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      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Afternoon had turned to evening and all the sweep and movement of the Downs lay still, bathed in pearly light. The drenched grass, silvered as with hoar, gave off a wispy vapour that hung cobwebs on the hedgerows, made lace-work in the hollows of the fields. The dew-ponds, saucers of skimmed milk, held no image of a yellow moon that watched, round and low, like the eye of a great cat, crouched on the hill, ready to lap.


    Into this bright stillness, from a stone Norman church so small, so lost in a fold of the weald it seemed – despite the sharp etching of its long and short work, its squat tower, and leper squint – unlikely as a dream, there emerged a shadow, long and dark, which was succeeded, following the thud of oak and the clang of a heavy bolt, by the figure of a man, less long perhaps, but of equal darkness. Appropriately enough, a clergyman, Bertram Desmonde, Rector of Stillwater.


    Bareheaded, but with a cape about his shoulders, he threaded the maze of lichened slabs, passed the two great twisted yews, of which the younger had undoubtedly made bows for Sussex archers at least five centuries before, then through the wicket to the lane. Here, caught by the whiteness of the night, by an upsurge of his secret joy, he paused and, with a long breath, drew in the beauty of his glebe, a good two hundred acres, reaching away on one hand to the high beech wood of Ditchley, upon the other to the sandy gorse warren that verged the country road to Stillwater. Distantly the Ring of Chanctonbury was visible against the eastern sky, and lower, amidst trees, an absurd yet friendly turret of Broughton Court. To the west the weald swept on, cut by a chalk-pit – a bloodless wound, by barrows reputed to be Roman, yet more likely the workings of an ancient tile kiln. Then came labourers’ cottages, six, like mushrooms, in a row, and faintly, above the rim of the road, the twinkle of the village. Beneath him, bright with lights, stood the Rectory.


    Solidly Georgian, with Palladian windows, a spacious portico supported by fluted columns and – delightful thought! – a balus-trade coping, it was a real country house, built by his great-grand-father, Canon Hilary Desmonde, in 1780, of the local white stone – the quarry, quite near, was now fortunately overgrown. Traces of an early Tudor building still persisted in the brick barn and stables, the farm outhouses, in the exquisite old wall of flint and rounded pebbles surrounding the large kitchen garden. Embosomed in soft lawns, bordered by beds of tulips and primulas, the rose garden, not yet awakened, a formal hexagon about the sun-dial, cordons of aged Ribstons and Beauty of Bath standing surpliced with blossom, like ancient choristers, along the south meadow, a giant ilex shading the gravel drive, this house, this little Blenheim, rooted and unchanging, his home, home of the Desmondes for so many years, tonight especially it sent a proud warmth into the Rector’s heart.


    Almost certainly they had come over with the Conqueror. One of them, the Sieur d’Esmonde, who had gone to the Crusades, lay beneath his marble effigy, the beaked nose broken, alas, by some vandal tourist, in the little Downland church. If the name had been altered somewhat by rustic usage – one could not apply the word corrupted – did not this identify them more completely with the good Sussex earth? They had served their country well in the three professions open to a gentleman: in the Church particularly, but also at the bar and in the army. His brother Hubert, after long and useful work on the frontiers of Afghanistan, was now partially retired to Simla Lodge, some fifteen miles away, with the rank of general, still in touch with the War Office, and devoting his leisure to the scientific cultivation of Jargonelle pears. Only on one occasion, so far as recollection went, had the family stooped to trade: when, in the early reign of Victoria, one Joseph Desmonde, great-uncle of the Rector, had embarked upon the manufacture of ecclesiastical furnishings. But as the business had a flavour of discretion, and as a considerable fortune had accrued from it, the lapse, though regrettable, was less difficult to condone.


    ‘A fine evenin’ to you, sir.’


    In the profundity of his reverie, the Rector had failed to observe the stumpy figure of old Mould, his head gardener, who was also his sexton, limping up the lane to close the church.


    ‘Good evening, Mould. I’ve locked up, you may turn and go back with me.’ He paused, not revealing the impulse which, against his habit, had drawn him to the church, yet prompted by the same elation to add: ‘Stephen comes home tonight, you know.’


    ‘As if I’d a forgotten that, sir. And high good news it be. I hope he shall find time to come rabbiting along of me.’ He added more gravely: ‘We shall have him in the pulpit soon, belikes.’


    ‘He still has some way to go, Mould.’ As they walked down the lane together Bertram smiled. ‘Though I daresay you’d rather hear a youngster fresh from Oxford than an old fogey like me.’


    ‘No, Parson, you shan’t say that. I h’ain’t served the Desmondes fifty year without I come to know their quality. And howsoever they may preach, there be none better in the county.’


    It needed only this touching proof of almost feudal loyalty to set a seal upon the Rector’s mood. The clotted scent of primroses was sweeter, somehow, the thin night bleating of the lambs, behind their wattle fences, so poignant it almost broke the heart. Ah, this England, he thought: and here, the very heart of it, precious as a jewel, sailing in the moonlight like a ship of souls, his little parish that would be Stephen’s too, inviolate, enduring, timeless and changeless as eternity.


    ‘We shall want help with the luggage. Will you see that Albert is on hand?’


    ‘I shall send him up, master … if he be home. I’m’aving trouble with that boy o’ mine. ’E don’t take kindly to service. But I shall belt ’im into it … I promise you.’


    ‘He will settle down in time, Mould,’ Bertram answered equably. ‘Don’t be hard on him.’


    He parted from the old man at the squat, bow-fronted gatelodge and, some moments later, stood in the wide entrance hall of the Rectory, yielding his cape to his daughter Caroline, who, inevitably, was on hand to greet him.


    ‘Not here yet?’ He rubbed his hands together: the hall had the defect of its lofty ceiling and tessellated floor – a sense of evening chill, barely relieved by the clank of tepid pipes.


    ‘No, Father. But they should not be long. Claire has gone to the station in her new motor.’


    ‘We really should get one of those contraptions.’ A light of whimsy relieved momentarily the austerity of Bertram’s thin features and slightly hollowed cheeks. ‘Useful for parish visiting.’


    ‘You cannot be serious, Father.’ Her practical mind, entirely devoid of humour, took him literally. ‘ You know how strongly you object to the odour and the dust. And don’t I do well enough for you with the pony-cart?’


    No doubt the imminence of Stephen’s return had put her on edge. Thus, she spoke more forcibly than she intended, her plain, earnest face shiny with feeling. And indeed, before she could regret this, her father’s absent look as, with ears attuned, he waited for the sound of wheels upon the driveway, punished her severely. She lowered her eyes, her thickset body, supported by too solid calves, drooped insensibly. Would he never appreciate the limitless depths of her devotion, realise that her one desire was to serve him? – from the first moment which began her day, that long day wherein, after her hasty dressing, without benefit of mirror, she shouldered the burden of his household, conferred with cook as to how he should be fed, arranged the flowers, supervised the garden and the farm, dealt with his correspondence, with importunate visitors, bedridden parishioners, sere archaeologists, equally with waggonettes of holiday-makers from Littlesea clamouring to view the ‘ toom’, found time even to attend to his linen and knit his woollen socks. And now to make matters worse, she had a bad cold in her head and must blow her sore nose in a sodden handkerchief.


    ‘Is your mother coming down?’ He put the question with caution.


    ‘I think not. I bathed her forehead with cologne this afternoon. But the discomfort is still there.’


    ‘Then we shall be four at dinner.’


    ‘Only three. Claire telephoned to say, so very sorry, she cannot stay.’


    ‘A pity. Still … there will be other days.’


    His tone conveyed regret, yet she perceived, despite his high regard for Claire, daughter of Lady Broughton of the neighbouring Court, and his warm approval of the tacit understanding existing between her and his eldest son, that, in his heart, he was glad on this night of reunion, to have Stephen entirely to himself.


    With an effort she kept her tone even.


    ‘I’ve not quite finished typing your notes for tomorrow’s convocation. When shall you be leaving for Charmittster?’


    ‘Oh, after lunch, I suppose. The Dean is seldom punctual.’


    ‘Two o’clock then. I’ll drive you over.’ Suddenly, with jealous, glistening eyes: ‘You look tired, Father. And you have a heavy day before you. Don’t let Stephen keep you up too late.’


    ‘Do not fuss, Caroline. And by the bye, I hope you have something good for us to eat.’


    ‘There’s mulligatawny soup, and the salmon Uncle Hubert sent us from the Test, with cucumber and green sauce of course, then a saddle of lamb with our own peas and new potatoes. For the sweet, Beasley has made that whipped apple charlotte Stephen likes so much.’


    ‘Ah, yes, my dear. I remember he always asked for it when he came home from Marlborough. Well done. But wait, isn’t that the chug of the motor?’


