stone walls and the streaks of pink in the rocks on the summit of Rhossili Downs and the coarseness of the grass in the sand-burrows of Llangennith. I remember the cattle being driven to market along the dusty white roads and the sheep being herded across the Downs; I can hear the larks singing and the Penhale church clock celebrating a cloudless high noon. It all seemed so immutable. I thought nothing would ever change. And then in the June of 1896, shortly after I had celebrated my fourteenth birthday, my father wrote to me at Harrow.

‘My dear Robert,’ I read, ‘this is just a quick line to let you know we’ve had a spot of trouble with Ginevra. To put the matter in a nutshell, I can only tell you that she tried to elope with a cousin of the Kinsellas, but he’s gone away now and Ginevra’s staying with the Applebys while she recovers. I’m afraid she’s cross with us at the moment, but I’m sure it won’t last so don’t distress yourself – it was really just a little storm in a teacup and no harm’s been done. I remain as always your very affectionate father, R. G.’

At first I was so stunned by this communication that I was incapable of action. I merely sat and stared at the letter. I had, of course, been aware that Ginette was growing up in various ways which were all too visible but I had long since decided it would be kindest to take no notice; I felt genuinely sorry for anyone who had to grow up into a woman. But the thought that she might now be old enough to take a carnal interest in the opposite sex had never occurred to me. I found the notion both horrifying and repellent, but far more horrifying and repellent was the knowledge that she could have cared deeply about someone other than myself. I had thought myself safe till she was eighteen and put her hair up – by which time I would be sixteen and, puberty permitting, fit to present myself as a future husband without arousing either her laughter or her incredulity. But now I was so young that I could hardly stake a claim without looking ridiculous. My voice had not finished breaking. I was too lanky. None of my clothes seemed to fit me. I had decided that surviving adolescence was purely an attitude of mind, but now when I contemplated the utterly unfinished nature of my physique I was in despair. How could I ever compete with a full-grown male who displayed predatory intentions? The entire future had become a nightmare.

In agony I reread the letter in the vain hope that I had misinterpreted it, and this time the news seemed so preposterous that I seriously wondered if my father had gone mad. The theory seemed all too plausible. I remembered my grandmother, locked up in a Swansea lunatic asylum and only allowed home once a year, and the next moment before I could stop myself I was writing urgently to my mother for reassurance.

‘My dearest Mama,’ I began, determined to conceal my panic behind a civil, rational epistolary style, ‘I have just had the most extraordinary letter from Papa. In it he appears to state that Ginette has left Oxmoon and is staying at All-Hallows Court. Is there perhaps some misunderstanding here? Ginette thinks Sir William Appleby an old bore and Lady Appleby dry as dust, and as for that lily-livered Timothy, Ginette and I both agree that you could put him through a mangle and wring out enough water to fill a well. How can she choose to live with such people? I suspect someone is not being quite honest with me about this.

‘Have you and Papa thrown her out of Oxmoon because you suspect she’s lost her virtue? If so, please accept my respectful assurance that you must be mistaken: she would never lose it. The heroines of those dreary novels she reads always preserve themselves most conscientiously, and Ginette is well aware that Fallen Women are inevitably doomed to a tragic fate. (Please excuse any indelicacy here and kindly attribute any unwitting coarseness to my inexperience in writing on such subjects.) Anyway, how could any cousin of the Kinsellas be less than sixty years old? I didn’t even know they had any relatives except for some bizarre Irish connection which they do their best to conceal.

‘Dearest Mama, please believe me: even if Ginette were partial to gross behaviour, for her to lose her virtue to a man over sixty must surely be physically impossible, and for her to lose her virtue to an Irishman of any age is mentally inconceivable. Please, I beseech you, write and tell me what’s really going on. Ever your affectionate and devoted son, ROBERT.’

I then wrote Ginette a fevered note in which I begged her to solve the mystery at once, but it was my mother who answered by return of post; Ginette failed to reply. My mother wrote with calm fluency: ‘My dearest Robert, I am so sorry that you should have been so distressed. I know that was the last thing your father desired when he wrote to you, but your father, though acting with the best will in the world, finds it hard to adopt a blunt, or one might almost say an Anglo-Saxon, approach to unpalatable facts. This is neither a fault nor a virtue but merely a racial difference which one must recognise and accept. However let me do what I can to clarify the situation.

‘First of all let me assure you that nothing bizarre has occurred. Alas, I fear such incidents happen only too frequently when a young girl is as beautiful as Ginevra and is heiress to a fortune of thirty thousand pounds. Second, let me quash your notion that the elopement was some extraordinary fiction. The man was, as you surmised, one of the Kinsellas’ Irish connections, but you were wrong in assuming he had to be over sixty. He was twenty-four, tall, dark and handsome, but having said that I must add he was quite definitely not a gentleman by English standards, and I have no doubt that he had only one purpose in coming to our obscure corner of Wales and paying his respects to these ageing, distant but wealthy relatives of his. He had the mark of the adventurer upon him, and of course it wouldn’t have taken him long. in our small community, to find out that Ginevra is an heiress.

‘We met him at the Mowbrays’ house, but if it hadn’t been there it would have been somewhere else – indeed even Lady de Bracy might have received him at Penhale Manor out of courtesy to his relatives who are so thoroughly blameless and respectable. When we met him I could see Ginevra was charmed at once, just as I could see that the young man was, as my dear papa used to say, “a wrong ’un”. I said afterwards to your father: “That’s one young man we don’t invite to Oxmoon,” and your father agreed with me.

‘Shortly after this meeting with young Mr Kinsella a most unfortunate episode occurred. I had to go away – you will remember how I wrote to you recently from Staffordshire after poor Aunt May’s baby died. Of course it’s most unusual for me to be away as I hate leaving home, but May wrote me such a pathetic letter that I felt I would be failing in my sisterly duty if I refused to visit her for a few days. I should have taken Ginevra with me but I knew May would want no visitors other than myself and besides I thought Miss Sale would be able to supervise Ginevra without trouble. Miss Sale might have had her shortcomings as a governess, but she had always been a conscientious chaperone and I had complete confidence in her.

‘What can I say except that my confidence was misplaced? There were clandestine meetings on the Downs. I don’t blame Ginevra entirely. Young Conor Kinsella is the kind of man who would lead even the devoutest nun astray, but of course when I came back and found out – as I inevitably did – what was going on I was very angry and so was your father. (Being greatly preoccupied with the estate he too had been all too ready to put his trust in Miss Sale’s competence.)

‘Your father and I told Ginevra that we could not permit her to see Mr Kinsella again, and this edict, I regret to say, led to some most unfortunate words being exchanged between the three of us. This was the night on which Ginevra slipped out of the house and rode all the way to Porteynon to the Kinsellas’ house where she proceeded to throw stones against a window which she supposed to belong to her beloved. It belonged however, to Miss Bridget. More distasteful scenes ensued. It is quite unnecessary for me to chronicle them in detail, so I shall simply say that Ginevra was left feeling so humiliated and miserable that it seemed kindest to suggest she stayed elsewhere for a while. When she received the suggestion gratefully I appealed to Maud Appleby and Ginevra’s removal to All-Hallows Court was then arranged with the utmost speed.

‘Why should she go and live with such people, you ask with such regrettable rudeness. I shall tell you. Looking after Ginevra is going to be an increasingly arduous responsibility and I did not feel Bobby and I had the right to ask for help in any other quarter. As Sir William is her godfather, it is nothing less than his moral duty to help us surmount such a crisis.

‘Your father saw Mr Kinsella in order to buy him off, but much to our surprise Mr Kinsella refused to take a penny. We might have been impressed by this if he hadn’t sworn he had never at any time behaved with any impropriety. Of course he was trying to save his skin – no doubt he thought that if he accepted money from us it would rank as a confession of guilt in the eyes of his wealthy relatives, but I fear poor Ginevra must have been quite crushed when she heard he had denied his advances to her. All we can do now is hope and pray she has learnt from the experience and will be a little wiser when the next fortune-hunter makes his inevitable approach.

‘So much for Mr Kinsella. The gossips of Gower, needless to say, are having a fine time exercising their tongues, but believe nothing you hear which does not accord with the above account.

‘You were perfectly correct in your assumptions regarding Ginevra’s virtue; you may be distressed that her reputation has suffered, as it inevitably has, but you may rest assured that she has not been sullied beyond redemption by this squalid but by no means catastrophic experience. (Your remarks on the subject were somewhat singular but I realise you were trying to express yourself with propriety and on the whole, considering your youth, I think you did well. In future, however, you should not allude to the carnal capacities of gentlemen in any letter you may write to a female. This is most definitely not The Done Thing.)

‘And now I must close this letter. I do hope I have to some extent alleviated any anxiety you may have suffered through being ill-informed, but should there be any further questions you wish to ask about this unfortunate incident, please do write to me at once so that I can set your mind at rest. Meanwhile I send all my love and in adding that I long to see you again I remain, dearest Robert, your most affectionate and devoted MAMA.’

[6]

I became obsessed with the name Conor Kinsella. I remember writing it down and as I stared at it I thought what a sinister name it was, so foreign, so different, so smooth yet so aggressive, the stress falling on the first syllable of each word so that the hard C and the hard K seemed doubly emphasised, twin bullets of sound followed by the soft ripple of easy consonants and vowels. The Porteynon Kinsellas, an elderly celibate trio of a brother and two sisters, were descended from an Irish pirate, sole survivor of an eighteenth-century shipwreck in Rhossili Bay, and the wild lawless Gower Peninsula of a hundred years ago had been just the place for a wild lawless Irishman to settle down and feel at home.

Remembering the past, I at once saw Conor Kinsella as an Irish pirate, invading my home and capturing what was mine by right. Scraping the barrel of my unsophisticated vocabulary I thought of him as a cad and a blackguard, a rip, a rake and a rotter, but all the while I was reducing him to cardboard in this fashion I was aware that somewhere in the world was a flesh-and-blood man ten years my senior who ate and drank and slept and breathed and shaved and cursed and counted his pennies with anxiety and probably gave flowers to his mother on her birthday and perhaps even helped little old ladies over the road on his way to church.

The truth was I knew nothing of Conor Kinsella. Yet when I finally saw him I recognised him at once, not merely because he fitted my mother’s chilling description but because I sensed he was like Ginette and in knowing her I knew him.

I am uncertain how I knew that he was going to come back into her life. Perhaps it was because in the beginning she herself was so sure of it.

‘He swore he’d come back for me,’ she said. ‘He told me he’d go to America and make some money and then he’d come back and sweep me off on horseback into the sunset and we’d get married and live happily ever after.’

‘I didn’t know men ever talked such rot. You didn’t believe him, did you?’

‘Yes, I did. He meant it.’

We were at All-Hallows Court, the Applebys’ home which stood three miles from Oxmoon on the parish boundary of Penhale and Llangennith. The house, which was considerably smaller than Oxmoon, was what we in South Wales call a squarsonage, meaning that it was a cross between the home of a parson and the residence of a country squire, and the unlikely name was said (erroneously no doubt) to be a corruption of ‘Hail Mary’, the last words of a group of Catholics slaughtered during the Reformation by a faction group of Gower wreckers dead drunk on contraband brandy. The Applebys were smugglers and wreckers themselves at one time, but later they became respectable and produced several vicars of Penhale; that meant they still smuggled but they gave up wrecking. Probably, as my mother would have said, they felt they had to draw the line somewhere.

‘I just don’t understand,’ I said to Ginette. ‘How could you possibly have behaved in such an appalling fashion?’

She began to cry. I was aghast. I was not unaccustomed to seeing her in tears for she had always cherished the tiresome belief that weeping was a necessary adjunct of a heroine’s passionate nature, but these tears were far removed from her usual histrionic displays of emotion. They filled her eyes and trickled down her cheeks in silence, and as I watched she bowed her head in despair.

‘Ah Ginette, Ginette …’ I did not know what to do. We never embraced. I was being educated in a culture which judged it very sloppy for a boy to make a spontaneous gesture of affection. In the end I merely sat down beside her on the window-seat and suggested the only possible panacea. ‘Come home to Oxmoon.’

‘I can’t. There was a dreadful quarrel. Didn’t they tell you?’

‘But they’ve forgiven you!’

‘I haven’t forgiven them. They were horrid about Conor; they said he wasn’t what he seemed to be but that was the whole point: he was. He was real. But nothing else was. I’d been living in a fairytale.’ She blew her nose on a grubby handkerchief before adding unsteadily ‘I don’t want to live in a fairytale any more.’

‘You’re living in a fairytale if you believe that villain will ever come back for you!’

‘No. I’m going to marry him.’

‘But you can’t! What about me? You can’t just throw me over as if I no longer exist!’

She gazed at me helplessly. ‘I’m sorry, it’s as if we don’t even talk the same language any more.’

‘But you swore I came first with you!’

‘And so you did,’ she said. ‘You were there in the beginning, you were part of the magic of Oxmoon, and you’ll be with me always in my memory, always to the very end of my life.’ She broke down again. I tried to grab her hand, as if I could lead her back to the strawberry-beds, symbol of our paradise lost, but she jumped up and ran sobbing from the room.

I was alone.

[7]

She did go back to Oxmoon but only for the occasional visit with Lady Appleby and the Applebys’ son Timothy who had recently come down from Cambridge. The presence of Timothy annoyed me for I thought him a poor fish, and I became even more annoyed when Ginette, who had once described him as the lamp-post the lamp-lighter forgot, never failed to giggle at his idiotic jokes.

‘You don’t care for Timothy, do you?’ I said to her once on a rare occasion when we were alone together.

‘Good heavens, no!’ she said. ‘But he’s very amusing and it’s nice to have an older friend who’s been out and about in the world.’

In the autumn she was sent to Germany to spend six months at a finishing school, but she had barely arrived home from Germany in the March of 1898 when she and Timothy announced their engagement. I was at Harrow but my father wrote, my mother wrote and this time even Ginette herself wrote to break the news. Her letter arrived first.

‘Darling Robert,’ she began. Advancing years had taught her how to be effusive and I knew very well that the more nervous she was the more effusive she became. ‘Something simply too divine has happened and I’m engaged to be married!!! To Timothy!!! I’m so excited I can hardly put pen to paper but of course I had to tell you at once because after all you’re so special to me and always will be, quite the best first-cousin-once-removed that anyone ever had, and I’m sure that when you marry I shall be madly jealous and gnash my teeth and long to be an absolute CAT to her!

‘Now Robert, don’t be too livid with me – a girl really does have to get married, you know, and Uncle William and Aunt Maud were having second thoughts about giving me a season because Timothy was so passionate about me and they thought it would be rather heavenly if I married him and I suppose they didn’t like the idea of me meeting heaps of luscious gentlemen in London, and quite honestly I didn’t care for the idea much either. I decided I’d already had more than enough of luscious gentlemen who promised to love me for ever and then disappeared without trace.

‘Bobby and Margaret are thrilled, in fact they’re both being simply wonderful, and darling Bobby says he’s going to give a ball for me at Oxmoon on my eighteenth birthday next month, so hurry home from Harrow, my dear (what a collection of breathless aspirants!) because I simply can’t wait to see you! Undying love, yours through all eternity, GINETTE.’

I had barely recovered from this sickening effusion when my father’s letter arrived. After breaking the news of the engagement he wrote: ‘I myself am convinced that this is the best possible solution for Ginevra and when you come home we’ll have a talk and I’ll explain why. Meanwhile behave like a gentleman and do nothing that would make me ashamed of you – but I have every confidence that your conduct, as always, will be exemplary. Ever your affectionate and devoted father, R.G.’

This elliptical letter seemed curiously empty. I read it and reread it and felt more despairing than ever. I wanted immediate comfort; the promise of future explanations coupled with exhortations to behave like a gentleman merely increased my baffled misery. I wanted someone to say: ‘Yes, you must be appalled,’ and suggest if not a remedy at least a road to resignation.

My mother’s letter arrived two days later.

‘My dearest Robert,’ she wrote, ‘Of course you will be appalled by the news of Ginevra’s engagement. But try to be patient. It is a difficult situation but there are arguments in favour of the engagement which I must leave to your father to explain. It is not a mother’s provenance to talk of the Ways of the World to her sons.

‘No doubt you will be feeling frustrated that your father hasn’t written at length, but when considering the Ways of the World an oral discussion is more efficacious than an exchange of letters. Also your father is subject to uneasiness when he has to write long letters in English. Remember that he has not had the benefit of your first-class education, and try to understand how sensitive he feels on the subject. It was terrible for him to be sent home from school at the age of thirteen because his father would not or could not pay the bills, terrible for him later when no tutor would stay in a house so impregnated with immorality and corruption. Again, be patient. And have courage. Remember, everything passes, even the most unspeakable horrors. Believe me. I know. I send my best love, dearest Robert, and remain now and always your most affectionate and devoted MAMA.’

[8]

I returned to Oxmoon two weeks later for the Easter holidays, and on the morning after my arrival my father asked me to accompany him to the library, a long tousled room dominated by the leatherbound collection of books ordered for Oxmoon by my eighteenth-century ancestor Robert Godwin the Renovator. My father, who used the library as an estate office, read only magazines when he was at leisure; he never opened a book. My mother read Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management and, occasionally, moral tracts which she felt might be suitable for the servants’ hall. My parents, in other words, were a perfect example of how to succeed in life without benefit of a worthwhile education.

‘Sit down, Robert,’ said my father, motioning me to the chair by his writing-table but he himself remained standing by the fireplace.

My father was a tall man, over six foot in height, and he looked like the hero he was. I cannot remember a time when I did not know he was a hero, saving his ruined inheritance, overcoming all manner of adversity, winning a reputation throughout the length and breadth of the Gower Peninsula as a just landlord, a hard-working farmer and a devoted family man. At that time, when I was two months short of my sixteenth birthday, he was still only thirty-six, three years older than my mother, but as he stood facing me in the library I thought neither of his youth nor of his hero’s looks, which were so familiar that I took them for granted, but of his lack of education which my mother had recently underlined to me.

My father was a gentleman, a member of an Anglo-Welsh family which had survived in Gower for many hundreds of years, but at that moment I suddenly saw him through the English eyes I was busy acquiring at Harrow and I realised for the first time how hard it would be to place him within the conventional framework of the English class-system. His casual country clothes were in impeccable English taste but there was something foreign about the way he wore them. Englishmen are prone to be shabbily, not elegantly, informal. Then his hands were wrong; they hinted at past manual labour, not gentlemanly pursuits. But his voice was the most marked anomaly of his gentleman’s appearance, even more marked than the unfashionable beard which any English gentleman would have been tempted to shave off years before. He had a country accent. In the eighteenth century this would have been unremarkable in a provincial gentleman who seldom went to London, but here we were, almost in the twentieth century, and my father did not speak English as it should be spoken. His accent, the curious hybrid of Gower in which Devon meets and conquers Wales, was not marked, no more than a steady Welsh inflection mingled with Devonian vowels, but it was sufficient to label him an oddity in a society where every man is immediately placed as soon as he opens his mouth. My father was a Welshman living in a little corner of England which history and geography had combined to maroon behind the Welsh frontier, and in his English Welshness Oxmoon stood reflected, English yet not English, Welsh yet not Welsh, a cultural and racial conundrum endowed with an idiosyncratic charm and grace.

‘Well, Robert,’ said my father, so charming, so graceful, so anxious to help me in any way he could, ‘let me explain why I approve of this engagement which you find so detestable. It’s like this: a girl such as Ginevra, a beautiful girl, an heiress, lives in constant danger as soon as she’s old enough to go out and about – and even before she’s old enough; I don’t have to remind you of what happened with Conor Kinsella. Now, an early marriage to a suitable young man is the best thing that could happen to a girl like Ginevra, particularly a girl who’s already got herself talked about in an unfavourable way.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Believe me, Ginevra could do worse – much worse. This is a good match. Socially the Applebys are beyond reproach, and I’ve no doubt Ginevra would enjoy the future Timothy has to offer – an amusing sociable sort of life divided between London and Gower. Also the two of them have plenty of friends and acquaintances in common and no one denies marriage is easier when the partners share a similar background. Besides, they find each other good company. I don’t see why they shouldn’t do tolerably well together, indeed I don’t.’

‘I can see the truth of what you’re saving, but—’

‘I know what you’re thinking. You’re wondering how she could be happy with a plain boy who wears spectacles and likes collecting butterflies instead of playing cricket. Well, there’s more than one kind of happiness, Robert. He’ll make her happy because he’ll give her a secure respectable status as a married woman. And if she wants a more exciting sort of happiness she’ll be eligible to look elsewhere later.’

I stared at him. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘No. Well, that’s the way of the world, Robert. A girl like Ginevra is certain to favour the kind of life that in our society only married women are allowed to lead.’

I went on staring. ‘But surely when women are married they still have to play the game and stick to the rules!’

‘I’m not talking about God’s rules – we all know what they are. I’m talking about society’s rules, and there are rules governing carnal behaviour just as there are rules governing how to eat at table. The difference is that passion’s more important than table-manners, and if you break the rules of passion you can be smashed to pulp.’ He was still staring into the grate. Then abandoning the fire he moved to the window. As he slipped his hands into his pockets I saw that his fists were clenched.

‘Passion … carnal desire …’ He seemed to be working his way towards some vulgar colloquialism but in the end as usual he eschewed all Anglo-Saxon bluntness and when he next spoke I realised he had fallen back on the elliptical but time-honoured phrase which had been sanctified by the Bible. He was entrapped not only by his Welshness but by the verbal restraint of his generation. ‘Acquiring carnal knowledge is like swimming in the sea,’ he said carefully at last. ‘The sea’s so beautiful to look at, so wonderful to swim in, but you must never bathe unless it’s safe. People so often drown in the sea and some coasts are so very dangerous … like the coast of Gower.’

Drifting back to the writing-table he paused to look down at the ink-stained blotter. ‘As you know,’ he said, ‘I saw a man drown once. I saw a man drown and a woman go mad. And one day, Robert,’ said my father, slowly raising his eyes to mine, ‘one day I’m going to have to talk to you about my mother and Owain Bryn-Davies.’

I respected him far too much to ask what connection there could possibly be between this hoary old skeleton in the family cupboard and Ginette’s disastrous engagement, and presently – as usual – he backed away from the subject without imparting further information.

‘So you be careful of that shining sea,’ he said, and as he spoke I thought how Welsh he was, wrapping the truths of life in metaphors and serving them up to me on a salver of myth. ‘Be careful as I was – and as I am.’ He paused. His very blue eyes seemed unnaturally clear and when he looked straight at me again I found it was impossible to look away. ‘A good wife’s the only answer,’ he said. ‘Anything else isn’t worth the risk of drowning. You’ll notice I don’t just say marriage is the answer, because if you choose the wrong wife it’s no answer at all. There’s no hell on earth like a bad marriage. My parents … yes, I must tell you about them some day when you’ve seen a little more of the world. They didn’t stick to the rules, you see – neither God’s rules nor the rules of society – and in breaking the rules they were both destroyed.’

There was a pause in which nothing moved in the room but the flames of the fire in the grate.

‘So,’ said my father, suddenly altering the mood by giving me his most charming smile, ‘I’m sure you can understand now how dangerous life could be for Ginevra and how we must do everything in our power to ensure her safety by encouraging her to make a satisfactory marriage.’

‘Yes, of course she’s got to have a husband to look after her, I quite understand that, but as far as I’m concerned there’s only one possible solution: I must marry her myself. Now I do realise I’m a little young at present, but—’

‘I concede,’ said my father, ‘that I married at nineteen and it turned out to be quite the most fortunate thing that’s ever happened to me, but I’m afraid I could never consent to you marrying while you’re still in your teens.’

