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			I

			‘I’d like you to come with me to Boxall Hill this afternoon, when I go collecting signatures,’ my mother said, in the extra-brisk tone she always adopted if not fully confident of success – as a horseman thumps his mount to an inciting speed while on the run-up to an obstacle.

			Of course I scowled, and sighed, and hunched my shoulders over the handful of spoons and forks that I was drying. ‘Why?’

			‘Because I think the young Morningquests might be interesting friends for you. And you for them.’

			That suggestion was in itself enough to damn the project.

			My mother was not in any way a snob. I would like to make this perfectly clear. But – looking back, with pity, with empathy – I can see that for almost all her life she was insufficiently supplied in her thirst for intelligent talk by my father and the people around her. Insufficiently. That’s putting it in a minor key. She had a first-class degree in European languages and literature, won at God knows what cost. She ought to have been teaching. But here, in Floxby Crucis, not a soul had any ambition to learn about European literature. And my father, once home from his daily round, wished for nothing more than to slump silently into the Milk Producers’ Weekly Bulletin and Cowkeepers’ Guide. (My father was not a farmer, but the interests of farmers and vets frequently coincide.) He did not even wish to converse in English, let alone French, Spanish, German, Hungarian, or Russian.

			Floxby Comprehensive, which I attended, was not a bad school, in its upper reaches at least. But my coevals were a dull enough lot, and my mother, I now understand, suffered a corroding anxiety that I might slip into such a life as hers: collecting for the Congregational Jumble Sale, or the swimming-pool fund, the annual coach trip to Stratford as the most notable event. And the orange lipstick and loud laugh of my friend Veronica, let alone the way Veronica had of crossing her legs diagonally with a display of high heel and long shiny nylon shins, grated dreadfully on my mother and struck a chill into her heart.

			‘Come along,’ said she. ‘The walk will do you good.’ And she muttered something about frowsting indoors. ‘Put on your shoes.’

			But there I balked. This was at the time when everybody of my age (except Veronica) went barefoot, unless the ground was actually coated with snow.

			Mother sighed, accepting that my physical company was all the victory she could look for: bare feet, jeans, duffel coat, ravelled navy sweater and shaggy hair had to be part of the deal.

			In fact, once resigned to the plan, I went along biddably enough. Mother could be excellent company, had read all the books I’d ever heard of, including Homer in Greek, and was able to supply answers to any questions I cared to put – from Napoleon’s trouble with piles to the psychiatric problems of bluetits.

			But, on this particular Sunday afternoon she was withdrawn, silent, and preoccupied, sighing frequently as we walked up Boxall Hill Lane, one of the five narrow roads that radiate from our small town.

			For me, the walk made a soothing regression to much earlier childhood when I had accompanied her on countless such outings, canvassing for the Labour Party, selling Remembrance Day poppies, or Alexandra Roses, carrying petitions related to overhead power lines, opencast mine projects, oil prospecting, or the closure of bus services.

			‘So how many Morningquests are there, exactly?’ I demanded in a calculatedly glum tone, just to get a conversation started, for I did have a rough idea.

			‘Seven children.’ She had the information pat. ‘The boys are at university, I think they are older than you. I’m not sure of their names, I think one is Barnabas. The girls are Dorothea, Selene, Alethea, and Elvrida.’

			‘Cripes,’ I muttered.

			‘I should think Dorothea would be the nearest to you in age,’ my mother added. ‘And don’t say cripes, it’s ugly.’

			Sir Gideon Morningquest was a conductor of world renown. Hardly ever to be seen in our town, for the Morningquests also inhabited a house in London (Cadogan Square) he spent most of his year elsewhere, on the other side of the world, in Buenos Aires, Sydney, Rome, or Tokyo, presiding over foreign orchestras. His aquiline profile on record sleeves or the cover of the Radio Times was far more familiar to us than his bodily presence; during my entire sixteen years I had probably not laid eyes on him more than three or four times. (It did seem quite remarkable in view of his far-flung habits that he had managed to father such a large brood.)

			Lady Morningquest also was a celebrity in her own right, a singer, a soprano. Mariana Tass had been her professional name. Some years ago she had stopped taking operatic parts, but she still gave recitals, taught at the Royal College, and sat on educational committees. She and my mother were somewhat acquainted, I vaguely recollected; they had met over the organisation of a Floxby Music Festival and struck up a friendship.

			‘I suppose all the family are dead musical,’ I muttered apprehensively.

			‘Oh, certainly. I think she said that each of them plays a different instrument.’

			My mother spoke wistfully, and sighed again. It struck me that she was walking rather more slowly than usual. Brought up in Scotland (though not a Scot), she had acquired strong views about the importance of air and exercise; she despised cars and car-owners, and her customary gait had always been a long, raking stride. As a small child, I had to trot to keep up with her; I must have jogged hundreds of miles before the age of ten, pursuing her about the local lanes and commons. But now she seemed to be having trouble keeping pace with my stride; dimly I supposed that people, parents, did grow older and less athletic; it must, I reflected, be a necessary stage of life.

			‘Don’t we go in by the lodge?’ I asked, a little surprised, as she turned right, and slowly climbed a stile in a hedge.

			‘No. This way is a short-cut.’

			Mother had a passion for short-cuts, would often go substantially off her course when tempted by some promising diagonal path. (‘Come along; we may as well try it; it might be quicker. And we’ve never been this way.’)

			The path beyond the stile took us upward through a little coppice-wood, the kind where, in May, there would be bluebells; on this autumn day the narrow track was rustling, ankle-deep in large crisp chestnut leaves.