    A feeble, if rhythmic beat was indeed perceptible and, advancing to the door, he threw it open, disclosing a small De Dion coupé, alive and quivering, from which, once the agitation had subsided, by the exercise of some ingenuity two figures emerged.


    ‘Stephen!’


    ‘How are you, Father … and you, Caroline? Davie isn’t here?’


    ‘Not yet … he breaks up next Monday.’


    The fan of light from the portico revealed a slight figure of less than medium stature, darkly clad and struggling with a leather valise – Mould’s boy had not appeared – a glimpse, also, of thinly chiselled features, sensitive nostrils, a narrow, thoughtful, rather too serious face. Then came, with reserve, allowing the family greetings to subside, a tall girl in gauntlets and a long tweed coat. Her motoring bonnet, veil-draped, absurdly like a scone, worn only in deference to maternal urgings, could not quite destroy her air of quiet composure, a sense of inescapable good breeding, confirmed by her voice as she joined the little group.


    ‘I’m afraid we left some luggage behind. My little runabout has no space for trunks.’


    ‘No need to worry, Claire dear. We’ll send for it tomorrow.’ The Rector took her arm in a near paternal gesture. ‘But cannot you stay with us now?’


    ‘I do wish I might. But Mother has some village people coming … an agricultural committee … tenants … who cannot be put off.’


    ‘Ah well! One must pay for being lady of the manor. Is it not a sweet evening?’


    ‘Perfect! Coming over from Halborough it was bright as day …’ Her voice softened as she turned her head, a movement that, dissolving the shadow of the atrocious bonnet, disclosed a pure and even profile. ‘Wasn’t it beautiful, Stephen?’


    He had been standing in silence, a constraint from which he now seemed to rouse himself by an effort.


    ‘It was a nice drive.’ Then, as though he felt he had not said enough, forcing a levity quite foreign to him: ‘But at one point I thought we might have to get out and push.’


    ‘On Ambry Hill,’ Claire laughed. ‘I’m not very expert with the gears.’ Her smile lingered for a moment in the darkness of the porch. ‘ I must not keep you. Good night. Come to us soon … tomorrow, if possible. And do be careful of your cold, Caroline.’


    When she had gone, Bertram put his arm about his son’s shoulders, led him into the house.


    ‘It’s good to have you home, Stephen. You don’t know … Ah, well … How did you leave Oxford? And how are you? Famished, I’m sure. Run up and see your mother. Then come to dinner.’


    And while Caroline, her eyes and nose reddened by the night air, heaved in a bag of books which had been left, forgotten, on the porch, he stood while Stephen ascended the stairs, looking upwards with an expression that, in its unguarded fondness, was almost rapt.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    After their excellent dinner, well served by the two table-maids whom, from their pristine village rawness, Caroline had trained so admirably, the Rector, mellowed, led Stephen to the study, where the drugget curtains were drawn and a fine sea-coal fire burned. The heating of the Rectory might not be modern but the hearths were ample, fuel abundant. And this was a companionable room despite the ornate mouldings, with a cosy, sporting flavour to offset the vaguely parochial air, confirmed by a roll-top desk bearing Pusey’s sermons, the Ecclesiastical Calendar, and a folded purple stole. A pair of worn brown leather easy-chairs flanked the hearthstone, against one wall there stood a glass-fronted gun cabinet, upon another a case of Saxon coins, product of the Rector’s archaeological researches, and above the Adam mantel, two bone-handled hunting-crops were crossed beneath a mounted fox mask.


    Earlier that afternoon, in preparation, Bertram had traversed the passages beneath the house to visit the cellar, and now, with a slightly conscious air, he took up a dusty bottle which lay cradled, whitewash splash upwards, upon the desk, and having inexpertly drawn the crumbling cork, poured out two glasses of port. He was a temperate man who touched alcohol only rarely and, for that matter, never used tobacco, but this occasion demanded to be marked in the true family tradition.


    ‘Your grandfather laid this down,’ he remarked, holding the dark purplish wine to the light with an assumed critical air. ‘It’s a Graham … 1876.’


    Stephen, who detested port, made a murmur of appreciation from his arm-chair as he raised the glass to his lips. He assumed, like an actor, the part expected of him.


    ‘It seems very sound, sir.’


    The word pleased the Rector.


    ‘Yes, your grandfather knew what he was doing. It was he who put in these remarkable tile-bins downstairs. They drained South Meadow, you know, in eighteen-seventy-eight, and had half a load of short tile pipe ends left. The old man saw that each would hold a bottle snugly, and had them mortared into the cellar, a perfect honeycomb.… Of course, he was not a great drinker. But he liked his pint of claret after a good day with the hounds. He went out, you know, until his seventieth year.’


    ‘He must have been a great character.’


    ‘He was a good man, Stephen. A true English country gentleman.’ The Rector sighed. ‘ One could wish no finer epitaph.’


    ‘My grandmother, too,’ Stephen prompted dutifully, for on the journey from Oxford, brooding nervously as the train rocked past meadows, orchards, and winding reaches, he had resolved to be unreservedly filial. ‘She was not far behind him. Mould has told me many stories of her.’


    ‘Ah, yes, he was devoted to her … as were all her people.… But she kept him upon the run.’ A slow smile of reminiscence kindled Bertram’s eye. ‘ You know that in her later years the old lady became excessively stout. Indeed, she had such difficulty in getting about she was obliged to be wheeled, and Mould, then the gardener’s boy, was chosen as the means of propulsion. At an extra sixpence a week. It was a tremendous honour. But somewhat exacting, especially when your grandmother wished to go to the village and had to be pushed all the way up Ambry Hill. One hot summer day, when young Mould reached the brow of the hill he stopped to wipe his face on his sleeve. But as he let go the chair, off it rolled without him, gathering speed, flashing down the hill and round the bend at a breakneck pace. The poor lad was petrified. He saw himself the murderer of his mistress. With a horrified yell he dashed down the hill. When he reached the bottom.…’ Wincingly, Stephen set himself to laugh; he knew the anecdote by heart. ‘… There was your grandmother, calmly drawn up in the village square, bargaining with the butcher for a side of lamb.’ Bertram’s smile faded. ‘She was an indomitable woman. Immensely charitable. And devoted to my father. She died just eight weeks after him.’


    Could it be that the Rector was thinking of his own marriage? Outside, an owl hooted. In the still-room along the passage Caroline was moving earthenware pickle jars with unnecessary brusqueness. Bertram straightened and sipped his port, aware that he must break the silence before constraint fell between himself and Stephen. How strange it was to care so deeply, and yet to sense this embarrassment haunting their relationship whenever they were alone together. Was it because he cared too much? He never experienced such lack of ease in the company of his two other children. Of course he was fond of Caroline, admitted her staunchness, found her a ‘great stand-by’. But her homeliness, dedicating her, he felt, to perpetual spinsterhood, jarred, unconsciously, his sense of family pride. As for David, his youngest child, now nearly thirteen years of age, here, alas, his love was swamped by sadness, by disappointment and pity. To think that any son of his, for that matter any Desmonde, should be an epileptic who, even when untroubled by attacks, was inclined to stammer in his speech!


    The Rector suppressed a sigh. To yield to feeling was dangerous. Yet in his present mood there was no escape from it.


    ‘It’s good you finished so well at Oxford. You’ve done splendidly.’


    ‘Oh, I don’t know. I seemed to lose heart rather at the end.’


    ‘I felt like that too, when I came down from Trinity … though I loved it just as much as you.’


    Stephen was silent. How could he tell his father that he had hated the university? – the dryness, the superiority, the sense of being outside of life, the endless preoccupation with sports that held no interest for him, the bloodless study of dead tongues which unutterably bored him, and which had driven him, from sheer contrariness, to perfect himself in French and Spanish, above all … his detestation of the career ordained for him.


    But the Rector had resumed.


    ‘You have earned a holiday. Claire wants you over for tennis. And Uncle Hubert has asked you to Chillingham.… Wasn’t his salmon good tonight?… Your cousin Geoffrey is there, on shore leave, at present.’


    Again Stephen did not answer. And for the first time Bertram began to question if, beneath his passive manner, his son were not suppressing signs of strain. His natural pallor seemed intensified and his eyes held that enlarged darkness which, diminishing the rest of his face, had since his earliest days been a symptom of emotional or physical distress. He is not strong, I hope he is not sickening for something, thought Bertram, with sudden anxiety, and quickly, protectively, he declared:


    ‘You must certainly have a rest. No need for you to go to the Settlement until July. Allowing five months for London, your ordination would then be at Christmas, a most suitable season of the year.’


    Stephen roused himself. For how long had he foreseen and dreaded this moment, tried, on his friend Glyn’s advice, to hasten it, then nervously drawn back, written a score of letters, and always torn them up. Now that it was upon him he felt sick and hollow inside.


