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  Introduction




  Begin your book, writers are advised, in a way no one can ignore. Start a fire on the page: set a sentence fizzing, and lob it at your reader like a hand grenade.




  There is risk in such a fierce approach. It may be the writer, not the reader, who is stunned by the effort. For the rest of the book, she can hardly summon the energy to live up to her own

  first paragraph.




  There is a quieter way: ‘This, then was the situation.’




  With a hushed, baleful confidence, the writer places a chair for you. You are in Mrs Fleming’s dining room, and you are complicit. Dinner will be oysters, grouse and cold orange

  soufflé. In parenthesis, lightly signalled as if by the touch of a fork on crystal, comes the first treat:




  

  

  Eight people were to dine that evening in the house at Campden Hill Square. Mrs Fleming had arranged the party (it was the kind of unoriginal thought expected of her, and she sank obediently to

  the occasion) to celebrate her son’s engagement to June Stoker.


	


	


  

  This is a moneyed world, made exotic by its vanished etiquette. Women flock into Mrs Fleming’s bedroom to powder their faces. Their long skirts almost trip them on the curving stair. They

  are on their way to drink champagne in tribute to the virginal June, who is already beset by horrible doubts. The action, for the moment, is contained in a soft haze of candlelight. Disquiet is

  tapping at the long panes. Inside, the tight, trivial minuet: society’s ritual, suffered with varying degrees of passivity, apprehension, boredom. Outside, chaos: a world of colliding,

  ungovernable possibility which ‘petrifies the imagination’.




  In recent years Elizabeth Jane Howard, who was always known as Jane, has become famous for a quartet of novels known as the ‘Cazalet Chronicles’, which draw on her own family story

  and were adapted for radio and television. Tracing the fortunes of an upper-middle-class family, the quartet begins in 1937 and covers a decade; a fifth novel, All Change, skips ahead to

  1956. The novels are panoramic, expansive, intriguing as social history and generous in their storytelling. They are the product of a lifetime’s experience, and come from a writer who knew

  her aim and had the stamina and technical skill to achieve it. It would be rewarding if the thousands of readers who enjoyed the series were drawn to the author’s earlier work. There was a

  time when her talent seemed so effervescent, so unstoppable, that there was no predicting where it might take her. From the beginning she attracted superlatives, more for the gorgeousness of her

  prose than for the emotional extravagance of her characters. Their laughter was outrageous, their weeping contagious, their love-affairs reckless. But there was nothing uncalculated about the

  author’s effects. From the first, she was a craftswoman.




  The Long View, published in 1956, has a five-part structure. It begins in 1950, and each part draws us backwards through the life of Antonia Fleming, till we arrive in 1926, when we

  find her as a young girl about to be tenderly deceived, baffled and bullied into wifehood. It is a book much easier to read than to describe. The art lies in its construction, and its construction

  activates desire. The present is seductive for the reader, but desolating for Mrs Fleming; you must read on, as the narrative slides backwards, to discover why. The writer knows exactly where to

  break off a narrative strand. She arouses powerful curiosity and calmly refuses to satisfy it. Lured gradually away from the present moment, the reader finds Antonia as a mother, a wife, a lover, a

  daughter and finally, simply herself. Her story is told with intensity and a distilled sensuous power. Dismay at the human condition ripples beneath a style that sparkles and fizzes, like the

  champagne that the bride-to-be dilutes with her shameful tears.




  Elizabeth Jane Howard’s first novel, The Beautiful Visit, won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize. It is daunting to think that The Long View, so accomplished, so technically

  adroit, was only her second book. Despite early praise and attention, it was hard for Jane to make a living. She came from a background where the necessity was not much considered. In The Long

  View, Mrs Fleming’s passport states her occupation as ‘Married Woman’. In this world, men are not obliged to explain or account for themselves. Creatures endlessly to be

  placated, they look to mould a woman into a satisfactory, if not perfect wife. Conrad Fleming seeks to mould Antonia. He is a man of unblemished conceit, immaculate selfishness. Young women readers

  today may view him with incredulity. They should not. He is faithfully recorded. He is the voice of the day before yesterday, and also the voice of the ages past.




  Again, we may be bemused by the innocence and passivity of June Stoker, whose engagement party begins the story. But June, with her pink face powder and her quivering uncertainties, is an

  ordinary girl of her time and class: just as Mrs Fleming’s daughter Deirdre is ordinary, in her defiance, her emotional brinkmanship, her search for a man to validate her. The author pays

  close attention to these people. She describes with creative precision the infinite number of trivial things that make up the texture of their lives.




  It is because of this precision that she ushers a willing reader with her, to explore every nuance of feeling. This author understands impulse, because she feels the heady rush. She feels the

  chilly breeze in the street, and the chilly draught of misgiving in the heart. In the moment feelings are experienced, they are described: they are pinned to the page. Neither the outer nor inner

  world is privileged above the other, but every sentence captures their interplay: the clear light of logic and intention, and the flecked and dappled shadows of unconscious drives, of half-formed

  desires. The author’s eyes and ears are sharp, but her judgement is benign, withheld. She respects her characters. None of them exist to be despised. Conrad, for example, is ‘a student

  of strife’ who leaves a trail of damage, knowing women will sweep it up. But he is witty, and sometimes startlingly perceptive and kind; we can see why Antonia is carried away by him. In

  these novels, even monsters are fools for love. Whether they are shivering ingénues or hardened egotists, they are seeking grace. They cling to a belief that someone will see through their

  erratic behaviour to their enduring qualities. They are looking for someone to read them and stick by them; to know the worst, but continue to turn the page.




  Elizabeth Jane Howard was born in 1923 to a family who were affluent, well-connected and miserable. Her father and his brother were the directors of the family timber firm.

  They didn’t do much directing; ‘they just had a jolly nice time,’ she said. They had earned it. Her father had enlisted at seventeen, survived the Great War on the Western Front,

  brought home a Military Cross. He was a warm father, but duplicitous and unsafe. Her mingled fear and fascination fuelled the Cazalet novels, which are less cosy than they appear. Her

  parents’ marriage and their subsequent relationships, together with her own, provided a model of instructive dysfunction for almost every story she wrote. ‘There were only two kinds of

  people,’ thinks Conrad in The Long View: ‘those who live different lives with the same partners, and those who live the same life with different partners . . .’ It is one

  of many such jaundiced observations – pithily expressed, painfully accurate.




  Jane’s mother, Kit, was a disappointed dancer. She had given up her professional career for marriage. The dancer’s world is so brutally testing that it’s hard to say, in any

  particular case, whether such a choice was coloured by a suspicion of being not quite good enough. Second-rate young men went abroad, their CVs condensed into the acronym FILTH: Failed in London,

  Try Hong Kong. Women in retreat from their potential could choose the internal exile of marriage, and the results were often dingy. Kit does not seem to have liked her daughter. Perhaps she was

  jealous of her. Jane was a young woman of spectacular looks. Repeatedly in the novels, mature adults gaze in mingled envy and delight at the person least to be envied, an adolescent who is a

  writhing mass of uncertainties. Jane had little formal education, but she was a reader. And her piano teacher imparted something of great value: ‘How to learn: how to take the trouble and go

  on taking it.’