			I was secretly quite eager to see Boxall Hill House, which occupied a large wedge-shaped tract of land north-west of our town, a small park really, protected on all sides by a belt of woodland. The house itself was not visible at all from any point close to the town; you had to go to the next height of land, about five miles off, to catch a distant glimpse of it. Sir Gideon valued privacy, and this secluded situation within fifty miles of London had been one of his main reasons for acquiring the place, then derelict, as a weekend retreat, some twenty years earlier. But he had never mixed in local society. And the county gentry, when he first arrived, were in no particular hurry to make his acquaintance: ‘Not really our sort.’ Of course he was much less famous in those days. The culture-hungry of the town – there were only a few of those – at first hoped for great benefits from his presence, but were soon disillusioned. He came for curtailed weekends, arriving after midnight on Friday in his Bentley, gone again by Sunday evening. His children all attended distinguished London schools; they rarely took part in local events, except occasional summer fêtes, when the boys would appear, looking nervous and diffident, then proceed to win all the races. They were tall, fair, handsome, reserved, godlike; unapproachable. I could hardly recall ever having seen their sisters in the town; I would not know them by sight. Presumably they came down at weekends and for school holidays; but since I was full of touchy pride, intensely anxious not to seem to be trying to scrape acquaintance, I had always kept well away at such times from the neighbourhood of the Boxall Hill estate.

			In consequence this tract of land, so close by yet so completely unknown, kept for me the mystery of Xanadu. ‘Twice five miles of fertile ground, With walls and towers were girdled round . . .’

			I did not particularly hanker for gardens bright with sinuous rills; though people in the town did sometimes murmur that it was a shame, Boxall Hill used to have beautiful grounds in Major LeMercier’s day (but he, poor man, had shot himself after the Stock Exchange crash); it was a wicked waste that Sir Gideon did not throw the gardens open sometimes in aid of the Cottage Hospital or the swimming-pool fund. But he was deaf to all hints or requests. What I really hoped for was a deep romantic chasm – not entirely an impossible dream, for the estate sloped up to a ridge of land, then dropped steeply through beechwoods on the far side. There was a tower, or folly, or gazebo: that I did know. My father had seen it. For he, of course, as a vet, went where nobody else was permitted, down private lanes, over remote farm properties; but, characteristically, he could not remember what it was like. My father was not interested in follies. ‘Built of brick, perhaps,’ was as far as he would go.

			Our path wound upwards through the little chestnut-coppice, my mother walking ever more slowly, sighing ever more frequently. At the upper boundary of the wood another stile in a cleft between the saplings offered a gleam of grey sky and a narrow vista of ascending meadow.

			Mother, when she reached the stile, leaned her elbows on it and went into a deep abstraction. Coming up alongside, I looked over her shoulder (being now a head taller than she) and gasped with astonished pleasure.

			The meadow sloped up to a saddle, between two wooded shoulders of hill. On the left, exquisitely perched, like a butterfly on the lip of a bowl, was the house, a rectangular Georgian block of delicate pinkish-white stone: three storeys, arcaded ground-floor windows, three upper windows, pedimented, and the whole crowned by a small saucer-dome supported by a drum. The white drive ribboned leisurely towards the house, following the curve of the hillside; a stone wall encircled the property at a lower level so that it was protected but not screened; and below the wall, halfway down the saddle, a ha-ha gave additional protection.

			On this windy, cloud-flecked autumn day the house seemed to glitter in the fitful sunshine, offering back reflections, like a stone that absorbs and returns radiation from light.

			‘Oh, my goodness!’ I said.

			After a pause, my mother remarked, ‘I knew you’d like it.’

			Her tone baffled me. It was accepting, but dry; rather like, I thought, remembering later on that evening, the reaction of a cook who knows that a dish has been left too long in the oven, and receives effusive and hypocritical compliments with an ironic nod.

			But at the time this passed me by.

			‘Oh I do like it!’ I agreed with fervour. ‘I really do!’

			One of the basic essentials for a building is a proper relationship with the ground on which it stands. From an early age I had always felt this strongly. Raw new suburbs and housing estates fill me with almost physical distress because of the way the blocks are strewn about, not planted, there is no link between horizontal and vertical. Our own house, though small, dark, and inconvenient, did at least sit among trees which gave it protection and dignity. To me, the situation of Boxall Hill house seemed perfection itself, like a smile on the landscape.

			Looking back now, with hindsight, I believe it may have been my first view of the place which – as with Elizabeth and Pemberley – was to set the mode for my relationship with the whole Morningquest family.

			‘Are you all right, Ma?’ it then occurred to me to ask. ‘You look a bit pale.’

			‘Just pensive,’ she said.

			I hopped over the stile and gave her a hand. She followed slowly.

			‘Now we cut across the corner of the hill to the drive,’ she said.

			Doing so, we were given a view down into the bottom of the saddle, where willows, now shedding yellow leaves, encircled a pond. On the water, which reflected a blue coin of sky, two swans idled.

			We climbed to the drive, negotiated a cattle-grid, and threaded a beech-grove. Beyond this lay the encircling wall; there was a door in it through which we passed.

			‘The back way is quicker,’ said my mother. ‘The drive loops all round the house.’

			‘Another of your short-cuts.’

			Now I was nervous, ill at ease, unprescient of the many future times that I would be taking this path. We seemed to be under observation from all the fourteen large front windows, which overlooked a wild-garden area of short turf studded with shrubs and a few clumps of late-flowering lilies. Rambler roses smothered the inside of the wall. Two white-painted iron seats were placed so as to catch the last rays and command the huge view southwards.

			‘From the terrace up there you get the north view,’ said my mother, waving a hand upwards. ‘We go round to the kitchen door.’

			‘They must catch the wind frightfully up here,’ I said, peevish and affronted, and relieved. So, kitchen-door status, were we? (But it was also true that most of the people we knew in the villages round about – proper country people, not the pseudo-gentry of Floxby Crucis – never used their front doors at all, were always approached from the back. And they were the nicest people I knew.)