    ‘Father … I must talk to you.’


    ‘Yes?’ Encouragingly, with a nod, and finger-tips compressed.


    A pause. Is it money? the Rector thought mildly. Some unpaid college debt? Then, haltingly, the words came out.


    ‘I do not want to go on and take orders.’


    The Rector’s expression did not noticeably change, as though sudden and complete surprise had, like sudden death, fixed his features in a semblance of normality. At last, almost stupidly, he said:


    ‘Not take orders?’


    ‘I feel I am not suited to the Church … I’m not good with people … I can’t organise … I couldn’t preach a decent sermon to save my life …’


    ‘These things will come.’ Bertram, drawn erect, was half frowning now. ‘My own sermons are not particularly brilliant. But they suffice.’


    ‘But Father, it isn’t only that. I have no interest in the work. I … I feel I’m not fitted to succeed you here …’


    Confirmed in his earlier surmise by Stephen’s broken voice, the Rector recovered himself, assumed a soothing tone.


    ‘You’re tired, and rundown my boy. We all get stale and discouraged occasionally. You’ll feel different after a few brisk tramps on the Downs.’


    ‘No, Father.’ Breathing unsteadily, Stephen tightened his will. ‘This has been coming on for a long time. I can’t tie myself up in this little place … to a future of blankness and frustration.’


    What had he said in his desperate groping for words? The shocked look in his father’s eyes distressed him. A moment of unendurable silence. Then:


    ‘I was unaware that you looked upon Stillwater in that light. We are a small parish, perhaps. But our worth to the country might be judged by other standards than those of mere dimension.’


    ‘You’ve misunderstood me. I love Stillwater … it’s my home. And I know how highly you are esteemed for miles around. It’s something else … surely you understand what I mean … what I feel I must do with my life.’


    The Rector drew back sharply then, with gathering comprehension, gazed in startled fashion at his son.


    ‘Stephen … it is not that wild notion again?’


    ‘Yes, Father.’


    Again a bar of silence vibrated between them. The Rector got to his feet and began, slowly at first, then with increasing perturbation, to pace the room. At last, with an effort, he calmed himself, drew close to Stephen.


    ‘My dear boy,’ he said, with great seriousness. ‘ I have never tried to bind you to me through your sense of duty. Even when you were very young, before you went to school, I preferred to rely on your natural feelings of affection and respect. Yet you must realise how completely I’ve built upon your following me here. Stillwater means so much to me … to all of us. And the circumstances of my life … your mother’s invalidism … David’s unhappy disability … the fact that you are my eldest and – forgive me’ – his voice shook slightly – ‘my much-beloved son … have caused me to rest my hopes on you. Nevertheless, at this moment, I put all that aside. Upon my honour, it is you I am thinking of and not myself, when I tell you, shall I say beg you, to forget this fantastic dream. You do not realise what it means. You mustn’t … you cannot do it.’


    Stephen lowered his gaze so that he might not see the slight twitching of his father’s cheek.


    ‘Surely I am entitled to my own life.’ Through respect there burned an inner defiance.


    ‘Not that kind of life. It will bring you only to disaster. To throw away your brilliant prospects, wreck your whole career, for a mere whim … it would be an outrage in the face of God. And there’s Claire … how, under Heaven, would she fit into such a scheme? No, no. You are very young for your years, Stephen.… This mad idea that has got hold of you seems all important to you now. But in a few years you’ll smile at yourself for having even thought of it.’


    Sunk in his chair, with flushed cheeks and downcast eyes, his wits made dull and torpid by the port, Stephen could not find a word to say. At this moment, without exaggeration, he hated his father … yet was at the same time vanquished by the shamed consciousness of his paternal affection, by the recognition, in justice, of his point of view, and worst of all by a warm nostalgic tide welling up into his throat, a flood of childhood memories … of breezy rides to Ambry in the pony-cart, his father idling with the reins, Carrie in clean white pinafore, Davie wearing his first flannel shorts; of water picnics on the Avon, hot sunlight on cool water, and a widgeon rising from yellow reeds as the punt pushed through; of family carols sung before the Christmas tree, a powder of snow upon the window-panes … of, how could one tear up such tender, binding roots.


    Bertram bent forward and laid his hand, not impressively, but rather with touching diffidence, upon his son’s shoulder.


    ‘Believe me, it’s your happiness, Stephen. You can’t … you could not find it in your heart to go against me.’


    Stephen did not dare look up lest he should disgrace himself with tears. He was done for … at least for the present. And he had meant to fight so hard, had sworn to Glyn that he would win.


    ‘Very well,’ he managed to mumble at last, tasting all the bitterness which defeat brings to a gentle yet passionate nature. ‘If you feel so strongly about it … I’ll give the Settlement a trial … and see what comes of it.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Bertram went upstairs slowly. Although his sense of relief was deep, it did not diminish the weariness that had suddenly come on him, nor the lingering anxiety around his heart. Outside his wife’s bedroom he hesitated, head tilted in an attitude of listening, then, tapping gently upon the panel, he braced himself instinctively and entered.


    It was a large apartment, formerly the upstairs drawing-room – the best room in the house, old Canon Desmonde had named it, no doubt because of its fine proportions and eastern exposure which, besides admitting the morning sun, afforded a wide panorama of the Downs. In its conversion to his wife’s bed-sitting-room, some of the original furnishings had been retained – the needle-point chairs and Chippendale settee, a broad semi-circle of gesso mirror above the white marble mantel, the red Brussels carpet. Protected by a draught-screen, Julia Desmonde lay reading in bed, beneath the satin coverlet. She was a shapely, well-preserved woman of forty-five, with an easy, intensely indolent air, plump smooth features, and thick chestnut hair which billowed like a cloud across the pillow.


    Marking with a blanched fingernail the place in her book which bore a drawing of the sign of the Zodiac, Julia directed towards her husband, from beneath fine brows, an inquiring glance. Her eyes were of a remarkable forget-me-not blue, childlike almost, with pale, slightly drooping, fleshy lids.


    ‘So we have Stephen home with us,’ he said.


    ‘Yes … I thought the dear boy looked well.’


    She could be depended on to express, in her aristocratic, self-absorbed voice, an opinion contrary to his own.


    ‘How is the headache?’


    ‘Better, thank you. I sat too long in the sun this afternoon. That early spring sun is very treacherous. But I have just had a treatment.’


    He perceived, from the contraption on the side table, that she had just had her vibrations. On the fender a metal kettle hissed out a jaunty plume of steam, indicating that in fifteen minutes the bran extract would be brought and mixed, the tablets of yeast crushed and swallowed, the yogurt spooned, or was it now dried seaweed? Then the hot-water bag would be refilled, the fire made up for the night, the lights turned low, the eye-pads moistened and laid on for sleep. And again, though he fought the question always with determined Christian charity, the thought assailed him: Why had he ever married her?


    She had been, of course – indeed, still was, no doubt – in her statuesque way, something of a beauty, and as an only child, daughter of Sir Henry Marsden of Haselton Park, had been regarded, in the county society of those days, as the ‘catch of the season’. Who could have guessed, viewing her, for instance, as the young swan-like hostess of the Haselton Fête, as the belle of the hunt ball at the Assembly Rooms, surrounded by young officers from the Charminster barracks, smiling yet composed, the centre of attraction, that she would later on reveal such marked peculiarity, prove herself so unutterably useless to him as a wife.


    Except for a few garden-parties in their early years of marriage, when, trailing a frilled parasol, she moved gracefully about the lawns, in a large hat, she had, with unruffled resolution, refused to interest herself in the work of the parish. God, she said amiably, had not meant her to carry soup to indigent rustics, nor to strain her nerves sewing baby-linen for the encouragement of rural copulation. Fortunately the Bishop’s wife liked her, but she would not meet the ladies of the lesser clergy. She preferred to spend her days sitting, overdressed, by her window, or in the rose-garden, engaged upon an endless embroidery of coloured silk from which she lifted her head repeatedly, to gaze for long periods into space, or to make occasional notes, when they occurred to her, of what she should report to her physician, whom – having long ago exhausted the county doctor – she visited in London twice a month. Her children, whom she bore with absent-minded ease, had been to her no more than momentary episodes. So long as they did not put her to inconvenience she regarded them with remote indulgence. Yet as her detachment grew, more and more, she retreated within herself, creating an existence which involved around her physical functions, a little world of happy hypochondria in which – could he, oh God, have foreseen it when, on that rose-scented afternoon twenty years before, he had almost died of her kiss in aromatic pain? – she had no greater pleasure, no keener interest, than amiably to discuss with him the colour and consistency of her stools.