  Briefly, she became an actress. The Second World War blighted her career hopes. Like Mrs Fleming, she saw ‘the value of lives rocketing up and down like shares on a crazy stock

  market’. In such an atmosphere, decisions were taken quickly – there was no long view. She was nineteen when she married the naturalist Peter Scott, then a naval officer, aged

  thirty-two. The night before the wedding, her mother asked her if she knew anything about sex, describing it as ‘the nasty side’ of marriage. Jane’s daughter Nicola was born

  during an air raid. It was an horrific experience. She knew to save it up and use it later. When the war was over she abandoned husband and infant daughter, something the world does not readily

  forgive. She moved into a dirty flat off Baker Street: ‘a bare bulb in the ceiling, wooden floors full of malignant nails . . . the only thing I was sure of was that I wanted to

  write.’




  There was another marriage, a brief one, to a fellow writer. Then she became the second wife of Kingsley Amis, an acclaimed and fashionable novelist. Jane wanted love, sexual and every kind; she

  said so all her life, and she was bold in saying so, because it is always taken as a confession of weakness. The early years of the Amis marriage were happy and companionable. There is a picture of

  the couple working at adjacent typewriters. It belies the essential nature of the trade. Jane was strung on the razor wire of a paradox. She wanted intimacy, and writing is solitary. She wanted to

  be valued, and writers often aren’t. The household was busy and bohemian. She kept house and cooked for guests, some of them demanding, some of them long-stayers. She was a kind, inspiring

  stepmother to Amis’s three children. The marriage was, as Martin Amis has said, ‘dynamic’, but the husband’s work was privileged, whereas Jane’s was seen as

  incidental, to be fitted around a wife’s natural domestic obligations.




  During those years she wrote a number of witty novels, full of the pleasures of life, while enduring periods of deep misery. Her husband was making money and collecting applause, but she kept

  faith with her talent. Well-bred people did not make a fuss or make a noise, her mother had told her, even when having a baby. That is a prescription for emotional deadness, not creative growth.

  But if pain can be survived, it can perhaps be channelled and put to work. In her novels Jane described delusion and self-delusion. She totted up the price of lies and the price of truth. She saw

  damage inflicted, damage reflected or absorbed. She had learned more from Jane Austen than from her mother. Comedy is not generated by a writer who sails to her desk saying, ‘Now I will be

  funny.’ It comes from someone who crawls to her desk, leaking shame and despair, and begins to describe faithfully how things are. In that fidelity to the details of misery, one feels relish.

  The grimmer it is, the better it is: slowly, reluctantly, comedy seeps through.




  The journalist Angela Lambert has asked why The Long View is not recognized as one of the great novels of the twentieth century. One might ask why Jane’s whole body of work is not

  rated more highly. It’s true her social settings are limited; so are Jane Austen’s. As in Austen’s novels, a busy underground stream of anxiety threatens to break the surface of

  leisured lives. The anxiety is about resources. Have I enough? Enough money in my purse? Enough credit with the world? In various stories, Elizabeth Jane Howard’s characters teeter on the

  verge of destitution. Elsewhere, money flows in from mysterious sources. Her characters do not command those sources, nor comprehend them. Emotionally, financially, her vulnerable heroines live

  from hand to mouth. Even if they have enough, they do not know enough.




  Their unarmed state, their vulnerability, gives them a claim on the sternest sensibility. Why should I care, some readers ask, about the trials of the affluent? Why should I care what happens in

  Campden Hill Square? But readers who do not care about rich characters do not care about poor ones either. Jane’s novels can be resisted by those who see the surface and find it bourgeois.

  They can be resisted by those who do not like food, or cats, or children, or ghosts, or the pleasures of pinpoint accuracy in observation of the natural or manufactured world: by those who turn a

  cold shoulder to the recent past. But they are valued by those open to their charm, their intelligence and their humour, who can listen to messages from a world with different values from ours.




  But the real reason the books are underestimated – let’s be blunt – is that they are by a woman. Until very recently there was a category of books ‘by women, for

  women’. This category was unofficial, because indefensible. Alongside genre products with little chance of survival, it included works written with great skill but in a minor key, novels that

  dealt with private, not public life. Such novels seldom try to startle or provoke the reader; on the contrary, though the narrative may unfold ingeniously, every art is employed to make the reader

  at ease within it. Understated, neat, they do not employ what Walter Scott called ‘the Big Bow-wow strain’. Reviewing Jane Austen, and admiring her, Scott saw the problem: how can such

  work be evaluated, by criteria meant for noisier productions? From the eighteenth century onward, these novels have been a guilty pleasure for many readers and critics – enjoyed, but

  disparaged. There is a hierarchy of subject matter. Warfare should get more space than childbirth, though both are bloody. Burning the bodies rates higher than burning the cakes. If a woman engages

  with ‘masculine’ subjects, it has not saved her from being trivialized; if a man descends to the domestic, writes fluently of love, marriage, children, he is praised for his empathy,

  his restraint; he is commended as intrepid, as if he had ventured among the savages to get secret knowledge. Sometimes, perfection itself invites contempt. She gets that polish because she takes no

  risks. Her work shines because it’s so small. I work on two inches of ivory, Jane Austen said, ironically: much labour, and small effect.




  Time has sanctified Jane Austen, though there are still those who don’t see what the fuss is about. It helps that she was a good girl, with the tact to die young; with nothing to say about

  her private life, and her heart guarded from examination, critics had to look at her text. Modern women have less tidy careers. When Elizabeth Jane Howard died in 2014, aged ninety, the Daily

  Telegraph’s obituary described her as ‘well-known for the turbulence of her personal life’. Other ‘tributes’ dwelled on her ‘failed’ love affairs. In

  male writers, affairs testify to irrepressible virility, but in women they are taken to indicate flawed judgement. Cecil Day-Lewis, Cyril Connolly, Arthur Koestler, Laurie Lee and Ken Tynan were

  amongst her conquests; though of course, the world thought they had conquered her. Divorces and break-ups may damage the male writer, but the marks are read as battle scars. His overt actions may

  signal stupidity and lust, but the assumption is that at some covert level he acts to serve his art. A woman, it’s assumed, does rash things because she can’t help it. She takes chances

  because she knows no better. She is judged and pitied, or judged and condemned. Judgements on her life contaminate judgements on her work.




  Though authors like Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield opened up a new way of witnessing the world, good books by women still fell out of print and vanished into obscurity: not just because,

  as in the case of male writers, fashion might turn, but because they had never been properly valued in the first place. In the 1980s, feminist publishing put them back on the shelves. Elizabeth

  Taylor, after a period of neglect, has come back into fashion. Barbara Pym was neglected, rediscovered, consigned again to being a curiosity. Sometimes a contemporary writer has to hold up a mirror

  for us; we have learned to read Elizabeth Bowen through the prism of Sarah Waters’s regard for her. Anita Brookner’s critical fortunes show that it is possible to win a major prize, be

  widely read and still be underestimated. For all her late success, and perhaps because of it, Elizabeth Jane Howard’s work is misperceived. Her virtues are immaculate construction, impeccable

  observation, persuasive but inexorable technique. They may not make a noise in the world, but every writer can learn from them. In teaching writing myself, there is no author I have recommended

  more often, or more to the bewilderment of students. Read her, is my advice, and read the books that she herself read. In particular, deconstruct those little miracles, The Long View and

  After Julius. Take them apart and try and see how they are done.




