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      Chapter One

    


    A sudden chill breeze from the river caught Sarah as she leant through her bedroom window. She drew her cardigan around her, wishing it wasn’t a fawn cardigan—wondering, indeed, whether a cardigan was the sort of garment you wore at a house like Hallam. Mummy had always been very insistent on cardigans: they were to be worn in all except the hottest of weathers. Here they seemed drab and utilitarian, particularly ones in fawn (Mummy’s choice).


    Sarah’s bedroom had been distinctly grander than she had expected, and she didn’t feel quite comfortable in it yet. The bed was a solid structure, the furniture good and abundant. Only a slight air of mustiness had made her open the window. But Sarah knew that these old houses always had hanging over them a light shroud of must.


    Out on the lawn the family seemed to be gathering for tea. She had seen Mr. Hallam come out from his study, still carrying a book, the one she had seen him reading when she had been taken in to be introduced. Now Pinner the manservant was bringing out a collapsible table, the dog playing around his feet. Mrs. Hallam and Elizabeth were already there, one sewing, the other reading, in a companionable peace that Sarah had never managed to achieve with her own mother. She wondered whether Mrs. Hallam really expected her to join them. She had said so, certainly, but it had seemed an odd invitation to give to a new nursemaid-cum-governess. Except that Mrs. Hallam had stressed that she was not to be that: was a friend and helper with whom little Chloe was to grow up. Yes, on consideration it did seem as if Mrs. Hallam expected her to go down to tea on the lawn. Perhaps it would be better to go before the sons arrived. To walk across the lawn under too many strange gazes would be an ordeal best avoided.


    In spite of that occasional breeze the sun seemed to be quite hot. It was, after all, July. Sarah decided not to wear her cardigan, but in an unconscious obeisance to her mother she folded it up neatly and put it away in the drawer for woollens. Then she patted her hair before the long mirror inside her wardrobe, and went out into the bewildering maze of corridors.


    For Hallam seemed, this first time she was alone in it, all dark wood panelling and irregular corridors. As long as she kept to them she knew she could not be intruding on anybody, but when she had descended the broad, intimidating staircase—lightened by a modern portrait that she thought must be of Mrs. Hallam—she found herself in the square, oak-panelled hallway which she had been impressed by when she had arrived. The main door to the house was certainly not the one she should use to get to the garden, but which of the rooms should she go through to find that side entrance? Fortunately Sarah had a well-developed sense of direction, and the second door she tried revealed a booklined sitting-room, at the far end of which she saw a door—a post-Elizabethan addition—that led out to the lawns. Nervously she tried it, and stepped out into the little terraced garden. She dallied through its prettiness, but there was no avoiding the walk across the lawn, and when she had embarked upon it she found it every bit as difficult as she had feared. The expanse was so huge, and so exposed, for it only gained a softening of trees as it sloped down to the river. How, even in flat, sensible shoes, could one walk naturally? What did one do with one’s arms? Did one smile? And if one couldn’t smile all the way over, how did one contrive to look agreeable and contented?


    But when she finally approached the little group, Mrs. Hallam behaved perfectly, as Sarah had known she would.


    “Sarah! How nice. Just in time. I won’t be silly and ask if you’ve made yourself at home, because I know it will be some time before Hallam is anything like home to you. But being unpacked and settled in is something, isn’t it?”


    Elizabeth had smiled a brief but friendly smile, and Mr. Hallam had taken his pipe out and patted an empty deckchair. But it was Mrs. Hallam who was responsible for that surge of warmth in Sarah that she recognized as something close to love. She was so beautiful, there in the sunlight: her pale auburn hair drawn back; the oval face, the slim, graceful body that one could hardly believe had borne four children, the first more than twenty years before. And her beauty was not a cool sort of loveliness, but warm, concerned. She was a woman who made herself loved.


    “And such a confusing house it is, too,” she was saying. “Rambling isn’t the word for it. Positively maze-like. But I’ve never known any Tudor house that was anything else.”