    Perhaps the stuffed charger – souvenir of Balaclava – in the parental hall should have warned him, but who, alas, could have foretold that her father, until the age of seventy no more than an amiable eccentric, addicted in his spare time to mechanical pursuits – the electrification of his estate by a chain of canvas windmills, the harmless construction of a quick-firing gun which, refused by the War Office, had no more than winged, in a fleshy part, the family butler – who, in Heaven’s name, would have foreseen that this irrepressible crank would, in his dotage, launch suddenly a grandiose project for the construction of a flying machine such as that subsequently flown by Blériot across the Channel, though that in itself would have been ill enough, but a weird contraption with fantastic screws, presumed capable of rising vertically from the ground: a helicopter. Thus, in defiance of the laws of gravity, Sir Henry had defiled his lovely park with sheds and hangar, imported workmen, engineers, a Belgian mechanic, spent money like water, in short, ruined himself, and, remaining earthbound, had died a laughing-stock. Haselton, which might have been Julia’s, was now a girl’s school, the great hangar a gymnasium, the sheds – fresh-painted horrors – turned into repositories for muddy hockey-sticks and unpaired canvas shoes.


    Might it not be, thought Bertram, with fresh despondency, that something of this instability was now manifest in Stephen? No, no … impossible. The boy, too closely resembling him in mind and body, was all of him, his other self in fact. Yet because of his anxiety, the cloud that hung upon his spirit, he was tempted, despite his better judgement, to open his mind and seek some sort of consolation from his wife.


    ‘My dear,’ he said. ‘While he is with us I feel we should make an effort to take Stephen out of himself.’


    Julia gazed at him in surprise. She possessed to a remarkable degree the power of distorting the meaning of what was said to her.


    ‘My dear Bertram, you know very well that I cannot make an effort. And why should Stephen be taken out of himself?’


    ‘I … I am concerned about him. He has always been an unusual boy. He is going through a difficult time.’


    ‘Difficult, Bertram? Is he not past the puberty?’


    ‘Of course … but you know how it is with these young fellows. They get strange notions in their heads in the spring.’


    ‘Do you imply that Stephen is in a state of love?’


    ‘No … well, of course, we know he is fond of Claire.’


    ‘Then what do you mean, Bertram? He cannot be ill. You said yourself a moment ago that he was extremely well.’


    ‘It was you who said that.’ Despite himself, Bertram spoke with growing impatience. ‘I think he is far from well. But I see you have no wish to share my anxiety.’


    ‘If you wish to tell me, my dear, I have no objection to hearing you. But is it not enough that you are worried without worrying me? I think I did my part in bringing your children into the world. There was, from first to last, little pleasure in the undertaking. Afterwards, you made them your responsibility. I never interfered. Why should I do so now?’


    ‘True.’ He tried to repress his bitterness. ‘It would make little difference to you if Stephen ruined his life. Julia, there is something in him, beneath the surface, that I don’t understand. What is really in his mind? Who are his friends? Don’t you recollect when Geoffrey visited him at Trinity last year he found a most impossible person in his rooms … a rank outsider Geoffrey called him … a down-at-heel artist … a Welshman …’


    He broke off, gazing at her almost beseechingly, until she was compelled to answer. She did so mildly.


    ‘What have you against the Welsh, Bertram? They have beautiful voices. Did this Welshman sing?’


    ‘No,’ Bertram replied, flushing. ‘He kept pressing Stephen, all the time, to go to Paris.’


    ‘Young men have done so before, Bertram.’


    ‘I daresay. But this was not for the obvious reason.’


    ‘Then for what reason, if not to have a French woman?’


    ‘To paint!’


    It was said, he had got it out at last; and tensely, yet with some slight sense of relief, he waited, in silence, for her to speak.


    ‘I must confess, Bertram, I see little harm in all this. I remember when I was at Interlaken with Papa I did some delightful little water-colours of the lake. Blue was the prevailing tint. Stephen has always liked to draw. Indeed, it was you who gave him his first box of paints.’


    He bit his lip hard.


    ‘This is no childish hobby, Julia. Do you know that for more than a year now, without a word to us, he has been travelling from Oxford to attend night art classes at the Slade?’


    ‘The Slade is a reputable institution. Stephen will have ample time to sketch between his sermons. And certainly drawing is soothing for the nerves.’


    He suppressed his impulses to cry out. For a moment he kept his eyes lowered, then in the tone of one who had conquered, but breathing somewhat quickly, he said:


    ‘I hope you are right, my dear. I suppose I worry unnecessarily. No doubt he will settle down when he gets into the swing of his work in London.’


    ‘No doubt he will. And Bertram, I have decided that instead of Harrogate, I shall go to Cheltenham next month. There is a mineral in the waters there which I am told is excellent in promoting the flow of bile. When Dr Leonard last analysed my urine there was a remarkable deficiency in the biliary salts.’


    He said good night, in a low tone and quickly, lest he say something worse.


    As he left the room he could hear along the corridor the slow tick-tack of Caroline’s machine as, unsparingly, she typed the notes for his speech next day.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    On a grey and drizzling afternoon six weeks later, Stephen, returning from a round of house-to-house visiting, walked slowly along Clinker Street in East Stepney. The sulphurous overcast from the London docks made the narrow thoroughfare more dreary, pressed down suffocatingly upon him. No light, no colour – only the deadness of a row of deserted barrows, greasy cobblestones, a brewer’s dray horse steaming in the rain, its driver bowed beneath a dripping sack. A westbound omnibus roared past, splashing him with mud as he turned towards the Settlement.


    This red-brick structure, built into the line of broken-down stucco houses which sagged along the street like decayed old men, now more than ever reminded him of a small but efficient penitentiary. At that moment the front door swung open and the Warden, the Reverend Crispin Bliss, came out, umbrella poised, nose turned up to scent the weather, tall, meagre form encased to the heels in a long black mackintosh. A meeting, Stephen saw, was unavoidable; he went forward.


    ‘Ah, Desmonde … back already?’


    The tone was feebly cordial, that of a man, Stephen felt, who had tried to like him, and could not, despite the best intentions and the urge of brotherly love. Unquestionably the Reverend Crispin Bliss, fellow of St Cuthbert’s, was a devoted clergyman who wrought hard for good in this unfruitful vineyard. A Low Churchman, with strong evangelical leanings, he was a man of sincere yet narrow piety. But religion apart, his manner was most unprepossessing: dry, academic, touchily superior. Equally unfortunate was his way of walking with his head thrown back, the donnish air with which he protected himself, and above all, his voice, cracked, slightly sing-song, always ready, it seemed, to utter cultured contradictions in high falsetto tones. Almost at the outset, Stephen had been unlucky enough to offend him.


    In the upper corridor of the Settlement there hung, in heavy gilt, a sanguinary portrayal of the martyrdom of Saint Sebastian which bled afresh for Stephen whenever he came from his room. Since the painting seemed ignored by everyone but himself, one morning, in a moment of loathing, he turned it to the wall. The act apparently passed unnoticed. But at supper that night, with a pained glance which passed over the heads of his two curates, Loftus and Geer, and came to rest on Stephen, the Warden observed, in his most nasal tones:


    ‘I do not object to humour, even in its most misguided form, the practical joke. But to interfere with any object in this house which by its subject or association might be regarded as sacred is, to my mind, an unseemly and irreligious act.’


    Stephen coloured to the roots of his hair and kept his eyes upon his plate. He had meant no harm, and when the meal was over the desire to explain took him to the Warden.


    ‘I’m sorry. I turned the picture. The only excuse I can offer you is that it rather got on my nerves.’


    ‘Upon your nerves, Desmonde?’


    ‘Well … yes, sir. It’s in such shocking taste and so obviously a fake.’


    The Warden’s face lost its incredulous look, stiffening slowly.


    ‘I fail to understand you, Desmonde. The picture is a genuine Carlo Dolci.’


    Stephen smiled apologetically.


    ‘Oh hardly, sir. Not even that. Apart from the crude brush-work, and the modern pigment, it’s on white flax canvas – a fabric which wasn’t manufactured until around 1890, a good two hundred years after Dolci’s death.’


    The Warden’s expression turned altogether stony. He breathed out quickly through his nostrils, not fire precisely, but the Christian counterpart of wrath – just indignation.


    ‘The picture happens to be mine, Desmonde, and a most cherished possession. I bought it as a young man in Italy, from unimpeachable sources. In spite of your opinion I shall continue to cherish it as an original work of art.’


    Now, however, there was less hostility than watchful moderation in the Warden’s regard as, standing in the rain, he offered Stephen the shelter of his umbrella and inquired:


    ‘You did all of Skinners Row this afternoon?’


    ‘Practically all, sir.’


    He did not wish to confess that, since he expected a visit from Richard Glyn, he had scamped the odd numbers.


    ‘How did you find old Mrs Blimey?’