‘But this is an emergency!’

‘I think not. I recognise that you feel a very deep affection for Ginevra, but you in your turn should now recognise that it’s fraternal.’

‘Oh no, it isn’t!’

‘I’m sorry. I know you’re jealous. I know you’ve been unhappy since she left Oxmoon. I know this is all a nightmare for you, but you must try to be grown up, try to be sensible, try to accept that this is something you can’t change.’

This maddened me beyond endurance. ‘I’d like to kill him!’ I shouted in a paroxysm of rage. ‘That would change things soon enough!’

The next moment my father was slamming me face down across the writing-table and the scene had dissolved with terrifying speed into violence.
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He never did it. He never beat me. I cried out in shock and the cry paralysed him. For five seconds he held me in an iron grip but then with a short painful intake of breath he released my arm which he had doubled behind my back. As he walked away from me he said: ‘Never, never say such a thing again.’ He spoke in Welsh but as it was a simple sentence I understood it. However a moment later, realising he had used the wrong language, he repeated the order in English. The English was broken, a foreigner’s attempt at an unfamiliar tongue. He sounded like a stranger. I was terrified.

‘We don’t talk of murder at Oxmoon,’ said my father.

‘Forgive me, I didn’t mean what I said—’

‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself, behaving like a spoilt child all over again – and to think you have the insolence to talk of marriage! It’ll be a long time before you’re fit for marriage, indeed it will – all you’re fit for at the moment is the nursery!’

‘I’m sorry but I’m just so damnably unhappy—’

‘UNHAPPY! Don’t talk to me of unhappiness, you don’t even know what the word means! My God, when I was your age—’

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please don’t be angry with me any more, please—’

‘Then sit down at that table and stop whining like a pampered puppy! That’s better. Now take a sheet of notepaper and write as follows.’ My father hesitated before continuing with appropriate pauses: ‘“My dear Ginette, I must apologise for not writing earlier to send my best wishes to you on your engagement, but I’m very much looking forward to celebrating the news with you at your birthday ball at Oxmoon. After all, I’d be a poor sort of friend if I couldn’t share your happiness! I shall be writing separately to Timothy to congratulate him but meanwhile please do give him my warmest regards. I hope you will both be very happy. Yours affectionately –” or however you close your letters to her “– Robert.”’

I finished writing. My father read the letter over my shoulder and said: ‘yes, that’ll do,’ but on an impulse I scrawled beneath the signature: ‘P.S. Make sure you save a waltz for me at the ball!’ I wanted a waltz not because it would give me the opportunity to hold her in my arms but because I knew she liked waltzes best and I wanted my dance with her to be a dance she would remember.

‘Well, I don’t care,’ I said as I watched my father seal the letter. ‘Let her marry whom she likes. My friendship with her will outlast any marriage.’

My father said tersely: ‘Even if you’d been older your mother and I could never have approved of you marrying her. She’s too alluring and you’re too jealous. She’d make you very miserable.’

But I was miserable enough already and my misery had hardly begun.
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The ball to celebrate both Ginette’s engagement and her eighteenth birthday was held on the twenty-third of April, 1898. That was when my life finally began. The previous fifteen years and ten months had merely been a rehearsal.

All Gower came to Oxmoon for by that time my parents were famous for their lavish hospitality. It was their weakness. Everyone, after all, must occasionally have a holiday from hard work, self-help, drawing the line and doing the done thing, and my parents were in many ways a very ordinary Victorian young couple. My mother specialised in what she called ‘little dinner-parties for twenty-four’ but her English talent for wielding power with implacable attention to detail was only truly satisfied by giving balls for a hundred. My father, displaying an inborn Welsh inclination to hospitality, seized the chance to abandon the austerity which he had been compelled to practise for so much of his life, and glide down the glittering road of extravagance. The result of their combined efforts to entertain their neighbours was unbridled sybaritic luxury served up with a shattering military precision.

At first I had no intention of making more than a brief appearance; I not only loathed the prospect of seeing Ginette with her fiancé but in my misery I knew another of those moments when I was overwhelmed with the drearier aspects of adolescence. Once again I was undergoing a bout of rapid growth; I looked ridiculous in my evening clothes, and as I stood before the looking-glass I thought I had never seen a youth who looked more unappealing. There was even a spot on my chin. I never normally had spots. I did not believe in them. But now I found myself obliged to believe, and the next moment I was noticing what a distasteful colour my hair was. In childhood it had been pale yellow and attractive. Now it was mud-brown and repellent. My eyes were blue but not bright blue like my father’s; they were light blue, unendurably anaemic. It suddenly occurred to me that my looks were second-rate. I would never be classically handsome. A sense of failure overpowered me. I was in despair.

Then my mother looked in to see how far I had progressed with my preparations and when she saw me she said briskly: ‘This won’t do, will it?’ and hustled me along to her room where my father, golden-haired, classically handsome and every inch a hero was somehow contriving to look elegant in his braces.

He lent me some evening clothes and life began to seem fractionally less hopeless. Finally I ventured downstairs. The house seemed to be throbbing with a powerful emotion and so strong was the aura of glamour that I did not at first realise that this powerful emotion lay within me and was not some mysterious miasma emanating from the walls. All the main rooms were adorned with flowers from the garden and the hot houses. In the ballroom the scent of lilies, very pure and clear, drifted faintly towards me from the bank of flowers around the dais where the gentlemen of the orchestra were busy tuning their instruments. No amateur trio scraped out the music whenever all Gower danced at Oxmoon; my parents imported a dozen first-class musicians from London. I glanced up at the chandeliers. Every crystal had been washed, every candle replaced. The room was mirrored. Perhaps Regency Robert Godwin had dreamed of Versailles, and as I stood in what I later realised was such a quaint provincial little ballroom I saw reflected in those mirrors the fairytale prince of my personal myth.

The guests began to arrive. The music began to play. The room began to hum with conversation and still I remained where I was, saying her name again and again in my mind as if I could will her back from the brink of her great catastrophe and deliver us both to the happy ending of a traditional nursery fairytale.

I was in the hall when she arrived at last with the Applebys. Through the open front door I saw their carriage coming up the drive and although I wanted to retreat to the ballroom in order to pretend I was barely interested in her arrival, my feet carried me inexorably past the staircase, through the doorway and out into the porch.

I saw her and for the first time in my life I found myself old enough to recognise feminine perfection. I was reminded of the silver cups which I regularly collected at school in my compulsive quest for excellence. She was a prize. She was waiting to be awarded to the man who came first, and when I finally realised this I knew I had to have her; I knew I had to win.

True to the conventions of the fairytale I was instantly changed. The long tedious journey through adolescence was terminated as abruptly as if my fairy godmother had waved a magic wand, and at that moment childhood lay forever behind me and only manhood was real.

‘Robert! My dear, isn’t this thrilling! What a birthday treat …’ She swept on, radiantly oblivious of my transformation, and disappeared into the ballroom. Presently I found I had to sit down. Then I found I could not sit down but had to stand up. I was beside myself. All the famous love-poetry which I had previously dismissed as ‘soppy’ and ‘wet’ now streamed through my brain until even the rhythms of the iambic pentameters seemed impregnated with a mystical significance. Like the author of the Book of Revelation, I was conscious of a new heaven and a new earth. I stumbled forward, broke into a run and hared after her into the ballroom.

‘Ginette, Ginette—’

She heard me. I saw her turn her head idly and give me a languid wave with her fan. ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten!’ she called. ‘I’ve saved the first waltz after supper for you!’ And she began to dance away from me in Sir William Appleby’s arms.

Some sort of interval passed which I can only presume I spent dancing with the girls I was supposed to dance with and behaving as I was supposed to behave. I must have shown some semblance of normality for no one inquired anxiously after my health. Did I eat any supper? Possibly. I have a dim memory of sipping a glass of champagne but giving up halfway through because I was afraid I might go mad with euphoria.

‘Oh good, this is your waltz, isn’t it Robert? Thank goodness, now I can relax! I never before realised how exhausting it must have been for Cinderella having to be radiant to everyone in sight … Lord, I’m in such a state, Robert, does it show? I feel so excited I don’t see how I can possibly survive – in fact maybe I’m already dead and this is what it’s like in heaven … Oh listen – Johann Strauss – yes, that proves it, I am in heaven! Come on, Robert, what’s the matter with you? Let’s dance!’

And that was the moment when we danced together beneath the chandeliers at Oxmoon as the orchestra played ‘The Blue Danube’.

‘Oh, this is such paradise!’ exclaimed Ginette, echoing my thoughts word for word but glancing restlessly past me to the doors of the ballroom as if she could hardly wait to escape. ‘I’ll remember this moment for ever and ever!’

‘I’ll remember it till the day I die. Listen, Ginette, wait for me, you’ve got to wait—’

‘What? I can’t hear you!’ The orchestra was blazing into a new coda and as we whirled by the dais I saw her again look past my shoulder at the open doors in the distance.

‘I said you’ve got to wait for me because—’

She left me. The orchestra was still playing ‘The Blue Danube’, but as she ran the full length of the ballroom all the couples stopped dancing to stare at her. She ran swiftly and gracefully, her feet seeming barely to touch the ground, and suddenly there was a flash of diamonds as she pulled off her ring, tossed it aside and carelessly consigned her engagement to oblivion.

He was waiting for her in the doorway. As I have already mentioned, I had no trouble recognising Conor Kinsella. He was smiling that charming Irish smile of his and as she flung herself into his arms he kissed her with appalling intimacy on the mouth.

The music stopped. No one moved. A great silence fell upon the ballroom and then in my mind’s eye I saw the mirrored walls darken, the chandeliers grow dim and my fairytale turn to ashes to foul the perfumed festering air.


Chapter Two
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So much for romance. Later I considered it fortunate that this early experience granted me immunity and I was never troubled by such irrational behaviour again.

After the ball life went on. I admit I did wonder at the time how it could but it did, and presently the natural human instinct for self-preservation nudged its way to the forefront of my mind. I suddenly saw that no one must know how I felt. Sweat broke out on my forehead at the thought of people pitying me. Horrifying visions smote me of a future in which my unrequited love made me an object of derision throughout Gower, and in panic I realised that my only hope of avoiding such humiliation lay in exercising an iron will and concealing my feelings behind the façade of my quasi-fraternal friendship. If I followed this course I could permit myself a certain amount of fractious moping because it would be expected of me, but I had at all costs to beware of extremes; I had to keep eating, talk to people, go about my daily business. Eventually I would have to pretend to recover and this would be a formidable challenge, but sheer pride alone made it imperative that I should succeed.

I began to rehearse a series of appropriate remarks which I could use later to deceive my parents. ‘Ginette? Oh yes. I suppose I was a trifle possessive, wasn’t I – rather amusing to look back on that now …’ Endless scenes in this endless charade of indifference slipped in and out of my mind. My inventive powers impressed me, but unfortunately they were unable to relieve my misery whenever I thought of Ginette with Kinsella. My imagination, never normally intrusive, was now a torment to me. So was my sexuality. Together the two demons destroyed my sleep, gave me a consumptive look and did their best to destroy the grand illusion of resignation which I was trying so hard to propagate.

Meanwhile, as I floundered in the toils of my adolescent’s nightmare, Kinsella had taken advantage of everyone’s paralysed stupefaction to sweep Ginette off on horseback to Swansea, our nearest large town, and bear her away by rail to Scotland where the lax matrimonial laws had long been God’s gift to clandestine lovers. There he had married her despite the fact that she had been made a ward of court, and afterwards they had evaded legal retribution by slipping into Ireland on a ferry from Stranraer to Larne. They had sailed to America from Cork a week later.

There was much talk about what could be done to preserve Ginette’s fortune but the debate soon lapsed as her well-wishers acknowledged their impotence to alter her fate. Before long general opinion favoured treating the disaster as a ‘fait accompli’ and making the best of it. No one knew how Kinsella was earning his daily bread, but later, when the lines of communication had been renewed, Ginette’s letters indicated a life of affluence with no sign of an apocalyptic retribution hovering in the wings.

Timothy Appleby was dispatched on a world cruise to recover from the catastrophe and had all manner of adventures before meeting a rich widow in Cape Town and settling down in Rhodesia to make a study of the butterflies of Africa. Ginette’s defection was undoubtedly the best fate which could have overtaken him, but the more I heard people remarking on his lucky escape the more I wondered how Ginette could have treated him so badly. The situation had no doubt been abnormal but her deliberate entanglement with a man who meant nothing to her continued to puzzle me and when we had drifted into a faultlessly platonic correspondence, I asked her outright for an explanation. In reply I received a typical letter, full of romantic hyperbole and feminine flutter, which I knew meant she was still struggling with her guilt and remorse.

‘… yes, I know I behaved like a serpent, and believe me I’ll have poor Tim on my conscience till my dying day, but the truth is quite simply that I was mad. Aunt Maud drove me mad, intercepting my letters from Conor and lecturing me about chastity and sending me to that ghastly place in Germany which was just like a prison – or worse still a convent – so in the end I saw clearly that my only hope of escaping her was to marry and the only man (or so I thought) who wanted to marry me was Timothy. I knew I’d still have to spend part of the year at All-Hallows but at least I would have been my own mistress instead of Aunt Maud’s prisoner and at least I would have been able to spend most of the year in London where I would have met all sorts of exciting people and had a simply heavenly time.

‘So that was why I decided to marry Tim. I had no way of communication with Conor and (thanks to Aunt Maud) I’d given up all hope of hearing from him.

‘And then – just after my engagement had been announced – Conor finally managed to outwit my jailer! He sent over from Ireland the most extraordinary gentleman called Mr O’Flaherty who posed as a jobbing gardener and managed to smuggle a letter to me by seducing the second housemaid – my dear, I can’t tell you how romantic it was and the housemaid had a thrilling time too – and then I told Mr O’Flaherty about the ball at Oxmoon and Conor sent word that I was to leave a packed bag beforehand with the second housemaid who would take it to Mr O’Flaherty who would be waiting in the grounds of All-Hallows by the ruined oratory – my dear, I was simply ravished by excitement, in fact when the orchestra was playing “The Blue Danube” and I saw Conor had finally arrived I’m only surprised I didn’t swoon in your arms! At least when I die I’ll be able to say: well, never mind, I’ve lived. Oh, but what a nightmare it was before Conor came, thank God I’ve escaped, thank God the ghastly old past can’t touch me any more …’

Years afterwards when she and Kinsella paid their first and last visit to England, I said to her: ‘If All-Hallows was such hell, why didn’t you come back to Oxmoon?’

‘But my dear!’ she exclaimed as if astonished that I could be so obtuse. ‘Margaret would have been just as bad as Aunt Maud! Can’t you imagine all the homilies on drawing the line and doing the done thing?’ And we laughed together, just two platonic friends, just first cousins once removed, just two strangers who had been childhood playmates long ago in a little Welsh country house in the back of beyond, but I wanted her then as strongly as I had ever wanted her and although I concealed my feelings I knew that they had remained unchanged. It was as if they had been frozen in time by the shock of her sudden desertion; it was as if, so far as my deepest emotions were concerned, I was still dancing beneath the chandeliers at Oxmoon while the orchestra played ‘The Blue Danube’.

This should have been romantic. However in reality – the reality I had to master when I was sixteen – it was both inconvenient and bewildering. I had read enough novels by that time to know that a hero in my position had to yearn for his lost love in impeccable chastity and perhaps hunt big game in Africa to relieve his feelings, but I had no interest in game-hunting and no interest, as I presently discovered to my horror, in being chaste.

It took me a few months to realise this, but when I returned home for the summer holidays I found I finally had to face the prospect of Ginette’s permanent absence. In other words, for the first time in my life I had to live with the concept of losing.

I did not know where to begin. Then I gradually became aware that I wanted to conquer this new world of carnality and prove I was still capable of coming first. At that point I should have confided in my father but two factors inhibited me. The first was that I was so obsessed with acting my charade of indifference towards Ginette that I shied away from any conversation which would have betrayed my true feelings, and the second was that I could so clearly remember my father talking of the dangerous sea of carnality and telling me a good marriage was the only answer.

I struggled on in silence, utterly confused, utterly miserable, but then one morning I got up early and on wandering downstairs I found a very junior housemaid polishing the floor of the drawing-room. Immediately I recalled my recent letter from Ginette on the subject of the erring housemaid at All-Hallows, and immediately I saw what possibilities had confronted the mysterious Mr O’Flaherty. One thing led, as I fear it so often does, to another until at last, to put a turgid episode in the shortest, most salutary sentence, she stooped, I conquered and we both fell from grace. I was back at school by the time my father was obliged to make a financial provision for her and I was still at school when to the relief of all concerned she miscarried and emigrated to Australia, but when I returned home for the Christmas holidays I found a most unpleasant reception awaiting me.

It was my mother who had found out. Her chilling expression was bad enough but the worst part of the affair was that my father was entirely at a loss. He was stricken. His expression of bewilderment, his painful halting attempt to reprimand me, his air of misery all formed more of a punishment than any violent demonstration of rage, and in an agony of shame I begged for forgiveness.

‘I’ll turn over a new leaf, sir, I swear I will,’ I added desperately, and on this defying note of repentance the conversation ended, but I knew, as soon as I had left him, that my problems remained unsolved. I was just wondering in despair if I could secretly ask the local doctor for a drug which would suppress my carnal inclinations and was just trying to imagine the celibate future studded with cold baths which lay ahead of me to the grave – for of course I could never marry if I could not marry Ginette – when Lion banged on the door and shouted that my mother wanted to see me.

She was making a blouse for Celia and her work-table was littered with various pieces of material but my mother herself was, as I had anticipated, sitting at her dressing-table in front of the triple-glass. Her box of assorted buttons was open before her and she was sifting through the collection in search of a suitable set for the blouse.

‘Sit down, dear,’ she said. not looking up. ‘I’ve just been talking to your father.’

I sat down. The chair was cunningly angled so that I was reflected in all three mirrors, and as I noticed this unnerving multiplication of my guilty image I felt a queasiness form in the pit of my stomach.

‘Your father,’ said my mother, poking away busily among the buttons, ‘is capable of considerable eloquence but when a conversation is of a painful nature he often finds it difficult to be as explicit as he would wish. I have spoken of this to you before and attributed this characteristic to his Welsh temperament but we must also never forget that he was not brought up to speak English by his Welsh mother and his Welsh nursemaids and that in times of stress he thinks more easily in their language than in ours.’

Poke-poke-poke among the buttons. A swift glance into the far mirror.

‘So I thought,’ resumed my mother tranquilly, ‘that I should see you for a moment to … clarify your father’s statements in the unlikely event that you might be feeling a trifle bewildered or confused.’ She paused, glanced into all three mirrors and then returned to the buttons before adding: Now, I want to talk to you briefly about your grandmother and Mr Bryn-Davies – your father has not, I think, yet broached the subject with you in any detail.’

I was so startled that it took me a moment to answer: ‘No, Mama.’

‘Well, that’s as it should be. Your father is the best judge of when you should hear the whole story, but I think a word or two from me now wouldn’t come amiss, especially as the case seems strangely … pertinent to what I have to say.’ She toyed with a large red button. Then putting it aside she continued with the same tranquil fluency: ‘Let me start with your grandmother. Now, you may be surprised to hear that I do not entirely condemn poor Grandmama for her liaison with Mr Bryn-Davies. She loved him. Her husband had treated her vilely. She certainly deserved a little happiness. Of course her conduct was immoral and wrong, that goes without saying, but,’ said my mother, deciding to look at me directly, ‘everyone in this world is subject to temptation and since very few people are saints, most people cannot always succeed in living as they know they should live. So Grandmama’s lapse was, in that sense, pardonable; she was guilty primarily of human frailty. However,’ said my mother, finding two more red buttons, ‘where Grandmama made her cardinal error was that she abandoned all attempt to keep up appearances. A secret liaison conducted with discretion would have been socially acceptable. A public performance as a harlot destroyed her. Remember that, Robert. Discretion is everything. And it has nothing to do with morality. It’s a question of good taste, common sense and consideration for those you love and who love you. Have I made myself entirely clear?’

‘I …’

‘There are standards of immorality as well as standards of morality, Robert. Make sure yours are high. You may not end up a saint – I’m not at all sure I would want a son who was a saint – but at least you’ll end up with an ordered civilised private life. Oh, and of course – though it’s hardly necessary for me to add this – an ordered civilised private life doesn’t include seducing family servants and causing extreme embarrassment to the parents who love you. There are to be no more seductions beneath this roof, Robert. I draw the line. What you do elsewhere is entirely your own affair and I neither expect nor desire to know anything about it – you should ask your father for further advice on the subject and when you do you must insist that he’s explicit with you. It is not a mother’s provenance,’ said my mother, ‘to advise her son on subjects of a carnal nature.’

After a pause I said: ‘No, of course not, Mama.’

We looked at each other for one brief telling second in the triple-glass. Finally I managed to add: ‘Thank you.’

‘Oh, there’s no need to thank me,’ said my mother. ‘I’m merely clarifying what your father said – or what he would have said if he hadn’t been subject to linguistic difficulties when distressed.’

The interview was concluded. At first I was merely conscious of an overpowering gratitude towards her for reprieving me from a life-time of cold baths, but later my attitude became more ambivalent. I was aware that in some nameless competition which I could not begin to define she had come a highly commendable first while my father had come a most ineffectual second, and this truth which instinct urged me to deny but which my intellect forced me to acknowledge ran contrary to my most deeply entrenched beliefs not only about my parents but about the male and female sexes. In the world in which I felt most comfortable men were always first and best, heroes were always more important than heroines and the father who idolised me could do no wrong. But my mother had unwittingly opened a window on to another world, the world which Ginette had shown me when she had eloped with Kinsella, the real world which I secretly knew I had yet to master and which I secretly feared I might never master to my satisfaction. In my dread of coming second there I resented that world and above all I resented the women who had shown it to me. I still loved Ginette – but there were moments when I hated her too. I loved my mother – but there were times when I resented her so much that I could barely keep a civil tongue in my head when I addressed her.

My mother’s understanding should have brought me close to her but in adult life I found we were estranged. We were each faultlessly polite whenever we met, but nothing of importance was ever uttered between us, and later, when my considerable success had deluded me into believing I had mastered the real world, my attitude mellowed from resentment into an affectionate contempt. Poor Mama, I would think to myself, so plain, so dumpy, so unfashionable, so provincial – what did she know of life when she had barely ventured from her rural backwater since the age of sixteen? The only crisis she had had to surmount had been her mother-in-law’s determination to live in sin with a sheep-farmer, and even that droll little inconvenience had been smoothed aside by my father who had played the hero and visited his mother regularly in her Swansea asylum.

My father never did tell me the whole story about his mother and Owain Bryn-Davies, but the older and more sophisticated I became the less curious I was to hear about this amusing slice of Victorian melodrama which I felt sure by Edwardian standards would be judged tame. In my late twenties when I became involved with defending criminals of the worst type I quickly reached a state of mind in which no human behaviour could shock me, least of all a little indiscreet adultery in South Wales in the Eighties, and when my father said after my grandmother’s funeral that my mother had been urging him to talk to me of the past it was all I could do to suppress a yawn and assume a look of courteous sympathy.

‘It must be exactly as you wish, Papa,’ I said. ‘If you want to talk then I’m willing to listen, but you shouldn’t let Mama dragoon you into a course of action which at heart you’ve no wish to pursue.’

‘Your mother thinks you could be a comfort to me,’ said my father. ‘I feel so tormented sometimes by my memories.’