    “But Sarah was brought up in a vicarage, wasn’t she?” said Mr. Hallam, looking up from his book with interrogative eyebrows. “Most of them are pretty large and warren-like.”


    “Actually ours is quite small,” said Sarah, her voice coming out as a little squeak. “It is a poor parish.”


    Small. And cold. And with that little worm of meanness and ill-temper at its heart. Her father.


    “Ah yes—it is in Derbyshire, isn’t it? That’s where you were brought up? And did the munificence of the Dukes of Devonshire not extend to your parish?”


    “Oh no. We are well outside his sphere of influence. Though my father was invited to Chatsworth once.”


    “Now there’s a house. I reviewed a book on Chatsworth and the Dukes of Devonshire last year. I seem to remember I came down hard on the old boys’sense of noblesse oblige, but some of them were really rather endearing old birds.”


    Sarah nodded intelligently, thankful that she knew quite a lot about the Dukes of Devonshire. It was really quite thrilling to hear Mr. Hallam talk about books. The Hallams of Hallam had a certain local fame, and it had even penetrated as far as Derbyshire: when Sarah had applied for the job her mother had heard of them, and had contributed a few details about the family’s history. But it was the reviewing, the weekly column in the Observer, that had made Dennis Hallam’s name a household word—at any rate in intellectual and politically aware households. The reviews were urbane, witty, learned—or on occasion trenchant and almost Swiftian in their scorn for time-servers, muddled thinkers, or those on the make. The subjects that moved him were cruelty, war, and the destruction of the British heritage. She knew he was a great campaigner for the League of Nations, and had lent his fervour and his handsome presence to meetings up and down the country. His promotion of the League’s aims had led to trouble, frequently, with Fascist mobs. She knew too that he had been wounded in the Great War—and she suspected that the scars were as much mental as bodily.


    “Ah, here are the sandwiches,” said Mrs. Hallam. “They look lovely. I’ll go and fetch the cake, Mrs. Munday.”


    “Bless you, madam—a cream cake out in this heat?” said the cook, who was ample in that way that Sarah had always imagined country house cooks ought to be. “That’d do it no good at all. I’ll bring it out when you’ve done with the sandwiches.”


    “You are kind. Oh good—here’s Oliver coming.” Mrs Hallam smiled at the approach of her elder son. “I don’t think we can expect Will. He’s busy conspiring with one of his friends in his room.”


    “I fear the boy will be a politician,” said Dennis Hallam, with a sceptical smile.


    “Shall I take the boys something?” asked Mrs. Munday.


    “No, certainly not,” said Mrs. Hallam. “If they want tea they can come out here and have it with us. Ah, Oliver: this is Sarah. Come to help with Chloe.”


    Oliver, the heir to Hallam, was inclined to be plump, though certainly he could not yet be called fat. He had a kind, comfortable smile, and an air of being intelligent without being an intellectual. He had travelled and worked in the Middle East after school, and was now about to begin his Finals year at Oxford. He greeted Sarah pleasantly, and sank into a chair.


    “Will is solving the unemployment problem with public works,” he said, “and undermining the Nazi government through a network of agents provocateurs. By tomorrow we shall either see a Red Dawn, or the end of civilization as we know it.”


    The tea was wonderful, Sarah thought. There were cucumber sandwiches, of course, and sandwiches with what she decided must be relish, and a variety of others made with what Mrs. Munday must have had around in the kitchen, all of them cut so delicately and presented so imaginatively that the everyday became a treat. No crusts to be eaten up, either—Sarah’s childhood had been dominated by crusts to be eaten up, and waste not want not. Only the cream cake, when Mrs. Munday brought it, seemed to Sarah excessively rich—but then she had been frugally brought up, and the Hallam children hadn’t: they tucked into it with a will, especially Oliver. Red squirrels darted over the lawn from tree to tree, and Bounce, the Hallam retriever, chased anything that moved with an amiable determination not to catch it. The conversation ranged over books and politics and personal concerns, and sometimes Mr. Hallam talked quietly to Sarah about her background, and the doings in her father’s parish. This last subject was a little embarrassing. Sarah could say nothing about her father’s alienation from his flock—by his lack of vocation, his meanness, his petty rages—but she said something about his “difficulties.”