			The back door, viewed across a cobbled courtyard, stood open; voices could be heard from inside. In the centre of the yard there was a fountain. A low collar of moss-grown brick wall encircled it. The jet, no more than a two-foot needle of water, emerged from a somewhat phallic lump of bright-green moss in the middle. It was charming, absurd, rather touching in its humble, workaday uselessness.

			My mother walked unhesitatingly through the open door and turned right along a short passage, no more than a couple of steps in length. Following, I suddenly found myself in a huge kitchen with a stone-flagged floor. The first thing to strike me was its antiseptic lightness: it was a long room with great arched windows at each end. The walls were painted white. And my next impression was that it seemed to be inhabited by giants, who were all conversing at the full pitch of their lungs.

			But they fell silent after we entered, except for a male voice which was proclaiming: ‘Scientific knowledge is bound to be shaped by social and political factors—’

			To which another male voice retorted with equal emphasis: ‘Bosh, that is total bosh! Facts are facts.’

			Somebody else had been saying, ‘Stravinsky wasn’t at all pleased when his publisher asked him to write a violin concerto—’

			As they fell silent, all eyes turned on us.

			I suppose there must have been fifteen or sixteen people gathered round the long, scrubbed kitchen table which extended from end to end of the room. The eaters sat on wooden kitchen chairs, and the empty plates in front of them contained nothing but crumbs. Boards in the middle of the table held ends of brown loaves and remnants of cheese; there were also wooden bowls of apples and catering-size boxes of Shredded Wheat.

			Shredded Wheat? Yes, Shredded Wheat.

			It appeared that we had arrived towards the end of Sunday lunch, which seemed quite peculiar to me since it was nearly four o’clock. Lunch in our house, invariably meat, two veg, and pudding, took place at one sharp, since my father’s long active day often commenced in the small hours.

			‘Hélène, my dear!’ exclaimed a welcoming voice – female, this one. ‘What a pleasure to see you. And this must be Pandora—’

			Lady Morningquest was greeting us. But how in the world did she and my mother come to be on such affectionate terms as, plainly, they were – kissing, continental-style, first one cheek, then the other – then sitting close together at the near end of the table, falling into immediate, low-toned chat. Meanwhile I, paralysed with terror, stood where I was until Lady Morningquest, glancing up, said, ‘But Pandora – ah, that’s right, Dolly dear, pull in another chair, you can easily make room for Pandora beside you.’

			‘Not all that easily,’ put in a boy’s voice, heavy with brotherly sarcasm, and there was a general guffaw at which Dolly shrugged with maternal indulgence. She was not really so fat as to justify the teasing: big and solidly built, she had a round, amiable, freckled face with slight double chin; brilliant red hair, twined, unbecomingly, in two large coils over her ears; and large blue-grey eyes.

			She gave me a reassuring, slightly patronising smile. ‘Would you like some cider, Pandora?’ And she poured from a massive earthenware jug into a blue-and-white striped mug. All the china was very plain, farmhouse stuff.

			How could they eat Shredded Wheat for lunch?

			My mother was declining cider. ‘No, thank you, Mariana, no, really—’

			From the start, I was totally hypnotised by the beauty of Lady Morningquest who sat just across the corner of the table from me. Her hair, exquisitely fine and snow-white, had been swept back and gathered into a loose bun, but stray wisps fell around the high, moulded brow, in no way reducing her dignity. Nor did the deep-set, bruised sockets detract from the brilliance of her blue eyes. She had on a plain grey loose garment, the kind that porters wear in hospitals, and smoked a cigarette in a long ivory holder. I thought that she looked like the Sibyl of Cumae.

			‘But, poor Pandora, you don’t know anyone here, do you? Well, that’s my husband down at the far end . . .’

			Sir Gideon, full-face, was not as hawklike as his profile on record sleeves; in fact he had a very sweet, saintly look. Enormously tall (he was standing up, at the moment, to draw another jugful of cider from a cask on a shelf), he appeared as skinny and muscular as a Leonardo drawing. A fillet of downy greyish hair ran round the back of his head; the front was bald. His face was shaped into an interlocking series of triangles by a massive nose and deep grooves on either side of his mouth. I itched to make a drawing of it.

			‘You know it’s not the slightest use expecting Pandora to get us all sorted out, Mar,’ one of the boys told his mother in a patronising voice.

			Why not? I thought, annoyed at once.

			‘Why not?’ said Lady Morningquest, and, to me, ‘Those are the three boys down there at the left-hand end of the table – Barney, Toby, and Dan. The friend sitting this side of them is Alan, from Scotland, and beyond him is Garnet, who helps with the garden, and then Dave Caley, from Louisiana; next to my husband at the end is his friend Luke Rose. Then on this side, but you can’t see them so well from where you sit, are the girls. (Girls and boys always seem to take opposite sides in this family.) First, Dolly, by you, then Ally and Elly, the twins. Then Tante Lulie would be next to them, but she has gone into the garden to get some tea-towels – and my darling Leni, beyond her, and then Uncle Grisch on my husband’s left-hand side . . .’

			Someone at the far end of the table rose and bowed formally to me. He was a little shrimp-like elderly man with coal-black eyes. He had not shaved for days. He wore blue dungarees and his shirt was unbuttoned at the collar.

			Naturally I had not, in fact, managed to take in or remember most of these names, or their application to the people at the table. But I did (from seeing them at summer fêtes) recognise the three sons of Sir Gideon who sat on his right-hand side, and know them for Barnabas, Toby, and Dan. They were uniformly handsome, hawklike, and fair-haired, as I supposed Sir Gideon must have been in earlier days. They had straight noses and brilliant blue eyes like their parents (though Sir Gideon’s were somewhat faded now) set at a slight tilt, sloping downward at the outer corners. This gave them, to me anyway, a very beguiling look. They talked loudly, confidently, and continuously, interrupting and contradicting each other.