We were strolling together across the heather to the summit of Rhossili Downs. It was a clouded winter day not conducive to walking, but after the ordeal of my grandmother’s funeral we had both felt in need of fresh air. I was twenty-eight but considered myself worldly enough to look older; my father was forty-eight but considered himself lucky enough to look younger; we had reached the stage when we were occasionally mistaken for brothers.

‘Yes, I must tell you,’ said my father. ‘I must.’

We paced on across the heather in silence. I waited, but when nothing happened I automatically fell into my professional role of playing midwife to the truth.

‘What were they like?’ I said, throwing him a bland question to help him along.

‘What were they like?’ repeated my father as if I had astonished him. ‘Oh, they were charming, all of them – my mother, my father, Bryn-Davies … Yes, they were all the most charming and delightful people.’ He stopped to stare at the skyline and as I watched the colour fade from his face he said in a low voice: ‘That was the horror, of course. It wasn’t like a melodrama when you can recognise the villains as soon as they step on the stage. It wasn’t like that at all.’

‘They were just three ordinary people?’

‘Yes, they were just three ordinary people,’ said my father, ‘who failed to draw the line.’

I suppressed a sigh at this fresh evidence of my mother’s middle-class Victorian influence over him. It was only the middle-classes – and in particular the nouveau-riche middle-classes – who made a professional occupation of doing the done thing and drawing moral lines. Anyone of any genuine breeding did the done thing without thinking twice about it and left drawing lines to clergymen who were trained as moral draughtsmen.

‘It was all a tragedy,’ my father was saying. ‘My poor mother, she was so beautiful. My father wasn’t very kind to her.’

‘Because he was a drunkard?’

‘He was the most splendid fellow,’ said my father exactly as if I had never spoken, ‘and so fond of children. I was the apple of his eye. Bryn-Davies was very civil to me too. Interesting chap, Bryn-Davies. Strong personality. Just calling him a sheep-farmer gives no clear impression of him.’

‘But surely,’ I said, deciding to risk a little Anglo-Saxon bluntness, ‘you must have resented Bryn-Davies when he took over Oxmoon after your father died of drink. Surely it became an outrage when he lived openly with your mother and kept you from your inheritance.’

‘It was all a tragedy,’ repeated my father. ‘A tragedy.’

I gave up. We walked on across the Downs.

‘And afterwards,’ said my father, ‘after Bryn-Davies had had his little accident with the tide-tables and drowned on the Shipway, it was all so difficult with my mother but Margaret was wonderful, such a tower of strength, and she found out all about the Home of the Assumption where the nuns were so kind to the insane. Sometimes I wondered if my mother should come home more often but Margaret said no, only at Christmas. Margaret drew the line and of course she was right – because terrible things happen,’ said my father, his face bleached, his lips bloodless, his eyes seeing scenes I could not begin to imagine, ‘when people fail to draw the line.’

I said nothing. The silence which followed lasted some time, but at last he thanked me for listening so patiently and said he was so glad he had talked to me.

But as he and I both knew perfectly well, he had still told me nothing whatsoever.
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When I related this incident to Ginette in my Christmas letter she wrote in reply: ‘Poor Bobby, but what defeats me is why he and Margaret make this big mystery out of the past when it’s quite obvious to anyone of our sophistication, my dear, what was going on: the drunken husband developed a penchant for beating the wife, the wife dived into a grand passion in sheer self-defence and the lover, being both naughty and greedy, grabbed not only the wife but all the money he could lay his hands on when the husband obligingly died of liver-failure. Heavens, such sordid goings-on happen all the time everywhere – and as always in such frightfulness. the people who suffer most are the poor innocent children. Really, it’s a wonder some of them survive at all and if they do survive they’re lucky if they’re not scarred for life by their experiences!’

And it was then, as I read this passage in her letter, that it first occurred to me to suspect that my father was not a flawless hero but a deeply damaged man.

[3]

I was damaged myself although at that time I did not admit it. I had enjoyed so much worldly success that the prospect of private failure was inconceivable; it never even crossed my mind that anything could be amiss.

It would be immodest for me to record my achievements at Harrow so I need only say that it was taken for granted that I would achieve a first when I went up to Oxford to read Greats. This made life a little dull; success loses its power to charm if insufficient effort is involved in its acquisition and after I had demonstrated to my contemporaries, my tutors and the various females of my acquaintance that whatever I saw I conquered, I acknowledged my boredom by looking around for a new challenge which would make life more amusing. I had just finished my second year at Balliol when a friend invited me to stay with him in Scotland and for the first time in my life I saw the mountains.

There are plenty of mountains in Wales but the spectacular ones are in the north, and since my parents never took holidays I knew little of Wales beyond the Gower Peninsula and little of England beyond Central London, Oxford and Harrow. There are no mountains in Gower, only the smooth rolling humps of the Downs, and although I had long been attracted to the spectacular cliffs by the sea these were so dangerous that my father had always forbidden me to climb them.

However I was now presented with a challenge which no one had forbidden me to accept, and I knew I had to climb those mountains. I had to get to the top. I had to win. I was enslaved.

During the next few months I drove my parents to despair, nearly ruined my career at Oxford and almost killed myself. That was when I first realised something had gone wrong with my life; it occurred to me that when my desire to win had been channelled into academic excellence the compulsion had formed a benign growth on my personality, but when that desire had been channelled into mountaineering it had formed a cancer. I did recover but not before the cancer had been cut out of my life. I gave up mountaineering

‘I shall never come back here,’ I said to the doctor who attended me in the hospital at Fort William when I lay recuperating from the accident which had killed my three best friends. ‘I shall never go climbing again.’

‘They all say that,’ said the doctor, ‘and they all come back in the end.’

But I was certain I could stay away; there was a void in my life but I thought I could see how to fill it. I had to fight the opponent I had discovered on the mountains, the one opponent who consistently mesmerised me. It was Death. Death had won my three friends; Death had almost won me. But now I was the one who was going to win – and I was going to win by outwitting Death over and over again.

I then had to decide on the arena best suited for my battles. I toyed with the idea of becoming a doctor but decided it would involve me in the study of too many subjects which I found tedious. I was interested in death, not disease. Then I considered the law, and the law, I saw at once, had considerable advantages. It not only blended with my classical education but it was a profession which could ease my way into public life, and since I knew my father dreamed that I might enter Parliament I thought I could see how both our ambitions might be satisfied.

As the eldest son I was heir to Oxmoon, but my father’s youth and the likelihood of him living until I myself was far advanced in middle age made it imperative that I had some occupation while I waited for my inheritance. I also had a very natural desire to be financially independent, and no one denied there was money at the bar for a young man who was determined to reach the summit of the profession.

I won my double-first at Oxford in Greats and Law and was called to the bar of the Middle Temple in 1906. To my family I pretended it was sheer chance that I became involved with criminal law; I did not disclose how I had engineered a meeting with a famous K.C. and more or less hypnotised him into engaging me as his ‘devil’; I did not disclose that I had selected him as my master because a number of his clients ran the risk, in the formal words of the death sentence, of being hanged by the neck until they were dead. While I devilled for him I met the important solicitors and soon I was acquiring a few briefs of my own. Unlike many barristers I did not have to endure briefless years at the bar. I grabbed every opportunity I could and when there was no opportunity I created one. My career began to gather in momentum.

Of course I said it was pure coincidence that I ended up defending murderers who had no hope of acquittal, but the truth was I deliberately sought out the hopeless cases because there was more pleasure in winning a hard victory over Death than an easy one. I pretended to be nonchalant, claiming murder trials were somewhat tedious, but in my heart I loved every minute I spent fighting in court. I loved the excitement and the drama and the perpetual shadow of the gallows; I loved the jousts with Death; I loved the victory of saving people who would have died but for my skill. To compete with Death, as I had discovered on the mountains. was to know one was alive.

It made no difference that sometimes, inevitably, Death won. Some of my clients died on the gallows just as my three friends had died on the mountain, but that only made the next battle fiercer and enhanced my satisfaction when the lucky clients were saved.

My work became an obsession. Although I tried to deny it to myself I was suffering from cancer of the personality again, and gradually I became aware of the familiar symptoms appearing, the fanatical dedication, the withdrawal from other pursuits, the loss of interest in carnal pleasure, the isolation of the soul. I even found myself postponing my entry into politics. Westminster was not the Old Bailey. There was no shadow of the gallows there.

Then one day I saved a client whom I loathed and believed to be guilty, and suddenly I not only asked myself what I was doing but saw the answer all too clearly. I was wasting my life in order to satisfy obsessions I could not master. The cancer was upon me again and I knew I had to cut it out to survive.

That was when I discovered that some cancers spread so deep that no surgery can remove them. My cancer now had such a hold on me that I did not see how I could remove it and retain my sanity; I felt as if I were on the edge of some mental breakdown, but as I struggled to imagine a life where winning no longer mattered I saw, far away and unattainable, across the abyss of the past and beyond the wall of the present which imprisoned me, the world where I knew I could be at peace. I saw the road to Oxmoon, the lost Oxmoon of my childhood, and Ginette was with me once more in her grubby pinafore as we ate strawberries together in the kitchen garden. I saw a world where winning and losing had no power to drive me because with Ginette’s hand in mine I was always content, and when I saw the world I knew that she alone could cure my cancer because she alone could take me back to Oxmoon and resurrect that lost paradise of my dreams.

But Ginette still wrote regularly of married bliss with Conor Kinsella. Fifteen years after we had danced to ‘The Blue Danube’ she was still living happily ever after in New York. and although time and again I asked myself how I could win her back, I knew there was nothing I could do. I was powerless, and as I acknowledged my absolute failure to change my life I felt I must surely be condemned to live unhappily ever after in London, a man rich, famous and successful – yet losing, lost and alone.
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I awoke very suddenly in the middle of the night and my first conscious thought was: she’s coming home.

Using one of Cicero’s favourite metaphors I told myself that the Wheel of Fortune of Conor Kinsella had finally spun him into extinction and now my own Wheel of Fortune was spinning me back into life.

I lit the gas and immediately my cold austere masculine bedroom was bathed in a warm sensuous glow. I drew aside the curtain. Below me the formal lawns below King’s Bench Walk were bathed in a powerful white moonlight and far away beyond the Embankment the river glittered beneath the stars. I stood there, transfixed by this vision of an erotic enchanted London, and as I listened to the night I heard the bells of St Clement Dane’s chime a distant half-hour.

Letting the curtain fall I turned abruptly from the window and decided to take a long cool rational look at the immediate future. Tomorrow – which was in fact today – I would go down to Oxmoon for a protracted weekend. On the following day Ginette would arrive in Swansea on the Irish steamer for an indefinite stay in the Gower Peninsula. We would meet, possibly enjoy one or two quiet passionless talks on our own and then part; I had another important case pending and it was necessary for me to return to London to prepare for it. During the next twelve months further meetings would doubtless occur and, all being well, our platonic relationship would be comfortably reestablished. After that I would have to wait and see what my prospects were, but the one strikingly obvious aspect of the situation was that I could not now descend upon Oxmoon like some overheated knight of medieval legend, fling myself at the feet of the lady I loved and beg her to marry me immediately. I could think of nothing which would irritate Ginette more, particularly a bereaved Ginette who had lost her husband in unexplained but apparently tragic circumstances.

As promised in her wire, she had written to my parents but still she had not clarified the mystery of Kinsella’s death; indeed she had begged them not to inquire about it. Having wound up her New York life with extraordinary haste, she had sailed to Ireland with her two sons within a week of Kinsella’s death, and after the funeral she had resolved to leave her sons temporarily in the care of her husband’s family while she visited Wales. She did not explain this decision in her letter to my parents. Perhaps she felt it would be better for the boys to remain with their father’s family instead of being swept off into a milieu where their father had been disliked; perhaps she had simply wanted to be alone for a while; perhaps her decision represented a combination of these reasons, but whatever her motives the fact remained that she was due to arrive alone in Swansea on the morning of Friday, the twentieth of June, and that she had begged that no one, absolutely no one, was to meet her at the docks except my father’s coachman with the family motor-car.

‘I want to fulfill a dream,’ she wrote to me in response to the brief formal letter of sympathy which I had sent to her in Dublin. ‘I dreamt I was coming home to Oxmoon and all the family were lined up on the porch steps – it was like an old-fashioned photograph, I could even see the sepia tints! So don’t be at the docks to meet me. Be at Oxmoon with the others and make my dream come true.’

I found her letter and turned up the gas to reread it.

So Ginette too had her dreams of returning to Oxmoon.

The bells of St Clement’s sang faintly again on the night air and beyond the window the sky was lightening, but I could not sleep. Cicero’s metaphor of the Wheel of Fortune had captivated my imagination, and moving to the bookshelves I found the volume written by that later philosopher who had restated the ancient metaphor for the men of the Middle Ages who had known little of Cicero. From King Alfred to Chaucer, from Dante to a host of other continental writers, all medieval Europe had been mesmerised by Boethius, writing in The Consolation of Philosophy about the sinister Wheel of Fortune.

‘I know the many disguises of that monster, Fortune, and the extent to which she seduces with friendship the very people she is striving to cheat, until she overwhelms them with unbearable grief at the suddenness of her desertion …’

I thought of Ginette abandoning me for Kinsella in the ballroom at Oxmoon.

But now Fortune herself was speaking; the monster was making her classic statement about her notorious wheel. ‘I was inclined to favour you … now I have withdrawn my hand Inconstancy is my very essence; it is the game I never cease to play as I turn my wheel in its ever-changing circle, filled with joy as I bring the top to the bottom and the bottom to the top. Yes, rise up on my wheel if you like, but don’t count it an injury when by the same token you begin to fall as the rules of the game will require …’

I saw myself facing a new opponent in the game of life. Death had been replaced by Fortune. I was riding upwards on her wheel at last, but this time when I got to the top I was going to stay there. I was going to beat the Wheel of Fortune and bend Fortune herself to my will.

A variety of erotic images teemed in my mind. Then, thinking how appropriate it was that Fortune should be represented as a woman, I returned to bed and dreamed of conquest.
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I left Bennett at my chambers in London, just as I always did when I went home. It would have been pretentious to take a valet to Oxmoon where under my mother’s regime shirts seemed to wash, iron and starch themselves and where my father’s man was always on hand to attend to any detail which defied the laundress or my mother’s omnipresent needle. Bennett, who was a cockney, never minded being left in London. No doubt he enjoyed the respite from ironing The Times and performing all the other minor rites which must have made life with me so tedious. As he handed me a perfectly packed bag to take to Oxmoon I made a mental note to give him an increase in wages.

My brother Lion had threatened to accompany me on the train journey to Swansea, but fortunately he had been dismissed that week from the bank where he had been pretending to earn a living and had already bounded back to Gower to resume his favourite occupation: the pursuit of idleness in pleasant surroundings. Justice compels me to add that Lion was not vicious, merely a young man of twenty-three with a limited intellect and an ingenuous disposition. In my opinion, such people are much better suited to life in the country and should leave places like London well alone.

However despite Lion’s absence I did not travel on my own to Swansea that day. My favourite brother John was at Paddington Station to meet me; he had recently taken his finals at Oxford and had been spending a few days with friends in London to recuperate. Term had ended, his rooms had been vacated, his possessions had been dispatched to Gower. He was, in short, in that pleasant limbo when one successful phase of life has ended and another is yet to begin, and he looked as if he had been finding the hiatus enjoyable. Having made some aristocratic friends up at Oxford, he was fresh from sampling the pleasures of the London season from a base in Belgrave Square.

‘How’s the decadent aristocracy?’ I said as we met on the platform.

‘You sound like an anarchist!’ He laughed to show he was redeemed from priggishness by a sense of humour, but I suspected he was mildly shocked. John would not have approved of anarchists. Nor would be have approved of any decadence among the members of the aristocracy, for in our family John represented the final triumph of my mother’s nouveau-riche middle-class values. With an apparently inexhaustible virtue he dedicated his life to drawing lines and doing the done thing.

He was twenty-one, ten years my junior, better-looking than I was but not so tall. Neither was he so gifted athletically and academically. This meant that jealousy would have been quite uncalled for on my part, and indeed I had never seen any reason why I should be other than benign towards this intelligent sibling who always behaved so respectfully in my presence, but occasionally – perhaps once every two or three years – I did wonder how he avoided being jealous of me. Lion did not compete. Neither did Edmund, my third brother, who was two years younger than John and a mere lacklustre version of Lion. My fourth brother Thomas was at present too juvenile to take seriously but showed every sign of growing up stupid. But John had brains and John, I knew, was ambitious and John was just the kind of young man who might resent an older brother who always came first. However he had apparently found some solution to this dilemma because I could tell he still hero-worshipped me. Perhaps he merely told himself that jealousy was not the done thing.

‘It’s so good to see you again, Robert! It seems ages since we last met – of course I know you’ve been uncommonly busy—’

‘I should never be too busy to deny myself the opportunity for civilised conversation,’ I said at once. I felt guilty that although he had been in London for some days, I had been too preoccupied with my obsessions to see him. ‘It’s the fools, not the intelligent men, whom I find impossible to suffer gladly.’

John relaxed. ‘Talking of fools, I suppose you know Lion’s been sacked? I saw him at a ball last weekend and he told me how thrilled he was. He was rather squiffy and trying to teach some married woman the Paris tango.’

‘I trust you gave him a wide berth.’

‘The widest, yes. I spent an hour discussing the Marconi scandal with three elderly bores and praying that no one would ask me if Lionel Godwin was a relation of mine.’

We found an empty first-class compartment. paid off the porters and settled ourselves opposite each other while John talked earnestly of the Marconi scandal and the absolute necessity for a strict morality in politics.

‘Quite,’ I said, and to steer him away from the subject of morality which so entranced him, I added: ‘So much for politics. Tell me about yourself. Met any interesting girls lately?’

John liked girls. For some years I had waited for him to ask my advice on the vital subject of premarital carnal satisfaction, but evidently my father had improved on his discourse on the shining sea of carnality because the appeal for useful information had never come.

‘Well, I met this most fascinating suffragist at a tea-dance—’

‘Oh my God!’

‘– and she knew the woman who threw herself under the King’s horse at Epsom the other day—’

‘If you ask me, The Times leader put the entire matter in a nutshell by saying the woman showed a thorough lack of consideration for the jockey.’

‘– and did you realise, Robert, that the woman had actually won a first at Oxford?’

‘Then that woman’s suicide is the best argument I’ve yet heard against higher education for women. All women should be educated at home by a governess – as Ginette was.’

The name was out. I, who prided myself on my immaculate self-control, was apparently reduced to dragging in the name of my beloved at every conceivable opportunity as if I were some addle-pated schoolboy who had fallen in love for the first time.

‘I say!’ said John, so young, so innocent, so utterly unaware of my chaotic thoughts. ‘Isn’t it splendid to think that Ginevra’s coming home! How long is it since we last saw her? Four years?’

‘Five.’ The train lurched forward at last and my heart lurched with it as the station began to recede before my eyes.

‘It was a shame she only managed to visit us once during her marriage but I don’t think Kinsella liked us much, do you? Robert, now that he’s dead, do tell me – what was your final opinion of Conor Kinsella?’

‘I’ve been educated as an Englishman. The English don’t have opinions about the Irish. They have prejudices,’ I said, determined to repel all memory of Conor Kinsella, but the next moment the view from the train window had faded and in my mind I was once more drinking port with him five years ago at Brooks’s, once more longing to smash my glass against the nearest wall.
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‘I’m clean overpowered by the honour you’re doing me!’ said the villain. ‘Dining in a famous London club with a true English gentleman! I never thought I’d ever rise so high – or sink so low, depending on which side of the Irish Sea you’re standing!’

‘I’m a Welshman.’

‘To be sure you are – a Welshman with one of the most famous Saxon names of all time! Wasn’t it Earl Godwin’s son who fought William at Hastings?’

How does one talk to such people? If they somehow avoid talking about religion then they talk of race, and all the time they drag in history by its hindlegs as if the past were a recalcitrant hero who obstinately refused to die.

Of course I had been obliged to ask him to dine. I had wanted above all to perpetuate the myth that I no longer cared about Ginette’s marriage so I knew I had to make some demonstration to convince her husband that I wished him well. But beyond my compulsion to shore up my pride with such a charade I was aware of a terrible curiosity to examine my successful rival at close quarters. I think I hoped I could write him off as a failure, someone who was patently inferior to me despite his achievement in winning Ginette.

During our dinner I tried to size him up but this was difficult. I found myself increasingly aware that he came from a part of the British Isles which I had never visited and because it was such an alien part, I found it impossible to place him against any background which was familiar to me. The Welsh may be Celts as the Irish are but they are a different kind of Celt. To know the Welsh well was no passport to understanding that mysterious race which lay on the other side of the St George’s Channel.

To make matters still more confusing I sensed that the life he now lived in New York had little connection with the life he had led in Ireland. Ginette had told me his father had been the manager of a small shipping firm in Dublin, a fact which implied Kinsella had come from a respectable middle-class home, and she had also told me that Kinsella himself had received a Catholic education, whatever that meant, in a reputable Dublin school, but as I faced him across the table at Brooks’s that night it seemed to me that he had discarded both his religion and his respectability a very long time ago. Despite the fact that he dressed well and knew how to behave I sensed he was a criminal. He had the kind of soft dark eyes which I often found among my clients, eyes which could watch iniquity with indifference. He drank too much without any noticeable effect. And in his well-kept hands and in the occasional turn of phrase I saw the card-sharper and heard the gambler speaking.

‘Cards on the table!’ he exclaimed at last after the waiter had brought us our port. He had a variable accent which in one sentence could range from Dublin to New York and back again. ‘We’ve been watching each other like hawks throughout the meal – why don’t we now strip off the mask of courtesy and exchange our true opinions of each other?’

I had no objection. Far from it. I seized the chance to annihilate him with my perspicacity. All I said was: ‘Who goes first?’

‘We’ll toss for it!’ said the gambler and flicked a florin in the air.

I called heads and won. With a smile I said: ‘I’m to be entirely frank in giving my opinion of you?’

‘Altogether and entirely – with no offence given or taken on either side!’

‘Very well.’ I lit a cigar. ‘I think you’re the black sheep of your respectable Dublin family. You say you own two restaurants in Manhattan but I think your money comes not from the dining-rooms but from the gambling hells – and worse – upstairs. Perhaps you have other interests too which are equally dubious because I think you’ve got the nerve and the flair and the sheer amoral greed to sail dangerously close to the wind in your business ventures and emerge unscathed. Some men are born criminals. I believe you’re one of them. Crime really does pay for men like you. You have the well-oiled veneer of a man who’s constantly on the receiving end of glittering dividends.’

He roared with laughter and drank a glass of port straight off. ‘Oh, for shame!’ he said. ‘And me an innocent man who goes to Mass every Sunday!’ Then he poured himself some more port and leant forward with his forearms on the table. He was still smiling. ‘And now,’ he said, ‘we come to you.’

I was unperturbed. What could he say? I was impregnable behind the massive walls of my success and it was inconceivable that he could reduce them to ruins.

‘I look at you,’ said this gambler, this criminal, this personification of all my misery, ‘and what do I see? I see a tough customer who’s made a career of grabbing what he wants and profiting out of it. You have as much amoral greed as I have but you cover it up by masquerading as an English gentleman – ah yes, you may be Welsh by birth, Robert Godwin, but it’s an Englishman you are through and through and like all Englishmen you think you should be top dog. And being top dog means getting what you believe is owing to you – money, power, fame, fortune … and women. But you don’t think of women as women, do you? You see them as prizes – glittering dividends, if I may quote your own phrase against you – but the prize you’ve always wanted, Robert Godwin, is the prize you can never win, and that’s why you’re sitting there, God help you, hating my guts and wishing I was dead. Ah, to be sure it’s a terrible tragedy you’ve suffered! To lose your best prize to another man would be enough to break your heart – but to lose your best prize to an Irishman must be enough to destroy your English soul entirely! How can you dine with me and feign friendship? I swear I’d find your pride contemptible if I didn’t already find it so pathetic!’