  I can’t remember the exact date I met Jane. It was at the Royal Society of Literature, in the late 1980s, at one of their meetings at Hyde Park Gardens. The RSL is lively

  now and based elsewhere, but in those days the gaunt premises, their lease shortening, seemed left behind by the world. Knowing the dust and decrepitude of the upper floors, the empty chill of the

  basement beneath, I was not awed by the grand neglected rooms, nor the grand neglected Fellows who stood frowning at the world beyond the terrace. Sometimes when you admire a writer you are

  disinclined to find out much about them. I must have seen photographs of Jane, but ignored them. My mental picture was of a small sinuous creature, with a gamine haircut and wide eyes like a lynx;

  someone who spoke in a dry whisper, if she spoke at all. The reality was quite different. Jane was tall and stately, with a deep, old-fashioned, actressy voice. She had the feline quality I had

  imagined, but it was leonine, tawny, dominant, not slinking or fugitive. If she had purred, the room might have shaken. She was an impressive and powerful woman.




  But in conversation, I found, she was kind and unassuming. She never forgot, in her fiction, what it was like to be young and unsure, and she carried an ingénue spirit inside a wise and

  experienced body. She seemed self-conscious about the impression she created, and anxious – not to efface it, but to check and modify it, so as to put others at their ease. If they were not

  at ease, they could not show themselves and there would be nothing for her to carry away. She was interested in people, but not simply in a beady-eyed writer’s way. When she took the trouble

  to make a friend of me, she also made a friend of my husband, who is neither an artist nor a writer. She dedicated her last published book to us, jointly. It seemed too much. She had given me years

  of delight and instruction, and I felt I had not repaid her. In those years I was short of energy for friendship, though she must have seen I was not short of capacity. Our work did not make much

  of a fit, and we appeared together just once, at a small bookshop event. She read beautifully. Her professional training shone through, her voice strong and every pause judged to a microsecond. But

  she read unaffectedly, smiling, with pleasure in the audience’s enjoyment. I was happy that the Cazalet novels brought her new fans. As much as her style, I admired her tenacity. She was

  still writing when she died: a book called Human Error. I wish I had asked her which of the selection available she had chosen as her focus.




  No doubt the best conversations are those that never quite occur. I sensed that we both lived in hope, and had frequently lived on it. I always felt there was something I should ask her, or

  something she meant to ask me. The morning after she died, I was one interviewee among many, talking about her on radio. I was working in Stratford-on-Avon, so used the RSC’s studio. It was a

  last-minute, short-notice arrangement and I had only just learned of her death, so I may not have been eloquent. But I saw her face very clearly as I spoke. She had acted in Stratford as a girl and

  she would have liked what the day offered: the dark wintery river, the swans gliding by, and behind rain-streaked windows, new dramas in rehearsal: human shadows, shuffling and whispering in the

  dimness, hoping – by varying and repeating their errors – to edge closer to getting it right. In Jane’s novels, the timid lose their scripts, the bold forget their lines, but a

  performance, somehow, is scrambled together; heads high, hearts sinking, her characters head out into the dazzle of circumstance. Every phrase is improvised and every breath a risk. The play

  concerns the pursuit of happiness, the pursuit of love. Standing ovations await the brave.




  HILARY MANTEL




  





  For E.M.
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  PART ONE





  1950




  





  ONE





  This, then, was the situation. Eight people were to dine that evening in the house at Campden Hill Square. Mrs Fleming had arranged the party (it was the kind of unoriginal

  thought expected of her, and she sank obediently to the occasion) to celebrate her son’s engagement to June Stoker. The guests were asked at a quarter to eight for eight. On arrival the men

  would be politely wrenched from their overcoats, their hats, umbrellas, evening papers, and any other more personal outdoor effects by the invaluable Dorothy, until, reduced to the uniformity of

  their dinner jackets, they would be encouraged to ascend the steep curving staircase to the drawing-room. The women must climb to Mrs Fleming’s bedroom on the second floor, where she would

  afterwards find strange powder spilled on her dressing-table, mysterious hairs of no colour she associated with the heads of her guests caught in her ivory comb, and a composite smell of

  unremarkable scents. When the women had confirmed before Mrs Fleming’s mirror whatever they had thought a little while earlier of themselves before their own; when one of them, perhaps, had

  made public some small disparaging discovery about her appearance, and heard it indifferently denied, they would troop cautiously down the stairs (it was easy to tread on one another’s skirts

  round the sharp vertiginous corners) to the drawing-room, where they would find the men drinking, and eating glazed dazed little pieces of food. June Stoker would be introduced to a company which

  had otherwise long ceased to discover anything about themselves likely to increase either their animation or their intimacy, and her immediate future with Julian Fleming (a honeymoon in Paris and a

  flat in St John’s Wood) outlined.




  In due course they would descend to the dining-room and eat oysters and grouse and cold orange soufflé, and drink (in deference to June Stoker) champagne. The conversation would consist

  of an innocuous blend of the world situation, and the St John’s Wood situation of June Stoker and Julian Fleming. In neither case would enough curiosity or information be supplied to provoke

  real interest. After the soufflé the women would retire to the drawing-room (or Mrs Fleming’s bedroom) to match up June’s potential experience with their own: and the men would

  continue over brandy (or port if Mr Fleming turned up at his own house in time to decant it) to turn the Korean situation to economic, not to say financial, account. The party would merge again in

  the drawing-room, until, at eleven, the prospect of another day exactly like the one just spent, would transport them in their mind’s eye to the last-minute hitches of the evening –

  their garage doors sticking; urgent incomprehensible telephone messages left by their foreign servants; their reading-lamps fused –perhaps even the necessity of discussing with one familiar

  person the threadbare subject of something done mutually and without pleasure. Then they would leave the delightful party: Julian would see June home; and Mrs Fleming would be left in the

  drawing-room scattered with ashtrays, brandy glasses, exhausted cushions, and, possibly – Mr Fleming.




  That, reflected Mrs Fleming, was the only factor of the evening in the least uncertain; and even then there was merely the alternative. Either he would stay, or he would go. How the alternative

  reduces one’s prospect and petrifies the imagination in a way that the possibility can never do. Possibilities, innumerable and tightly packed, could shower forth like mushroom spore between

  such alternatives as being here, or there; alive, or dead; and old, or young.




  Mrs Fleming shut the book she had not been reading, uncoiled herself from the sofa, and went upstairs to dress for dinner.




  The view, even from the second floor of the house, was beautiful and disturbing. From the front windows the steeply declining square crammed with lawn and bushes, and the massive trees, which

  were fading and yellowing in the chill silent sunlight, filled the eye, so that the houses straight across the square were scarcely visible, and a little to the right down the hill were quite out

  of sight. At the bottom were no houses: the square opened straight on to the main road, like the ‘fourth wall’ of a theatre, or the ‘Terrible Zone’. The effect from Mrs

  Fleming’s bedroom was mysterious and satisfying: the great metropolis knowing its place, and rumbling distantly back and forth.




  From the back windows the view was almost a miniature of the front: but instead of the square, narrow strips of back gardens dropped away until only the black tops of their walls could be seen.

  Beyond the gardens was a sloping row of mews cottages, all a little different from each other, and beyond them lay London, under a sky left hyacinth by the vanishing sun. She glanced down at the

  mews attached to her garden and observed that her daughter had returned from work. A man’s hand, at least not Deirdre’s (her daughter did not like women), twitched the scarlet curtains

  together. Mrs Fleming was genuinely without curiosity, salacious or moral, about her daughter’s private life, knowing only that it was conducted with a dramatic symmetry of conflict. There

  were always two men involved – one dull, devoted creature whose only distinction was his determination to marry her, in the face of a savage series of odds (the other, more attractive, but

  even more unsatisfactory young man). She suspected that Deirdre was not happy, but the suspicion was an easy one; and since Deirdre herself was clearly convinced that a mutual ignorance was all

  that held them tolerably apart, Mrs Fleming never attempted to force her daughter’s lack of confidence. She supposed that whoever had twitched the curtains was probably coming to dinner, but

  she could not remember his name . . .