    ‘Not altogether well, I’m afraid.’


    ‘Is her bronchitis worse, poor creature?’ Then, as Stephen hesitated and looked uncomfortable, he added: ‘Does she need the doctor?’


    ‘No … not exactly. As a matter of fact, I found her very drunk.’


    There was a distressful pause, then came the somewhat worldly question:


    ‘How did she get the money?’


    ‘I believe I am responsible. I gave her five shillings yesterday to pay her room rent. She seems to have spent it on gin.’


    The Warden made a clicking sound with his tongue.


    ‘Well … you will live and learn, Desmonde. I do not reproach you. But you must not put temptation in the way of God’s poor creatures.’


    ‘I suppose not. On the other hand, can one blame her for trying to escape from her misery for a few hours? She has a bad chest, can’t get sewing work of any kind, owes the landlord for the rent and has pawned nearly everything in her room. I must confess I was almost glad to see her rolling about in a state of happy oblivion.’


    ‘Desmonde!’


    ‘And what’s more … I couldn’t help thinking that if any of us had been in the same position we might have done exactly the same thing.’


    ‘Come, come. That is pushing the case a little too far. We should never, please God, find ourselves in a like predicament.’ He shook his head disapprovingly and put up his umbrella. ‘ You have the boys’ club tonight? I will have a word with you about that at supper.’


    With a parting nod, somewhat distant, he stepped off, leaving Stephen to go upstairs to his room, a narrow cubicle furnished in light oak, with a Gothic overmantel and a revolving bookcase. The bed had not yet been made. The residents of the Settlement were supposed to do for themselves – in the morning, for instance, Stephen would regularly encounter Geer, the senior curate, a bright and brawny Christian, bearing his brimming chamber-pot to the bathroom with an air of hearty unconcern. However, lest the monastic tradition prove too severe, in the afternoon a little outside maid named Jenny Dill came in from the district, ostensibly to supply the finishing touches, in reality to do most of the work. As Stephen flung himself, still in hat and coat, into a Morris chair, he could hear her moving lightly in Loftus’s room through the thin party wall. Loftus, a pretty young man, exacting and self-contained, very elegant in a sacerdotal way, always left her plenty to do in the shape of shoes to polish, suits to brush and put away. Yet apparently she had completed these tasks, for in a few minutes there was a tap on his door and, bearing duster and pail, she came spryly in.


    ‘Oh, sir, I beg your pardon … I didn’t realise you was in.’


    ‘That’s all right, you go ahead.’


    He watched her absently as she began expertly to strip the sheets and turn his mattress. She was a pleasant little thing, with a high colour on her cheekbones as though they had been rubbed with brickdust, bright brown eyes, and a fringe of black hair. She looked, he thought, a typical Cockney girl … thoroughly competent and nobody’s fool. Yet there was about her something more than ordinary: an air of willing simplicity, an innocence, an affectionate amiability, and above all, a vigour, as though she could not contain the energy and delight which throbbed in her healthy young body. And as she moved about neatly, her waist trim, her bust small and firm, unconscious of his scrutiny, or at least in no way discomposed by it, instinctively his hand went to the pencil and block upon the desk. With the pad upon his knee he began, attentively, to draw.


    Presently she went to the fireplace, bent down, and began to clear out the ashes. At this his interest quickened and, when she made to rise, he stopped her abruptly.


    ‘Please don’t move, Jenny.’


    ‘But, sir …’


    ‘No, no. Turn back your head and don’t move an inch.’


    While, obediently, she resumed, and held, her stooping position, his fingers moved nervously over the paper.


    ‘You think I’m quite mad, don’t you, Jenny? All the others in the district do.’


    ‘Oh, no, sir,’ she protested vigorously. ‘We does think you’re a morsel queer of course, giving the lads’ club sketching and that like, not like a regular curate what learns them to box. Why, when Mr Geer ’ad the lads you’d go in the ’all and find them ’ arf killing one another. And ’ ardly know them for black eyes and bloodied noses. Now it don’t scarcely seem natural, like. But all of us thinks that you’re a very nice gentleman indeed.’


    ‘That’s encouraging … and in spite of the absence of gore. Tell me, Jenny, if you were a bedridden old woman would you rather have a Bible or a bottle of gin?’


    ‘I ’ave got a Bible, sir … two in fact. Mr Loftus and Mr Geer each give me one. Mr Loftus’s has nice coloured ribbons.’


    ‘Don’t equivocate, Jenny. Speak the truth.’


    ‘Well, sir, it’d depend how bad I was. I dessay if I were proper bad the gin might come in handiest like.’


    ‘Good again, Jenny. You’re as honest as the day. Here, what do you think of this?’


    Slowly, she relaxed, came over and examined doubtfully the drawing he held out to her.


    ‘I don’t know nothing about such like things, sir … but it do seem proper clever …’


    ‘Why, you silly girl, can’t you see that it’s you?’


    ‘Well, now you mention it, sir,’ she answered modestly, ‘it does seem to be my back view. Only I wish I didn’t have on my old wrapper with the burst, just there, so awkward at the placket …’


    Stephen laughed and threw the block back on the desk.


    ‘It’s the old wrapper I like. And the burst. You’re an excellent model, Jenny. I wish you could pose for me. I’d give you five shillings an hour.’


    She looked at him quickly, then glanced away.


    ‘That wouldn’t be quite correct, would it sir?’


    ‘Oh, nonsense,’ he said carelessly. ‘Where’s the harm? But I daresay you’re not interested.’


    ‘Well, sir’ – she spoke awkwardly, and a warmer colour came into her cheeks – ‘as a matter of fact, if everything was in order, I could do with some extra cash at present.’


    ‘Oh?’


    ‘Yes sir. You see … I expects to be married fairly soon.’


    His face lost its look of inquiry, he smiled boyishly.


    ‘Congratulations. Who’s the lucky man?’


    ‘His name is by way of being Alfred, sir. Alfred Baines. He’s steward on a Orient Line boat. He’ll be home the month after next.’


    ‘Good for you, Jenny. No wonder you want a little extra pin money. Look here. When do you knock off?’


    ‘Whenever I finish your room, sir. Usually around five.’


    ‘Well, then … suppose you stay on for an hour, from five till six, twice a week. I could pay you five shillings a time.’


    ‘That’s more than generous, sir.’


    ‘It’s very little really. But if you didn’t find the work too tiring I could give you a note to a friend of mine who teaches night classes at the Slade. He’d be glad to employ you for a short spell.’


    ‘He wouldn’t expect, sir …?’ Jenny blushed crimson.


    ‘Good heavens, no,’ Stephen said kindly. ‘ You’d wear some sort of costume. Probably he’d only want you for head and shoulders.’


    ‘Then I’d be very grateful, sir … indeed I should … especially to you.’


    ‘Shall we call it a bargain, then?’ He smiled, that rare smile that lit up his face so attractively, and held out his hand.


    Still flushed, she came forward. Her small fingers, the nails ill cut or broken, were warm and dry, their tips seamed with work scars and healed chilblains. Yet it was an extraordinarily pleasant little hand to hold, the pulse of her young body was in it; he barely brought himself to relinquish it. When he did so she turned towards the door. She was rather pale now, and not looking at him she said:


    ‘You’ve always treated me so nice, Mr Desmonde, it’s a pleasure to do things for you. And I’ve always gave your room an extra polish. And done your shoes special nice because … well, just because it was you, sir.’ She broke off, and was gone.


    To one tormented by moods of self-depreciation these words brought an odd warmth. But soon Stephen’s momentary cheerfulness faded, he became again conscious of himself, his surroundings, and the dreariness which stretched ahead. He wished that Glyn might come soon.


    Taking up Paley’s Evidences, which he had promised his father he would read, he tried to immerse himself in it. But it was no use. He had no interest in the book, detested the life he had been leading ever since he came to the Settlement: the visiting, the Bible classes, the club – though he had tried in his own fashion to enliven this – the eternal hypocrisy of feeding words to cold and hungry people, while he, and others of the breed, remained warm and well-fed.


    He could understand a man entering the Church who was by nature deeply religious, who felt it his predestined mission to succour his fellow men. But to take up a comfortable living without such a strong vocation, for reasons which were clearly material, seemed to him the worst kind of fraud. And besides, had he not his own vocation, a call which kept ringing with greater insistency in his heart? What a fool he had been to let himself be driven into such a pass, like a stupid sheep penned between gates at a country fair. And now he was in, there seemed no escape.


    Just then a rapid fire of heavy boots sounded on the wooden stairs, and a few seconds later a man some years older than Stephen broke into the room and flung himself breathlessly into a chair. He was of more than medium size and thickly built, with cropped red hair and a short bristling red beard, his features strong, his eyes, under well-marked brows, fierce, a trifle wild, yet at the moment full of fun. Dressed in moleskin trousers and a workman’s jersey, a red spotted handkerchief knotted round his throat, he had the air of a buccaneer, boisterous, unrestrained, full of a vigorous enjoyment of life. Presently, when his respirations had subsided, he pulled out a gunmetal watch, attached to his person by a piece of frayed green picture-cord.