    “I can imagine,” said Dennis Hallam. “People talk about changes in country life, even a revolution, but they don’t know what they are talking about. The changes are only skin-deep, and at the heart there’s the same darkness and superstition that there always was. I’m afraid we are quite alien here. They look up to us because we are the family at the big house—which is the last thing we’d want. But if I talk to them about the things that really concern me, I meet a wall of dogged, dumb resistance. I expect your father finds the same.”


    “Something of it,” admitted Sarah, conscious of meeting openness with reticence. “My mother gets through to the local people better. Perhaps Mrs. Hallam—does too.”


    “Oh, absolutely. Helen—please call her Helen. And I’m Dennis. But Helen only gets through to them on a domestic level, and only to the women. If she starts talking about the things we have close at heart—and she’s as concerned about them as I, though she loathes public meetings—then she meets the same blank wall. Really we should live in town, though I only feel at peace in the country.”


    “You’d fit in in town, Father,” broke in Oliver, “because there you’d find plenty of earnest, right-thinking citizens like yourself. If you talked to the char, or the man digging up the road outside your house, you’d find just the same resistance.”


    “A few like-minded souls wouldn’t go amiss,” said Dennis Hallam, with a wry smile. “At least they’d be an improvement on Cousin Mostyn—who for our sins we have to visit tomorrow.”


    “Not to mention Major Coffey, who will doubtless also be gracing the occasion,” said Helen Hallam. “Though that odious man was hardly spawned by the countryside.”


    “Oh God,” said Oliver. “Cousin Mostyn is one thing, but Coffey I can’t abide. I think tomorrow will be devoted to concentrated revision of 18th-century history.”


    “How cowardly the young are,” murmured Helen. “You’ll come with us, won’t you, Elizabeth?”


    “If you want me to, Mummy. Sarah and I can go into the garden.”


    So it seemed assumed that she would go with them. Oh dear. New people. So many new people at once, and she in that confusing, Jane Eyre-like position of being neither servant nor gentry. Sarah looked at the dappled lawn, the panting dog, the shimmering red-brick house in the distance, and felt conflicting emotions of peace and panic.


    The peace was dissipated by a figure running from the house. It was a slim, boyish figure, in white shirt and grey flannels. His family kinship was proclaimed by his flaming hair—brilliant, where his mother’s was delicate, almost peach-coloured. It flopped down over one eye, giving him an appearance at once schoolboyish yet vaguely piratical. He was racing across the lawn as if pursued by Furies.


    “I’ve just heard!” he panted. “On the six o’clock news. Franco has raised the standard. There’s civil war in Spain.”


    The news would have been received in the rectory in Derbyshire with a mild, disinterested curiosity. Perhaps her father would even have approved. Here the news met with strong and instant horror and outrage.


    “Is it confirmed?”


    “What is the government doing?”


    “Has he landed on the mainland?”


    “Will all the troops follow him?”
Dennis Hallam stood up.


    “I must telephone the League of Nations Union chairman. We must press the government to get a strong motion through at Geneva. And they must follow it up with the threat of sanctions against anyone supporting Franco. I expect Mussolini is behind this. If only we could count on this spineless government of ours to take a determined line. Their instinct will be to stand heroically aside.”


    “Sanctions won’t do any good,” said Will scornfully.


    “This is war. This one we have to fight.”


    “But of course we’re going to fight,” said Dennis. “As I said, we’ll press in Geneva—”


    “I mean fight. I’m going to go there to fight.”


    There was a second’s silence. It was clear to Sarah that they took him seriously.


    “Don’t be absurd, old chap,” said Oliver.


    “Will, darling, surely we’ve brought you up to believe—” began Helen Hallam.