I drank a little port and eyed the glowing tip of my cigar. When I was sure I had myself in control I said: ‘An inaccurate survey of my private thoughts – but an amusing one.’

‘Are you denying you still want her?’

‘There are other women in the world.’

‘Women who can match that childhood sweetheart?’

‘Playmate,’ I said, ‘would be a more appropriate word to use, I think.’

‘Little girls don’t stay playmates. Little girls become big girls and big girls become sweethearts.’

‘I was only fourteen when she left home to live at All-Hallows Court.’

‘I started doing all manner of things when I was fourteen,’ said Conor Kinsella.

There was a pause. I said nothing.

‘In fact if I’d had a sweetheart like Ginevra when I was fourteen I sure wouldn’t have let the grass grow under my feet.’

‘I happen to be exceedingly partial to grass. What the devil are you trying to say to me, Kinsella?’

‘You had her, didn’t you?’

I got up and walked out.

He followed me to the cloakroom.

‘So I was right,’ he said. ‘Well, cynic that I am, I’ve always found it hard to believe in platonic friendship.’

‘You’re wrong,’ I said, ‘and to hell with your bloody cynicism.’

‘Oh, don’t misunderstand!’ he said after only the most fractional pause. ‘Of course when I married her she was as virginal as three nuns knocking at the gates of heaven – lucky man that I was! – but one can travel far, can’t one, without meddling with virginity, and you can’t blame me for wondering in the circumstances if the two of you had been in the habit of taking long journeys together.’

I returned to the dining-room, signed for the meal, stubbed out my cigar and left the club. He was just putting on his top-hat as I emerged into the street. It was raining. I remember the cabs splashing mud and a motor-car sidling along like a noisy crab while nearby a bunch of inebriated young sprigs were trying to sing ‘Hullo Dolly Gray’.

‘Not a word of this to Ginevra,’ said Kinsella, very much the sophisticated older man telling his junior how to behave. ‘The poor woman wants to think we’re bosom friends – ah, such a romantic she is! – and loving her as we do we’ve no choice but to humour her, have we? But I’ll not bring her back here in a hurry – I wouldn’t trust you not to try and win her when my back was turned. Oh, I know you English gentlemen! You’d lay waste the world to get what you wanted and afterwards you’d claim it was the will of God!’

And off he sauntered along St James’s Street on his way back to Claridges and his wife.
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It was late in the afternoon when the train approached Swansea on that June day in 1913 and John offered a paraphrase of William Blake.

‘Here come the dark satanic mills.’

The familiar bizarre landscape once more met my eyes. As the full curve of Swansea Bay came into sight we could dimly perceive through the pall of smoke the blue expanse of the sea and the masts of the many ships which crowded those shining polluted waters. John hastily pulled up the window to keep the smell out as we passed through the copper-smelting area and we both averted our eyes automatically from the scars of coalmining which marked the industrial wasteland on the ruined east side of the city.

Yet beyond the east side in the central district lay the Swansea which had provided us with our first experience of urban life, a teeming, tousled town flung against the steep hills overlooking the bay like some Naples of the North. The main streets had English names but Swansea always seemed to me as Welsh as its male choirs. Welsh dynamism pulsed through the busy streets and throbbed daily in the vast market; the Welsh addiction to music continually floated in some form or another upon the Welsh air where the tang of the sea persisted in mingling with the reek of the smoke. Swansea might have been raped by the industrial revolution but she had survived with her vitality, if not her beauty, intact.

‘I feel such a foreigner in England sometimes,’ said my brother John, gazing out of the window at our native land. ‘I feel so torn between one culture and another.’

‘Well, stitch yourself together again because here comes the station.’ I always felt John exaggerated the conundrum of belonging to two countries. Wales was home but England was the centre of the world and if one wanted to get on in life one moved freely between the two without making a fuss.

To our surprise and pleasure we found that my father had dispensed with the services of his coachman and had motored himself to Swansea to bid us welcome.

‘It’s not often you come home nowadays, Robert,’ he said as we shook hands, ‘so I felt this was a special occasion.’ Scrupulously fair to John he then added: ‘And you deserve a royal welcome too after three such successful years up at Oxford!’ I might be my father’s favourite but my father was always most conscientious about not neglecting his other children.

We retired to my father’s motor-car which, though new, looked elderly because it was covered with white dust from the Gower lanes. My father loved his motor-car with a passion which John shared. The two of them spent much time discussing the merits of this new soulless brute, which was called a Talbot, while I yawned and thought what a bore the subject of mechanics was. A passion for horses I can understand; a horse is an aesthetically pleasing animal with an honourable history of service to mankind, but a passion for a few scraps of metal slapped on four wheels seems to me not only irrational but also indicative of an unintellectual, possibly even of a working-class, cast of mind.

With my father at the wheel we were soon careering through central Swansea. We roared past the ruined Norman castle, blazed past Ben Evans, the largest store, and swept by the grandest hotel, the Metropole. Other motors hooted in friendly admiration, the carriages and carts jostled to escape and the pedestrians dived for cover. While my father and John laughed, I amused myself by planning how I would defend my father against a charge of manslaughter by motor but presently I was diverted as we ascended the hill out of the city and our pace became funereal. John offered to push but my father said that would be an admission of defeat. We toiled on.

With the summit of the hill behind us we soon found ourselves on the outskirts of the city and then with the suddenness which always took my breath away we entered a different world. A wild moorland wilderness stretched before us. Mysterious hills shimmered in the distance. We had crossed the threshold into Gower.

‘Swansea’s secret – the Gower Peninsula!’ said my father in Welsh with a smile, and John, exhibiting somewhat showily his parrot-like trick of bilingualism, made a swift response which I failed to comprehend.

We drove on into an England beyond Wales, into a hidden land, pastoral and idyllic which basked innocently in the summer sun. Beyond the moorland stretch which bounded the outskirts of Swansea, fields drowsed between English hedgerows and little lanes twisted through the countryside to villages which looked as if they had been transplanted from far beyond the Welsh border. We might have been a thousand miles now from teeming Swansea and a thousand years from that industrial wasteland on the bay.

‘How peaceful it looks!’ said John to me, but as soon as he said that I thought of Gower’s lawless past. This was a land where the king’s writ had so often failed to run, a land soaked in the crimes of smuggling, wrecking and piracy, robbery, murder and rape. I have always thought it an irony that we have become so civilised that we can now regard places such as Gower as ‘romantic’ and ‘colourful’. Personally, I can think of nothing more terrifying than to live in a land where law and order have no meaning and violence is the rule of the day.

On and on we travelled through South Gower, that ancient Norman stronghold, and now on our right Cefn Bryn, the backbone of Gower, rose to form a long treeless line of land beneath the blue sky. To our left the sea at Oxwich Bay flashed far away, sometimes hidden, sometimes revealed by the gates set in the hedges. And ahead of us at last, shimmering with promise and seemingly beckoning us on into a mythical kingdom, the hump of Rhossili Downs marked the end of the Peninsula and a view which I believed no land in Europe could surpass.

We turned off before the Downs. The motor picked up speed as we roared into the parish of Penhale. Moors dotted with wild ponies stretched before us again, but we could see the trees of Oxmoon now, and presently the high wall of the grounds bordered the lane on our right.

‘Hurrah!’ cried John as we reached the gates.

Oxmoon lay ahead of us, droll little Oxmoon, an eighteenth-century parody of the classical architecture made famous by Robert Adam. We had arrived. My father halted the motor with a triumphant jerk and as the noise of the engine died I at once felt in a better humour. We had been travelling with the roof closed and all the windows shut in order to keep the dust out, so when we flung open the doors the fresh air came as the most exquisite luxury. I got out, stretched my long legs which had not been designed to suffer gladly fifteen-mile journeys in motorcars, and took a deep breath. The air was fragrant with the scent of new-mown grass mingled with lavender. I could hear the larks singing and suddenly, for one precious moment, I was back in my childhood with Ginette, so that when I turned to face my home again I saw not the provincial little country house of reality but the fairytale palace of my dreams.

My mother opened the front door.

Instantly the past was wiped out and I was left with all my most ambivalent emotions in a highly uncertain present. Assuming an impregnable mask of filial respect I exclaimed with warmth: ‘My dear Mama, how splendid to see you again!’ and moved swiftly up the steps to embrace her.

‘Dearest Robert,’ said my mother, regarding me tranquilly with those pale eyes which saw far too far and much too much, ‘welcome home.’
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I was at Oxmoon waiting for Ginette. It was seven o’clock on the evening of my arrival and I was dressing for dinner. Fifteen hours to go.

When I had finished I paused to survey my oldest possessions which, arranged around me on shelves, created a powerful atmosphere of nostalgia. Here were the silver cups I had acquired during the course of my academic and athletic career as a schoolboy. Here were the favourite books of my boyhood, the dog-eared collection of Robert Louis Stevenson’s work, the battered copy of Eric, the haggard edition of The Prisoner of Zenda. Here were my school photographs hanging at regular intervals on the wall above my bed to record my progress from stony-faced small boy to supercilious young man. Why had I kept this amazing collection of trivia? I could only suppose that despite my well-ordered mind I had fallen victim to one of Oxmoon’s most exasperating traditions: everything was hoarded; nothing was thrown away.

Tucked discreetly behind a cushion on the windowseat I even found the toy dog which I had been given in infancy, his white woolly coat worn threadbare and his ears sagging with age. To my astonishment I saw his tail had recently been repaired. This seemed to indicate either the presence in the house of a demented housemaid or a tension so profound in my mother that she had been obliged to scour the bedrooms for something to sew. I was just picking up the dog tenderly by the front paws and remembering how I had screamed when Ginette had once tried to annex him, when the door of my room was flung open without warning to reveal a small intruder in a nightshirt.

‘You’re wanted,’ said my youngest brother Thomas, and seeing the toy in my arms he added: ‘I want that dog. I took him last week but Papa said I had to ask you if you minded. We had a tug-of-war over it actually and his tail came off. The dog’s, I mean, not Papa’s. Well, Papa doesn’t have a tail. Anyway it didn’t matter because Mama sewed it on again. Can I have him?’

‘No. Who wants me?’

‘Mama. She’s in her room. Why can’t I have Dodo?’

‘Because you haven’t said please and you didn’t knock before you came in. Run away and learn how to behave.’

‘Yah!’ said the infant, sticking out his tongue at me, and stumped off angrily to the nurseries.

In a large family it is not uncommon to find a sting in the tail and the sting is usually referred to as an ‘afterthought’. This afterthought, far from being ignored as befits the youngest and least significant member of a tribe, is often most foolishly pampered until he has ideas far above his station. Thomas was six and his ideas of his own importance were so elevated that they probably, like the occupants of the recent record-breaking balloon, needed oxygen to survive.

How he had come to enter the world was a mystery to me, and not a pleasant mystery either. In fact I had been much disturbed when in my mid-twenties I was informed that my mother was expecting another child. My feelings arose not because I felt it was in poor taste for my mother to indulge in parturition at an advanced age; at that time she was still only forty-two, a curious but by no means preposterous age at which to embark on pregnancy. The truth was I was disturbed by the news because it seemed my father had lied to me about his private life.

I was twenty when I found out he was unfaithful to mother. There was no dramatic scene. The dénoument arose from my observation that he had formed the regular habit of going up to town once a month and staying three or four days at his club. My mother said this was a good idea because he tended to work too hard at home and now that he was older she felt it was important that he should go away and relax occasionally. I thought no more about this reasonable explanation for his absences but one day during the long vacation when he and I were out riding together I said casually: ‘What do you do with yourself when you’re up in town, Papa?’ and he had answered with regret but without hesitation: ‘I knew you’d ask me that one day and I made up my mind that when you did I’d be honest with you.’

He then told me he kept a woman in Maida Vale.

‘Of course,’ he said, ‘your natural reaction will be to think me a hypocrite after all I’ve said to you on the subject of reserving that sort of pleasure for marriage, but in fact my views haven’t changed. I don’t like what I’m doing and I don’t ask you to condone it. All I ask is that you should try to understand and not judge me too harshly.’

He said the intimate side of marriage had become repugnant to my mother and added that this was hardly surprising after so many pregnancies.

‘… certainly I don’t blame her, how could I, she’s the most wonderful wife in the world and I’m the luckiest man on earth and I love her with all my heart, as you know. But … well, on religious grounds your mother don’t hold with anticonception, and as for chastity, that’s a gift I don’t possess, not at the age of forty after twenty-one years of perfect married life.’

He revealed that my mother herself had suggested that he kept a mistress.

‘She said she wouldn’t mind so long as it was a business arrangement conducted a long way from home – she said it would even be a relief to her because the last thing she wanted was to make me unhappy. So … well, we thought London would be best. I didn’t want to go into Swansea. In fact I couldn’t. You see, my father used to go into Swansea and –’ He stopped. As usual he could never bring himself to talk about his father, but this time I saw to my horror that he was about to break down altogether. There were tears in his eyes. Hastily I gave him my word that I quite understood his predicament and thought none the worse of him for his solution.

The conversation then closed and I never raised the subject again until he told me Thomas had been conceived.

‘But my dear Papa, I thought you told me that side of your marriage had ceased!’

He laughed and said quickly: ‘It was the night of our silver wedding – just an isolated occasion.’

‘But you said my mother—’

‘Oh, now that she’s had a rest from childbearing she’s anxious for one final pregnancy.’

I was a trained lawyer by that time but an inexperienced one; it was not until later that my professional instincts told me my father had had something to hide. This fact by itself, however, was neither remarkable nor a cause for alarm for there was no reason why my father should have told me every salient detail of his private life, particularly as any marriage is a very private affair. But what troubled me was that I sensed my father had brought off a ‘tour de force’ which I could only regard as sinister: I suspected he had blended fact and fiction with the skill of an uncommonly gifted liar.

As soon as I had formed this judgement I dismissed it as ridiculous, but Thomas always reminded me of it and I knew I was more abrupt with the child than I should have been. Making a mental note to bestow the toy-dog on him with my blessing I remembered the message he had brought me. It was time for battle again at Oxmoon. Smoothing my hair I looked in the glass to ensure my appearance was immaculate and then I set off to wage war with my mother.
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‘Hullo, dear,’ said my mother, barely glancing up as I entered the room. She was seated at the dressing-table and sifting through one of her jewel-boxes for a suitable adornment for her dowdy evening gown. As I closed the door she retrieved a dreary trinket studded with jet and began to pin it on her ample bosom. ‘Do sit down,’ she added as an afterthought, nodding at the customary victim’s chair nearby.

I moved the chair back against the wall so that it stood facing her but out of reach of the triple-glass. Then I manifested nonchalance by sitting down and crossing one leg over the other but immediately she readjusted the far mirror until against all the odds my reflection was recaptured. Embarking on a study of the ceiling I prayed for patience and heartily wished myself elsewhere.

I wondered not for the first time if she really had told my father to take a mistress or whether my father had invented this magnanimous gesture in order to gloss over the wifely failings which had driven him elsewhere. Anger pierced me suddenly. I sensed she had made my father unhappy, and if she had rejected him I felt I could only find her attitude repellent.

It also occurred to me, as I continued to observe her, that her rejection showed not only a lack of charity but of gratitude. A plain middle-aged woman should surely be so thankful to have a handsome successful devoted husband that she should make every effort to accommodate him. I remembered how my father never uttered one word of complaint about her nouveau-riche background and her appalling relations in Staffordshire. He had married beneath him when he had married her, and although her Midlands accent had long since disappeared and her more unfortunate social attributes had been ironed away by a formidable air of refinement, she could never be his equal in rank. The marriage had been arranged to save Oxmoon from bankruptcy. If my father had been older and if his mother and Owain Bryn-Davies had been less desperate for money, I had no doubt that my father would have looked elsewhere for a wife.

However the marriage had been successful enough in its own way and my mother did have many virtues. Reminding myself how fond I was of her I made renewed efforts to be charitable.

‘What did you wish to speak to me about, Mama?’ I said, knowing perfectly well that she had diagnosed the state of my heart with unerring accuracy and had resolved to advise me against marrying Ginette.

‘Well, dear,’ said my mother, poking around in her jewel-box, ‘I just thought we might have a little chat before Ginevra arrives tomorrow. Your father told me of the conversation he had recently with you in London.’

‘Ah yes,’ I said, ‘I did wonder if you’d think his report needed clarification.’

We exchanged smiles.

‘Oh no, dear,’ said my mother. ‘You told your father, I believe, that you had every intention of behaving like a mature intelligent man. What sentiment could be more clearly expressed? I simply wished to reassure you that like your father all I want is your happiness, Robert. I wanted to reassure you of that in case you were harbouring some suspicion that I had every intention of making you miserable.’

‘Far be it from me, Mama, to suspect you of such an unworthy aim.’

We laughed politely together. There was a pause. I waited.

‘I do so disapprove,’ said my mother, extricating a pair of jet earrings from the jewel-box, ‘of mothers who meddle in the lives of their grown-up children, so you need have no fear that I’m going to meddle. After all, why should I? You’re a man of the world. You don’t need your mother to remind you of the hazards of marrying a widow of thirty-three with two growing sons and a somewhat … unusual past. Nor do you need your mother to tell you how much better you could do for yourself. Nor need I point out to you the danger of relying on illusions which bear no relation to reality – naturally you’re well aware of the dangers of carrying an adolescent infatuation forward into adult life. So all in all, Robert – bearing in mind that you’re a supremely rational man and thoroughly experienced in the Ways of the World – I have decided to say nothing whatsoever on the subject and to hold my peace in order to display my utmost confidence in the ultimate triumph of your good sense.’

There was another pause. When I was sure I had my temper in control I said: ‘Mama, it’s hard to believe you’ve never studied Cicero. One of his favourite oratorical tricks was to declare: “I shall say nothing about this,” and then to say everything in the most excruciating detail.’ Standing up abruptly I moved beyond the range of the triple-glass before saying: ‘You seem to be implying I’m a complete fool.’

‘It’s a sad fact of life, dear, that not even men of a brilliant intellectual calibre are incapable of making a mistake where affairs of the heart are concerned. Indeed quite the contrary, I’ve always thought.’

‘I’m not interested in your opinion of some idiotic state of mind which as far as I’m concerned exists only in the pages of romantic fiction.’

‘Oh my dear Robert—’

‘I’m sorry, Mama, but really this skirmishing is exhausting my patience!’

‘Then let me be direct.’ Leaving her dressing-table she moved swiftly to my side, gripped my shoulders and spun me to face her. ‘Let me speak straight from the heart. Your father believes you when you imply you’ve recovered from Ginevra, but you haven’t recovered, have you, Robert? I think you’re bound to see Ginevra’s bereavement as an opportunity for you to rewrite the past and wipe out the memory of that time when you were humiliated. You’re such a very clever man but very clever men can be capable of such disastrous emotional naïvety!’

‘Why are you so against Ginette?’

‘When she visited Oxmoon five years ago I had a chance to sum her up and I saw exactly what kind of a woman she had become.’

‘A beautiful woman necessarily finds it hard to win the approbation of her own sex—’

‘Oh, don’t misunderstand me! I don’t disapprove of her because she’s the sort of woman who wouldn’t think twice about being unfaithful to her husband – such women often manage to sustain successful marriages. No, I disapprove of her as a wife for you because I think she’s a complex woman with all kinds of problems you couldn’t begin to solve.’

‘Mama—’

‘You see, I know you, Robert. I know you better than you know yourself. You’re like me. At heart your emotional tastes are really very simple.’

‘I’ll be the best judge, thank you, Mama, about what my emotional tastes really are. And if you think I’m like you then all I can say is that I can’t see the resemblance.’

There was a silence. For a moment we stood there, inches apart, and stared at each other. Then she covered her face with her hands and turned away.

‘Mama …’ I was immediately appalled by my cruelty. ‘Forgive me, I—’

‘It was my fault,’ she said levelly, letting her hands fall and moving back to the dressing-table. ‘I shouldn’t have meddled.’

‘I do have the greatest respect and regard for you, Mama—’

‘Oh yes,’ she said flatly. ‘Respect and regard. How nice.’ She found a garnet ring, shoved it on her finger and snapped shut the box.

‘I have always entertained the very deepest affection—’

‘Quite.’ She made no effort to respond as I stooped to touch her cheek with my lips. I had a fleeting impression of eau-de-cologne and anger. Her plump cheek was cold. When she said abruptly: ‘Hadn’t we better go downstairs?’ I made no effort to detain her, and after opening the door in a formal gesture of courtesy, I followed her in silence from the room.
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Unable to sleep that night I lay awake remembering the aspersions which my mother had cast on Ginette’s capacity for marital fidelity.

In the old days Ginette had been conspicuous for her loyalty. I could remember her standing shoulder to shoulder with me in the nursery, writing to me at school every week without fail and even after her marriage keeping in touch with me when a less faithful friend would have permitted the relationship to become moribund.

Yet although I did not question her capacity for loyal friendship I knew well enough that sexual fidelity was a game played to different rules. Friendship might be for ever but people fell in and out of love, and marriage was far from immune to this well-known ebbing and flowing of desire. Would I blame Ginette for being unfaithful to Kinsella? No, of course not. A man like Kinsella deserved an unfaithful wife. But I wasn’t Conor Kinsella and my marriage would be played to different rules.

Not only would I give Ginette no cause for infidelity but I would make it clear to her from the beginning that she was to behave as a wife should. Like servants, women need to be told what to do; they like firm guidance, and that is why I am so unalterably opposed to votes for women. In reality it would not mean independence for females. It would mean that all the masterful husbands, lovers, fathers and brothers would have two votes instead of one. A woman’s talents are limited to managing a home and bringing up children. One can no more expect a woman to show independence of mind by casting an intelligent vote than one can expect a woman to debate an important issue in the House of Commons with implacable oratorical skill.

I thought of my mother reminding me of Cicero, the greatest orator of all time.

But that proved my point. All my mother had ever wanted to do was to manage a home and bring up children. My mother was a clever woman, possibly the cleverest woman I had ever met, and she had no interest whatsoever in women’s suffrage.

When I finally fell asleep it was well after midnight, but by six o’clock I was already awake and picturing Ginette asleep in her cabin on the steamer which had been carrying her overnight from Dublin to Swansea. Would she be nervous? She had been nervous when she had returned for her visit five years before although she had tried to hide her feelings behind a mask of exuberance.

‘Robert darling, how heavenly to see you again – give me a divine platonic kiss to celebrate our eternal friendship!’

I shuddered at the memory and wondered how I was going to survive the inevitable sexual frustration which lay in store for me. She herself would be safe, locked up in her role of the bereaved widow, but what on earth was going to happen to me as she dabbed her eyes with a black lace handkerchief and succeeded in looking seductively haggard?

I groaned, and then gritting my teeth I began to plan a debonair speech to welcome her home.

[11]

Four hours later I was awaiting her imminent arrival. I had made some excuse to escape from the mob milling in the hall and was standing motionless at the landing window which faced down the drive. As I nervously embarked on smoking a cigarette I wondered what to do with the ash, but in the end I was in such a state that I merely let it drop to the floor.

Various inane remarks floated up the stairs.

‘Let’s all pose for a photograph!’ Celia was calling breathlessly.

‘Celia, give me your camera!’ That was the infant, being obstreperous as usual.