    ‘Just under the hour,’ he remarked with satisfaction. ‘Not bad from Whitehall.’


    Although aware of Glyn’s spasmodic passion for violent exercise, Stephen was mildly surprised.


    ‘You walked all the way!’


    ‘Ran,’ said Glyn, wiping off sweat. ‘ It was devilish amusing. I had all the coppers on their toes – wondering if I’d robbed a bank. But what a thirst it’s given me. I don’t suppose you’ve a spot of beer in this house of God?’


    ‘I’m sorry, Richard. We’re not allowed to have it in our rooms I can give you tea … and biscuits.’


    Glyn burst out laughing.


    ‘You young theologians. How can you wrestle with Satan on biscuits and tea? But if it isn’t a bother, bring ’em on.’ He added more seriously: ‘I’m afraid I can’t stay long, but I did want to see you.’


    They talked while Stephen boiled a tin kettle on the gas-ring by the fireplace. When the tea was brewed Richard drank four cups of the despised beverage and, in an absent manner, finished a plate of macaroons. Then, somewhat awkwardly, the conversation lapsed.


    ‘Your exhibition has done well,’ Stephen said at last.


    ‘Well enough,’ Glyn answered carelessly. ‘The critiques were so perfectly bloody they actually brought people in.’


    ‘But you did sell something.’


    ‘One ruddy canvas. And only because I’m Welsh. The Cardiff National Gallery bought it. Fostering native talent … miner’s son, and so on.’


    There was a pause.


    ‘However,’ Glyn resumed, ‘the cash takes me out of hock. Anna and I are off to Paris tomorrow.’


    Stephen stiffened imperceptibly, a reflex of all his nerves, not only at the sound of a word which haunted him, but because in this too casual remark he sensed the purpose of Glyn’s visit. He tried to keep his voice under control.


    ‘How long shall you be there?’


    ‘At least a year. I’ll live cheap and work like the devil. Believe it or not, Paris is a wonderful place for work.’ He paused, shot a swift glance at the other. ‘You still aren’t coming along?’


    Stephen felt his throat thicken. His hands on the arms of his chair showed white over the knuckles.


    ‘How can I?’ he muttered. ‘You know how I’m situated.’


    ‘At the same time, I had the impression that you wanted to paint.’


    Stephen, sitting with lowered head, made no reply. Suddenly he looked up.


    ‘Glyn … if I chucked everything … should I ever succeed as an artist?’


    ‘Good God, Desmonde.’ Glyn leaned forward, brows drawn down. ‘What a bloody idiotic question. Succeed? What do you mean by success? Don’t you know that you can’t get guarantees in this game, you’re out on your own from the word go? And you don’t get into it for any other reason than that you damn well can’t help yourself. If you’re serious you give up everything, starve, steal, cheat your grandmother, break every one of the Ten Commandments, just to get your hands on a tube of colour and a palette knife.’ Glyn broke off, relaxed his posture, then went on more quietly. ‘ I believe you have talent, extraordinary possibilities, otherwise I shouldn’t bother my head over you. I know how hard it is for you – bogged in tradition. You’ve had all the wrong start. You should have been like me, born in a workmen’s row in a rotten colliery town. As it is, you must make your own decision. And if it’s no, I daresay you’ll make a passable parson.’ Abruptly he tugged out the nickel watch. ‘Well, I have to cut along. There’s packing to do. And various odds and ends. Good-bye, Desmonde. Write me when you have time.’


    While Stephen remained motionless, Glyn stood up. As he came forward he saw on the mantelpiece a perforated card in the colours of the Marylebone Cricket Club. It was a rover’s ticket for the Oxford and Cambridge cricket match due to be played next month. Following Richard’s glance, Stephen flushed.


    ‘I have to go,’ he said stiffly. ‘All the family will be there.’


    Glyn shrugged sadly, gripped Stephen by the hand, and went out.


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    The match was over, stumps had been drawn and, as the low sunlight sent long shadows over the greensward of Lord’s, a party of seven could be observed in the fashionable throng – one could not refer to such a gathering as a crowd – moving slowly towards the main gates in St John’s Wood Road. Caroline and Claire were in front with Davie and his cousin Geoffrey, while a few paces behind, Stephen followed with General Desmonde and his wife. A parochial emergency had at the last minute prevented the Rector from attending, and Julia, of course, was an annual absentee. For that matter Stephen had come only that he might be with his brother, and while Davie’s enjoyment of the game – the more touching since because of his complaint he was not permitted to play cricket – had in some measure been his reward, it had been a trying day for him, his head still rang with Geoffrey’s incessant yells of ‘Well played, sir!’ and, as always, the General’s wife – he rarely thought of her as Aunt Adelaide – had exercised upon him that familiar combination of condescension and arrogance which aroused his wildest and most perverse instincts. A cold, thin-faced, overbearing woman, reared in the Army tradition and toughened by the suns of India, she was still handsome in a hard, dashing way, her figure admirable though inclined to leanness, her glance, at times, lethal as a bayonet thrust.


    Now, as they left the ground, and stood together rather indecisively while hansoms and carriages pulled away from the kerb, she spoke with rapidity, in her clipped ‘county’ voice.


    ‘Today has been so delightful it seems a pity to let it die prematurely.’ She turned to her husband. ‘Have you, by any chance, a suggestion. Hubert?’


    General Desmonde surveyed the group. Tall, straight-featured, erect as a ramrod, even in his grey top hat and morning coat he looked a soldier, and a distinguished one. A clipped moustache emphasised the incisive brevity of his speech.


    ‘I thought we might all go to supper at Frascati’s.’


    ‘I say, what a lark, Pater,’ Geoffrey said, adjusting his tie, then his embroidered waistcoat, for perhaps the two-hundredth time, as though determined to maintain the sartorial supremacy which made him, he felt sure, a conspicuous object of admiration. Style, which he named good form, was indeed Geoffrey’s major occupation, whether on the parade-ground or in Piccadilly, and already it had shaped him, at the age of twenty-four, to the pattern of a smart, if somewhat brainless, young man about town.


    ‘Davie must be back by seven,’ Caroline interposed. ‘And it’s after six now. But none of you need trouble, I’ll take him to the train.’


    ‘Darling, you are so kind, always so obliging,’ Adelaide smiled. She did not want Caroline at Frascati’s, her face peony-red from the sun, and in that hideous maroon frock which made her look like a parlourmaid on her day off, those legs, too, such a misfortune, like the underpinnings of a grand piano; Caroline to Aunt Adelaide was always a social liability, and annual mortification at the hunt ball when, seated by the doorway, unclaimed, with empty programme, she waited sadly for some elderly gentleman to be led up to her; and now it had been bad enough having her with them all day. ‘You must come another time.’


    ‘I’m afraid I must go back, too,’ Stephen said. If Davie weren’t going, he had no wish to be there.


    ‘Must you?’ Hubert raised a good-natured eyebrow – he rather liked, at least tolerated, his young parson-to-be nephew. ‘ So soon?’


    ‘Surely you can stay, Stephen.’ Claire stood beside him, restrained yet somehow appealing, her soft complexion and well-modelled features shaded by a wide-brimmed hat trimmed with roses. Today, more than ever, in this setting, she looked what she was – a most amiable English girl whose good sense and manners and frank pleasant cordiality made friends for her wherever she went.


    ‘Do stay,’ she added.


    ‘Darling,’ Adelaide cut in before Stephen could reply, ‘we mustn’t interfere with rules and regulations. After all, it is, I imagine, more or less a monastic life at the Settlement, is it not, Stephen, and I’m sure a most worthy one. It is a great pity that you cannot come. However, we four must make the best of it ourselves. Geoffrey will take Claire and I shall pretend that Hubert is my beau.’ Adelaide smiled again, and with satisfaction – she had her own reasons for not wishing Stephen to be of the party.


    ‘Can we drop you anywhere, Caroline?’ asked Hubert.


    ‘Oh no, Davie and I will take the tube.’


    ‘And I a bus,’ said Stephen.


    Good-byes were exchanged, then, vaguely conscious of the regret in Claire’s eyes, Stephen moved away with Caroline and Davie. As they had a few minutes to spare he stopped at the Fuller’s in Park Road to give his young brother a strawberry ice and Caroline a cup of tea which, surreptitiously easing her feet from her shoes, she confessed she had been dying for all day. Then he saw them off at the Baker Street Underground and settled himself in a number 23 east-bound omnibus.