    “Oh, I know what I’ve been brought up to believe. Only I don’t believe it any more.”


    “Will, dear old thing,” said Dennis earnestly, “I know how one reacts at first to things like this: one wants to fight back. It’s an almost irresistible urge. But one has to resist it! Fighting back never settled anything.”


    “Fighting back stopped the Spanish Armada,” said Will, obviously clutching at the first historical example that came into his head. “What good have all your motions and resolutions done for Abyssinia? Did they stop Herr Hitler from marching into the Rhineland? They’re just impotence with a loud voice.”


    “That’s a very fine phrase, Will,” said Dennis quietly. “But is that really all your mother’s and my work means to you?”


    Will looked momentarily shamefaced, and Helen said quickly:


    “No, Dennis, you shouldn’t put it like that. This is not a personal thing. The point is that if the governments of the world put their hearts into economic sanctions they really will work. And they’ll work without the terrible, senseless slaughter we went through in the war.”


    “If, if, if,” said Will impatiently. “But of course they won’t put their heart into sanctions. Half of them will be hoping that Franco wins. Just watch Cousin Mostyn when you go to Cabbot Hall tomorrow. He’ll be positively purring at the prospect. And he’s in the government.”


    “Only at the most junior level,” protested Oliver. “Even Mr. Baldwin would never appoint such a stumblebum to anything of any importance.”


    “The point is that there is no will to impose sanctions, so the only thing is to help the government of Spain to fight. I’m going to go to London tomorrow. Someone there will be getting things organized.”


    “You’re not of age, Will,” put in Elizabeth quietly.


    “I’m of age to join the British Army. Nobody can stop me going to fight for Spain.”


    “It’s not a question of trying to stop you,” wailed Helen. “It’s a question of trying to convince you.”


    “Will,” said Dennis quietly, “I’ve told you this many times, and I’ll tell you it again. Back in 1913 we got up a Hallam cricket team to play the village lads. Boys from houses around here, men who’d been with me at school and Oxford. After the match we all came back here to tea, stood on the turf you’re standing on now. It was one of the happiest days of my life. In a year we were all at war. I was sent to Egypt. I came back with a gammy leg, and you were born. All the rest were sent to France and Flanders. In two years all but one were dead. Can you really say that giving the Kaiser a bloody nose was worth the decimation of the best of our young men?”


    Will paused, in order to reply with becoming gravity.


    “I don’t say that it was. No, I don’t think it was. But I do think there are some things one has to fight. I do think that if Herr Hitler invaded Britain I would fight, because there are some governments so disgusting that no one should be forced to live under them. I think Oliver would fight Hitler too, if it came to the pinch. I think Spain is the same sort of issue.”


    “Franco is just an old-fashioned martinet, under the thumb of the Church,” protested Dennis.


    “People should not have to live under him. And it’s a question of defending democracy, defending the rule of law.”


    “And what makes you think that you will be any help in the fight?” asked Oliver sardonically. “You, who even refused to join the school cadet corps?”


    Will flushed.


    “Of course I’d be useless, now. But this isn’t a fight that’s going to be over in two or three months. I think it will last years. I shall train, and lots of people like me will train, and then we won’t be useless.”


    And to cut off the argument he turned and ran back to the house, very fast. He seemed to do nothing except in extremes. Sarah felt she had never seen anyone so vital, so full of fire and purpose.


    The tea-party was over. Dennis’s review copy lay unregarded in his deckchair. Helen was dabbing her eyes.


    “Don’t worry, darling,” said Dennis, putting his arm around her. “We’ll stop him.”


    “We can’t stop him. We’ve always brought our children up to make their own decisions.”


    “Probably the revolt will fizzle out in a week or two, or be crushed. I must telephone the chairman of the League of Nations Union …”


    And the little party began trailing back towards the house, Dennis moving with his characteristic slight limp.


    “Oh dear, Sarah,” said Helen. “What must you think of us? And on your first day!”


    A swallow swooped in front of Bounce, but he declined to pursue it. Over the lawn the shadows had lengthened, and nippy breezes came up from the river. Sarah wished she had brought her cardigan.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    By the next day Sarah found it was assumed among the Hallams that she would be going with them to Cousin Mostyn’s. She would have preferred to stay behind, but it would have seemed ungrateful and unadventurous to say so. That Cousin Mostyn lived so close, she gathered, was not due to any family or property reasons, still less to any pull of affection, it was due merely to the fact that he was MP for the Oxfordshire constituency in which they all lived. Mostyn’s “place” was called Cabbot Hall, and he had bought it when he had been elected, in 1931. “A dull house,” said Dennis Hallam. He did not add, because he didn’t need to: “and eminently suitable.”


    Sarah wondered what she was to do with little Chloe. “She can come with us, or stay with Mrs. Munday,” said Helen. At first Sarah thought this a little unfair on Mrs. Munday, who no doubt had her own duties to do, and a dinner to cook, but when she saw the pair together she retracted her opinion: they clearly doted on each other.


    Chloe was a sprite of a girl: fair-haired, lithe, active, she radiated glee and physical well-being. Forward for her six years, as was to be expected, she was also independent: she only demanded to “know” things when she had failed to work them out for herself. Standing with Helen, watching her as she played around the stables which were her great joy, Sarah was only conscious of an aura of gold, of dancing delight, of a joyous relish for life.


    “She was an afterthought, of course,” said Helen. “Or rather a lack of forethought.”


    Sarah blushed. Such frankness would have been unthinkable at the vicarage.


    “But not the less loved for that,” added Helen, seeing her embarrassment. “She is a love of a child.”


    Chloe debated long and seriously whether to go to Cabbot Hall or stay with Mrs. Munday. In the end she decided to stay, on the grounds that Bounce would otherwise be lonely. The family’s sense of social responsibility clearly had descended to her. Sarah had her own debate, on what to wear, being very unsure what kind of occasion this was to be. By now she was friendly enough with Elizabeth to call her in, and she gave her opinion gravely, though both girls were conscious that Sarah’s wardrobe hardly presented an infinity of choice.


    The family’s dilemma was over which car to take. The Wolseley was more comfortable, but the Austin Seven was more loved. Cousin Mostyn would be displeased, Dennis said, to see them arrive in so plebeian a car, especially as it was very dirty, and had had REDS scrawled in its dust by some village lout, presumably in mistaken reference to their politics. When Chloe decided to stay at Hallam, and since Oliver was claiming his desperate need to revise eighteenth-century history, the choice of the Austin Seven became inevitable, in spite of the crush.


    All the day’s arguing and playfulness cloaked, as Sarah was well aware, the subject that was really preoccupying everybody. Will had gone to London by the first train. Who he would see there, what he would do, nobody quite knew, for he had been busy packing and telephoning the night before. They did not expect to get a postcard from Madrid or Barcelona in the next few days, but on the other hand they knew Will’s fiery nature, knew that he might commit himself impulsively to some course of action, from which he would later find it impossible to back down. Oliver had phoned one or two of his friends in London who he guessed might be involved in any activity going on, but he got the impression that, until the news from Spain became more definite, until they knew that the government could put up a real resistance to the leaders of the revolt, much was being mooted but little was being done. That, at any rate, was comfort. Oliver emphasized to all these friends that his brother was very young, was to go up to Oxford in October, and that any decision he made to go and fight would be very disturbing to his parents. He came back from these talks with a conviction that there was a new, more aggressive spirit abroad among the young, but he did not communicate this to his elders.


    The gathering at Cousin Mostyn’s, Sarah had discovered, was “drinks.” Just drinks. They would be coming home for dinner. Cousin Mostyn threw these modest parties periodically, according to Dennis to butter up his middle-class constituents. He liked the Hallams to come along, partly because they had both local and national prestige, partly because their presence demonstrated his broad-mindedness. “Which is no doubt why he also invites Major Coffey,” said Dennis dourly. “I at least pay Mostyn the compliment of doubting that he is a Fascist.” So Major Coffey, apparently, was.