  [image: ]




  Louis Vale let himself into his ground-floor flat in Curzon Street, slammed the metallic door, threw his briefcase on to the bed or divan (he preferred to call it a bed), and

  turned on his bath. His room, one of an enormous block, resembled the cell of some privileged prisoner. Bare but very expensive essentials were symmetrically arranged in a room so small and so dark

  that colour, untidiness, or time-wasting trivia of any kind would have been lost or unusable in it. Everything possible was flush with the walls. The cupboard for his clothes, the shelf for his

  alcohol, the wireless: even the lights clung like white bulbous leeches to the grey paint. There was a cringing armchair and a small double-tier table on which lay an ashtray, a telephone, and the

  current copy of The Architectural Review. The curtains were grey: he never drew them. His bathroom, equipped like a small operating theatre for the business of bathing and shaving, and now

  slowly suffusing with steam, was a bright uncompromising white. He emptied his pockets, flung off his clothes, and bathed. Ten minutes later he was in his dinner jacket swallowing whisky and water.

  There was a single drawer set into the wall above the head of his bed. It had no handle and opened with a minute key. Inside the drawer were three unsealed white envelopes. He selected one, shook

  out of it a latch-key, and locked the drawer.




  He parked his car outside the mews in Hillsleigh Road, and let himself into Deirdre Fleming’s flat. It was very small, and, he observed with distaste, in a transitional, very feminine

  state of untidiness. A pile of clothes lay in one corner of the room awaiting the laundry or cleaners. Plates and glasses (the ones they had used two nights ago) were stacked on the draining board

  by the sink. The bed, or divan (Deirdre preferred to call it a divan), had been stripped of sheets and was now loosely covered by its loose cover. Two half-written letters lay on the table with an

  unaddressed brown paper parcel. The waste paper basket was full. The only chair was hung with stockings, almost dry, laid on dirty tea-cloths. In a large saucepan he discovered the wreck of an old

  chicken soaking in water. He read the letters. One was to her father, thanking him for the cheque he had given her on her birthday – and the other, he found with quickening interest, was to

  him. She felt she must write to him, he read, since he would never allow her to talk. She knew that she irritated him, but he made her so unhappy that she could not remain silent. She knew that he

  did not really love her, as, if he did, surely he would understand her better. If he really knew the effect that he had upon her when he failed to ring up or to stick to any arrangement, and

  thought her simply absurd, would he please tell her; but she could not really believe that he knew. He could not possibly want to make anyone so unhappy: she knew what he was really like underneath

  – an entirely different person to the one he made himself out to be. She knew that his work meant more . . .




  Here she had stopped. Here we go again, he thought wearily, and put the letter back on the table, with a sudden vision of Deirdre naked, trying not to cry, and waiting to be loved. She has to be

  stripped of her self-respect in order to dress me in it. By the time she has grown out of being a romantic, I shan’t want her. I am a stinking cad to go on living on her emotional capital.

  Perhaps, he concluded without much conviction, I thought that she would infuse me with her belief. If she had succeeded, I should have made it worth her while – but she will not succeed. She

  hasn’t got what it takes, and I haven’t got what it makes.




  Suddenly, old and sad about her, he drew the curtains, so that she should think he had been in the dark, and had not noticed her letter. Then he lay down on the uncomfortable bed, and slept.




  He heard her cautiously intruding upon his sleep: opening the door carelessly, shutting it with elaborate calm; trying the ceiling light – on, and off – and then lighting the

  standard lamp. He felt her motionless in the middle of the room, watching him, and nearly opened his eyes, to interrupt her private heart about him – then remembered the letter, and remained

  still. He heard her move towards him and halt – heard her fingers on the paper; her sudden little breath which had always charmed him, and the indeterminate noises of concealment. Then,

  because he did not want to be woken up by her, he opened his eyes . . .
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  June Stoker emerged from the Plaza Cinema in a dim tear-soaked daze, stopped a taxi and asked it to go to Gloucester Place as quickly as possible. She felt in a confused way

  that she was late: not for anything in particular – her dinner was not until a quarter to eight, and she intended skipping the Thomases’ drinks party – but simply late: what in

  fact she always felt when she had been doing something secretly of which she was rather ashamed. For she would die sooner than tell her mother how she had spent the afternoon; alone in a

  cinema watching a film which in any company at all she would have condemned as sob stuff. To her it seemed frightfully, frightfully sad, and possibly even quite true, if one was that sort of girl.

  To June the essence of romance suggested the right man in the wrong circumstances – but somehow she could not imagine Julian in those circumstances, in spite of his father, whose behaviour

  really did seem to be rather odd. She was rather afraid of meeting him: even Julian, who was so calm about everything, seemed a little uncertain about the prospect. His mother had been easy,

  although June supposed you couldn’t really tell in one meeting. Mothers-in-law were supposed to be awful, but one need not see them much. She opened her compact, and powdered her nose. Anyone

  observant could tell that she had been crying. She looked exactly as though the tears had sprung from all over her face, and not simply from her eyes. She would slip into her room and say that she

  had a headache. She had a sort of headache now she came to think of it. Home. But it won’t be my home much longer, she realized: I shall have a different name, and a different house,

  and all my clothes will be new (well, nearly all), and Mummy won’t possibly be able to ask me where I am going all the time; but I do hope Julian will ask me when he comes back from

  the office: and we shall have our friends to dinner – I’ll be a marvellous cook, he’ll keep finding unsuspected qualities in me . . . I wonder what it will be like spending a

  whole fortnight alone with Julian . . .




  She had paid the taxi and shut herself into the lift. She would have to ring Julian to tell him to pick her up at home, instead of at the Thomases’. She wondered what the dinner party with

  his parents would be like. Full of awfully clever and interesting people to whom she would not be able to think of anything to say. She sighed, and felt for her latch-key.




  Angus, her Aberdeen, yapped mechanically round her feet, and of course her mother called her into the drawing-room. She was having tea with her old school friend, Jocelyn Spellforth-Jones. June

  first submitted to being told by her mother that she was late, that she looked hot, and that she never shut doors behind her, and then to a general and very unappetizing invitation from Jocelyn

  Spellforth-Jones to ‘tell her all about it’. Nobody but Mummy would think of telling Jocelyn anything: perhaps that is why she always wants to know so badly, thought June, the

  inevitable blush searing her face and neck, as she protested weakly that there was nothing much to tell, really. Mrs Stoker looked with mock despair at her best friend. Jocelyn returned the look,

  and invited Angus to search her. He was a sensible little dog and declined. Jocelyn then reminded Mrs Stoker of how absurd they had been when they were June’s age, and told a really revolting

  story about a set of blue china bunnies which she had insisted when she married on transporting from her bedroom mantelpiece in her old home, to a shelf built especially for the purpose by her new

  bed. Mrs Stoker remembered the bunnies perfectly, and June felt she might reasonably escape. Murmuring something about a headache, she rose to her feet. Immediately, her mother began bombarding her

  with questions. Had she found a pair of shoes? Did she remember the Thomases? What had Marshall’s said about her nighties? Well, what had she been doing all afternoon, and why did

  she suddenly have a headache? June blushed and lied and eventually fled to her bedroom feeling cross and tired.