    As he rattled towards Stepney, despite the relief of again being amongst unpolished people who demanded no more than their share of a hard seat, a slow depression settled upon Stephen. How physically and spiritually diminished, how utterly different from the others he had felt during the promenades round the wicket, the meetings and greetings, the luncheon in the Guards Club Marquee – ‘odd little devil’ – he could almost read the thought behind the indifferent glances directed towards him by his cousin’s friends, as with Geoffrey they discussed the newest musical comedy, the West Sussex point-to-point, and the latest fancy for the Cambridgeshire. In this mood he reached the Settlement. In the hall, still redolent of the midday odours of boiled beef and cabbage, he passed Loftus, who was going out, and gave him ‘Good evening’. The junior curate barely answered and as he glided past, discreet and elegant, his eye held so noticeable a glint of malice and amusement that Stephen instinctively drew up.


    ‘What’s the matter, Loftus?’


    Already at the door, the other half turned, his lips twitching with restrained, ecclesiastic humour.


    ‘Don’t you know?’


    ‘Of course not, what is it?’


    ‘Nothing much, I suppose. Except that the little Dill seems to be rather in a pickle.’


    What on earth is he talking about? thought Stephen. But he shrugged it off and, having seen that there were no letters for him in the rack, went upstairs. And there, seated upright in a hard chair in the centre of his room, wearing her outdoor clothes, a flat straw hat with a narrow ribbon, and white cotton gloves, was Jenny.


    At his entrance she rose immediately, but with composure, and while he gazed at her in surprise, since she did not normally come to the Settlement on Saturday, she began:


    ‘I apologise for the liberty, sir. But I did want to make sure I’d see you. And there didn’t seem no other place for me to wait.’


    ‘That’s all right,’ Stephen said, uncertainly. ‘Won’t you sit down? That’s better. Now what is it?’


    While he went over to the fireplace she reseated herself on the edge of the chair, her gloved hands neatly folded.


    ‘Well, sir, the fact is, I’m leaving today, rather unexpected like. And you been so good to me I felt I ’ad to say good-bye.’


    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Jenny. I didn’t imagine you’d be going so soon.’


    ‘Nor me neither, sir. But the truth is I’m found out.’


    ‘Found out?’ he repeated, bewildered.


    ‘Yes, sir.’ She nodded, frankly, in her practical way, quite without embarrassment. ‘It’s all my own fault, being silly enough to come yesterday without my stays. I didn’t realise I was beginning to show. But there’s no deceiving that cook. She ups to the Warden like a shot.’


    ‘What on earth are you talking about?’


    ‘Don’t you see, sir, I’m going to have a baby.’


    He was so utterly taken aback he could think of nothing to say. At last, feeling that his position demanded some moral reflection, he stammered:


    ‘Oh, Jenny … how could you?’


    ‘I suppose I got carried away, sir.’


    ‘What!’


    ‘We all have our feelings, sir. You can’t get away from that. Oh, it’s quite respectable, I assure you. Alf’s a steady feller. A ship’s steward, like I told you. We’ll be married when he gets back.’


    There was a brief pause, while Stephen studied her with rising sympathy.


    ‘I suppose you’re in love with him.’


    ‘I suppose I must be, sir,’ A faint, wise smile passed over her fresh young face. ‘He’s a lot older nor me, of course. And I will say this, but for them two beers I ’ad at the Good Intent I wouldn’t have gave in. But then again, I might have done worse. He’s decent, is Alf. And accomplished too. He likes music and ’as taught himself to play the mouth harmonica.’


    Another pause.


    ‘Well … we shall miss you, Jenny.’


    ‘I shall miss you, sir. I must say you’ve been more nor kind to me. Not like some of them others.


    ‘What others?’


    ‘Well, chiefly the Warden, sir. I must say he give me a regular going over before he let me have my notice.’


    ‘So you’re not leaving of your own accord?’


    ‘Oh, no, sir. It don’t suit me at all.… I’m on my own, you see, and don’t have my parents living. But the Warden couldn’t have the place contaminated, he said, with three young curates around, and sacked me on the spot.’


    Stephen bit his lip. Gazing covertly at the girl, he perceived that beneath her usual expression of serenity and good temper, she looked pale and out of sorts. He would swear there was not an ounce of harm in her.


    ‘Jenny,’ he said impulsively. ‘I don’t want to interfere. But I hope you’ve made arrangements to be taken care of … to go to hospital … and that sort of thing.’


    ‘I shan’t go to hospital, sir. I have my own room. And I shall bespeak Mrs Kettle. She’s the midwife, sir, and highly recommended.’


    ‘You’re sure you’ll be all right?’


    ‘Oh, don’t worry about me, sir.’ For the first time a note of distress crept into her voice. ‘I only hope I haven’t brought trouble on you. It’s all come about you getting me the job at the art class. And the Warden seemed terrible upset.’


    Stephen was somewhat disconcerted by this news. However, his genuine concern for Jenny, the admiration he felt for her courage and common sense, and his indignation at the treatment accorded her made him careless about himself. He had grown fond of her within the past months, and could not let her go without some expression of his good will. He turned sideways, fumbled self-consciously in his wallet, then took a step towards her.


    ‘Look, Jenny … I’ve no wish to offend you. But you’ve done so much for me here … and you really will need something to see you through. I’d like you to have this.’


    Awkwardly he put in her hand a five-pound note, which, to conceal its high denomination, he had folded small. But to his surprise, she would not have it, rose abruptly, and backed away.


    ‘No … I won’t take it.’


    ‘But Jenny … you must …’


    Tears did not come easily to her, but she had been through a good deal that day, and now they flashed hotly into her eyes.


    ‘No, sir, I couldn’t … what I done for you was nothing …’


    At that moment, while she retreated and he followed, tendering the money, the door opened and the Warden came into the room. There was a mortal silence while, for a moment, he stood in stony observation. Then, in a controlled voice, he said:


    ‘You may go now, Dill.’


    As Jenny turned and went out, devastated, with tears streaming down her cheeks, Stephen, despite his flushed and guilty look, was calm enough to take advantage of her distress and press the note into the pocket of her jacket.


    ‘Good-bye, Jenny,’ he murmured. ‘And the best of luck.’


    Her answer, if she made one, was inaudible.


    Still in that detached manner, the Reverend Crispin closed the door behind her; then, with a quick glance at Stephen, compressed his lips and fixed his eyes upon the ceiling.


    ‘Desmonde,’ he said, ‘I surmised that your conduct had been seriously indiscreet. But I never dreamed that it had gone as far as this. As a friend of your dear father, it grieves me more than I can say.’


    Stephen swallowed the dry lump in his throat. The colour had drained from his cheeks, but there was a spark in his dark pupils.


    ‘I don’t quite understand you.’


    ‘Come, come, Desmonde. You cannot deny that you are, and have been for some time, on terms of most improper intimacy with the young person I have just dismissed.’


    ‘I’ve been friendly with Jenny. She has done lots of little things for me. And I’ve tried to help her in return.’


    ‘Ah!’ said the Warden in a significant tone. ‘And your idea of help was to have her frequently with you, alone, in your room.’


    ‘She came to do my room. And occasionally I made some sketches of her. That was all.’


    ‘Indeed! So you thought it part of your duties, as a candidate for ordination, to make a model, furtively, out of one of the servants of this house of God. I have made it my duty to examine some of the drawings which resulted from this illicit collaboration and I must confess they strike me as questionable in the extreme.’


    The blood mounted to Stephen’s forehead. His eyes flashed angrily.


    ‘From what I know of your taste, sir,’ he answered, trembling slightly, ‘I’m not surprised you failed to understand them.’


    ‘Indeed!’ said Bliss, with that acid calm which he felt suited him so well. ‘It does indeed appear as though my standards, particularly those of morality, differ from your own.’


    ‘They certainly do.’ Stephen flung caution to the winds. ‘I should not have thrown that poor girl into the street because of one mistake.’


    ‘I daresay not. That precisely was what I feared.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    Up until this time the Warden’s manner had been studiously controlled, but now his nostrils narrowed and something not unlike a scowl settled upon his lofty forehead.


    ‘Although Dill has given a name to her guilty partner, I am not altogether convinced. It is at least my firm belief that in your conduct towards this unhappy girl, by the manner in which you utilised her for your so-called artistic ends, you are responsible, or at least indirectly to blame, for the state of depravity into which she has fallen.’


    Breathing quickly, Stephen stared at Bliss with a wicked look upon his face. He burst out:


    ‘I never heard such rot in my life. Or such cant either. Jenny isn’t depraved. She’s got a sweetheart and he’s going to marry her. Is it your idea of Christian charity to vilify her, and me, without proper cause?’