    They left Hallam at about a quarter to six. Elizabeth and Sarah climbed into the back seat, Sarah being very careful not to crease her dress, and the older Hallams sat in the front, Dennis driving with a nonchalant expertise. Sarah decided it was a delightful little car—which was odd, because they had an Austin Seven at home, and she had never considered it in any other light than a means of getting from here to there. This car, however, which was called “Bumps,” contained hidden delights: Will’s cricket pads on the floor, a Jerusalem newspaper brought back by Oliver and stuffed down the side of the seat, items of make-up scattered by Helen, and at least three books sent to Dennis for review. It was a car, too, that seemed made to cruise through the country lanes, whereas the Wolseley would undoubtedly have seemed over-assertive, a Blenheim Palace among cars. Most of the countrymen they passed were too late realizing who the driver was to tip their caps to him. It was like being an ordinary family, out on a joy-ride.


    When Helen pointed out Cabbot Hall in the middle distance Sarah saw what they meant when they described it as a dull house. A fine position, on a gentle rise, but a dull house. The architect had been handed an opportunity, and muffed it. It had been built in the 1790s, and it demonstrated only the tired clichés of the late Georgian style. It was quite modest in size, but then Cousin Mostyn was apparently quite modestly off, and he and his wife had no children.


    Sarah was conscious, in making these judgements, that if she had had a friend in Derbyshire who lived in a house like this, she would have thought it quite tremendously grand.


    They were by no means the first to arrive at Cabbot Hall, and Bumps was niftily inserted between cars both grander and cleaner. Sarah got out carefully, and was pleased to find her dress had not suffered greatly from the squash, though she was upset to see a woman going up the steps of the house who seemed to have dressed for a Buckingham Palace garden party.


    “She’s the butcher’s wife,” murmured Helen. “So it doesn’t seem too unkind to talk about mutton dressed up as lamb.”


    Inside, in the big, dull entrance hall, Mostyn Hallam and his wife were greeting their guests. Mostyn, Sarah had by now found out, was something very lowly in Mr. Hore Belisha’s Ministry of Transport. One of the family jokes was that his nose had inspired the famous Belisha Beacons. It was indeed a very red nose, but it was in a very red face, suggesting high blood pressure, and a delight in the pleasures of the table. He was portly, affable, his voice slightly over-loud as he shook hands all round. The overdressed lady and her beefy but otherwise inconspicuous husband were just ahead of them.


    “Ah, Mr. Fowler. Good to see you here again. And your lovely lady wife. You look younger every time I see you, my dear. You know everyone? I’m sure everyone knows you. Fowler sells the best meat in Oxfordshire, so I always say.”


    It seemed safe to assume that Mr. Fowler was the only butcher invited to that particular shindig.


    Cousin Mostyn was clearly pleased to see the other Hallams. When Helen introduced Sarah she watched him for any signs of displeasure that they had brought along the nursery governess, but even her over-sensitivity could discern nothing—mere friendliness, albeit of an avuncular kind.


    “Ah—Sarah Causeley, come to look after little Chloe, is that it? Bit of a handful, eh?”


    “A very delightful handful, anyway,” said Sarah.


    “Oh, absolutely. Charming child.”


    At the mention of Chloe Sarah had seen a look of pain pass over Mrs. Mostyn Hallam’s face. She was a well-groomed, well-dressed woman, who nevertheless contrived to present a vaguely washed-out appearance. It was easy to guess that the late arrival of Chloe, to the senior Hallams who already had three children, had been to her a matter of pain and reproach.


    “Winifred, my wife,” said Mostyn, waving. Sarah smiled, shook hands, and then they all moved on.