  Everything in her bedroom was pale peach coloured. She liked this; but when she had suggested repeating the colour in their flat, Julian had said that cream was more suitable. It was more

  neutral, he had said, and she expected that he was right. She slipped out of her pink woollen dress, kicked off her shoes, and emptied her bag on to the end of her bed. Angus (he was getting much

  too fat) waddled aimlessly round her shoes and then jumped on to his chair which was covered with a greasy car rug of the Hunting Stewart tartan.




  If she had not spent most of the afternoon in tears, June would certainly have cried now. Just when everything ought to be marvellous, it somehow actually wasn’t. Of course it was largely

  that awful woman sitting there with Mummy and talking about her marriage with a deathly mixture of silliness and nastiness – and Mummy (although of course she wasn’t really like that)

  at least putting up with it – not noticing it. What was there to say about Julian anyway? He worked in an office, advertising things; she didn’t know much about it, and

  honestly it didn’t sound awfully interesting, and ‘they’ said that in view of his uncle, and his general ability for the position, he was certain to be a director before he was

  thirty. Which, ‘they’ said, was very good indeed. Julian would not have been able to marry so young without such a prospect, and to start with they would certainly have to be careful.

  She tried hard to imagine what being careful meant, but she could only think of cottage pies, and not going to the Berkeley. Julian was determined to keep his car, and she simply could not set her

  own hair. It was dark brown, thick, and rather wiry – frightful hair – although her friends said how lucky she was to have a natural wave. But Julian . . . Well, he was rather good

  looking, and they thought the same about things, like not believing much in God, and thinking circuses were rather cruel, and not bringing up children in a new-fangled way – and – all

  that kind of thing. Masses of things really. They had met at a dance and got engaged in Julian’s car by the Serpentine. That evening was only a month ago; it had been simply wonderful, and

  she had thought about it so much since then, that now she could not remember it properly – which was a bore. One ought to remember the night of one’s engagement. Julian had seemed a

  little nervous – she had liked that – and he had talked very fast about them, except when he had touched her, and then he had not talked at all. She could still remember his fingers on

  the back of her neck just before he kissed her. He had never held her head again in the same way, and she had not dared ask him in case, when he did, it would be different. She lived nostalgically

  on that little shiver, and the hope that it would return and envelop her when circumstances permitted.




  Well, in a week she would be married, and everyone, except that foul Jocelyn (and she didn’t matter), was being very nice about it. After all she was an only child: Mummy, for all her

  frenzied co-operation, would probably be a bit lonely when it was all over, and Julian was the only son. Rather rotten for parents worrying away for years and then getting left. She wondered

  whether Mrs Fleming minded. Julian did not seem to be especially what her mother described as ‘close’ to his mother. Perhaps Mrs Fleming preferred Julian’s sister. Or perhaps she

  concentrated on her extraordinary (probably glamorous) husband. One heard all kinds of things about him. He did not seem to lead much of a family life, which had made Mummy like Mrs Fleming much

  more than she would otherwise have done. June knew that her mother distrusted women of her own age who did not look it; but Mr Fleming’s frequent absences from both of his houses made Mummy

  sorry for Mrs Fleming.




  She had been sitting in front of her pink dressing-table removing her make-up; her clear red lipstick, and the film of pink powder which bloomed unbecomingly on her flushed face. She wore no

  rouge – if one blushed much it was fatal – and her eyelashes were dark and thick like a child’s. She scraped her hair back from her wide, shallow forehead, and fastened it with a

  piece of old pink chiff on. She looked attractive because she was so young, and because she was so young, she felt, like this, very unattractive. How should she employ these rites with a husband

  always about? What would he think when he first saw her like this? Impossible to pin up her hair and put cream on her face at night: but how could one expect to remain attractive if one never did

  these things? She would ask Pamela, who had been married for nearly a year: but Pamela looked ravishing, different, of course, but still ravishing without any make-up at all, while she simply

  looked like a schoolgirl who was not allowed to know better. And then, as if to convince herself that she no longer was a schoolgirl, she ran to her door and shot its bolt, peeled off her remaining

  clothes, and lit a cigarette. Now, she thought, she resembled some awful French picture. She certainly did not look like a schoolgirl. Now she would ring up Julian.




  Only when she reached the telephone did she realize with a shock which filled her brown eyes with sudden tears of discretion, that she would not, even if he asked her, tell Julian that she had

  spent the afternoon alone in a cinema.




  She pulled the counterpane round her shoulders, and lifted the receiver.




  [image: ]




  Mr Fleming replaced the telephone on its shelf, and sank back into his bath. He had had an exceedingly tiring afternoon, and he felt much the better for it. He regarded his

  wife’s dinner for their son calmly, and decided that he would arrive late. One of his secret pleasures was the loading of social dice against himself. He did not seem for one moment to

  consider the efforts made by kind or sensitive people to even things up: or if such notions ever occurred to him, he would have observed them with detached amusement, and reloaded more dice.




  An unorthodox master at his public school had once written neatly across the corner of his report: ‘Brilliant, but bloody minded.’ This had delighted Mr Fleming at the time, and he

  had stuck to the formula ever since. It had really got him a very long way. Throughout his several astonishingly successful careers (he had roared through the examinations for chartered

  accountancy, fought a courageous war in the service of the Navy – ending up in the trade, gambled his prize money on the Stock Exchange with spectacular luck or ingenuity, and almost as

  casually begun his term as law student) he had concentrated on himself with a kind of objective ferocity; until now, at an age which merely added to his fascination, he had constructed a

  personality as elaborate, mysterious, and irrelevant, as a nineteenth-century folly. In turn, he had cultivated information, power, money, and his senses, without ever allowing one of them to

  influence him exclusively. His incessant curiosity enabled him to amass a quantity of knowledge which his ingenuity and judgement combined to disseminate, or withhold, to the end of power over

  ideas and people. He made money out of both without people clearly recognizing it, since they were usually so dazzled by his attention that their own ends were blinded. He had a heart when he cared

  to use it. But on the whole, he did not care in the least about other people, and neither expected nor desired them to care about him. He cared simply and overwhelmingly for himself: and he felt

  now that he was at last a man after his own heart. The only creature in the world who caused him a moment’s disquiet was his wife, and this, he thought, was only because he had at one period

  in their lives allowed her to see too much of him. This indirectly had resulted in their children: who, though clearly a case for Shaw’s theory of eugenics, were, in his opinion, otherwise

  the consequence of mistaken social exuberance. The boy bored him. He had no doubt that Julian was marrying an exceptionally, even a pathetically, dull young woman; and the only mitigating feature

  of the affair, Julian’s extreme youth, was not likely, in view of his work and disposition, to count for very much. He would probably attempt to extricate himself at thirty, or thereabouts,

  by which time he would have two or three brats, and a wife, who, drained of what slender resources had first captivated him, would at the same time be possessed of a destructive knowledge of his

  behaviour. This would inevitably lead to his leaving her (if indeed he were to achieve it) for entirely the wrong reasons.