    ‘Be silent, sir. I will not have you speak to me so. Indeed, if I were to take a strict view of my duty I should ask you to leave the Settlement at once.’ He paused to recover himself. ‘But out of regard for your family, and also the future which may still lie ahead of you, I am disposed to be more lenient. I must give your father some idea of what has occurred. And you, of course, will give me your written pledge to abandon, once and for all, this obsession you are pleased to call “art”, which is wholly incompatible with your vocation as a clergyman. There will, moreover, be some further restrictions which I feel compelled to impose on you. Come to my study after evening prayers and I will advise you of them.’


    Terminating the interview, without giving Stephen an opportunity to answer, he swung round and went out of the room.


    ‘Oh, go to the devil!’ Stephen exclaimed violently. Unfortunately, the door was already shut.


    For a few moments Stephen stood tensely, with clenched fists, his gaze fixed on the panels of varnished oak. Then, with an abandoned gesture, he sank into a chair by the table, drew writing-paper from the drawer and seized a pen.


    

      DEAR FATHER,
I have done my best here and made a complete failure of
it. I do not wish to hurt you, not to take any final decision
against your wishes, but under the circumstances I feel that I
must go away for a while – a year, at least – which will give
me time to see things more clearly, and also to test my abilities
in that particular field which is so distasteful to you I shall
not even name it. I realise what a blow this will be to you,
and my only excuse is this – I simply cannot help myself.


      My love to all at Stillwater and to Claire. I shall write you again from Paris.


      

        

          S

          TEPHEN

        


      


    


  

    

      Chapter Six

    


    Paris was unknown to Stephen, and although its first heady breath exhilarated him like wine, he entered it nervously – as though fearing those satirical glances which all true Parisians must bestow upon a stranger. Thus he clung to the name of a hotel he had heard his father mention in a tone of mild clerical approval, and giving it to the driver with as much assurance as he could muster, was swept from the Gare du Nord at a reckless pace through Sunday afternoon streets, surprisingly empty, to the Clifton in the Rue de la Sourdière.


    This seemed a quiet place, not particularly exciting perhaps, yet respectable, opening through a narrow entrance to a square glassed-in courtyard, around which the rooms were arranged behind flaking cast-iron balconies. In the sleepy office – the tone was set by a tortoiseshell cat drowsing upon the desk – they were not surprised by the sudden materialisation of a young Englishman. Indeed, when Stephen had been shown upstairs to his room, which was darkish and fusty, with faded wallpaper and an enormous red-curtained bed, the aged concierge, unstrapping the luggage from his shoulder in exaggerated breathlessness, startled him slightly by inquiring if he required tea.


    ‘No, thank you.’ Stephen smiled, thinking what superb values this dim interior gave to the water-eyed old man with his sagging, red-veined cheeks, his yellow-and-black-striped waistcoat. ‘I want to get out … to look around.’


    ‘Not much to see today, Monsieur.’ The porter shrugged amiably. ‘Everywhere is closed.’


    But Stephen could scarcely wait to unpack his valise and fling his things into the dusty armoire. Then, excitedly, he left the hotel and made his way into the streets, walking at random along the Rue du Mont Thabor and through the Place de la Concorde. His immediate thought had been of Glyn, but in that strained moment of parting, he had forgotten to ask for Richard’s address, and in the interim no word had come from him. Stephen felt sure, however, that in the circle he proposed to frequent, he would meet with him soon.


    The weather was mild and bright, the pale sky ribbed with glittering clouds. When he saw the long line of chestnut trees, now in full foliage, by the river, Stephen almost cried aloud. Stirred by the breeze, the leaves flickered light and dark, softly, meeting his eye like a caress. Across the avenue he came upon the Seine, steel-grey and polished, shimmering past a row of black moored barges. On one of these a young woman, plump-breasted and yellow-haired, was stringing pink washing on a line. A little white dog capered at her ankles. A man in a singlet and billycock hat smoked placidly, bare-armed, on an upturned bucket.


    In a kind of singing rapture Stephen slowly walked along the bank, across the Pont Royal, past the line of shuttered bookstalls, back over the Pont Neuf to L’Île de la Cité. There he stood, watching the play of colour upon the water, the darkening of shadows upon the masses of stone. Only when the light faded did he turn away, with a besotted sigh, and start back towards his hotel.


    Now the city was stirring from its Sunday torpor. In the side streets north of the river, the little corner cafés had begun to fill up in discreet yet lively fashion. Provision shops were opening, middle-class families began to take the air, stout men in carpet slippers appeared in doorways. Outside a baker’s shop, not yet unshuttered, housewives, gossiping quietly, were gathering to buy bread. I am in Paris, thought Stephen giddily, at last, at last.


    By way of contrast, the Clifton, bathed in a dim religious light, wore a solemn, near sepulchral air. Indeed, for a moment Stephen was tempted to turn back and go out for supper to Maxim’s or the Café Riche, or one of those gay restaurants he had read of so often. But he was tired, and shy of going alone. Besides, he had made up his mind to practice a reasonable economy. Out of his annual allowance, one hundred and fifty pounds remained, and this must last him for a full year.


    So he went into the chilly dining-room and ate in solitude – except for a remote, spinsterish gentleman in a drab Norfolk jacket who read continuously during and between the courses, and two whispering elderly ladies in mauve, all unmistakably British – a table d’hôte meal of soup, mutton, and sour stewed plums which, while perfectly wholesome, demonstrated conclusively the fallacy of the contention that in France, French cooking is a universal art. Yet nothing could dampen his spirits. He climbed the stairs whistling, and slept like a top in the canopied bed.


    Next morning, without delay, he set out for Montparnasse. After considerable reflection, he had resolved not to enroll in the Ecole des Beaux Arts but to seek the more personal attention provided by Professor Dupret, in his renowned academy in the Boulevard Seline. He found the studio without difficulty, having equipped himself, from the hotel letter-rack, with a folding map of Paris. It occupied the top floor of a queer barracks of a building that stood behind high spiked railings, guarded by two empty sentry-boxes, well back from the boulevard. A lingering smell of tan bark indicated that it had once been an armoury, and a great shindy coming from above suggested to Stephen, for one startled moment, that the troops were still in occupation. When he went up, after completing the necessary formalities of admission with the massier, a burly, flat-faced character in grey sweater and canvas trousers who had the appearance of a retired prize-fighter – and who, indeed, was there to prevent flagrant disorder – he found that the class had begun.


    The large, light room heated by a huge Dutch stove, with walls which seemed all windows, was crowded with perhaps fifty students, as strange a company as he had ever seen. For the most part they were men, between twenty and thirty years of age, dressed in a variety of taste, from many nationalities – bearded Slavs, a dark-skinned Indian, a group of blond Scandinavians, several young Americans. The few women were as oddly assorted. Stephen’s eye was caught by an elderly female in a mouse-coloured blouse, peering at her canvas through gold-rimmed pince-nez, like a schoolmistress at her blackboard in a country kindergarten.


    The din, at near hand, was deafening – a continuous babble of conversation, loud snatches of song, in competitive tongues, boisterous remarks shouted across the room. It seemed as though the tumult might permit Stephen to make his entry unobserved. But as he stood, hesitant and rather pale, upon the threshold, wearing his dark clerical suit, stiff white collar and black tie, the regulation attire of the Clinker Street curates, there came an unlucky lull during which the attention of the class was directed towards him. Then, in the silence, a falsetto voice exclaimed:


    

      ‘Ah! C’est Monsieur l’Abbé.’

    


    A howl of laughter greeted the remark. Entering in confusion, Stephen found a stool covered with dried palette scrapings, but no easel, squeezed with difficulty into a place and set up his portfolio of Ingres paper upon his knee.


    The model, an old man with long silver hair, who had the appearance of a decayed actor, was seated in a conventional attitude upon the central raised wooden platform, leaning forward slightly, chin resting upon the back of his hand. Stephen did not like the pose, and the ancient’s expression was bored and indifferent, but, taking his charcoal, he set to work.


    At eleven o’clock Monsieur Dupret appeared – a man of about sixty, handsome in a theatrical way, with bushy head of hair, an erect, dignified carriage, and mobile hands. Despite the slight bagginess of his trousers, his tight-fitting frock coat gave to him a correct, distinguished air, intensified by the ribbon in his buttonhole. His entry, which was impressively abrupt, caused a cessation of the worst of the noise, and in comparative calm he began slowly to make a tour of the room, pausing here and there to scrutinise a canvas with narrowed eyes, to utter, with a flowing gesture of the hands, a few curt words, rather like a surgeon making the round of his wards.


    As he drew near, Stephen prepared himself for some words of greeting, of civil interrogation, but the professor, with impersonal aloofness, said nothing whatsoever. He glanced once sideways at Stephen, half curious, half indifferent, then at his drawing, and the next moment, without the flicker of an eyebrow, he was gone.
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