			‘Chromosomes have nothing to do with it!’

			‘You simply can’t draw that kind of analogy—’

			‘Nicholson has already proved that’s not so, in his paper on sheep glands. Sheep only—’

			‘Please, Barney. Not at the lunch table!’ begged Lady Morningquest.

			Her voice, like all her other attributes, seemed perfection itself: clear, pure as that of a thrush. It issued from her with effortless power and made itself heard all over the room.

			‘This is a good moment to remind the boys that it is their turn to wash the dishes,’ said her husband.

			The boys at once stood up, never for a moment breaking off their argument, and began to pile plates and mugs into the large stone sink behind Sir Gideon. The small unshaven black-eyed man stood also, but Sir Gideon pulled him down again.

			‘Not you, Grischa my dear; there are quite enough workers. And you do so much all the week.’

			‘Besides, you aren’t a boy, Uncle Grisch,’ affectionately said the red-haired girl sitting beside him. Which was she? Selene perhaps. She had a pale, pointed, Pre-Raphaelite face, and her hair was a paler red than Dolly’s; it stood out in a fuzz round her face.

			‘Ach, what you say has the ring of truth, Leni my dear.’ Uncle Grisch sat down again. He had in front of his plate, I noticed, two little pots: a copper coffee-pot like a milk-churn, and a flask wrapped in basketwork. He sipped from them alternately. They seemed the only sign of self-indulgence in the room, which was otherwise severely functional: closed cupboards and shelves all round the walls, white paint everywhere, limp blue-and-white gingham curtains at the windows. Plainly, nobody ever drew them.

			Two of the girls now moved from their seats beyond Dolly to chairs vacated by the boys across the table and, plumping themselves down opposite me, began to interrogate me.

			‘Where do you go to school? What’s your best subject? Which university will you aim for? Dolly wants to go to St Vigeans—’

			‘Oh, why?’ asked my mother, breaking off her talk with Lady Morningquest, who answered the question.

			‘Gideon likes to encourage new universities. Barney’s at Cumberland, Toby at Hay-on-Wye; and then a friend of ours, Tom Goodyear, is musical director at St Vigeans. He says the standard there is first-rate . . .’

			Meanwhile I was taking stock of the girls opposite me, who must be the twins, Alethea and Elvrida. They were an extraordinary-looking pair, undersized and plain; the boys had certainly scooped the looks in the Morningquest family I thought. It did seem unfair; but the two elder girls at least had clean-cut features and hair of a colour that could be called striking even if you didn’t like it. Also their eyes were a pleasant blue-grey, whereas the twins had black hair of an uncompromising straightness, cut to unflattering jaw-length and hanging lankly round their ears. They wore dental braces to correct violently protruding teeth, which caused the poor things to spit when they talked, and their eyes were a muddy-greenish colour. They had loud, grinding, confident voices, a total contrast to that of their mother. None of which disadvantages seemed to have impaired their self-esteem in the very least; and that, I thought, spoke well for the kindliness and tolerance of the Morningquest family.

			The twins reminded me of something. I struggled to think what.

			When I said that my favourite subject was art, they exclaimed together: ‘Art? That’s not a subject! I’m going to do biology and Elly’s going to do physics.’

			‘Not yet for a while, surely?’ I suggested.

			But Lady Morningquest turned to me. ‘They have both reached university standard in mathematics, they work with the sixth form in their school; but Gideon is opposed to their starting university life till they are at least seventeen because it would mean so many special arrangements. And in other ways, of course, they are not so advanced . . .’

			In other ways, I thought, they seemed positively retarded. How old could they be, twelve, thirteen? They poked each other like eight-year-olds, stuck out their elbows, shouted, insulted one another and contradicted even more than the boys. Their voices were like a flock of geese.

			‘Please be quiet, you two!’ called their father and eyed them, I thought, with dislike.

			‘Darlings, why don’t you take Pandora and show her the grotto. And the folly, and the tree-house,’ suggested Lady Morningquest. ‘Dolly, you go along too, and make sure they don’t wear her out.’

			‘All right, come on!’

			The twins clawed me from my chair with skinny hands. Dolly, wearing what seemed a habitual expression of indulgent readiness to go along with anybody’s wishes, got up likewise. I would much rather have remained in the kitchen listening to the adult conversation.

			Sir Gideon had now moved round the table into Dolly’s vacated chair, and my mother was saying to him: ‘But how can you possibly stand Elgar’s pomposity? He’s worse than pompous, he’s sanctimonious!’ and he was laughing at her. ‘Our business, my dear Hélène, is not to like music or dislike it; our business is to know it.’

			Ma! I thought, in total astonishment. Where does she get it from? First, the assurance; second, the know-how. I had never heard her like this in my life, never.

			But the twins hauled me off. Their grins, glittering with metal, were like the Cheshire Cat’s.

			‘The grotto was designed by Lutyens,’ they were saying, ‘and the folly was built by a student of Flaxman.’

			‘Do you like reading?’ I hastily asked Dolly, who was strolling by my side while the twins scurried ahead self-importantly.

			‘What kind of reading? I’m going to read Social Psychology at St Vigeans – of course the twins would say that’s not a subject.’

			‘No, I meant just ordinary books – fiction.’

			I had recently discovered Penguin books and was voraciously devouring all I could lay my hands on, from South Wind to The Catcher in the Rye. My favourite at the moment was The Horse’s Mouth. I had read it at least seven times. Floxby Crucis did not boast a bookshop – the newsagent kept only a few popular thrillers – so I was obliged to bicycle fifteen miles to Crowbridge where there was a secondhand bookshop, but the journey was well worth it.