‘No, Thomas – NO, THOMAS – oh Mama, do stop him—’

‘Edmund,’ said John, intelligent enough to remain urbane amidst all this hysteria, ‘what about a quick game of billiards? I bet the steamer’s been delayed.’

‘But supposing it hasn’t?’ Edmund, even though he was now nineteen, suffered from a constitutional inability to make up his mind.

‘I think she’ll be arriving at any minute,’ said Lion, ‘and if you go off to the billiard room you’ll be fools. Lord, isn’t this a thrill? I keep visualising this splendid creature swathed in black and looking unutterably sumptuous—’

‘Shhh! Here comes Mama.’

‘Boys, have you seen Robert anywhere?’

‘No, he’s gone off to be wonderful somewhere else, thank God,’ said Lion, revealing that he was less than respectful when my back was turned.

‘That will do, Lionel. No, Thomas, you cannot have Celia’s camera. Edmund—’

‘Here’s the car!’

‘SHE’S COMING!’

‘Quick, quick, quick—’

‘Papa – quickly, Papa, the motor’s here!’

‘Out to the porch, everyone—’

‘Come on, Celia—’

‘Come on, Edmund—’

‘COME ON EVERYONE!’

There was a stampede of feet below me. Meanwhile I had dropped my cigarette and was making the most intolerable mess. Having unforgivably ground the butt beneath my heel I drew back for cover behind the curtain as my father’s Talbot bore the bereaved widow at an appropriately funereal pace up the drive to the steps of the porch.

‘Hurray!’

‘Welcome home!’

‘Welcome back Ginevra!’

‘Shhh, boys, a little less noise and a little more decorum, if you please – remember she’s in mourning.’

My brothers fell obediently silent but as soon as the motor halted they rushed forward to catch a glimpse of the passenger. It was impossible for me and probably difficult for them to perceive her with any degree of clarity. The white dust from the Gower roads had once more laid a pale mask upon the windows.

‘Ginevra!’ cried Lion, beaming from ear to ear as he flung wide the door of the motor, and then the next moment his mouth dropped open in astonishment. Everyone gasped. My father was suddenly motionless. My mother appeared to be rooted to the ground.

Evidently our visitor was making some shattering impact but since I could see only the roof of the motor I still had no idea what was happening. In a fever of curiosity I flung up the window as far as it would go so that I could lean out over the sill, and it was at that exact moment that she began to descend from the motor. Then I understood. As soon as I saw her I too gasped, for she was not wearing mourning. The image of the widow swathed in black was at a stroke smashed to smithereens.

‘Darlings!’ cried Ginette, gorgeously clad in a brilliant turquoise travelling costume and sporting a corsage of orchids. ‘How simply and utterly divine to see you all again!’ And as everyone continued to stare at her in stupefaction she glanced carelessly upwards and saw me framed in the window above.

A great stillness descended on her face but a second later she was blowing me a kiss with a smile. ‘Heavens, darling!’ she called richly. ‘Just like Romeo and Juliet in reverse – all you need is a balcony! What are you doing up there?’

‘I was on my way to the kitchen garden to pick you some strawberries!’ I said laughing, and at once saw the past recaptured in her dark and brilliant eyes.


Chapter Three



[1]

We drank champagne in the drawing-room a spacious room which Robert Godwin the Renovator had called a saloon and filled with eighteenth-century furniture. Unfortunately this elegant collection now lay under dust-sheets in the attics, for my parents whose aesthetic tastes could most kindly be described as eclectic, had long since decided to cram the Oxmoon reception rooms with over-stuffed chairs, obese sofas and a bewildering jungle of bric-à-brac.

Oxmoon was famous for its ready supply of champagne to complement important occasions. It was the only alcoholic beverage which my father permitted himself to enjoy; he would take two glasses and, very occasionally, a third. Now that I was older I admired his abstemiousness the more because his cronies among the Gower gentry were a hard-drinking bunch and I knew from experience how difficult it was not to drink to excess when in the company of men determined to be inebriated.

On this current momentous family occasion my father permitted himself a third glass of champagne. My mother, according to a custom which she never varied, took two glasses with enjoyment and declined another drop. Lion seized the opportunity to join my father in a third glass. John followed my mother’s example to show how good he was at drawing the line, and Edmund, as usual, could not make up his mind whether to continue drinking or to abstain. Celia, who had a weak head was still conscientiously nursing her first glass while I, who could normally take my drink as well as the next man, was keeping pace with her. It is one of the idiosyncrasies of my constitution that under great stress my emotions are not soothed by the consumption of alcohol but exacerbated by it.

Meanwhile in the midst of this studied moderation Ginette was drinking the champagne as if it were lemonade. As the celebration progressed we all stole uneasy glances at my mother to see how she was tolerating this further manifestation of conduct unbecoming to a widow, and although my mother continued to smile serenely the tension steadily increased. I was just wondering how I could abort this sinister emotional momentum when Ginette tossed off the remains of her fourth glass of champagne and said rapidly to my mother:

‘Margaret, you must be quite horrified, do forgive me, but I’m simply overwhelmed by the desire to rebel against the way I was treated in Ireland – everyone behaved as if my life was finished and suddenly I couldn’t bear it any longer, as soon as I reached the steamer I wanted to throw all my mourning clothes into the sea –’ She stopped. She was on the verge of breaking down.

‘Even your hats?’ I said promptly.

‘Oh my dear, you know what I’m like about hats!’ she said, laughing through her tears. ‘Even the black ones are much too gorgeous to throw overboard!’

‘You’d make any hat look gorgeous!’ said Lion roguishly.

‘Darling Lion, how adorable you are!’

‘Where did you get those incredibly vulgar orchids?’ I said to put an end to this cloying exchange of compliments.

‘I forced poor Williams to drive up and down the main streets of Swansea until we finally found that very grand florist near the Metropole. No wonder I was late getting here!’ She had recovered her equilibrium. Her hand moved automatically back to her glass.

‘Orchids and champagne!’ said my father who became subtly more carefree under the influence of alcohol. ‘Good friends – amusing company – laughter – happiness! Yes, that’s the remedy I’d prescribe to anyone recovering from terrible times – and we know all about recovering from terrible times, don’t we, Margaret?’

‘Yes, dear,’ said my mother.

‘Ginevra,’ said my father, ‘I insist that you permit me to write a prescription for you – I propose a little dinner-party for twenty-four as soon as possible!’

Celia protested amidst the ensuing cheers: ‘But Papa, I don’t suppose Ginevra wants to see anyone outside the family just yet!’ She glanced nervously at my mother.

‘And what would all the neighbours think?’ said John, so driven by his desire to do the done thing that he failed to shrink from exhibiting a lamentably bourgeois cast of mind.

‘Oh, damn the neighbours!’ exclaimed Ginette, and in the absolute silence which followed I was acutely aware of my mother straightening the garnet ring on her right hand.

Ginette blushed, and in the panic-stricken glance she sent me I read a desperate appeal for help but I was already speaking. Moving to her side I said casually: ‘I expect women say “damn” all the time in New York, don’t they? “Autre pays, autres mœurs.”’

‘What a rotten French accent you’ve got, Robert,’ said John, valiantly collaborating with me in helping the conversation along, but Ginette proved quite unable to permit us to gloss over the disaster.

‘Margaret, I’m so sorry – please do excuse me – awful vulgarity – frightful taste –’ She was in agony.

Ignoring her my mother said serenely to my father: ‘I think a little dinner-party would be acceptable, dearest, provided we have only our oldest friends. But it must be quiet. No champagne; I think champagne would look too eccentric in the circumstances.’

‘I agree,’ said my father obediently. ‘A good claret – perhaps a touch of hock somewhere – but no champagne.’

‘And of course,’ said my mother to Celia, ‘you and I must wear dark gowns, dear, to acknowledge the fact that there’s been a tragedy in the family.’

‘Yes, Mama,’ said Celia.

‘Dearest Ginevra,’ said my mother, smiling to conceal how implacably she was wielding her power, ‘you must think us so provincial and old-fashioned in our ways, but we’re so far removed here from a modern city like New York! I do hope you understand.’

‘Yes, Margaret,’ said Ginette. ‘Of course.’ She was clutching her glass so hard that I thought the stem would snap.

‘Naturally,’ pursued my mother, ‘I wouldn’t dream of dictating to you on the subject of dress. I have every confidence dearest, that you’ll contrive to look dignified as well as fetching on any occasion where people outside the family are to be present.’

‘Yes, Margaret.’ Her hand shook as she put down her glass. She stood up clumsily. ‘I must go upstairs and unpack – all my black gowns will need ironing – I wonder if perhaps your maid—’

‘I’ll send her to you at once,’ said my mother, clinching her victory with a single succinct sentence.

‘I’ll come and help you, Ginevra,’ said Celia, and everyone rose to their feet. Lion, John and Edmund all tried to open the door in an orgy of chivalry, and there was much laughter as they bumped into one another. The women departed. My father said: ‘Who’s going to volunteer to deliver the dinner invitations? Time’s short as Robert’s going back to London on Monday so we’ll have to give this party tomorrow night.’

An argument began about how quickly the invitations could be delivered but I did not stay to listen to it. Opening the garden door I slipped out on to the terrace and the next moment I was escaping across the lawn.
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Cutting a straight line past the freshly-painted croquet-hoops I circled the lawn tennis court and paused on the edge of the woods by the summerhouse, a two-roomed frivolity built at the whim of my grandfather, Robert Godwin the Drunkard, in the days before his unfortunate habits had driven his wife to seek consolation with her sheep-farmer, Owain Bryn-Davies. In the open doorway I turned to look back at the inheritance his son had resurrected from the grave.

Oxmoon’s original name had been Oxton-de-Mohun, which in a loose translation of the three conquerors’ languages involved meant ‘the settlement by water belonging to Humphrey de Mohun.’ Of the three aggressive races who had battered the Peninsula the Vikings, prowling the coasts in their long-ships, had probably had the least effect, the Saxons, trading continuously from North Devon, had steadily insinuated their influence among the indigenous Celts and the Normans had blasted their way into the seat of power with their usual brutal efficiency.

Humphrey de Mohun had been a twelfth-century Norman warlord who had delegated the running of his Gower estate to a Saxon mercenary called Godwin of Hartland. Hartland is the Devonian peninsula which lies south of Gower across the Bristol Channel, and in English-speaking South Gower – called ‘The Englishry’ to distinguish it from ‘The Welshery’ of the Welsh-speaking North-East – Devon is reflected like a mirror-image, a little distorted but plainly recognisable, the result of centuries of communication between Wales and England across the busy waters of the Channel.

Godwin set the seal on a successful career when he married de Mohun’s younger daughter. When de Mohun died the elder daughter received her father’s vast estates in the Welsh Marches, but the younger inherited the fiefdom in Gower which included the fortified tower in the woods below Penhale Down. Financially, socially and territorially Godwin had arrived and, giving his son the Norman name of Robert, he settled down to become more Norman than the Normans.

The Norman tower remained the home of the Godwin family until Tudor times when fifteenth-century Robert Godwin tried to celebrate the Battle of Bosworth by building a moated manor, but after this architectural innovation had been razed by a faction from Llangennith he retired to the Norman castle of his ancestors. In the seventeenth century the master of Oxmoon attempted to build a Jacobean mansion on the site of the Tudor manor, but he abandoned the attempt when it became obvious that the result would be a disaster. However the founder of modern Oxmoon, Robert Godwin the Renovator, decided that this uncompleted monstrosity could be finished and given a new look. He had met Robert Adam in Italy during a typical eighteenth-century tour of Europe, and later he became acquainted with the architects of the Wyatt family. Inspiration inevitably followed, and in the library we have one of his letters declaring his intention of making Oxmoon the grandest house in Wales.

A highly idiosyncratic vision of classical architecture was thus initiated, a rustic rendering of a magnificent dream. The portico was rather too large, the windows a fraction too narrow, pediments and chimneys appeared in unexpected places. But if not the grandest house in Wales it must have been one of the most unusual; in South Wales particularly such places are few and far between.

That was the end of the rebuilding of Oxmoon although various additions to the house and grounds occurred later. Robert Godwin the Regency Rake added the ballroom after a visit to Bath, and experimented with an orangery which collapsed. My grandfather Robert Godwin the Drunkard later restored it before turning his hand to designing the summerhouse.

The results of these centuries of idealistic efforts to bring civilisation to this formerly remote and lawless land lay now before my eyes. Despite the small failures of design which were less noticeable at a distance the house was at least passably proportioned. It had no basement, two floors and an attic. Virginia creeper, clinging to walls which should have been left bare, gave it an unorthodox look of shaggy cosiness, and this unorthodoxy was enhanced by the presence of the ballroom, a startling excrescence upon the Georgian symmetry which looked as if the architect had been reading too many of the Gothic novels of Mrs Radcliffe during a fatal visit to Brighton Pavilion. However the balance in favour of the conventional was somewhat restored on the other side of the house where the kitchen wing meandered into courtyards which embraced the servants’ quarters, the stable-block, the farmyard, the timber yard, the kitchen garden and the blighted orangery where nothing would grow except stunted grapes. Provincial and relaxed, sunlit and cherished, twentieth-century Oxmoon faced its future master across the manicured lawn of the eighteenth-century ‘pleasure garden’ and shimmered beguilingly in the hot noon light.

I felt at peace.

Yet the very peace, which was so unfamiliar, served to remind me of my intractable problems. Rising to my feet to shut them from my mind I sought refuge in the soothing shadows of the woods but at the ruined Norman tower I turned back. Another path led me out of the trees on the far side of the tennis lawn, and strolling down the lavender-walk I found myself heading into the walled rectangle of the kitchen garden.

Most of the fruit lay at the far end where an ancient orchard flourished, but nearby I was aware of the strawberry-beds exuding their old seductive fragrance. I paused. My senses sharpened. I felt that nothing had changed – despite the fact that everything had changed. I felt time had stood still – and yet I knew it had moved inexorably on. Stooping impulsively I plucked a strawberry from beneath the leaves, and then as the past repeated itself by sliding ahead of the present I knew immediately, without looking up, that Ginette was once more moving down the path to my side.
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‘Robert.’

She had changed into a plain black skirt and an elaborate black blouse which opened at the neck to reveal a string of pearls. She had looked striking in turquoise and orchids but in stark black with chaste jewellery she was alluring beyond description. I found myself smiling as I realised how effortlessly – and no doubt unconsciously – my mother’s veiled demand for seemliness had been outwitted.

‘You shouldn’t have let my mother dictate to you in the matter of dress,’ I said abruptly, offering her the strawberry in my hand.

‘My dear, whenever Margaret opens her mouth and says “dearest Ginevra” I’m immediately reduced to a mindless mass quivering with terror! Heavens, how delicious this strawberry is. Do you remember—’

‘Vividly.’

‘– how we over-ate and were sick and Margaret put us on bread and water as a punishment—’

‘Are all children so mindlessly preoccupied with food, I wonder?’

‘Of course! Eating’s the first of the great sensual pleasures of life – although of course children don’t believe heroes and heroines should be sensual at all. Do you remember how you said you wanted to be a hero?’

‘I remember expressing considerable doubt that you’d ever be a heroine.’

‘I suppose it all depends how you define heroes and heroines, doesn’t it? I’ve come to the conclusion they’re unheroic people who flounder around, stagger in and out of awful messes and somehow manage to survive without going mad. Oh, I became a heroine, Robert! But the big question is, what became of you? Who are you now? Are you still there?’

I knew at once what she meant. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m still here.’

‘Thank God. You terrified me when I arrived. All I could see was this formidable stranger encased in glamour.’ She stooped to pick another strawberry. ‘Darling, for heaven’s sake take me away from here before I make a complete pig of myself.’

We smiled at each other. Our hands clasped. We said no more but walked away without hurrying, and around us past and present kept shifting and interlocking like a constantly shaken kaleidoscope. Bees hummed lazily along the lavender-walk and as we drew nearer the tennis-lawn the scent of lavender once more gave way to the scent of new-mown grass, drifting towards us on the limpid summer air.

‘I can hear the larks singing,’ said Ginette suddenly.

‘Oxmoon Redux.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘The past recaptured.’

We reached the summer-house and turned in unison to look back across the lawn.

‘Oxmoon!’ said Ginette, and as the tears filled her eyes she said in a shaking voice: ‘I’ve done it. I’ve come home.’

I gave her my handkerchief and helped her sit down on one of the wicker chairs. As I sat down beside her she whispered: ‘I did love him.’

‘Yes.’ I watched the curve of her neck below her auburn hair. ‘I saw that when you were eighteen and I saw it five years ago when you were twenty-eight. Why should I start disbelieving in your love now?’

‘Because I’m behaving as if I’m mad with relief. But I’m mad with pain and grief too – it’s hard to explain, I’m in such a muddle, oh Robert, Robert, why do I always end up in these ghastly messes?’

‘You need someone who can train you to be orderly. Let me offer my services by attempting to dissipate this air of mystery which is clinging to you like a fog – no one can hope to be orderly while they’re wallowing in mystery. How did he die?’

‘He was shot.’

‘What! How?’

‘With a gun.’

‘Oh, don’t be so stupid, Ginette! I meant how did it happen?’

‘Oh, that sort of thing happens quite often in New York. It’s that sort of place. I hated it at the end but I loved it in the beginning. It was the city of my youth, the place where all my dreams came true—’

‘Never mind that sentimental twaddle for the moment. Let’s keep this a well-ordered narrative. Just tell my why he was shot.’

‘Oh God, I don’t know, how should I know, I suppose he got on the wrong side of the Sicilians over his gambling debts, certainly his Irish friends said it would be safer if I left town as soon as possible—’

‘But this is barbarous! Are you trying to tell me—’

‘Oh yes, it was barbarous, it was hell, it was ghastly beyond belief, God knows why I’m not dead with shock and horror—’

‘Tell me exactly what happened.’

‘He was shot dead on the sidewalk outside our apartment block. We’d been to the theatre. He died in my arms.’ She was sitting on the edge of her chair, my handkerchief in her hands. ‘That sounds romantic, doesn’t it, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t romantic at all.’ Tears streamed down her face again. ‘He screamed in pain and choked on his blood,’ she said, her voice trembling, ‘and his last word was an obscenity. “Shit,” he said. That was all. “Shit.” Then more blood came out of his mouth and he died.’ She covered her face with her hands, and although by this time instinct was telling me that her married happiness had not been unflawed, she sobbed with a grief which I had no choice but to acknowledge was genuine.

I took her hand in mine again. No further words were necessary. She knew I sympathised, she knew I understood the horror she had endured, she knew I was there to stand beside her and give her all the help I could, and gradually her tears ceased. She was just turning towards me in gratitude at last when we were interrupted. Far away across the lawn the garden door was flung wide as Lion, John and Edmund bounded out on to the terrace.

‘Oh God,’ I said. ‘Let me go and fend them off.’

‘No – no, it doesn’t matter, I’m all right now … Oh, look at them, how adorable they are, so fresh and new and unspoilt—’

‘Spare me the sentimentality. They’re noisy, tiresome and ignorant and at present they’re no use to you at all. Now look here, Ginette. This is what you must do—’

‘Robert, I must see you on your own again before you go back to London, I simply must.’

‘Don’t interrupt. Just pay attention to me for a moment before those three boys get within earshot. Are you listening? Very well, now summon all your energy to survive luncheon. Then retire to your room and rest for the remainder of the day – you’re obviously worn out. But we’ll meet tomorrow. In the morning I have to go out with Papa to see the estate but in the afternoon I’ll borrow the motor and we’ll escape.’

‘But Robert, what will Margaret think?’

‘My dear Ginette, I don’t care what she thinks and neither should you! Why this slavish preoccupation with my mother?’

‘Because she’s the only mother I can remember and daughters who are so hopeless at doing the done thing and sticking to the rules are automatically paralysed with guilt whenever they come within fifty yards of a mother like Margaret.’

‘But it’s irrational to be so intimidated! After all, who is she? Just an ordinary little woman with a provincial mind and conservative tastes! For God’s sake, take no notice of her if she implies you should behave like Queen Victoria after Prince Albert died!’

Our conversation was at that point terminated by my brothers who were halfway across the lawn.

‘Coo-ee!’ called Lion idiotically. ‘What are you two up to? Reciting all your old nursery rhymes?’

‘Darling Lion!’ murmured Ginette, incorrigibly sentimental. ‘Who would have thought that monster of a baby would turn out to be so amusing? I’m passionate about his joie de vivre!’

I could think of more rewarding objects for her passion but I kept my mouth shut and contented myself with repossessing her hand.

All things considered I felt my prospects were not unfavourable.
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‘Murdered!’ exclaimed my father. He reined in his horse and stared at me.

‘She herself doesn’t want to talk about it but she asked me yesterday to tell the rest of the family so I thought you should be the first to know.’

We were riding down one of the narrow country lanes which crisscrossed the Oxmoon estate in the centre of Gower. Penhale Down towered on our right, Harding’s Down shimmered ahead and the lie of the land beyond the Oxmoon woods prevented us from seeing the long high line of Rhossili Downs which protected the inland plain from the sea. We were on our way to Martinscombe, the only one of my father’s four major farms which specialised in upland sheep. I could see the sheep now, dotted over Penhale Down, but we were still half a mile from the farmhouse.

I was feeling very hot. I rode often enough in London for exercise so I could not complain I was unaccustomed to the exertion but the weather was unusually warm and my mind was in an uncharacteristically overheated state. As the conversation turned towards Ginette I felt the sweat break out afresh on my back.

‘But how appalling for Ginevra.’ said my father, ‘to see her husband killed before her eyes!’

‘Appalling, yes.’ Following his example I too reined in my horse and we faced each other in the lane.

‘How did it happen?’

I told him and added: ‘Obviously New York is the most barbarous and uncivilised place.’

‘As Gower used to be.’ My father stared at the tranquil rural landscape which surrounded us. ‘Barbarity’s everywhere, that’s the truth of it. Absolutely anyone is capable of absolutely anything.’

‘My dear Papa, I had no idea you were such a cynic!’

‘That’s not cynicism, that’s honesty – as you well know, dealing with criminals as you do, seeing the human race continually at its worst.’

‘My profession has only underlined to me the importance of civilised behaviour – a civilising influence can be a powerful deterrent to iniquity … But you’re thinking of Bryn-Davies, aren’t you? Some people, I agree, are certainly capable of anything.’ As I spoke it suddenly occurred to me that I had been living with the mystery of his past for over quarter of a century and that now was the time to solve it, analyse it and file it away once and for all. ‘What exactly did Bryn-Davies get up to, Papa?’ I said, adopting the tone of mild interest which I used with nervous witnesses. ‘I know he seduced your mother and plundered your estate but was that the limit of his crimes?’

My father said nothing.

‘Did my grandfather really die of drink?’ I said, and started counting. A bad liar will let a silence of several seconds elapse while he tries to frame a reply. A good liar will play for time while he keeps the silence at bay. ‘Your grandfather died of something-or-other of the liver,’ said my father without a second’s hesitation. ‘The doctor wrote it down for me but the world looked so uncommonly odd that I could never work out how to pronounce it, but of course you’ll know the word I mean, I believe the disease is very common among drunkards.’ He paused. He had now worked out what he considered to be the perfect reply. Smiling at me he said: ‘You mustn’t start seeing murder in every death, Robert! I’m sure you’d never have thought of asking that question if you hadn’t been working in a world where murder is commonplace.’

That was a valid criticism, and smiling back I made a gesture to acknowledge it. We said no more on the subject. As we rode on my father began to talk of the Martinscombe sheep and soon he was recalling Bryn-Davies’s famous dictum that Penhale Down might have been designed by God to produce strong ewes and twin lambs.