  He considered his daughter to be a more subtle disaster. She was undoubtedly attractive, but although not a fool, she was not equipped with enough intellectual ballast for her charms. Hers was

  an impulsive intelligence, and she had not the reason either to sustain or to reject her impulses. She would confuse her life with men who exploited her, and work that did not; until, her

  attractions waning, and her judgement impelled by fear, she would marry. This last, short of a miracle. Mr Fleming believed only in miracles wrought by himself: ‘by hand’ he would

  explain with an ingenuous expression, that appeared on his face quite devilish. All this was the result of his wife trying to be a good mother; and he, he was perfectly sanguine about it, trying

  not to be a father of any kind.




  Innumerable women had enquired why he had married his wife; and it had fascinated him to hear the varying degrees of curiosity, solicitude, and spite with which they contrived to put the

  damaging little question. It had fascinated him no less to reply (throwing contemptuously aside such reportorial excuses as youth or inexperience) with fantastic, and apparently circumstantial

  detail; in such a way as to defer their hopes, excite their interest, or disprove their theories: discovering, each time (and he never told the same story twice), that there was no limit or horizon

  to the human capacity of belief. He did it, he considered, in the best possible taste. He never deprecated his wife, even by implication. He simply added, as it were, another storey to the

  structure of his personality, and invited the lady in question to put herself temporarily in possession: there she might perch precariously, in what she could be easily persuaded was an isolated

  castle in a rich and strange air.




  He was bathed; he was dressed.




  In the bedroom he regarded a tangle of sheets, damp silky hair, and bare sulking arms, with faint, with very faint, interest. When he had said hours ago that he would not be dining with her, she

  had started to make emotional capital out of it. His remark that to her monotony was the spice of life had reduced her to an injured dramatic silence which he knew very well she expected him to

  break. Instead he put two five-pound notes and some small change on the dressing-table, secured them by her bottle of Caron, and left. It amused him to see how women reacted to this: he always

  maintained that the theatrical insult of pennies thrown upon the stage related strictly to the value of the coins. Sovereigns would produce a different result. The sentimental women (they were

  legion) returned the notes and kept the change. The professional kept the lot and never alluded to it. The romantic and inexperienced returned the lot and discussed it for weeks with varying

  degrees of tortuous indignation (he had learned to avoid them). One woman had left it lying on an hotel dressing-table for days, and then, when they had left the hotel, announced that it was a tip

  for the chambermaid; and one had kept the notes and sent the change back to him as a donation to the cause of his sensibility.




  He collected a taxi and drove to his club for a drink and a little telephoning. The time had come, he felt, to make several, drastic changes . . .
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  Leila Talbot telephoned her house to tell her maid to tell her nanny that the children were not to wait up for her as she would be late at the hairdresser, to ring up the

  Thomases to say that she would be late for her drink (oh dear, and they had asked her to be early), and to ring up the Flemings to say that she would be late for dinner as she would be late at the

  Thomases’. Then, with a little groan of pride at her administrative ability, she cautiously encased herself in the electric hair-drying machine. Most people were late without warning people;

  they had no manners nowadays . . .
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  I should like to be really rude to him. Really outrageous, Joseph Fleming thought, his gouty fingers struggling with his black tie. He had disliked his elder brother so

  intensely for so many years that even at the prospect of seeing him he indulged in a preliminary orgy of hate. His mind ebbed and flowed and broke again over the rock of his brother’s

  insolence, his success with other men, with any woman, with money (his profession seemed exasperatingly to combine streams of women and the acquisition of money), and finally with that collective

  mystery, the world. He did not like Mrs Fleming either; but then, he did not like women, he disliked other men liking them, and he loathed anyone who had ever liked his brother.




  It was characteristic of Joseph that he suffered badly from gout, particularly in his hands, without drinking red wine. He knew that the angry variations upon which he was now engaged would make

  him very hungry; that he would eat too much too fast at dinner, and that he would spend a night sleepless with indigestion. It was also characteristic of him that however little he thought he

  wanted to go to dinner at Campden Hill Square to meet some hard-boiled chit that damned young puppy his nephew was to marry (and probably a small crowd of dreary people he had so frequently met

  there before), nothing would have induced him to miss it. As it was, he believed he had one of his gargantuan colds coming . . . but still, he would go, although how anybody could expect the

  evening to be enjoyable was utterly beyond him.




  





  TWO





  They all sat round the table eating oysters. June said she adored them. Leila Talbot said how exciting it was to eat them for the first time every September. Joseph said that

  he had met somebody at his club who had lived in New Zealand where all one had to do was to put one’s hand into a pool and pull them out. Mr Fleming had remarked that if they were quite so

  easily come by, he did not think that he would want them. Deirdre said anyway there ought to be some compensation for living in New Zealand. Louis, who had been very silent, said that he

  had been born there, and that, with Deirdre subsiding into an agony of sensibility, was that.




  Mrs Fleming, as a result of formal interest, learned that Louis Vale was an architect, a member of the Georgian Group, and a contributor to several sympathetic journals on such subjects as the

  ground plans of great houses long since demolished. The conversation flowered, as monologues of intelligent young men on the subject of their careers to an intelligent and sympathetic woman will

  do; until, at the point when Deirdre was softening under the influence of her lover acquitting himself so well (she had not listened to what Louis had been saying, but only to the effect of what he

  had said), and Joseph, unable to command Leila Talbot’s attention against such competition, was rumbling and snarling inside like a volcano, Mr Fleming leaned forward and, with deceptive

  delicacy, asked Louis what he was designing, or doing.




  Louis, pulled up – floundered – said that he taught second-year students, and that (he spoke very fast) he was designing prefabricated public conveniences . . . to be used, of

  course, all over the country.




  During the moments that followed, Georgian, or what they conceived to be Georgian, images fell to ruins in the pit of a silence so small but so deep, that at the end of it all of them were made

  violently aware of one another, as people who have survived an earthquake. Joseph thought: Stevenson could have written him: only Stevenson. He’s a villain – an intellectual

  villain.




  Deirdre, subject to a battery of emotion – hatred of her father, and resentment of her mother – suddenly saw Louis separate from herself; as he must have been before she knew him

  – as he was now, without her; the part of him that was recoiling from her father might envelop him to the exclusion of herself. A waste of emotional despair overcame her; so that for a moment

  she was positively, destructively, beautiful – her eyelids weighted to Botticellian proportions – her baroque mouth simplified by her unhappiness. Instinctively, she glanced at her

  mother; but every thread of her face was controlled. Her thoughts, her feelings were so much her own business, that she had no time for those belonging to anyone else. But

  miraculously, she had. She leaned forward, and with perfect conventional manipulation, she restored Louis’s faith in himself. Architecture was again safe: Joseph was again possessed of Leila

  Talbot; and Mr Fleming, unmoved, proceeded to dissect June, who, almost everyone knew, including Mr Fleming, was hardly fair prey . . . it was indeed a minute admission on his part. June was

  quickly reduced to the public uttermost depths of an unformed mind. Dark green and bright red reminded her of holly, which reminded her of Christmas, which reminded her of her childhood. Had she

  been less simple, she would have realized that these reactions were uniform. If she had been more adept she would have prevented these discoveries relating to herself. As she was (and Mr Fleming

  intended she should be), she blushed amid high school clichés and indestructible platitudes which she had read and spoken since she had been taught to read and speak: but her limitations and

  her embarrassment were so routine that they afforded Mr Fleming little pleasure. She was a nice, ignorant, repressed, anxious, unimaginative girl, designed perfectly to reproduce herself; and

  regarding her, Mr Fleming found it difficult to believe in The Origin of Species.