    Sarah soon found that, if there were anomalies in her position at the gathering, there were anomalies in the occasion as a whole—as perhaps was inevitable, given that its purpose was political rather than social. People were forced into proximity whose normal contacts were no more than the transmitting of orders and the fulfilling of them. One could hardly use this opportunity to complain about the lamb Mr. Fowler had sent up last week, or the quality of the last batch of shirt-collars some other worthy tradesman had supplied. Instead there was a great deal of heartiness, of kind inquiries about health or children, and the weather was much mulled over.


    Sarah felt no kinship with gentry or tradespeople. She thought that even a clergyman would be welcome, but there was none in sight. She felt closer to a young waiter, clearly hired for the occasion and not yet quite sure of the tricks of his trade, who approached her with a tray.


    “A drink, miss?”


    He was a chunky young man with a slight Oxfordshire burr and an amused eye.


    “Yes, I think I would like one. But I’m not sure what to have.”


    “I think you’ll find sherry quite a safe choice, miss.”


    He inclined the side of the tray with the sherries. She smiled and he smiled. Then he was summoned by a horsey voice, and he moved off, his face impassive.


    Everyone of importance seemed to have arrived, and Mostyn and Winifred Hallam began moving among their guests. Winifred was diligent in her inquiries after health and children, but she seemed to do it with more concern and more previous knowledge than most of her guests. This was no doubt a consequence of being a politician’s wife. Mostyn was doling out “Trade’s picking up” to the commercial interests, and “Weather’s no good in your line” to the farmers—this last a safe bet, since even Sarah was aware that weather, for farmers, was invariably of the wrong sort.


    At one point, as Mostyn passed regally by, Dennis Hallam took him by the arm and said in a friendly way:


    “Some time, when the crush thins out, I’d like to have a word with you about Spain.”


    “Spain? Thinking of going there on holiday? Frightfully hot this time of year.”


    “Mostyn, civil war is breaking out there.”


    “Civil war? Oh no, I don’t think so. Comic opera stuff. They go in for that kind of thing down there. Over in a week, you mark my words. Bang-bang, wave a few flags, and it’s all over.” He lowered his voice to something lower than a bellow, and assumed a conspiratorial stance that did indeed seem to derive from comic opera. “But I’ll tell you something that will interest you …”


    Everyone in the vicinity pricked up their ears, but Cousin Mostyn was sublimely unaware that he was being listened to.


    “What’s that?”


    “The King’s going on holiday. To the Aegean. And he’s taking with him that American woman.”


    Dennis shrugged.


    “I don’t expect he’ll send me a postcard.”


    “But you can’t take it that lightly, old man! It’s getting to be quite frightful. You’ve no idea what the American newspapers are saying.”


    “I can imagine.”


    “The Duff Coopers will be with them. But I never thought Duff entirely sound. And his ways with women …”


    “I was at Oxford with Duff. I know all about his ways with women. But I thought the danger with the King was that he might want to marry this American woman.”


    “It is, old man, it is.”


    “If he follows Duff’s example he’ll go in quite the opposite direction.”


    “Well, let’s damned well hope so …”


    “But getting back to Spain—”


    Sarah saw Elizabeth raising an eyebrow at her, and nodding in the direction of the garden. The two girls slipped through the morning-room towards the French windows. As they scurried along they heard one of the guests say, in a broad country accent:


    “That weren’t our King they was talkin’about, were it? Our King i’n’t got no woman.”


    The fresh air was invigorating. The two girls sipped at their drinks and grinned at each other.


    “Daddy is butting his head against a brick wall,” said Elizabeth. “I sometimes think he prefers it that way. First Cousin Mostyn will say that there isn’t going to be a war in Spain, then he’ll say it’s best left to the Spaniards—don’t want to get involved with their squabbles, what? Then he’ll say anyway the government was a bit red, wasn’t it, far as he’d heard, and it might well be good riddance to bad rubbish, that’s what a lot of fellers are saying around Westminster. It’s much more difficult to argue with stupid people than with intelligent ones, and after all these years at meetings and discussion groups and study groups, Daddy has never realized that. Or rather, he treats everybody as if they were intelligent.”
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