My father managed all four of the major farms on the estate himself and his four foremen answered directly to him instead of to a bailiff. He always said a bailiff would be guaranteed to annoy the labourers and make the wrong decisions, but no doubt he had been influenced by the memory of his father who had made a disastrous habit of hiring the wrong men for the post.

My father was also in a position, exceptional among his fellow-squires, of having experienced the practical side of farming in his impoverished early years. The men in his employment knew he was no idle landowner who kept his hands clean and talked through his hat. They knew he knew what it was to shovel manure, rise before dawn to milk cows, bore himself into a stupor with hoeing and generally endure all that is most tedious in agricultural life.

‘… and then I had this chance to buy into a closed herd …’

We had left Martinscombe after drinking tea with the foreman and his wife, and as we wound our way across the valley to Daxworth my father began to talk of the cows which awaited us there. Of the three other major farms beyond Martinscombe, Daxworth and Cherryvale were concerned with cattle-breeding while the task of the Home Farm was to supply a wide variety of food to the main house.

‘… so taking it from a financial point of view, Robert, it works out like this …’

I tried not to yawn and succeeded but the truth was I had no fundamental interest in farming. I loved Oxmoon; I enjoyed every leisure hour spent roaming around the countryside, I savoured the peace and permanence of a home where my family had lived for generations, but whenever my father embarked on a cattle-breeding panegyric I felt my brain begin to atrophy.

‘… and the cost of feeding a cow through the winter works out at …’

As my mind wandered I recalled Cicero’s rhapsodies about the glory of farming. But of course his life had been centred on Rome. If he had lived all the year round in the country his views might have been less romantic.

My life was and would be centred on London but I saw no conflict in the future; there was nothing to stop me maintaining a successful parliamentary career while I kept Oxmoon as my country house. I would have to employ a bailiff but because I had mastered the necessary agricultural theories in order to please my father, I would be capable of the appropriate supervision and I saw no reason why such arrangement should not be a success. Certainly I judged myself more than adequately prepared to take the minimum interest required to pass on a prosperous estate to the next generation.

But the thought of my parliamentary career, which so far existed only in my mind, brought me once more back to my problems and I was acutely aware of not knowing what I really wanted from life. For a second I yearned for the mountains but told myself I was only longing for the cancer which would kill me.

‘… and Emrys Llewellyn tried to sell me this bull, you never saw such an animal, looked as if it would run a mile at the sight of a cow …’

My ill-fated grandmother had been a Llewellyn. The Llewellyns were one of the few Welsh-speaking families in ‘The Englishry’ of southern and central Gower and were unusual in owning their own land in the parish of Penhale. My father was estranged from his Welsh cousins. He had never forgiven them for refusing to receive his mother when she had tried to leave her drunken husband.

‘Is Emrys still referring to Grandmama as “Aunt Gwyneth the Harlot”?’ I inquired idly. I was becoming unable to sustain an intelligent interest in cows and bulls.

‘We don’t mention her nowadays. I’ve no patience with Emrys. Whatever I do he don’t like it. It’s all jealousy of course. He’d like to be a squire with two thousand acres and an entry in Burke’s Landed Gentry instead of a yeoman with two hundred acres and a pedigree which goes back to Hywel Da (and we all know that’s a fable). I’m willing to treat him as an equal, I’m no snob, but it makes it worse when I’m friendly to him, he’d far rather I was breathing fire and making a nuisance of myself.’

‘I think it’ll be a long time before the Llewellyns intermarry again with the Godwins!’

‘Yes, thank God you’ve no desire to marry your cousin Dilys.’

There was a silence as we remembered the other cousin who was now only too eligible to be my wife.

My father suddenly reined in his horse again. ‘How do you find Ginevra?’ he said abruptly.

‘In a state of shock and grief.’

‘No, I meant …’ He hesitated, sifting through his English vocabulary but finding only an obsolete phrase which could express the nuance of the Welsh question in his head. ‘Will you pay court to her, do you think?’

‘How quaint that sounds! Papa, I intend to be what she needs most at this time: a good friend.’

‘Is that possible? I saw the expression in your eyes when you were refilling her glass of champagne yesterday morning.’

‘What expression?’

‘Oh, your mother and I both noticed it. Robert, I want you to promise me something. If you’re going to pay your addresses to Ginevra, will you please not do so at Oxmoon? Your mother’s never forgiven her for causing such a scandal, engaging herself to one man, eloping with another, and you can hardly now expect Margaret to welcome any signs that you still want Ginevra to be your wife.’

‘All I expect from my mother.’ I said, ‘is that she should mind her own business.’

‘And all I expect from you,’ said my father, ‘is that you should keep a civil tongue in your head and do as you’re told in a house which don’t yet belong to you.’

There was a pause. Our horses fidgeted restlessly but we ourselves were very still. I was aware of a cow lowing far away by the river and a gull soaring overhead and a faint breeze swaying the poppies by the wayside but most of all I was aware of shock. It had been many years since my father had spoken to me so roughly. Too late I realised he was deeply distressed.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said at last. ‘Yes, of course I’ll behave as you wish – I regret if I’ve given you cause for concern.’

We rode on but it was as if a cloud had passed over the sun and it was not until later as we were leaving Daxworth on our way to Cherryvale that I summoned the nerve to say to him: ‘Papa, I’m afraid your edict about Ginette puts me in an awkward position.’ And I told him how I had promised to take her out in the motor that afternoon. ‘I assure you my behaviour towards her will be entirely fraternal—’

‘Of course. Yes, by all means make the excursion – I’m sure it would do her good,’ said my father, obviously anxious to avoid a quarrel, and with mutual relief we exchanged smiles and rode on to Cherryvale.
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‘The sea! The sea!’ exclaimed Ginette with a sigh of pleasure as I halted the car on top of the cliffs.

‘That,’ I said, ‘is the most famous line in Xenophon’s Anabasis.’

‘Of course,’ she said teasing me. ‘What else?’ And we laughed.

We were at the extreme western end of the Gower Peninsula and before us lay the matchless curve of Rhossili Bay. On our right Rhossili Downs rose from the vast empty golden sands which were marred only by the blackened timber of shipwrecks. Beyond the little village which slumbered beside us on the clifftop there was no sign of human habitation except for one house, built above the beach at the foot of the Downs.

Ginette was still wearing black but she had exchanged her flimsy shoes for a pair of walking-boots and had donned a large hat with a suitable motoring veil. Now that the motor was stationary she was setting aside the veil and adjusting her hat.

‘Thank God this brute of a machine behaved itself,’ I said, carefully ascertaining that the brake was in the correct position. Only an imbecile could fail to master such a simple skill as driving a motor but I was never at my ease with machinery, particularly as I would have been helpless in the event of a breakdown.

‘Let’s go and look at the Worm,’ said Ginette.

The Worm’s Head is Gower’s most striking claim to fame. It is an extension of the south arm of the bay; the cliffs beyond the village of Rhossili slope steeply to sea-level and there, across the tidal causeway of rocks known as the Shipway, a long narrow spur of land arches its way far out into the sea. It has all the allure of a semi-island and all the glamour of a myth. ‘Worm’ is an old word for dragon, and with a little imagination one can look at this unusual land formation and see a monster thrashing its way into the Bristol Channel.

The Mansel Talbots of Penrice who owned the land kept sheep on the Worm’s Head, and it had been on his way to inspect this flock that Owain Bryn-Davies had met his death in the tidal trap of the Shipway. Bryn-Davies, born and bred in the Welshery of north-east Gower, had misjudged the dangers awaiting those unfamiliar with the landscape in the south-west.

‘You’re thinking what I’m thinking, aren’t you?’ said Ginette suddenly. ‘Robert, did Bobby ever tell you—’

‘The whole story? No, of course not, but what intrigues me is why my mother should keep so resolutely silent. It’s as if she feels the story must come from him because she herself doesn’t have the right to tell it.’

There was a pause. We stood there on the exposed headland and stared out across the silver-blue sea towards the coast of Devon which was hidden in a heat-haze. The powerful light played tricks with the seascape and created optical illusions. The Shipway seemed a narrow strip of rocks instead of a curving swathe of land many yards wide. The Inner Head, the first of the Worm’s three humps, seemed close at hand and not half an hour’s hard scramble away. On our right the shimmering sands seemed as remote as some beautiful mirage, and on our left the cliffs stretched away towards Porteynon into another haze. At that moment I was conscious of the shifting quality of reality, of the elusiveness of truth, and as my thoughts returned to the tragedies of my father’s past I heard Ginette say:

‘Why would Margaret feel she hadn’t the right to tell the story?’

‘Because I believe,’ I said, ‘that my father connived at concealing a murder and she would think it to be her duty to protect him, not to confess to his children on his behalf.’

‘Good God! Are you trying to say—’

‘Yes, I believe the lover poisoned the husband and that the wife knew of it but convinced the authorities he died of cirrhosis. I think Papa guessed but as he was only a child then, no more than fourteen, he was too frightened to do anything but keep quiet.’

‘Heavens!’ She was staring at me wide-eyed. At least I had temporarily diverted her from her own tragedy. ‘But what makes you think this?’

‘Well, first of all I don’t believe the disintegration of a bad marriage is sufficient by itself to explain Papa’s paralysed reticence on the subject of his parents and Bryn-Davies. For a long time I’ve suspected there was more to the story than that, and this morning I finally subjected Papa to a cross-examination.’

‘Poor Bobby!’

‘Not at all. He stood up to it well although he made the fatal mistake of assuming, without any open declaration from me, that murder was the subject under discussion. Of course he lied, but the really interesting question is why did he bother? I gave him the perfect opening to make a clean breast of this story which I know he’s wanted to tell me for a very long time. So why on earth didn’t he take advantage of it?’

‘Perhaps he simply felt it was the wrong time to launch himself upon a confession.’

‘But in that case when will be the right time? The whole thing’s most odd.’

We discussed my theory further during the journey down the cliff-path to the Shipway, but presently the conversation drifted towards nostalgia again.

‘Do you remember that picnic at Rhossili beach when you found a starfish and I helped you smuggle it home?’

‘Ah, those picnics at Rhossili beach!’

‘And at the Worm. Do you remember when we asked Bobby why Margaret would never go there? That was the first time we heard that Bryn-Davies had drowned on the Shipway.’

I was conscious that we were back with Bryn-Davies again and Ginette was conscious of it too for the next moment she was saying: ‘How strange it is that the happy home Bobby and Margaret created for us was always permeated by the old tragedy … Those ghastly Christmases when your grandmother was brought home from her asylum! How could we have laughed at the time and regarded poor old Aunt Gwyneth as a figure of fun? In retrospect it all seems unspeakably sinister and tragic.’

‘Tragedy and comedy often go hand in hand. Think of Shakespeare.’

‘Oh darling, must I? Let’s go and look at the rock-pools.’

We had reached the foot of the cliffs and were standing on the grassy bank which lay on the brink of the Shipway. The ensuing scramble over the rocks was too arduous to permit conversation but when we had paused on the brink of a large pellucid pool Ginette murmured: ‘Oh Robert!’ and heaved a sigh of pleasure.

‘Yes?’ I said neutrally, wondering how much longer I could repress the urge to embrace her.

‘I was just thinking how wonderful it is to reminisce with someone who shares one’s memories – and how even more wonderful it is to be with a man who simply treats one as a friend! To tell the truth, darling –’ Another sigh, another misty-eyed gaze into the rock-pool ‘– I’ve absolutely exhausted the possibilities of grand passion.’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Yes. Well, I’ve always suspected grand passions were grossly overrated. Shall we go on?’

We began to flounder at a snail’s pace across the rocks to the next pool but Ginette stopped to gaze out to sea. The entire seascape was, as I now realised, disastrously romantic. If we had been in a Swansea backstreet I was sure I would have had perfect control over my emotions but as it was I felt I was walking a tight-rope suspended between two steadily sinking poles.

‘I want to talk about the present,’ said Ginette. ‘I want to ask you all about your career and your London life. But I can’t. All I can do is talk about the past. How do I escape from it? Sometimes I don’t believe there’s a present or a future, there’s just the past going on and on.’

I saw my chance. The poles supporting my emotional tightrope promptly collapsed as all reason and common sense slumped into abeyance, and putting my future at the stake I gambled, playing to win.

‘No, Ginette,’ I said. ‘The past is over. The past is done. You may not be in a frame of mind to admit that at the moment but later when you’re more recovered from your husband’s death, I’ll help you see that a very different future is possible for you.’

She looked at me. Then she turned away and stared again past the rocks to the alluring serenity of the sea.

I waited, outwardly calm yet inwardly furious with myself for disclosing my true feelings at such a premature stage of our reunion. Yet I failed to see what else I could have done for the truth was I was on the horns of a dilemma. So relieved had I been that Ginette and I should have slipped back with ease into our old friendship that I had not at first realised I could be setting out on the same road to failure by inviting the past to repeat itself, but now I could visualise a future in which I nursed Ginette back to emotional health only to see her turn to someone else when a platonic friendship no longer satisfied her

The vision horrified me. I knew I must somehow re-form our relationship immediately in order to avoid such a disaster, but since she had just made it clear she wanted nothing from me but friendship any change seemed doomed to repel her. I was thus in the unenviable position that whatever I did I lost. I was losing now as I sensed her emotional withdrawal. I would have lost ultimately if I had persisted in keeping my hopes for the future to myself. In despair I groped for the words to put matters right but the words – if they existed – continued to elude me. All I could say was: ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disclose my true feelings.’

She turned in surprise to face me. ‘Disclose your true feelings? But my dear Robert, I’ve always known exactly how you felt!’

I was stunned. ‘But you couldn’t. Not possibly.’

‘Oh, I agree you’ve acted superbly! But a woman always knows when a man’s in love with her.’ She moved restlessly back to the first pool and it was not until she was standing by the water’s edge that she added: ‘Has there been no one else?’

‘Well …’

‘Oh, of course you’ve had mistresses, I understand all that but—’

‘You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved and you’re the only woman I’ll ever want and that’s that. However I quite understand that this kind of sentimental twaddle is the last thing you want to hear at this particular moment so—’

‘I adore sentimental twaddle!’ She was smiling at me. Then she said suddenly: ‘What a gloriously simple man you must be. Oh God, that sounds insulting, doesn’t it, but what I meant was—’

‘I know what you meant. Yes, I suppose single-mindedness is a form of simplicity.’

‘It’s very attractive.’ As she moved forward again I heard her say: ‘I’m so sick of complexity, so sick of mess and muddle and unhappiness.’

‘You were unhappy?’

‘Yes, but saying I was unhappy is meaningless, it’s too simple, it describes nothing here.’ She turned impulsively to face me. ‘I loved Conor,’ she said, ‘and he loved me, but it wasn’t a restful sort of love. Quite the contrary.’

I said nothing. I knew better than to interrupt anyone bent on confession but when she spoke again I sensed she was already retreating into generalities. ‘We were too alike, that was the trouble,’ she said idly. ‘When a marriage runs into difficulty it’s always supposed to be because the couple grow apart. Nobody ever tells you how difficult it is when the couple grow too alike. To live with one’s own faults is hard enough. To live with one’s own faults mirrored in someone else is like looking into a glass and watching oneself grow ugly … But sometimes even ugliness can exert its own irresistible fascination.’ She laughed briefly and I heard her murmur: ‘But we couldn’t have parted. We were too attracted physically. That brought us together in the beginning and it kept us together at the end … Odd, wasn’t it?’ she demanded unexpectedly, her voice crisp. ‘Most affairs of that kind fall apart after six months. Oh, what a white-hot muddle it all was! And then suddenly one bullet … a rush of blood … and after fifteen years of perpetual clamour – silence. I still can’t get used to it. I wake in the middle of the night and the silence goes on and on.’

‘Naturally it’ll take you a long time to recover.’

‘You keep making these wonderfully simple remarks which have nothing to do with reality. Recover, you say? How do I recover? Do I suddenly discover a talent for leading an orderly peaceful life? I’ve never had a talent for that – I barely know what peace and order mean! Yet I long for them … Yes, I long to be safe … and protected … with someone I can trust, someone loyal who won’t let me down … Oh God, what on earth’s going to happen to me when I get to London? I’m so frightened, Robert, so frightened of all the predatory men, so frightened of getting into yet another appalling mess, sometimes I think I can’t face London at all, but where else am I to go, I can’t stay indefinitely at Oxmoon – oh, all thought of the future paralyses me, I don’t know how I shall ever survive—’

‘I give you my word of honour that I shall come riding up on my white horse to slay every London dragon who breathes fire at you!’

‘Oh Robert! Dear, dear Robert! How romantic!’

We were laughing together, just as I had intended. Meanwhile I had moved closer to her and the next moment I was aware of nothing save the muffled boom of the surf on the other side of the Shipway and the throb of the blood beneath my skin. The expression in her eyes changed. Unable to stop myself I held out my arms.

‘Ginette—’

But she interrupted me. ‘Come to my room tonight,’ she said in a low voice. ‘After the dinner-party. I’ll be waiting for you.’

The scene froze. It was as if the violins had once more stopped playing ‘The Blue Danube’.

I was appalled.



Chapter Four




[1]

My feelings must have been clearly written on my face. I saw her turn so white that I was seized with the melodramatic notion that she might faint, but the moment of crisis passed and instead of fainting she managed to say carelessly: ‘Sorry! Wrong move. I stole your lines, didn’t I? What a faux-pas!’

I drew breath to speak but she forestalled me.

‘If a man says to a woman: “May I come to your room tonight,” they both think he’s a very fine fellow,’ she said in a shaking voice, ‘but if a woman issues a similar invitation – even to a man she loves – the man automatically classes her as a whore.’

‘I could never think—’

‘You thought it. I saw you. Well, maybe you’re right. Maybe, according to your book of rules, I am a whore. But who wrote that book of rules, I’d like to know? Men! DAMNED MEN! They make the rules and have all the fun of breaking them while we women have to stay locked up in our straitjackets!’

‘I absolutely deny—’

‘Oh, don’t bother!’

‘But—’

‘I’ve talked like a whore and now I’m behaving like some ghastly suffragette and I know perfectly well you’re wondering how you could ever have loved me and oh God, I’ve done it again, I’ve made a mess of everything and I hate myself so much that I don’t know how to bear it!’

She burst into tears. For one long moment I was transfixed by this harrowing display of feminine emotion but finally I recovered my wits and pursued the only intelligent course of action which remained to me.

She was still weeping. ‘Oh Robert, forgive me – please forgive me—’

‘My dearest Ginette,’ I said, and took her in my arms.

[2]

There followed a somewhat predictable interval in which I lost the capacity for rational thought and made a number of declarations which sounded as if they had been invented by the worst kind of nineteenth-century poet. However most of the time I had the good sense to keep my mouth shut – or at least, to be accurate, to keep my nineteenth-century maunderings to myself; my mouth was busy proving the maxim that actions speak louder than words.

This extraordinary scene was interrupted all too soon by a party of jolly strangers on an excursion. The secluded beauties of the Gower Peninsula have never been entirely unspoilt since Baedeker wrote of them, but at that moment I felt I could resign myself to any intrusion, even the advent of four noisy fiends with Lancashire accents who sang ‘Rule Britannia’ as they strode down the cliff-path.

‘Maybe they’ll drown on the Shipway!’ murmured Ginette.

‘Not a chance – the tide’s barely past low-water!’

We smiled into each other’s eyes.

‘Oh Robert …’

‘Ah Ginette, Ginette …’

And so on and so on. I was not surprised when the strangers boggled in response to our polite ‘good afternoon.’ They probably felt the landscape was quite romantic enough without two starry-eyed lovers cluttering up their path to the Worm.

‘Darling, what time is it?’

‘There is no time,’ I said, ‘only eternity.’ Of course I was still thoroughly demented.

‘Darling, that’s simply lovely and I’d adore to stay here in eternity with you for ever, but unfortunately I promised Margaret that we’d be back for tea.’

Eternity was terminated. ‘Why on earth did you do that?’ I said annoyed.

‘Because Margaret said to me before we left: “Dearest Ginevra, have a lovely time and don’t forget that there’ll be a special tea waiting when you come back – you will be back for tea, won’t you?” and I said: “Dearest Margaret, yes, of course.”’

‘I despair of you both.’

‘Oh Robert, she doesn’t trust us an inch!’

‘Yes, we’ll have to reassure her by acting a charade of unblemished chastity among the tea-cups and the cucumber sandwiches.’

We laughed. Then I said again: ‘My dearest Ginette!’ and we paused for one last lingering luscious kiss before toiling back up the cliff-path to Rhossili.

[3]

It took half an hour to reach the motor, and the interval proved salutary. By the time I was helping Ginette into the passenger seat I had recovered my capacity for rational thought and although I was still in a fever of happiness I had at least emerged from my delirium. Thus when the engine stalled I made no attempt to restart it. I remained motionless, my hands gripping the wheel, my eyes watching the white lines of the breakers sweeping the beach far below.

‘Ginette.’

She turned to me. Her dark eyes were brilliant beneath their long black curling lashes. Her flawless skin was flushed from her walk. Her wide full-lipped mouth was irresistible and again I made no effort to resist. I kissed it.

‘What’s the matter?’ she said when I released her.

‘I can’t come to your room tonight.’ I paused before adding levelly, ‘There are reasons – good reasons – why it’s not possible.’

All she said was: ‘Go on.’

I bent all my concentration towards translating confusion into clarity. ‘In my opinion you shouldn’t go to bed with anyone at the moment,’ I said frankly. ‘The truth is your husband’s been dead less than a month, you’re in a thoroughly unstable state, and if I took advantage of you now I think you might come to resent me later – I think I might become just another of those “damned men” whom you implied take what they want at the woman’s expense. And I don’t want you ever to think of me in that way, Ginette. I want you to think of me as a man who cares enough for you to postpone winning what he wants most.’

Still she looked at me steadily. And again she said: ‘Go on.’

‘I also have to consider my parents. I promised my father this morning that my attitude towards you would stay fraternal while I remained at Oxmoon, and we both know why he extracted that promise from me; we both know my mother not only disapproves of the idea of any intimacy between us but is absolutely opposed to any irregular behaviour beneath her roof. And annoying though I find my mother at present, I have to concede that I have a duty not to offend her in this respect.’

‘Yes, I understand. Go on.’

‘Well.’ I said, finally disconcerted by this continuing request to proceed, ‘that’s it. All things considered I sincerely believe—’

‘Are you sure there’s no other reason? Can you promise me you’re not acting out of anger?’

‘Anger!’ I was astonished. ‘But why should I be angry?’

‘Because I was the one who took the initiative in suggesting that we met tonight.’

‘What an extraordinary notion! No, of course I’m not angry with you because of that!’

‘Then are you worried about Conor?’

‘Worried about … my dear Ginette, what in God’s name are you talking about?’

‘Nothing. I’m sorry.’ She leant forward to kiss me. ‘Shouldn’t we be going?’

But after that kiss I was conscious only of my physical arousal. I said abruptly: ‘How soon can you come up to London?’

‘I don’t know. It depends what I do about the boys.’

‘Well, never mind, we can discuss that later.’ The thought of her two sons was not a stimulating one.

She was drawing on her gloves and as I watched Kinsella’s rings disappearing from sight I was aware for the first time of complex emotions which I could not begin to analyse. I thrust them aside. Then, with my confusion safely buried at the back of my mind, I got out of the car and made renewed efforts to start the engine.

Twenty minutes later we were motoring hell-for-leather up the drive to Oxmoon and praying we were not too late for tea.

[4]

The special tea which my mother had promised Ginette consisted of a sumptuous repast on the lawn below the terrace. There were three different kinds of sandwiches, four cakes, a batch of scones, a heap of currant buns, assorted biscuits and, to add the final touch of luxury, strawberries and cream. When Ginette and I emerged from the house we found the meal had already started. Lion, John, Edmund and my father had all been playing lawn tennis; they were wearing whites, my father looking just as lean and strong as any of his sons. Celia had been sketching; her drawing-board and pencils were tucked beneath her deck-chair and she had a hot flustered look as if she had just beaten back Thomas’s efforts to purloin them. Thomas himself, looking like a sulky cherub in his white sailor-suit, was busy pouring his glass of milk over my father’s dog. Meanwhile Bayliss and Ifor were circulating with the large plates of sandwiches, and beneath a striped umbrella which shaded the wrought-iron table my mother presided over the silver teapot. I was acutely aware of her watching us as we descended the stone steps to the lawn.

‘No, no, Thomas,’ my father was saying mildly to the child ‘Glendower doesn’t like being christened with milk. Perhaps cold water, as it’s such a hot day.’

‘Here come the childhood sweethearts!’ carolled that idiot Lion.

‘Where did you go?’ called John cheerfully.

‘Rhossili!’ exclaimed Ginette. ‘My dear, that Worm’s Head! Too divine! We toiled all the way down to the Shipway – imagine! I feel exhausted!’

‘Have my chair, Ginevra—’

‘No, have mine—’

‘Mine’s the best—’

‘Darlings,’ said Ginette, reclining gracefully upon the nearest proferred deck-chair, ‘how heavenly you all are!’

‘I’m sorry we’re late, Mama,’ I said, sitting down next to my father.

‘That’s quite all right, Robert. I hope you had a pleasant outing.’ She turned to the footman. ‘Ifor, we’re going to need more hot water.’

‘So sorry we’re late, Margaret!’ said Ginette, accepting a cucumber sandwich from the butler. ‘I’m afraid it’s all my fault – Robert didn’t realise that I’d promised we’d be home for tea.’

‘That’s quite all right, Ginevra. Milk or lemon?’

‘Oh, lemon would be delicious as the weather’s so hot. In America, you know, they have iced tea – it sounds horrible but actually when the weather’s absolutely steaming …’

Settling down to join her in a bravura performance of our grand charade, I began to discuss the merits of the motor-car with my father.

[5]

The next ordeal on the agenda was my parents’ ‘little dinner-party for twenty-four’ which, since not all the invited guests were able to come at such short notice, had turned out to be a little dinner-party for eighteen. The Mowbrays were up in town and the Bryn-Davieses had a previous engagement in Swansea, but the de Bracys, the Stourhams and the Applebys all professed themselves eager to welcome Ginette home.

I was sorry the Bryn-Davieses were to be absent. My father had long ago befriended Owain Bryn-Davies the Younger and with admirable determination had persisted in demonstrating his belief that the sins of my grandmother’s lover should not be blamed upon the next generation of the family. Owain the Younger had also suffered as the result of the débâcle in the Eighties; his father had walked out on a wife and five children when he had gone to live at Oxmoon with his mistress. However, later, well educated on the money his father had plundered from the Oxmoon estate, Owain the Younger had made an excellent marriage to the daughter of a Swansea coal-mine owner, and now he lived in immaculate middle-class respectability on the outskirts of Swansea. His only son Alun, a contemporary of mine at Harrow, was so grand that he barely knew one end of a sheep from another.

‘By the way,’ said Lion after tea when the conversation turned to the approaching dinner-party, ‘there’s something I want to ask.’ He glanced around to make sure Ginette and the servants had retired indoors. ‘Do we admit Kinsella was murdered?’

‘Absolutely not!’ said my mother, effortlessly drawing the line. ‘We say he had an accident with a gun and of course everyone will be much too well-bred to make further inquiries.’

‘Oh Mama, I don’t really have to wear black, do I?’ begged Celia querulously. ‘I’ll look such a fright!’

‘Well, I think navy-blue would be permissible for you in the circumstances, dear. After all, Mr Kinsella was not a blood relation and indeed was barely known to us. I of course shall wear black but I see no reason why you shouldn’t allow yourself a little latitude so long as the colour of your gown remains discreet.’

‘My dear Celia,’ I said later as we found ourselves going upstairs to change, ‘you’re twenty-nine years old! Can’t you make your own decisions about what to wear for a dinner-party?’

‘Oh, leave me alone, Robert – you’re always so beastly to me! Do you think I like being reminded that I’m nearly thirty and still living at home?’

For some reason which I failed to understand, conversations with my sister always sank to this fractious level. Celia seemed to think I despised her but I thought her worthy enough despite her plain looks and lack of intelligence. She occupied herself a great deal with charity work and was famous for her volumes of pressed wild-flowers.

In my room while I waited for hot water to be brought to me I thought what a very different life Ginette had lived far away in unknown barbaric New York, and the next moment before I could stop myself I was seeing Kinsella’s rings on her finger and hearing her talk of her marital intimacy. ‘It brought us together in the beginning and it kept us together at the end …’ That disturbed me. I began to pace up and down. Finally I even shuddered, and when the hot water arrived it was all I could do not to cut myself as I shaved. I knew from my experience in criminal law that women, even good women, can become as addicted to carnal pleasure as many men, and it seemed to me that Ginette now sought not me at all but an opiate which would shut out her fear of the future.

I told myself firmly that I had reached the right decision on top of the cliffs at Rhossili that afternoon. I did not want to be treated as a soothing medicine contained in a bottle marked TAKE REGULARLY AT BEDTIME. Nor – and this was an even more horrific possibility – did I want to be treated as a substitute for Kinsella. I wanted to be wanted because I was myself, because I was the best man in the world for her, and bearing this in mind I had no alternative but to wait until she could give me the response I deserved. Any other solution was quite unacceptable.

I felt better, and congratulating myself that my thoughts on this most complicated subject were now in order, I set off briskly downstairs to the drawing-room.

[6]

She entered the room and my well-ordered mind fell apart into chaos. She wore a rich black satin gown, very décolleté and trimmed with yards of erotic black lace. A diamond pendant, sparkling against her creamy skin, pointed downwards like an arrow as if to emphasise her breasts, and her thick glowing auburn hair, piled high, was secured with a diamond clasp.

‘How very fetching you look, Ginevra,’ said my mother in a studiedly neutral voice.

‘I’ll have to keep you away from Oswald,’ said my father lightly, ‘or he’ll be so overcome he’ll swallow his soup-spoon!’

Oswald Stourham, a great crony of my father’s, lived in an ugly modern house at Llangennith with his wife, his unmarried sister and his daughter. The daughter was too young to attend the dinner-party, but his wife and sister accompanied him to Oxmoon that evening and when they all arrived Stourham, who looked like a Punch cartoon of an English gentleman and talked like an old-fashioned masher, predictably dropped his monocle as soon as he saw Ginette. He was a good-natured, brainless fellow who had thoroughly deserved to inherit the fortune of his father, a Birmingham manufacturer who had patented an interesting form of hip-bath.

His unmarried sister Angela, a woman of about thirty-five who had once shared a governess with Ginette, was just giving her old friend a warm welcome when Bayliss announced the arrival of the de Bracys with their daughter and two sons. The evening was gathering momentum. Taking care not to look in Ginette’s direction I did my best to resume my grand charade.

Sir Gervase de Bracy, a gouty old roué who had seen better days, was already heading purposefully in my direction, jowls quivering with excitement. ‘Robert my boy – delightful to see you – heartiest congratulations on all your recent successes—’

Little Mrs Stourham swooped down on me. ‘Why, Robert, how well you look – isn’t Robert looking distinguished, Sir Gervase! I declare those photographs in the newspapers don’t do him justice! Have you seen the photographs of Robert in the newspapers, Lady de Bracy?’

‘I only read The Times, Mrs Stourham.’

Meanwhile Oswald Stourham had cornered me. ‘I say, Robert, uncommon clever of you to win that latest acquittal, don’t you know – I didn’t like to think of a pretty little thing like that ending up on the gallows—’

‘But what I want to know,’ interrupted the de Bracys’ daughter Gwen, ‘is how she got hold of the arsenic. I never quite understood—’

‘Gwen dear, murder’s so vulgar. Must you?’

Ginette and I were facing each other across the room. Hastily glancing in the opposite direction I found myself looking straight at my mother, and my mother, I was unnerved to discover, was looking straight at me.

‘– yes, yes, I know she was acquitted but that was entirely owing to Robert’s brilliance—’

Meanwhile Oswald Stourham had turned aside to gossip with his crony. ‘… and how the deuce did poor Ginevra’s husband die, Bobby?’

‘Oh,’ I heard my father say easily, ‘it was just a little accident with a firearm.’

‘Margaret –’ Mrs Stourham darted between me and my mother ‘– I hardly expected to see Ginevra so thriving!’

‘Dearest Ginevra,’ said my mother, ‘has great recuperative powers.’

At that moment Bayliss announced the arrival of Sir William and Lady Appleby and out of the corner of my eye I saw Ginette steel herself for new horrors.

‘Dear Ginevra, you must have been quite prostrated …’

The Applebys, who had long since decided to thank God that Kinsella had saved their son from a disastrous fate, were now more than willing to inundate Ginette with benign platitudes to conceal how much they disliked her.

‘Dear Aunt Maud,’ said Ginette, kissing Lady Appleby on both cheeks, ‘how kind you are! Yes, I’m sure it’ll take me simply years to recover—’

‘Are you all right, Robert?’ said John at my elbow.

‘No. I think I’ve got a touch of sun-stroke.’

‘Lord, how awkward! Tell Mama.’

‘No, I’ll struggle on.’

I struggled. Gallantly I took Lady Appleby in to dinner. Valiantly I laboured through watercress soup, vanquished my lobster and feinted an attack on my roast duck. Doggedly I toiled in the coils of some formidably forgettable conversation. And all the while across the table Ginette glittered in her satin and diamonds and made a mockery of my charade of indifference.

‘Robert, you’re shifting around on your chair as if it were a bed of nails!’ protested Gwen de Bracy on my left.

‘I’m so sorry, I thought I was showing matchless stoicism in the face of discomfort.’

I was indeed in discomfort but the discomfort was of a nature inconceivable to an unmarried woman.

‘Do tell us more about London, Robert!’ urged Mrs Stourham across the table. ‘I suppose you go absolutely everywhere – what’s it like at Number Ten?’

I duly trotted out my Margot Asquith stories and before I could be asked how much her husband drank I deflected the conversation towards his eldest son Raymond whom I had known up at Oxford; like myself he was a Balliol man.

Somehow I survived the introduction of pudding, cheese and dessert and sustained the illusion that I was still eating. My glass of claret remained untouched, an impressive monument to my sobriety, but in contrast all the other guests had become very merry indeed and I had to spend a considerable amount of energy trying to pretend I was equally carefree.

Finally, to my unutterable relief, the ladies retired and the cloth was drawn. I hardly dared stand up as the ladies left the room, but managed to do so with a subtle flourish of my napkin. Sinking back into my chair as the door closed I then allowed myself to hope that my physical condition would be eased now that Ginette was no longer shimmering before my eyes, but I was to have no respite. Oswald Stourham embarked on some long story about a friend of his who knew someone who knew someone else who had slept with Lillie Langtry, and the very thought of a man fortunate enough to go to bed with any woman, even an ageing Lillie Langtry, was enough to make me start shifting again in my chair.

My father had by this time noticed that something was amiss. ‘Robert, are you quite well?’

‘I think, if you’ll excuse me, sir, I’ll retire to the cloakroom for a moment.’

More sleight of hand with my napkin followed but everyone was much too busy talking of Mrs Langtry to pay any attention.

I was just washing my hands some minutes later when my father knocked at the cloakroom door and called my name.

I drew back the bolt to let him in. ‘I’m afraid I’ve just been sick,’ I said, dredging up my remaining strength to lie convincingly. ‘I must have caught a touch of the sun this afternoon at the Worm. Would you and Mama think it very bad form if I excused myself and went upstairs?’

Five minutes later I was sitting on the edge of my bed and wondering, amidst the ruins of my well-ordered mind, what the devil I was going to do.

[7]

Although I was by no means sexually inexperienced I had never before been rendered irrational by physical desire. Periodically I had felt the need to have sexual intercourse and periodically I had done so. I had always tried to behave well; I had not consorted with prostitutes; I had not made trouble with husbands; I had never had more than one mistress at a time; I had always terminated the affair as painlessly as possible when it bored me; I had done my best to be courteous, honest and kind. However, it had never occurred to me before that this splendidly civilised behaviour had only been possible because my deepest emotions had remained unengaged.

This uncomplicated private life had suited me well, perhaps better than I had realised at the time. I actually have very simple emotional tastes. (Someone else had commented on that recently but I could not quite remember who it was.) My prime concern when I embark on a liaison is that there should be no fuss and no mess. Naturally I expect to do what I want in bed but there again my tastes are straightforward and no woman has yet appeared to find them tiresome. Sexual athletics require skill, of course; I have no wish to imply that Burton’s translation of The Kama Sutra escaped me at Oxford, but in my opinion the skill is easily mastered and although I enjoy the game there are other sports I enjoy as much and more. I would put it below mountaineering, on a par with rugger and slightly above cricket in any list of sports in which a gentleman should wish to excel.

Yet as I sat on the edge of the bed that evening I found that mountaineering was a distant memory while rugger and cricket seemed as irrelevant as a couple of Stone Age tribal rites. I even felt my entire previous life was not only remote but fantastic, a bloodless dance by a machine to a barrel-organ which played only one tune. I supposed I was very much in love. This fact I knew was worthy of euphoria and I was indeed euphoric, but I was also alarmed. The unknown is often alarming and to be deeply in love was for me an unknown experience. Before that day my love for Ginette had been little more than a romantic myth but now it was a reality and I felt confused, nervous, ecstatic, appalled, irrational and dangerous. I knew I should remain in my room but the next moment I was padding to the head of the stairs to see if the guests were on the brink of departure.

They were. In the hall all was noise and confusion, laced with fond farewells and fatuous remarks. I retreated to my room to think. It came as a relief to me to find I was still capable of thinking, but unfortunately I was thinking reckless thoughts of nocturnal expeditions; I was realising the impossibility of running around Oxmoon in my night-clothes. I had to be able to say to anyone I met unexpectedly: ‘Oh, I’m feeling so much better that I thought I’d go out for a breath of air before I turn in.’ I felt like a murderer plotting his crime. Stripping off my evening clothes I pulled on a pair of white flannels, thoughtfully packed by Bennett in anticipation of lawn tennis and found the accompanying shirt. White socks and white canvas shoes completed the picture of a gentleman in quest of sport, and after a quick glance at my transformed reflection in the glass I opened the door again to guage the advisability of a further reconnaissance.

The guests had gone. Everyone was drifting upstairs to bed. I decided to remain where I was.

A seemingly vast span of time elapsed which was probably no more than a half an hour. At last, taking no candle, I risked another reconnaissance but all the lights were out in the hall and everyone seemed to be safely stowed in their bedrooms.

Returning to my room I waited for sleep to vanquish even the most active brains, and another aeon passed. I finished the last cigarette in my case but fortunately perfect Bennett had included an additional packet in my bag. I mentally awarded him yet another increase in wages.

When the clock on my bedside table told me it was one o’clock I decided that to prolong the suspense would be more than my beleaguered flesh and blood could stand. I put out the candle. Darkness descended, rich and sensuous as the black satin of Ginette’s evening gown. I felt intense sexual excitement, and beyond it the old hypnotic vision of winning was beating its familiar drum to lure me on to the end of my dreams.

Leaving my room I moved swiftly and soundlessly down the corridor, tiptoed across the landing past the door of my parents’ room and glided down the passage into the other wing.

Time warped in the darkness around me and bent back in a great curve before running forward once more in a straight line. I was the child Robert again, tiptoeing through the night for a midnight feast with a bag of boiled sweets in his hand, and the child Ginette was waiting with liquorice hidden beneath the eiderdown of her bed. Then I remembered that Ginette was no longer in her old room. My mother had put her in Foxglove, the best spare-room, as if a line had to be drawn beneath the past.

When I reached the spare-rooms I found the darkness was unbroken. Foxglove, still named after its former wallpaper, was now only six feet away but there was no light visible beneath the door.

I knocked lightly on the panels and at once I heard a match flare in response. The bed creaked as she left it, and seconds later she was opening the door.

We looked at each other for one long exquisite moment in the candlelight, and after that there was no need for explanations. All I said in the end was: ‘I’ve changed my mind.’
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As I stepped past her she closed the door behind me and moved into my arms. We kissed. I drew her hard against me both to gratify myself and to prove to her how unmistakable my need was, and she laughed softly and yielded her pliant mouth to mine.

‘Come to bed.’

I smiled, recognising her desire, and withdrew my hands from hers to strip off my clothes.

My fingers grazed her rings.

My fingers grazed the rings which Kinsella had given her.

My fingers – her hand – Kinsella’s rings – and suddenly I was in a nightmare, the most horrific nightmare of my life, half-dressed, wholly paralysed and absolutely and unquestionably impotent.

I was on the Shipway again and Ginette was saying: ‘It brought us together in the beginning and it kept us together at the end.’ I was in the dining-room at Brooks’s and Kinsella was saying: ‘The prize you’ve always wanted is the prize you can never win.’ Having come second to an Irishman in the past I was now coming second to an Irishman again and the prospect of defeat was dancing before my eyes like a demon. I was failing, I was losing, I was lost, unable to do anything but stare at the floor as the sweat trickled down my naked spine, unable to be rational by telling myself I was a better man than Kinsella, unable to summon the will-power which would convince me I could outshine him in the most important contest of my life. Panic beat around my brain like a demented hammer. I had a hellish glimpse into an unutterably complex world which was far beyond either my comprehension or my control.

‘Robert.’ She slipped her arms around my neck and stroked my hair. ‘It’s all right, I understand – I understood this afternoon – oh, I shouldn’t have told you so much about my marriage, but I was so consumed with the desire to put Conor behind us for ever—’

‘For ever?’ I said, hearing the one phrase I could understand and grabbing it.

‘Oh darling, I long to set him aside – wasn’t that obvious when I invited you here?’

‘But you implied that physically, despite all your troubles—’

‘Yes, but the marriage was so ghastly, such a nightmare and now I just want someone utterly different – I want you Robert, you, you, you—’

‘Yes, but—’

‘There’s no competition. He’s dead and you’re different and you’re going to win, Robert. You’re going to win because there’s no one now, no one, who can possibly stand in your way.’

She took off her rings. She tugged them from her finger in a single impulsive gesture and the next moment she was flinging them into the farthest corner of the room. The past merged again with the present. In my memory I saw her throw away Timothy Appleby’s ring as she moved into Kinsella’s arms and now as she threw aside Kinsella’s rings I saw her moving into mine.

I held her tightly. ‘I’ll always come first with you now, won’t I,’ I said, ‘no matter what happens next?’

‘Always!’ Her eyes were brilliant with love.

‘And you really love me?’

‘Yes. Best of all. Always.’

‘Promise?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die!’ she said laughing, echoing our old nursery oath.

She lived.

We went to bed.
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I had not been in bed for more than a few seconds before I realised that the pleasure awaiting me there far exceeded even my most imaginative expectations, but I was in such a state by that time that the word pleasure seemed to bear little relation to what was going on. Despite all she had said I found myself consumed with worry. This was another new experience for me. In the past I had assumed that if one possessed physical fitness, the necessary desire and the required modicum of knowledge biology would do the rest, but now I found that although I was physically fit, beside myself with desire and well-nigh gasping to put my knowledge into practice, I was obsessed with the fear that biology would let me down. Fortunately impotence was now the least of my worries, but other disastrous possibilities were jostling for pride of place in my fevered imagination. Caught between trying to remember The Kama Sutra on the one hand and my fear of an early ejaculation on the other, I was soon floundering around like a virgin schoolboy.

Then she put everything right. She whispered: ‘Darling, I’m sure you don’t want me to speak but I can’t help it, I’ve simply got to tell you what heaven this is,’ and suddenly I forgot my fears and started thinking about heaven instead. This was a much more profitable exercise, and presently I found that no further ordeal divided me from the pleasure which exceeded all my dreams.

Afterwards for some time I was much too happy to speak but when she too remained silent I found I needed to hear her voice.

Tightening my arms around her I asked if everything were well.

‘Darling!’ She gave me a radiant smile. ‘What a question!’

I felt compelled to say: ‘I’ll be better next time. The truth is I’m out of practice. I’ve been on my own too long.’

‘Robert, I despair of you! No sooner have I convinced you that you’re not in competition with anyone than I find you’re still in competition with yourself!’

We laughed and kissed. I felt so much better that I even thought how pleasant it would be to smoke.

‘I wish I’d brought my cigarettes with me.’

‘Do you want one?’ Opening the drawer of her bedside table she produced a packet. ‘So do I.’

‘I shall never again disapprove of women smoking!’

We smoked pleasurably and intimately for a time. I was just about to tell her that I had never been so happy in my entire life when she asked idly: ‘Why has it been so long since the last occasion?’

‘Oh …’ I could hardly bore her with an explanation which involved disclosing the more convoluted aspects of my personality. ‘I’ve been working too hard. There’s been no time for pleasure.’

‘What a mistake!’

I smiled. ‘But everything will be different now I have you,’ I said, and it occurred to me that I would no longer even miss my mountaineering. We kissed. I extinguished our cigarettes and it was then, just as I was preparing to caress her again, that we both heard the soft footfall in the corridor.
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We stared wide-eyed at each other. Then we both sat bolt upright and held our breath.

The footsteps halted. There was a long pause, followed by a tentative tap on the door.

Too late I remembered that in the drama of my arrival we had failed to turn the key in the lock.

‘Who is it?’ called Ginette unsteadily.

‘Bobby. Ginevra, do forgive me but I’m so worried about Robert and when I was outside just now for a breath of air and saw a light was still burning in your room—’ As we watched, both paralysed with horror, the door began to open ‘—I wondered if I could possibly talk to you – just for the briefest moment, of course, I’m sure you must be very tired after the dinner-party—’

His voice stopped. There was a short terrible silence. Then he began to back away.

‘So sorry … unpardonable intrusion … should have waited for permission to enter … very remiss … just so worried forgive me, it never occurred to me … forgive me.’

He left. The door closed behind him but before his footsteps had faded into the distance Ginette had jumped out of bed and was fighting her way into her dressing-gown as she ran across the room.

‘Bobby –’ She opened the door and rushed out into the corridor. ‘Bobby, please – come back.’

I was pulling on my white flannels. My shaking fingers slipped futilely among the button-holes of my flies as my father with great reluctance returned to the room.

‘Bobby,’ said Ginevra in a shaking voice, ‘you mustn’t betray us to Margaret. Please, Bobby, promise me you won’t.’

‘Of course he won’t!’ I said abruptly. I drew her aside so that I could face him. ‘I’m sorry, sir – you’ve every right to be very angry. I’m also sorry that you’ve been so worried about me, but I assure you I’m going to settle down now, I’m going to be happy at last and I’m going to live my life very differently in future.’

My father said nothing. He looked at me, he looked at her, he looked at me again but he was quite unable to speak. The silence seemed to last a long time. Then he said simply: ‘Please excuse me,’ and once more he left the room.
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We sank down on the bed. Ginette was trembling so I put my arm around her and kept it there until she was calmer. Then I said: ‘Never mind my mother. Never mind my father. Never mind either of them. I’ve apologised for my bad manners in flouting their rules and as far as I’m concerned that’s that.’ I waited again before adding firmly: ‘Of course you’ll marry me.’

‘Darling Robert!’ she said and burst into tears.