  Julian enjoyed his grouse, and wondered what the hell he was going to do with June in Paris. After all, there were limits, pretty stringent ones, if she’d never been to bed with

  anyone before. He approved of that, but it made the prospect of a honeymoon with her something of an ordeal. He reviewed his own experience rather defiantly to reassure himself: the local

  intellectual tart at Oxford; that extraordinary woman he had met at a shoot in Norfolk; and Mrs Travers, who had been at least forty, and infinitely stimulating. It was odd that although he had

  been to bed with her four times, he still thought of her as Mrs Travers. Sometimes he tried saying ‘Isobel’ carelessly to himself, but he never felt happy about it. Mrs Travers had had

  a husband, a lover who lived in her house, and a stream of young men. She was very good tempered, and told them all extremely careless lies; but as long as they pretended to believe her, she was

  very kind to them. From her he had learned that everything took twice as long as he had thought necessary; but except for her irritating habit (when she was otherwise carried away) of calling him

  Desmond, the incident had proved as enjoyable as it had been educative.




  Fortified by these fleeting exaggerated recollections, he considered grandly whether he had better not sack Harrison. Harrison was their office manager, and had been for nearly twenty years.

  Julian was not really in a position to sack him, but anyone with any imagination could see that Harrison’s methods were hopelessly antiquated, and that his sole concern (that of keeping down

  overheads) was beginning seriously to cramp developments, and even giving the firm a bad name. Harrison owed his position to a crablike ingenuity with Uncle Joseph, consisting chiefly in a

  nauseating Dickensian act of worthless feudal memories, which Julian’s uncle, who could never remember anything, greatly enjoyed. Well, in Paris he could think about sacking Harrison. He half

  wished that Paris was over; June said that she did not really speak French, and neither of them knew anyone there at all well – still they would have the car, and they could go to films. June

  said that French films were much better than English or American ones – she was saying it now to his father; and he, damn him, was asking her why she thought so. Poor darling, she was

  blushing, and of course she didn’t know why. Suddenly protective about her, he felt for her hand which was nervously twisting her napkin under the table. When he touched her, she turned to

  him with such a radiance of gratitude that for a moment he knew that he loved her.




  Mrs Fleming, while she listened to Deirdre’s difficult, attractive young man, examined her husband’s face, which was now blatantly, almost insultingly, expressionless, as he enquired

  into June’s prejudices and predilections. It was a lack of expression so complete, that although she had observed it many hundred times, she was never able to believe it; and she searched now

  a little more urgently than usual (perhaps because she wanted to protect June?) for some trace of his mind on his face. But his large pale forehead was smooth; his pale blue, nearly round eyes had

  not even the familiar intense quality of glass eyes; and his lips – so unlike one another, so little a pair that it was impossible to think of them as a mouth – touched one another and

  parted for food and speech as though they had no interest in either. She believed that at such moments his mind was working furiously; but the insulation was so practised and complete that she was

  never certain. He was probably bored. After their first three years she had spent the remaining twenty fighting the battle of his boredom, and, she realized suddenly now, never with any hope of

  success; since from the first he had been freakishly and inexorably ranged against her. It had been he who had suggested this dinner party; he had resisted her slightest attempt to enliven it with

  less accountable guests; and she, in the solitary and dangerous position of knowing half his mind, had not persevered.




  Now, suddenly finished with June, he was leaning towards Deirdre and saying in his soft pedantic voice: ‘But you, my dear Deirdre, never answer letters until your recipient’s

  anticipation has been blunted by despair. You will never make a Clarissa. You will lose your voice on the telephone, and your virtue, unable to prevaricate by any civilized means, will turn

  uneasily in its double grave.’




  And Deirdre, who knew her father well enough not then to thank him for his birthday present, replied: ‘My dear Papa, of what possible interest can my voice or my virtue be to

  you?’




  To which, with the faintest gleam of malicious acknowledgement, he said: ‘None, excepting that I am a student of strife,’ and stared gently at his orange soufflé.




  Mrs Fleming hastily relinquished Louis Vale for Deirdre ‘s reinstatement. How many times had she sat at this table blocking her husband’s sorties – a little too soon, and he

  was resentful; a little too late, and the guests were damaged; perhaps, worst of all, at exactly the right moment, when he felt challenged to more murderous and ingenious attacks: always upon

  people without the wit or assurance to respond (as he might have liked) against him. She had threatened once to throw him out of countenance, but ignoring the impossibility of such a proposition,

  he had silenced her by saying simply that the situation between two people married was so painfully familiar to them, that the need for it to be an enigma to everyone else was surely obvious. She

  was not exactly afraid of him, but in twenty-three years he had literally exhausted her, and she had therefore never attempted publicly to confound him. He must, she supposed, have had a trying

  afternoon. She turned now to Joseph, who, she knew, disliked her in a simple uncompromising manner that she found pathetic and sometimes even endearing.




  Louis, aware that he had been thrown into the breach, gathered together the warp and woof of his aggression and his self-control; sized up Mr Fleming (and got him wrong) – and was

  immediately outfaced by Mr Fleming selecting the works of Bellamy, to which he brought the full weight and variety of his mind. Soon they were lost in the heights of Tiahuanaco. Deirdre unwisely

  attempted to introduce the Pyramids, but Mr Fleming waved them gently aside as so many castle puddings, and continued to expound and elaborate Bellamy’s theories with an amiable brilliance of

  which, earlier, Louis would not have thought him capable.




  Leila Talbot was a woman who talked to men about themselves and to women about other people. When she was doing neither, she applied stern concentration to her own appearance, or a more

  frivolous appraisement to the appearance of any other woman present (she was seldom alone). She had accounted for June – she had observed that June was inexperienced or conscientious or rich

  enough to wear her best stockings with a long dress; that she veered unhappily and unsuccessfully between Victorian and Edwardian family heir-looms and ‘costume jewellery’; that she

  clearly experienced trouble with her hair; and that she had lost weight since she had bought the buff-coloured jersey silk she was wearing. Now, Leila, as she ate her soufflé, turned, as on

  these occasions she always did, to her hostess. She had known Mrs Fleming for a very long time and their friendship, never intimate, uncharged by either competition or sympathy of interest,

  afforded them none the less a certain pleasure as women who have known each other for anything more than twenty years, without either side divulging any of the ephemeral misleading details of their

  private lives. Even when Mrs Talbot’s husband was killed in an air crash, she had not confided to Mrs Fleming how little she had cared, and how guilty she had felt for not caring; but Mrs

  Fleming had been quietly imaginatively kind to her at the time, she remembered. Leila kept any speculations about Mrs Fleming’s life with her husband to herself, which was more than she did

  for anyone else. Mrs Fleming, she felt, stimulated the best in her, and though this meant that she did not want to see too much of Mrs Fleming, she enjoyed being accepted as reserved, disinterested

  in personal affairs, reliable, and more intelligent than she was.