			‘Fiction?’ said Dolly doubtfully. ‘Well I read Gone With the Wind – but it was awfully long—’

			‘But when you were younger?’

			She looked vague, but presently recalled the Arthur Ransome books which, she said, she had preferred to fairy tales and that kind of thing. ‘Tante Lulie used to read fairy tales aloud when we were sick, but I never enjoyed them much.’

			At this point we encountered Tante Lulie, who carried a bundle of rough-dried laundry. On seeing my bare feet she exclaimed in utter disapprobation: ‘Kriech nicht darum at borvas!’ Or that was what it sounded like. ‘Borvas! Borvas!’

			‘I beg your pardon?’ I said, startled, since she was plainly addressing me.

			She pointed again to my bare feet. ‘Borvas! Where are your shoes, child?’

			‘At home. I never wear shoes.’

			‘Ach!’ She flung her hands to Heaven. ‘Pneumonia! Polio! Tetanus!’

			‘Really, I go barefoot everywhere,’ I pleaded.

			And Dolly, in her creamy indulgent tone, said, ‘Oh, come on, Tante Lulie! She is sure to be full of antibodies by now. She looks quite healthy, you must agree. This is Pandora Crumbe, by the way.’

			Tante Lulie suddenly gave me a shrewd and friendly grin, tossed the laundry over her shoulder, and held out a wrinkled paw which, surprisingly, encased mine in a grip of iron. ‘And I am happy to meet you now, so late, Pandora. Your mother is already a dear friend.’

			She, like Uncle Grisch, had a foreign accent – Austrian, perhaps? Was she his wife? Later I discovered that they were in no way connected; Tante Lulie was the aunt of Sir Gideon’s first wife, long since dead. Grisch was called ‘uncle’ by courtesy only, he had come to Boxall Hill for a visit nineteen years ago and remained ever since.

			Tante Lulie wore a white crumpled tam-o’-shanter cap crammed on her head, and wonderfully elegant suede boots on her feet; the rest of her clothes were so dishevelled and nondescript that, even while looking at her, it would be hard to give an account of them. Her appearance, like that of the twins, was puzzlingly familiar to me. Had I seen her face in the streets of Floxby? Or at church? Broad, wrinkled, tolerant, resigned, her face was like the moon, untidy and full of secrets; it was only weeks later that, coming across a reproduction of one of Rembrandt’s self-portraits in a book, I realised why, with characteristic self-mockery, she wore the white beret tugged over her brow.

			‘Is your dear mother here also? Then I go ask for the recipe for her wonderful quince preserve. Do not lead Pandora too far into the wilderness, children,’ she told the twins. ‘Tea will be soon.’

			‘Tea? We only just finished lunch!’ Dolly called after her, and she responded with an indescribable flourish of one hand conveying her opinion of such habits.

			I was interested and attracted, if alarmed, by the glimpse that I was being given of this large, complex household. My own minimal, scanty family unit – Father so taciturn, Mother so subdued and reticent, I myself the product of their silences – what a total contrast we presented to this intricate conversational clan. My father’s habit of saying, ‘Be quiet, Pandora, you know nothing about this,’ had a quenching effect on me which it would take years to eradicate.

			The girls were leading me along a path, across a walled rose-garden still filled with warm late scents, past a yew-hedge maze, where I would have liked to stop, but – ‘The maze is a frightful bore,’ said Ally, or Elly; through a rhododendron shrubbery and into a little grassy dell. Along its bottom meandered a brook which, doubtless, fed the willow-bordered pond we had passed coming up.

			‘That’s where we swim,’ said Dolly, waving a hand towards a wider reach of the brook with a dam across it. ‘We dammed the stream and dug the pool three years ago, that was our summer project. It’s rather cold, but nicer than the willow pond, which has leeches. Colonel Venom was furious, of course, at the time when we did it. He created like mad, to Mar, said we were spoiling his view and generally distracting him.’

			‘Colonel Venom?’

			‘Don’t you know him? He lives up there in the house called Aviemore.’ I looked up the brow of the hill where she pointed, and saw a small neat red house, quite close, framed by monkey-puzzles and garnished with mock Tudor gabling and fake lead windowpanes. ‘It’s just over the edge of Gideon’s land. He loathes almost everything we do, the Colonel does. Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Worseley Venner. Old Miss Findlater died and the house came up for sale ten years ago, when Gid was doing his Latin-American tour – which lasted almost a year – and he was in such a rage with Mar for not snapping it up. But that was when Dan was having polio, and she had other things on her mind. So the Colonel got it, and he’s been a pain in the neck ever since. He hates all our projects.’

			‘Projects?’

			‘We’ve always had one, every summer. Mar likes us to do things together. She has strong views about the importance of family ties. And Gideon plans them. Gid’s a great planner.’ Did I detect a note of indulgent irony in Dolly’s voice? She ticked on her fingers. ‘There was the Roman fort. We excavated it. Then there was the World War One dugout. We dug it. Then the year we did falconry, Toby almost got his ear pecked off. Then canoeing down the Aff to the coast and making a map. Then digging the pool. Then building the Argo – that was a bit of a disaster. No one quite seemed to agree about it, and it turned turtle and sank at the launching. Then we wanted to repair Matilda’s Tower, but Gid said it was too dangerous; Uncle Grisch had a surveyor in to check it.’

			‘Matilda’s Tower?’

			‘Up there behind the beech trees. A brick tower. We’ll show you another time.’

			I was slightly unnerved – but encouraged also – by the way in which she seemed to take it for granted that there would be another time.

			‘Then we built a kiln for Silly. She’s going to be a potter. She makes lovely things. Last summer, when we couldn’t agree, the boys wanted to build an organ. But we didn’t think there would be enough in that to keep us all busy. We wanted to go rock-climbing. But Gid likes us to do things in the summer that keep us here. He says, what was the point of getting Otherland if we don’t come here. And anyway it was a horrible wet summer last year. So we wrote a book.’

			‘Wrote a book?’

			‘We all worked together,’ broke in one of the twins, who had been visibly champing at the bit during Dolly’s discourse, ‘and concocted a fake eighteenth-century journal. Barney had lots of good ideas. He’d been reading Defoe and James Hogg, The Confessions of a Justified Sinner; and Dan was a big help, he got hold of some really old paper in a furniture store, that made it seem authentic; and we all thought of things to put in. We pretended it had come to light in an old ice-house, and got a publisher to look at it. Dan did that, too.’

			‘It was actually published? What was it called?’

			‘The Journal of Mad Murgatroyd.’

			‘But I remember that! It got reviewed.’

			‘Mar says we can’t touch the bulk of the money till we’re twenty-one,’ said Dolly complacently. ‘But it did do quite well.’

			I felt absolutely floored by all this talent and industry. On the surface they were so unassuming: freckled Dolly in her plain blue cotton pinafore dress (which looked mighty like school uniform to me); the twins, who wore brown-and-white checked shorts, grey jerseys, and draggled black-velvet bandeaux restraining their stringy locks. As they grinned at me, they resembled gargoyles.

			‘This is what we’ve brought you to see,’ Ally (or Elly) told me. ‘Here’s our this year’s project. It will probably be our last. The boys aren’t so keen any more. They have adult interests. And this sort of thing does begin to seem a bit childish.’

			Just the same, there was a wistful note in her voice.

			We were approaching a grove of ilexes, holm oaks, centred on the northern slope of the little valley we had entered. There were twenty or so trees, large old ones, and their branches dangled around them in mannered, elegiac swags and fronds. The grove would have been distinguished in itself, a piece of natural sculpture on the grassy slope, with its dark, baroque outlines; but into the very middle of it led a staircase.

			‘Toby was terribly fussy about getting the right kind of wood,’ explained a twin. ‘It had to be Canadian red cedar and it cost us a fortune, but we managed to persuade Gideon to let us use some of the Mad Murgatroyd money. Toby has worked about twenty hours a day on it all summer.’

			‘He worries all the time in case old Venom does something horrible to it while we are in London,’ said the other twin.

			‘Old Venom nearly had apoplexy over it,’ Dolly told me. ‘He was down here the very first morning we started work, telling us that he was going to get lawyers’ letters and file writs and lay injunctions, that we were wrecking his view and undermining his health. His letters about it to Gideon would fill a suitcase.’

			‘What did Sir Gideon do?’

			‘Well, one weekend we had Sir Gervas Mostyn staying (the attorney general, you know?); he and Gid like to play oboes together. So old Gervas went and called on Venom and told him he was wasting his time. It was our grove, our land; we had got planning permission, we weren’t hurting the trees, we were not blocking his view. In fact Sir Lucian Hawke, the president of the RIBA, you know? He’s another musical chum of Gid’s, he said the staircase was a unique piece of work, outdoor sculpture, and might well win a Landmark Award.’

			‘Did it?’

			‘We never got round to applying.’

			‘What holds it up?’

			The staircase, made of golden wood, looped upwards in an elegant curve, disappearing among the dark green swags and fronds.

			‘Something to do with cantilevers, I think,’ said Dolly vaguely. ‘You can’t see from here.’ The twins grinned at her with younger-sisterly malice. I suspected they knew a good deal more about cantilevers than she did. ‘The wood will weather in time, of course. It will go grey. I suppose that may appease old Venom, if he doesn’t die of fury first. In the meantime he’s retaliated by putting up a gate at the end of our north drive, where it passes his house, and locking it.’

			‘Can he do that?’

			‘His house is on the site of a lodge, you see, which is what it was in LeMercier’s time, but that bit of land was sold off when he was in straits, and the old lodge pulled down, and that horrible little bijou residence built.’

			‘But can he put a locked gate across your drive?’

			‘Gid’s lawyer thinks he can, because that strip of land belongs to him now, though we have a right of way across it. But that may not apply to cars. It’s only a footpath right of way. Anyhow Gideon says he doesn’t want a lot of schtuss. He hates unpleasantness. So when we drive we go out the other way – it’s not much further. But we climb over Venom’s gate as often as we can.’

			‘It’s a foul gate,’ put in one of the twins. ‘With diagonal bars. He looked for a kind that was as difficult to climb as possible. You can’t help sliding down the bars. The boys just vault over.’

			I supposed that any clan as close-knit and remarkable as the Morningquest family must have enemies, simply because of their cohesiveness; their very unity would attract anger and ill-will. But it seemed rather sad.

			Two young males were clambering about on the stairway and inspecting it; as we came closer I saw that one was a fair-haired Morningquest brother, but I did not know which; the other was the short, dark man who had sat on Lady Morningquest’s left hand and been introduced as somebody from Louisiana.

			‘Toby can’t stay away from the stair for more than a couple of hours,’ said Dolly tolerantly. ‘It’s his baby. Now he wants to get started on the next part.’

			‘Can Pandora come up and see?’ she called to her brother, who was up at the top of the stair where it curved into the trees.

			‘Have you a head for heights?’ he shouted down at me.

			‘Oh, yes.’ In fact I adored climbing trees, and up to the age of nine or ten had almost lived in them. Even at sixteen, tree-climbing was one of my secret joys.

			‘All right. Hold the rail, though. Someone’s broken leg would be just the ammunition old Venom is looking for.’

			‘Need a hand?’ inquired the dark man. His accent was languid and drawling, with flat vowels. He sounded patronising; I didn’t care for the way he studied me with his greenish eyes, faintly amused, wholly unimpressed. I took an instant dislike to him. What was he doing here, anyway? I wondered. Whose friend was he? Too old for the boys, too young for the adults. I supposed he might be about thirty.

			‘No, thanks.’

			There was a tough, graceful hand-rail of curved wood. ‘We moulded it in a steam-bath,’ Toby explained. ‘It took ages to get right. I was afraid it might warp. But it seems OK so far. Come and see what we are going to do next.’

			He led on up the steps, which now rose between dangling clumps of foliage, and we arrived at a skeleton platform built into the fork of the tree that grew in the centre of the grove. This platform, at present, was formed merely of criss-cross joists, with a hand-rail round the circumference. It was an irregular shape, governed by the five branches radiating from the fork. Toby and the twins, who had followed me, at once fell into an impassioned argument about the shape of the structure, a kind of tree-palace, I gathered, which they proposed to erect on this base. Dolly, down at ground level, listened to them with a calm maternal smile. While every now and then some cynical remark was inserted by the green-eyed man, who was called Dave. I liked him less and less.

			The day had turned grey and grim. From our precarious perch, twenty feet up among thick foliage, we could not see the sky, but presently cold drops of rain began to patter among the small evergreen leaves.

			‘Damn,’ said Toby. ‘I hoped there’d be time to put in a bit more work on it today. Now it will have to wait till Christmas.’

			‘You poor hard-working little student,’ said Dave. Now there was a definite sneer in his voice.

			‘But, darling Toby, it’s only about three weeks till the end of term,’ Dolly pointed out.

			A bell began to clang from the direction of the house.

			‘Oh God,’ said Toby, ‘it’s nothing but meals at weekends.’

			Dave, the American, ran smartly down the stair, disdaining the use of hand-rail, and made off towards the house; Toby and the twins lingered, looking yearningly up at the grove.

			‘Weekend meals are practically Gid’s only chance to talk to us,’ Dolly pointed out piously.

			‘Whose fault is that? He doesn’t have to go trailing all over the map. He doesn’t have to accept every invitation.’

			‘He could retire and live on his savings,’ said one twin.

			‘But then he’d be round our necks all the time.’

			‘He’d probably go senile and die.’

			‘It’s his work that keeps him alive.’

			Ally and Elly laughed together like hyenas. They looked a bit like hyenas, I thought.

			A small man came towards us over the grass, saying ‘I am sent to hurry you.’

			‘Uncle Grisch, why you? Why not one of those lazy boys?’

			‘I elected myself. I needed the air.’ He spoke English with the exquisite correctness which few natives can ever achieve. He wore carpet-slippers and, over his dungarees, a black velvet waistcoat, unbuttoned.

			‘Uncle Grisch, don’t you think our tree-house ought to be a pavilion, like Prinny’s at Brighton?’ The twins attached themselves each to an arm.

			He firmly removed them and came to walk at my side. ‘So this pair of revolutionaries have been showing you the estate. I hope that you will return on many more visits?’ he said to me with kind courtesy. I said I hoped so too.

			‘We’ll all be here for the Christmas holidays,’ graciously announced Dolly. ‘And the twins break up a week before the rest of us.’

			The twins gave me sharp, measuring looks.

			‘It is sad for me and Lulie that the family are here only at weekends,’ said Uncle Grisch.

			‘Har, har,’ said the twins, and one of them added, ‘You know you can’t wait for us to take off on Sunday evenings so you can have the place to yourselves and fraternise with old Venom.’

			Ignoring them, Grisch asked me questions about my school, and my plans for university. I told him these were uncertain as I wished to study art, but my father, unfortunately, disapproved of further education for females.

			‘So? You are an artist?’ Grisch said with what sounded like real interest.

			‘Uncle Grisch is a painter,’ Dolly explained in her queenly manner.

			The twins burst out in chorus: ‘He’s a great painter. You ought to show Pandora your stuff, Uncle G.’

			‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘She may not want to look at them.’

			I said that I would love to, if he could spare the time.

			‘We shall see.’

			‘And he is also rewriting English literature,’ injected a twin, now with a note of satire.

			I would have liked to ask about this, but we had arrived back in the great kitchen.

			Most of the people who had been sitting around the table were still there. With more assurance, now that I had talked to some of the family and found them neither superhuman nor especially contemptuous of me, I glanced about.

			The room still seemed just as barnlike and cheerless. But, after all, it was merely the kitchen. Perhaps the rest of the house would be furnished with more attention to comfort and appearance. Later I found that this was not so; no room in Boxall Hill was provided with more than the bare minimum of tables, chairs, and beds, all of a severely utilitarian kind. Sir Gideon’s plan was that his family, at weekends and holidays, should accustom themselves to the austere and comfortless surroundings of their peasant ancestors. I do not believe this was due to a streak of parsimony in his nature, or puritanism; or even that he expected adversity in the future and thought they should be prepared for it; simply, he wished them to be adaptable. I was quite startled when, later, visiting the house in Cadogan Square, I found it cosily, even sumptuously furnished with glowing colours, soft fabrics, ornaments, and articles chosen for looks rather than basic need. His family seemed to go along, unrepining, with this dichotomy, though the boys sometimes mocked it. ‘But,’ as Dan said, ‘at least, here at Otherland, you don’t have to worry about scratching the furniture.’

			They called Boxall Hill Otherland; I never found out who had invented this name.

			Tea was being dispensed by Tante Lulie from a massive contraption (a samovar I later learned); one could have it with slices of lemon or milk from a huge blue-and-white striped jug. ‘Your mother and Mariana take theirs in the West Room; will you perhaps be so kind as to carry it to them,’ she said, handing me a battered metal tray with two mugs and two ginger-biscuits. (Ginger-biscuits were the only kind ever consumed by the Morningquest family.)

			‘Where do I find the West Room?’ I took the tray, pleased at this promotion to family status.

			‘Out that door and first on the right.’

			A stone-flagged passage led away from the kitchen. On the right lay what had probably been a steward’s or housekeeper’s room; it had a brick floor, bare wooden shelves, large hooks in the ceiling, and sepia photographs of bygone laundrymaids, footmen, and gamekeepers in stiff, unsmiling groups. It was furnished now with a small folding card-table and two osier basket-chairs. My mother and Mariana Morningquest were seated here, talking in low affectionate tones; both looked up amiably at my entrance, but I could see that I was not expected to linger in the room a moment longer than was necessary.

			‘Tante Lulie says, come back soon for the singing.’

			‘We will, we will! But I so seldom get a chance for a good gossip with your mother.’ Mariana gave me a smile that seemed created expressly for me and for nobody else. Her smiles were ravishing; they completely dissipated the slightly formidable, nutcracker quality of her face. It became suddenly radiant, refulgent.

			I beamed back, thinking, what a pity her daughters had not inherited this beauty. Perhaps there was a trace of it in Selene? She, so far, had studiously ignored me. She seemed to talk only to Toby.

			In the kitchen, the rest of the party were chomping ginger-nuts (I noticed Barnabas crunch up five in quick succession) and talking about disarmament, Cuba, reconnaissance flights of U2s and inspection zones. Since my father was antagonistic to any discussion of this kind, especially at mealtimes (his views on political matters were deeply entrenched and unshakable), I sat silent, as at home, but quietly fished out the little sketchpad I carried in my jeans pocket at all times and began making notes of faces in it.

			‘But we are boring our newest visitor,’ said Sir Gideon suddenly, sending me a smile from the far end of the table. I blushed, feeling I had been caught out in a breach of manners. Sir Gideon’s smile was quite different from that of his wife: it had a sweet, benign quality (rather like that of Sir Malcolm Muggeridge), but I felt it was a public smile, suitable for all occasions. There was nothing in it for me personally.

			‘No, no, I’m not bored, not at all,’ I protested fervently. ‘It’s just that I don’t know much about inspection zones. And I like to draw faces and don’t often get such a lot of new ones.’

			‘Inspection zones can wait their turn,’ said Sir Gideon. ‘What we want now is to hear you sing the Siamese national anthem.’

			‘I’m sorry – I don’t understand.’

			A bored, pitying expression, I noticed, had closed down over the faces of Dolly and the twins. Selene looked faintly nervous, Tante Lulie impatient, while the boys were simply waiting with resignation for the business to be over. Uncle Grisch gave me a nod and shrug.

			‘It’s a small test of their vocal chords that all our guests have to undergo,’ Sir Gideon went on genially, scribbling in a pocket notebook about the same size as mine, on a page which he then proceeded to tear out and despatch in my direction.

			One of the twins passed me the square of paper together with a vigorous wink. (It is odd how some people are unable to wink without a convulsion of the whole face.) I thought again, as I had in the ilex grove, what a very strong likeness they bore to the grinning stone heads that peer down from cathedral cornices. How could beautiful Mariana have given birth to such a plain pair? Did she mind?

			The writing on the paper in my hand was unintelligible, OH WA TA NA SIAM. I looked up, puzzled.

			‘You must sing it,’ Sir Gideon instructed me. ‘To the tune of God Save the Queen. Sing it to us, nice and loud.’

			‘Now?’

			‘Sing!’ the whole family chorused, and so, seeing no help for it, I chanted out the words as boldly as possible. And of course they all fell about laughing.

			‘Oh, what an ass you are!’

			I felt myself grow scarlet again, and wished that the stone-slabbed floor would open and swallow me.

			‘Schon genug, that’s quite enough,’ scolded Tante Lulie impatiently. ‘Who is for more tea? Gideon, you must leave in one hour’s time. Why not start the singing now? We should be sad to miss that. Selene – go and fetch your mother and Mrs Crumbe.’

			‘You sang very well – very well indeed!’ Sir Gideon called to me kindly and reassuringly down the table. ‘Don’t take it amiss, we have these little rites of passage; we always tease our guests. You are by no means the first. But your voice is better than most.’

			‘Gid is really a pain in the gut,’ one of the twins hissed at me. ‘All his jokes are a hundred years old.’

			But I thought the twins had laughed as loud as any.

			Mariana and my mother came back into the kitchen and resumed their places at the table. Sir Gideon glanced round the group and said quietly, ‘The Georg Christoph. Siehe, wie fein. Mariana, my love, give us a note.’

			Mariana gave one, very pure and clear.

			I glanced at my mother. She seemed expectant, but vague, as if trying to remember some obscure item for a shopping list. She was still excessively pale.

			The Morningquests started to sing.

			Whatever one might think, or come to think of them, as a group, about their singing there could be no adverse opinion. Listening to any of their Sunday song sessions – and in course of time I listened to many – has always ranked among the best experiences of my life; not only because of the sheer quality of the sound they created, but also from the strange exhilaration of knowing that such an oddly variegated group of people was capable of producing such unity, such harmony. I sat in a transport of pleasure and astonishment, but had enough attention to notice that Tante Lulie sang with them in a thin, true thread of voice; that Uncle Grisch did not sing, but listened hard, his black eyes very heedful; that Dave from Louisiana did not sing, and looked bored. Dolly took an alto part, the other girls were soprano; two of the boys were tenors and one, Dan perhaps, a counter-tenor. Sir Gideon conducted with a breadknife, singing loudly himself as he did so. Luke Rose, his friend, had a powerful bass.

			When they reached the conclusion, Sir Gideon glanced at his watch and said briskly, ‘That must be all for today. I have to set off in twelve minutes, no later. Who is riding in my car?’

			And that was the moment at which my mother gave a curious little sighing moan, and leaned forward until her head rested on the table. A thread of blood trickled from her mouth.
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