An emotional interval followed during which she clung to me and swore weeping that she wanted to marry me more than anything else in the world but she was so frightened, frightened, frightened in case the marriage never happened and she lost me and wound up in a mess for the rest of her life.

‘My dearest Ginette! How can you lose me? Friendship for ever! Don’t you remember how we used to tell each other that?’

The memory calmed her. She said tearfully: ‘Nothing can ever destroy that shared past, can it?’ and I answered: ‘Nothing.’

After we had embraced she whispered: ‘Don’t go back to your room, sleep here I don’t want to be alone.’

I locked the door, returned to bed and, thoroughly exhausted by this time, slept almost as soon as I had pulled her into my arms.
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My last conscious thought was that I had to wake no later than five; my mother always rose early to supervise the start of a new day in her household, and I had no wish to encounter her as I slipped discreetly back to my room.

When I opened my eyes again the hands of the clock on the chimney-piece told me five o’clock was still ten minutes away so I stayed where I was, savouring my good fortune and struggling with my guilt. Shuddering at the memory of my father’s intrusion and blotting it from my mind before it could mar my happiness, I drew Ginette closer to me and wondered if there were any joy on earth which could compare with the joy of waking up for the first time beside a woman one had single-mindedly desired for more than fifteen years.

She awoke, clung to me, pulled my mouth down to hers. Yet I knew further intimacy was impossible at that time and in that place. My guilt that I had broken my word to my father seemed to lie physically on my body like a lead weight, and in my mind I could hear my mother saying as she had said so often in the past: ‘Here I have my standards, and here I draw the line.’

After one last kiss I left the bed and pulled on my clothes.

‘It’s much too early to announce our plans,’ I said as I smoothed my hair into place. ‘If we did we’d simply shock everyone to the core and estrange ourselves from those we most respect. We’ll have to go on with the charade for a while. No choice.’

‘None. Oh God, Robert, I’m so frightened—’

‘Don’t be. I can manage this – I’ve always been able to manage my father. I’ll see him in private directly after breakfast and make a clean breast of the situation so that he can help me tame my mother – he won’t turn his back on me once he realises my happiness is at stake. I know he won’t.’ I kissed her. ‘Courage!’ I said smiling. ‘Be brave!’ And I kissed her again before slipping out of the room.

I met no one. On the landing I could hear the housemaids beginning work downstairs, but the door of my parents’ room was still shut and there was no sound behind the panels. I skimmed past, silent as a ghost, but by the time I reached the sanctuary of my room I was breathing hard not, I realised with contempt, because of the sudden exertion but because I was overcome with nervousness about my mother. After rumpling my bed to give an impression it had been occupied, I drew back the curtains to reveal another brilliant midsummer day. Then just as I was turning aside I glanced across the garden and saw a figure moving on the far side of the lawn.

It was my father. He was still wearing the casual clothes he had donned for his nocturnal walk, and as I recognised the old tweed jacket it occurred to me that he might have spent all night wandering around the garden to ease his insomnia. I stared. There was an aimless quality in his strolling which hinted at some profound disorganisation. He paced around the tennis-court in a semicircle, doubled back, headed for the summer-house, doubled back again. My bewilderment sharpened. Kneeling on the window-seat I leant out over the sill.

He had his dog with him, the latest in a line of golden labradors all called Glendower, but just as I was wondering what the dog was thinking of his master’s erratic movements, my father sat down on the bench by the tennis-court and drew the animal close to him as if for comfort. This strange childlike gesture disturbed me still further. Leaving the room I headed abruptly downstairs to the garden.

As he saw me coming across the lawn he rose to his feet. The dog looked up, tail wagging, but my father ignored him. My father had eyes only for me.

‘Robert.’

‘Papa?’ I was unsure why I made a question of the word. Perhaps it was because he seemed so unlike himself, perhaps I used an interrogative to imply I wanted to know what was wrong; or perhaps I sensed I was finally in the presence of the stranger who had always kept himself hidden from me.

We paused. We were some six feet apart. Above us the sky was very pale, very clear, and the sun was already hot. The lawn was sparkling with dew.

‘Papa?’ I heard myself repeat at last.

‘Oh Robert,’ he said, the words tumbling from his mouth, ‘the moment’s finally come – I can’t put it off any longer. I’ve got to tell you, Robert. I’ve got to tell you about my parents and Owain Bryn-Davies.’


Chapter Five
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Past experience with clients had taught me that people in trouble often make confessions which at first appear irrelevant but which in fact have a profound bearing on a truth not easy to approach. So when my father made his statement about his parents and Owain Bryn-Davies I did not say: ‘What on earth’s that got to do with last night’s disaster which has obviously upset you so much?’ I said instead: ‘Let’s go into the summer-house and sit down.’

‘No,’ said my father. ‘Not the summer-house. That’s where my mother used to meet Bryn-Davies before my father died. I saw them once and Bryn-Davies caught me and said he’d kill me if I told anyone. I was so frightened I couldn’t speak. I didn’t think my mother would let him kill me but I wasn’t sure. She let him do what he wanted. He was a powerful violent man.

‘Yet after my father died – of course I knew they’d murdered him – Bryn-Davies was kind to me, took trouble, I knew he was just doing it to please my mother but I liked him for it, it made life easier. But I was always frightened of him, I was always frightened of her and I thought they might kill me one day because I knew of the murder and they knew that I knew – my mother had confessed to me. After my father died I said to her: “It was the arsenic, wasn’t it, the arsenic you got for the rats,” and she broke down, she said she’d be hanged if the authorities found out, she said if I made trouble Bryn-Davies would kill me and she wouldn’t be able to stop him. She was weeping, she was terrified and I was terrified to see her in such a state – I was just a child, only fourteen, and I was so frightened that I couldn’t sleep at night, I used to go and hide in the stable-loft and cover myself with straw before I could sleep without fear of being killed.

‘I didn’t ask why she’d murdered my father, I knew how unhappy he’d made her, but Bryn-Davies was afraid I might take my father’s side and hate my mother so he spared me nothing, he told me everything, oh God I can’t tell you, I was so appalled, so frightened, I was just a child, only fourteen, God Almighty, I used to think I’d die of the terror.

‘So I took my mother’s side and said I forgave her for the murder, my poor mother, she’d suffered so much, my father had been so cruel to her. I used to wonder why they had ever married. It was an odd sort of match, he from the gentry, she the daughter of a Welsh farmer but as you know the Llewellyns are such an old family, and when Henry Tudor granted them their land after Bosworth that set them apart from all the tenant farmers in Gower … But even so to marry a Godwin was a social triumph for my mother, yes, I can see why she married him. And he would have married her because she was so beautiful and he prized beautiful things, I suppose he thought that if he married anyone he might as well marry someone beautiful, and he had to marry because of Oxmoon, he loved Oxmoon, so he had to have a son … But he shouldn’t have married. He shouldn’t have married anyone.

‘In the beginning I think he drank to suppress his vice and in the end I think he drank because he’d given way to it. You wouldn’t believe how he drank. I loved him but he frightened me. He frightened her. He’d start drinking brandy after breakfast and he’d be dead drunk by noon. Then he’d get violent and start shouting at her. He used to beat her … and worse. I’d run out of the house and hide in the woods because I couldn’t bear to hear her screams … She left him in the end, it was when he started bringing boys home from Swansea, she ran away back to her father and took me with her, but her father was a religious man and said he wouldn’t have a deserting wife in the house. So she had to go back, and when she did Bryn-Davies escorted her. He was visiting the Llewellyns’ farm at the time to sell her father a ewe, and it was then when she was rejected by the family who should have helped her that she came to know him well. They already knew each other slightly because although he was born in the Welshery his farm was nearer, he used to graze his sheep on Llanmadoc Hill. My poor mother, how absolutely she fell in love with him … but it was all my father’s fault. It was his wickedness which drove her to murder, and it was because his wickedness had driven her to such evil that I myself was driven to—’

He stopped.

His face was white, beaded with sweat, but his voice had remained level throughout this shattering monologue. He was looking across the lawn at Oxmoon, and as I watched he clenched his trembling hands and shoved them deep into his pockets in a pathetic attempt at self-control.

‘Sit down, Papa. Sit down again on the bench here.’

We both sat down on the bench by the tennis-court and the dog Glendower, resting his long nose on his master’s knee, gazed up at him with devotion. My father stroked the golden coat, kneading the fur with strong repetitive movements of his fingers.

‘But you do see, Robert, don’t you,’ he said. ‘It was the vice which lay at the root of the disaster, it was the perversion. I couldn’t forget that. I can’t forget it. That knowledge came to dominate my whole life, and you have to understand that in order to understand me – oh God, I was so frightened, Robert, always so terrified that I’d inherited the vice and would grow up like my father.

‘I didn’t look much like my father but I had his build, I kept growing taller and taller, and I thought if I had his build that might mean … oh God, how it horrified me, I thought I’d go mad with the horror, but meanwhile other horrifying things were happening – Bryn-Davies taking control of Oxmoon – my mother living with him openly – the estate going to ruin – the rats infesting the house … For a while I just went my own way and tried not to notice but in the end I wasn’t allowed to be passive, in the end I had to act. Well, it couldn’t go on, could it? He was stealing my inheritance, robbing me blind, shaming my mother, ruining us all … Oh yes, I knew it couldn’t go on.

‘But I was afraid of my mother ending up on the gallows. I was afraid that if I once embarked on revelations to the law there was no knowing where those revelations might end. And above all I was afraid of Bryn-Davies. But of course the situation couldn’t go on, and after you were born, I looked around, I saw the world I’d brought you into, and I knew I couldn’t tolerate it any more. I had to change it for you. I had to cleanse it and put it right. I did it for you, Robert, I did it for you and for Margaret. You gave me the courage to act.

‘I talked it over with Margaret and decided the best plan was to arrange a meeting with Bryn-Davies at the Worm’s Head. This was a favourite spot of mine, I often took your mother there to escape from Oxmoon, even after you were born we used to take the pony-trap to Rhossili and walk out to the Worm and you’d be strapped in a little pack on my back. I knew the Worm like the back of my hand. But Bryn-Davies didn’t. He’d never been there but he talked of going because the sheep there were legendary, wonderful quality, and he was interested in buying into the flock.

‘But on the day he died he didn’t go out to the Worm to see the sheep. That was just what we told everyone later. He went out to see me. I wrote him a note saying I’d meet him there to discuss my father’s murder and the future of Oxmoon, and then I left immediately for Rhossili – with you and your mother, of course. I didn’t dare let either of you out of my sight.

‘Well … We got to Rhossili and … and I realised I’d made a little mistake with the tide-tables … silly of me … I saw at once, as soon as I looked down at the Shipway, that it would be going under in half an hour.

‘Well … I settled you and Margaret in a secluded spot further along the cliffs and then I went back … but he’d already started out. The Shipway’s so deceptive, it looks safe long after it’s begun to be dangerous. He was caught in the middle. And he didn’t have a chance.

‘You know what happened next. My mother arrived. She’d found the note and realised … well, no doubt she was worried about what might happen. She came and I was there and there was nothing we could do but watch him drown.

‘It drove her mad. It wasn’t just that he died before her eyes, it was because she thought I’d killed him. I told her over and over again it was … well, just a little accident with the tide-tables, but she refused to believe me. And she went mad. But I was glad of this because it gave me an excuse to lock her up. She had to be locked up, you see, because she was a murderess, she’d poisoned my father – and besides, I wanted Oxmoon purged, I couldn’t have had her there, polluting the house with her memories of adultery and murder … No, she had to be locked up. As Margaret always said, in the circumstances what else could I possibly have done?

‘And so we come to Margaret. We come to your mother. You think she’s so commonplace, I know you do, but my God, you’ve no idea, Robert. You’ve no idea at all.

‘She got me through all this. I couldn’t have survived without her. And I don’t just mean she stood by me before and after Bryn-Davies died. She gave me the will to pull Oxmoon back from the grave. I stood in the ruined hall with her and said: “I can’t manage, I don’t know where to begin.” I felt so helpless because I knew nothing about the estate, but she said: “I know you can manage,” and suggested searching the library for papers which might help me. We found nothing but later she said: “Let’s take one last look,” so we went back and there in the library the most enormous rat was sitting on the table and chewing a candle. It was a vile moment. Beautiful Oxmoon, ruined, infested, decayed … Margaret screamed and I grabbed the nearest book and flung it at the rat and killed it. And then when I replaced the book I found there were papers stuffed behind it – the journals of my grandfather in which he’d described in detail exactly how he’d managed the estate … Margaret just said: “Where there’s a will there’s a way.”

‘But it was her will. And her way. She made everything come right, you see, even when we were first married. I was so terrified that I might be like my father, but Margaret proved I wasn’t. And you proved I wasn’t. That was why I wanted a lot of children because every time a child was born it proved how different I was from my father, who, so Bryn-Davies told me, only consummated his marriage twice in the normal way. So, every time I was in bed with my wife … being normal … do you see what I’m trying to say? It was like an erasure, like a victory over memory, until in the end bed became not just a way of forgetting my father but a way of forgetting everything I couldn’t bear to remember. And gradually … as time went on … I found—’

He stopped again. I waited but when he clearly found it impossible to continue I said in the neutral voice I used to clients when I was playing midwife at the birth of some terrible truth: ‘As time went on you found Margaret alone couldn’t help you forget.’ I used my mother’s Christian name deliberately to foster the illusion that I was a mere lawyer who bore no personal connection to my client or anyone he knew.

‘Yes,’ said my father. He had stopped caressing the dog and now he closed his eyes as if the truth were a physical presence which he could not bear to see. ‘But I’m afraid I haven’t been very honest with you about that, Robert. I’m afraid I lied to you about the past. You see –’ He opened his eyes again but he could not look at me ‘– I wanted you to go on thinking of me as a hero, I couldn’t endure to think you might be disillusioned.’

‘I understand. But now—’

‘Yes, now I must tell you – I must – that it wasn’t your mother’s fault that I was driven to adultery. I lied when I implied it was. I know your mother’s a stickler for convention but as a matter of fact she’s very down-to-earth about marital intimacy, I always thanked God I didn’t marry some well-bred lady who hated it. Your mother and I always got on well in that respect and she wanted children just as much as I did so there was no conflict. Actually I liked her being pregnant and she liked it too so that never created any difficulties either – rather the reverse, if anything. But then … I couldn’t help it … I just had to go elsewhere as well—’

‘Did you really discuss the problem with Margaret? Or did you lie when you told me you did?’

‘Oh God, of course I discussed it with her, how could I avoid it? I was beside myself with horror, I couldn’t face what I’d done, she helped me get through it all, she saved our marriage—’

‘You mean when it all began?’

‘Yes,’ said my father ‘when it all began.’ He paused before saying; ‘My infidelity had begun a long time before you found out about it.’ And after another pause he said: ‘You were fourteen and away at Harrow when it all began.’

‘I see,’ said the lawyer, a model of neutrality and detachment. ‘I was fourteen, you were thirty-four, Margaret was thirty-one—’

‘– and Ginevra was sixteen,’ said my father, and covered his face with his hands.
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‘Of course,’ he said at once, letting his hands fall as he swivelled to face me, ‘I didn’t seduce her, never, never think I could be capable of such wickedness, but … I was foolish. And the direct result of that foolishness was that I went to London and committed adultery for the first time with a woman I met there.’

Several seconds passed. When I could finally trust myself to speak I said: ‘This … this incident with—’

‘Incident, yes, that’s all it was – utterly appalling, utterly wrong, but just a little incident in the music-room—’

‘How did it happen?’

My father seemed to relax. I had seen criminals relax like that when they thought they were past the most harrowing section of their story. He started to knead Glendower’s golden coat again.

‘I was out riding one day with Oswald Stourham,’ he said conversationally, ‘and we were just chatting about women as we so often did when Oswald said to me: “By Jove, Bobby, that little cousin of yours is turning into quite a peach!” and I said: “Oh yes? I can’t say I’ve noticed” – which was true because I still thought of Ginevra as a child – and as a daughter. Well, Oswald laughed so hard he nearly fell out of his saddle. “By Jove, Bobby!” he says again in that hearty voice of his. “A man would have to be a second Oscar Wilde not to appreciate the charms of your little cousin Ginevra!”

‘I said nothing but I couldn’t forget that jibe about Wilde. Then a disastrous thing happened: Margaret had to visit her sister and once she was gone I found I was thinking continually about Ginevra … I suppose it became an obsession. Anyway, to cut a long story short I kissed Ginevra one afternoon when she was practising her piano in the music-room. She was upset and, I saw at once, very frightened. I tried to reassure her, swore I wouldn’t do it again, but I suppose she felt she couldn’t trust me and that was why soon afterwards she rode to Porteynon and tried to elope with Kinsella – she wanted to run away from Oxmoon … and from me … But her action took me wholly by surprise. I didn’t know she’d been having clandestine meetings with him ever since Margaret had left.

‘Well, I was in a terrible state but as soon as I’d confessed to Margaret she sorted everything out. She sent me to London to get me out of the way for a while, and then using Kinsella as her excuse she arranged for Ginevra to go to Applebys – oh God, Robert, if only you knew how wretched and ashamed I felt—’

‘You went to London.’

‘Yes. For two weeks.’

‘And there you committed adultery for the first time, you said.’

‘Yes. I was in an appalling state and kept remembering all I didn’t want to remember – my father – Bryn-Davies – the little accident with the tide-tables – my mother raving – Oswald talking about Oscar Wilde, it was all jumbled up together, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat, I tried drinking but I was so frightened of getting drunk, I thought that too would mean I was ending up like my father—’

‘So you found a woman and managed to forget. When did Margaret find out?’

‘Oh, I told her as soon as I got back,’ said my father. ‘Of course.’

I suddenly found I was on my feet.

He looked up. His very blue eyes were bright with fear. He had to struggle to stand.

‘Oh God, Robert, forgive me – oh my God, my God, what a retribution this is—’

‘You told my mother,’ I said, ‘and what did my mother say?’

‘She said she could understand but no one else would so it had to be kept absolutely secret. She said I must do what I apparently had to do but it must always be done in London.’

‘So she sanctioned the adultery. And eventually, I suppose, she took you back.’

‘Oh, we were never estranged. We always shared a bed.’

‘You mean … I’m sorry, I think I must have misunderstood. You’re surely not trying to tell me—’

‘Yes. She never rejected me. She knew I’d have gone to pieces utterly if she’d done that.’

After a moment I managed to say: ‘I see. So everyone, it seems, then lived happily ever after – until Ginette comes home and you and Mama realise that I’m still dead set on a marriage which you can only regard with horror. No wonder you were driven to approach Ginette last night when you saw the light was still burning in her room! You were under a compulsion to find out how far I’d gone with her!’

‘No, you misunderstand. By that time your feelings were no mystery but what I had to find out was how Ginevra felt. If she just wants to be your mistress then I don’t think Margaret will interfere, but if she wants to be your wife –’ He covered his face with his hands again.

‘Quite.’ I looked across the sparkling dew-drenched lawn to Oxmoon, shining in the morning light. The maids had now drawn back all the curtains on the ground floor.

‘But at least now I’ve spoken to you,’ said my father. ‘At least now I can tell Margaret you know everything and that there’s no need for her to tell you herself. And perhaps eventually … after you’ve thought over all I’ve said about my parents and Bryn-Davies … you might find it in your heart to understand … and make allowances … and possibly one day forgive me for – oh Robert, if only you knew how much I regret that past foolishness with Ginevra—’

‘Quite,’ I said again.

He was crying. My clients, both male and female, usually cried at the end. The birth of truth can be so painful. I was well accustomed to witnessing such ordeals, so accustomed that the sight of the emotional aftermath had long since lost its power to move me.

‘I must thank you for confiding in me, sir,’ I said. ‘Please don’t think I’m unaware of the considerable strain such confidences have imposed upon you. And now I have only one question left to ask: did you tell my mother that you found me in bed with Ginette last night?’

He simply looked at me. The tears were still streaming down his face. I shrugged, turned my back on him and walked away.

[3]

Sodomy, adultery and murder; robbery, madness and lust. The Greeks would no doubt have considered this catalogue standard fare at the table of life. I thought – I tried to think – of The Oresteia. I felt that if I could reduce my father’s story to the remote status of Greek tragedy I would somehow transform it into a saga I could contemplate with equanimity – or if not equanimity, at least with an ordered mind, the mind which I had applied at Harrow to translating Aeschylus. But my nerve failed me as I remembered my father’s appalling understatements.

Just a little accident with the tide-tables. Just a little incident in the music-room. The phrases rasped across my consciousness and as I recalled that voice speaking of the unspeakable I knew I had no defences against the horrors he had revealed.

I was in the woods by Humphrey de Mohun’s ruined tower. I was in the woods thinking of sodomy, adultery, murder, robbery, madness and lust, but I dared not think of guardians who abused a position of trust. There my courage failed me. I thought only of the evil which existed in the realms of Greek literature although such evil was more commonplace than civilised people dared believe; I knew that well enough. Had I not always seen the Gower Peninsula not as the pretty playground eulogised in the guidebooks but as the lawless land soaked in blood where the king’s writ had so often failed to run? It was the peace and order of my parents’ Oxmoon which was unusual; the nightmare of the Eighties had merely represented Gower running true to form.

I now fully understood my parents’ obsession with setting standards and drawing moral lines. Having been to hell and back their central preoccupation lay in keeping hell at bay, and as far as they were concerned they believed that observing the conventions was the best way to stop hell encroaching. Within the fortress of their self-imposed morality they could feel they were safe, but after their experiences neither of them could doubt that beyond the fortress walls lay violence and madness, perpetually hovering to destroy all those who failed to draw the line.

I thought of my parents fighting from their moral fortress but not, as I had always supposed, winning the battle against the forces which besieged them. I saw now that they were slowly but inexorably losing as my father, my desperate damaged father, sank ever deeper into the mire of his guilt and his shame.

Trying at last to consider my father’s disastrous weakness rationally, I told myself that he was a victim and that any civilised man could only regard him with compassion.

I waited for compassion to come but nothing happened. Then into the void which compassion should have filled I felt the darker emotions streaming, emotions which I knew I had to reject. But I could not reject them. I was too upset. In fact I was very upset, very very upset indeed, more upset than I had ever been in my life, and my thoughts were spiralling downwards into chaos.

‘Just a little incident in the music-room …’

I was trembling. I gripped the ivy which clung to the wall of the ruined tower and above me the jackdaws beat their sinister wings and cawed as if in mockery of my collapse.

I was thinking of Ginette at last. I tried not to but I could no longer stop myself. I knew she should have told me but I knew too that it would have been impossible for her to confess. I decided I could not blame her. There was only one person I could blame and that was my father.

I went on gripping the ivy as first rage and then hatred overpowered me. That kiss in the music-room had set Ginette on the road to Conor Kinsella, the road which had led to the destruction of my adolescent dreams and the blighting of my adult life. How farcical to think that during all those years I had continued to regard my father as a hero! As I could see now with blinding clarity he was no hero; he was a lecher, a cheat and a fool.

I vomited. Afterwards I still felt ill but I was mentally calmer as if my mind had rebelled against the violence of my emotions and forced my body to make a gesture of expulsion. As a rational man I knew I had to forgive my father, that victim of past tragedy, and I did indeed believe I would eventually forgive him – but not yet. And perhaps not for a long while.

Washing my face in the stream I tried to pull myself together by considering the immediate future, and at once saw how imperative it was that no one should know I was so distressed. In other words, my father was now not my immediate difficulty; I could deal – or try to deal – with him later. My immediate difficulty lay in summoning the strength to return to the house, change into a suit, appear at breakfast and later go to church with the rest of the family as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred.
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