  At the moment, however, she was characteristically concerned with her friend’s appearance: with her hair, which though still dark and thick, was laced with single pure white hairs apparent

  now even in the candelight – showing more, Leila thought, because she wore it gathered neatly to the back of her head without a parting; with her skin, which was smooth, and of an even

  parched colour; with her eyes, which looked as though they had once been a brilliant temporary blue, and had bleached to the texture of water by some violent light. Except for her eyes, none of her

  features was remarkable – but the absolute regularity of their disposition gave her a kind of distinction, a pleasing and rare elegance, perhaps more prevalent, at any rate more consciously

  aimed at, in the time of Jane Austen, than now. That was the answer, Leila concluded, to her mysteriously ageless quality; she was quite simply out of another age . . . and now she was fast on the

  way to becoming a grandmother. Leila considered her own three children, all identically unattractive, sized ten, twelve, and fourteen, like horrible mass-produced clothes, and thanked God that at

  least they were far from an age when they would be likely to bombard her with grandchildren.




  Her speculations were finally brought to an end by her hostess’s eye. The four women went upstairs, and having seen them on the way to her bedroom, Mrs Fleming retired alone to the

  drawing-room to make the coffee.




  There were four cups on the tray by the fire, which meant that Mr Fleming was performing the same operation on the floor below. Mrs Fleming made excellent coffee, but never to her

  husband’s liking. When he made it, it became mysteriously a foreign drink, tasting of its colour, and unbelievably hot, so that one half-expected the brittle cups to explode. She made her

  coffee, and thought she thought of nothing at all: but when June entered the room, and, on her invitation, advanced rather timidly to share the long stool, she realized that her husband, and

  Julian, and Deirdre, had been running through her head like some endless unsatisfactory fugue, which would not, could not, stop, unless it was resolved or interrupted.




  June seemed nervously to expect this tête-à-tête to become a cross-examination of her ability to look after Julian. In vain did Mrs Fleming discourse with mild kindness of

  Paris and the new flat; June closed each attempt with defensive assertions about her domestic, and even maternal, talents. When she asked whether she might be taught to make coffee like Mrs

  Fleming, to whom the gaucherie of such ingratiation was both alarming and disagreeable, Deirdre joined them, remarking that Leila was telephoning the Thomases’, where she thought she might

  have left her cigarette case. She then asked affectionately for some of her mother’s perfectly filthy coffee. ‘You make it like some health-giving tea, and Papa makes it like a drug:

  same coffee, same apparatus. I don’t know how you do it.’




  Mrs Fleming said: ‘I expect people’s natures obtrude upon their coffee,’ and smiled at June, who looked as though Deirdre had dropped a brick on her. ‘The

  cigarettes,’ she said severely to her daughter, ‘are on the mantelpiece.’




  Deirdre reached for the box, handed it to June, and lit their cigarettes.




  ‘Are dozens of horrible presents still rolling in?’ she asked, with a kind of commiseration that was none the less aggressive.




  ‘Quite a lot.’ June smiled unhappily. She was terrified of Deirdre, and did not like her.




  ‘I haven’t given you anything yet. What would you like?’




  Stretched on the rack of this heartless generosity, June was reduced to saying that Deirdre had better ask Julian.




  ‘Oh, Julian. He never really wants anything.’ She rose suddenly, and threw her barely smoked cigarette into the fire. ‘Mamma, may I have some

  brandy?’




  ‘They can’t find it, but they are looking. If they fail, I shall work steadily backwards over yesterday!’ Leila left the door ajar, and sank into a chair.




  Mrs Fleming murmured: ‘It sounds like a play by Mr Priestley,’ and handed her coffee.




  ‘Thank you. Yes, I should love some. But really, it is too depressing. This is the case that I only found last week, after losing it for all that time before.’




  June thought that obviously Leila’s mother had never told her that she always left doors open. She shivered, and Mrs Fleming, who had been warming glasses, gave her some brandy.




  Deirdre continued mercilessly: ‘We were trying to decide what I should give June for a wedding present.’




  ‘Oh my dear, it’s a dreadful problem. But, I warn you, what you get in the way of revolting objects and fulsome congratulation when you are married is nothing to what you get when

  you have a baby. Could I have a cigarette?’




  Deirdre supplied her, lit another herself, looked at it, and laid it on an ashtray.




  ‘Dreadful books about its age and weight at every conceivable moment, and ghastly yellow knitted matinee coats (why are they so often yellow?) and letters from hospitals, and

  photographs of other people’s babies so that you can see exactly how awful it’s going to look when it’s larger, and little brushes and combs and things covered with pixies; a sort

  of undercurrent of Margaret Tarrant and Walt Disney, glazed with God. Oh! I shall send you two dozen Harrington Squares.’




  Mrs Fleming was amused; and June, though faintly shocked, was laughing, when Deirdre, with a sudden clumsy movement, knocked her brandy glass over on to the hearth, where it smashed to the stem.

  Ignoring it, she walked to the door. ‘The most appalling draught,’ she said, and returned to the broken glass.




  Mrs Fleming was about to speak; looked at her daughter’s stormy face, and was silent. Something is very wrong: but I shall never know what it is until it doesn’t matter whether I

  know or not; which is probably quite right. I only think I can save her some needless extravagance of the heart; or perhaps I only think I ought to save her. Oh dear, oh dear, what a mistake it is

  to listen to one’s thoughts. But it is a mistake of such infinite variety that making it constitutes a chief pleasure in life. Aloud, she said: ‘Clear away the bits, darling. You know

  what your father feels about anything broken.’




  ‘I don’t believe he feels about anything until it is broken.’




  But she picked up every single fragment that she could see, and wrapped them in the evening paper.




  Leila and June were happily engaged upon the absorbing and uncontroversial subject of how much too expensive everything was. Deirdre’s mouth curled, and she looked desperately round the

  room. She has his capacity for boredom, thought Mrs Fleming anxiously, I wonder whether she has . . .




  But at that moment the men entered the room: returned from the mysterious technical conversations about money, about sex, about the murderous propensities of the North Korean – having

  discussed the fundamentals as superficially as the women in the drawing-room discussed the superficialities fundamentally. After half an hour’s uneasy amalgamation, the party broke up.




  Mr Fleming showed no signs of breaking with them, but accompanied them to the door in an obtrusively hostly manner; leaving Mrs Fleming in the drawing-room. He was sure she was tired, he said .

  . .
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  Julian shut June into the car and walked round to his door saying something that she could not hear. As soon as he had switched on the ignition she asked him what he had said.

  (This was a ritual they were to repeat until the tedium of it provoked them to conduct all their quarrels in cars.) Now, however, he thought it rather sweet of her to care what he had said.




  ‘I said it’s a good thing we have this hill to start on, because she hasn’t been charging properly for weeks.’




  He released the brake and they slid down the hill, jolting a little as the motor started.




  ‘What about Paris?’ June asked.




  ‘What about it?’




  ‘Not being able to start.’




  ‘Oh that. She’s going on charge tomorrow morning.’ There was a pause, and then June said carefully: ‘I like your mother. But all your family are a bit

  frightening.’




  ‘Oh well, the only course open to in-laws is to be frightening or dull. It’s better if they start frightening, I should think.’




  ‘But your mother is nice,’ persisted June, wanting to know how nice Julian thought his mother.




  However, he answered indifferently: ‘She’s all right. A perfectly blameless creature. My father is no joke though.’




  ‘Everybody is to him.’




  ‘You know, I believe that’s true. That’s clever of you!’




  He said it with such surprise that she might have laughed, but she was so young, and knew so little about people, that she was hurt, and said: ‘I do know about people. People are my

  thing.’

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Elizabeth

Jane
Howard

@
\ 3 [ /)
h —
! 3 WITH AN INTRODUCTION
- . KEBC 5
7

BY HILARY MANTEL

~ DISSV1D 40avDld





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg





