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  Chapter One




  It was the second day of term, in Toby’s third year at Cambridge. The weather was mild and sunny, and the young men were able to sit along the Backs enjoying the October

  warmth. There were three of them in a group, Toby Roberts, Bob Cuthbertson and Adrian Stedman. Toby was perhaps the most conspicuous; he was double-jointed and sat with his legs crossed beneath

  him, like a practitioner of Yoga. He could even do a parlour-trick, performed on rare occasions, which was to twist his feet behind his neck, producing a risible egg-like appearance. He was tall,

  freckled, his features contriving to be both blunt and delicate, and the shine of the day struck reddish sparks from his hair. He was twenty, Bob six months older. Adrian, almost two years

  Toby’s senior, was reading Theology and hoped to be ordained into a High Anglican order. Of this Toby disapproved, but he did not say so. He was not accustomed to saying much.




  Bob, bullet-headed, of Scotch parentage but born and raised in Sheffield, where his father was foreman in a steel works, was reading Physics. He had hopes for himself, and not much feeling for

  the sensibility of others. So he said to Toby: ‘You’re keen on Maisie, aren’t you?’




  Toby smiled. ‘I don’t know her very well. But she’s attractive. I saw a bit of her last term.’ He reflected that he knew all about Bob, Bob nothing about himself.




  Toby was reading History, and what his future would hold he did not now know. He did not expect a First Class Honours degree, and so might have to resign himself to teaching. He doubted whether

  he had the innate literary gift for publication.




  ‘What are all those books?’ Adrian asked him.




  Toby silently spread out Michelet, Carlyle, Mathièz. ‘You see.’




  Along the Cam the punts were still sliding. Over the bridge the stone spheres gleamed in the pure light and behind it the college was stately. Such stateliness Toby and Bob had never known

  before they had come there.




  Adrian, austere, picked up each volume with a frown. He also was tall, but his Italianate face was sharp and ascetic. He was the son of a suffragan bishop, now dead. He was also, Toby thought,

  less ecumenical, a man to appeal to rather perverse girls, and he didn’t like the idea that Adrian was more or less committed to a life of celibacy. Pretty silly, so young.




  ‘I’ve never read Carlyle,’ Adrian said. ‘What’s he like?’




  Toby paused. ‘Oh, you should. Rather like a film spectacular in glorious Technicolor. But not strong on history. Mathièz is good, but then, he knew more.’




  ‘Take in a flick tonight?’ Bob asked. He had made no attempt to modify his accent, a blend of Scotch and North Country. Professor Higgins would have had no difficulties with him. He

  would have had great difficulties with soft-spoken Toby.




  ‘Can’t. I have to get down to things.’




  ‘You, Adrian?’




  ‘Some time. Not this evening. Same reason as Toby’s.’ Bob looked disappointed.




  ‘You’re bright enough,’ Toby said, ‘not to have to slog like us lesser mortals.’ He himself was not, in fact, going to work, but to take Maisie out for a meal. Not

  a grand one: he could not afford it. But she was a contented sort of girl.




  ‘Oh, well, back to the grind.’ Bob rose and walked away, his stocky shape casting a short stocky shadow.




  ‘Speaking of Maisie,’ Adrian said, causing Toby to jump inwardly as if at a wonderful exhibition of extra-sensory perception, ‘my mother knows hers quite well. Apparently she

  keeps open house for artists and writers and so forth. She must have a good bit of money. Has Maisie told you about her?’




  ‘Only that she lives in Suffolk. Maisie isn’t specially communi- cative.’ (Toby knew that the thought had crossed Adrian’s mind: ‘That, coming from you!’)




  However, Adrian said, ‘I wonder where we’ll all be five years from now.’ He often switched from one subject to the other, without any apparent break. This lack of concentration

  tended to make his work hard for him, serious about it as he was. He answered his own question. ‘I expect to have a decent curacy, with some prospects.’




  ‘Spike, certainly,’ Toby teased him.




  ‘What you call spike, yes. The ritual has meaning for me.’ Adrian could not resist a holy overtone to this.




  ‘Father Stedman.’




  ‘I hope so, eventually. You’re not a believer, are you, Toby?’




  ‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. I’ve never been too sure about it.’ The thought of Maisie’s home was seeding in his mind. Did Mrs Ferrars keep what used to be called a

  salon? He would love to see one.




  ‘I wish you would think about it,’ Adrian said earnestly, ‘it really works.’ He hesitated. ‘Prayer really works.’




  Toby nodded amiable agreement. He had never tried it since infancy.




  ‘And you? What do you expect in five years’ time?’




  ‘Nineteen fifty-five. I shall be twenty-five, which makes a neat calculation within my limited range. I haven’t the slightest idea.’




  ‘You’ll marry, I suppose.’




  ‘And you won’t. It seems a pity. For the women, I mean.’ Adrian blushed like a girl. ‘I don’t know about that. I suppose what you never have you never

  miss.’




  Toby made no reply. Whom could he expect to meet if he were ever invited to the house in Suffolk? He had a somewhat exaggerated faith in the advantages of meeting people. How should he get her

  to ask him? He pondered. He could ask her to his own home. But what would she think of it? He felt a rush of defensiveness for his parents. They were dear to him, and he was grateful for the

  sacrifices they had made. But – he could not help it – every time he returned to SE1 he felt like Fanny Price paying a family visit after a long spell at Mansfield Park. In any case, he

  would step carefully; he was not in love with Maisie yet, though he suspected that she had begun to be fond of him. He wondered just how much unfamiliarity she could weather.




  A leaf fell, and he displayed it in the palm of his hand. It was brilliant as beaten copper.




  ‘Pretty,’ he said.




  She met him in a small café in Regent Street. She had bicycled from Girton. Her face was sunny. She looked, as Toby had imagined before, rather like the young Frieda Lawrence: triangular

  face, bright eyes with a downward turn at the corner, turned-up nose, broad, curling mouth. Her hair curled too, nearly gold, but he thought of it as wholly so.




  ‘I wish this were Claridges,’ he said to her.




  ‘It’s Claridges for me.’ She sat down opposite him, waiting for him to speak. When he did so, he only asked her how the work was going. She was reading English, and had all the

  popular idées reçues, which was strange in a girl so otherwise independent.




  ‘So-so. Isn’t George Eliot wonderful?’




  He said he had always found her a bit ponderous and that Middlemarch was maddening. The Casaubons, the Lydgates, yes: and then you were always being switched on to somebody else, which

  was an intrusion.




  She was disappointed. ‘I can’t believe you really mean that.’




  He wondered whether she had ever disliked a writer she had been told to like, or whether she had ever appreciated somebody beyond the pale so firmly set down for her and others.




  ‘If you like her, I will like her. Dickens?’ he asked.




  ‘Dickens is only an entertainer.’ She was scornful, and quite sure of herself.




  Toby smiled, and asked her what she would like to eat.




  She answered promptly, ‘Plaice and chips.’ After a pause – ‘You see, that was never part of my childhood experience. That’s why I like it so much.’




  ‘I like things,’ he said rather cautiously, ‘because they were a part of mine. I like steak and kidney pudding.’ With this, he knew, he must have told her more about

  himself than ever before. He wondered how she would react.




  But she simply nodded. She liked to eat things which had been no part of her youth. She was, as he had remarked to Adrian, not very communicative about herself, but she had a lively flow of

  chatter, and her curling smile charmed him. She ate heartily, sprinkling her fish with vinegar as to that particular manner born: but he knew she had not been.




  ‘That’s a pretty dress,’ he said. It was made of a soft, muted tartan wool. Had it cost a lot? He knew little about clothes.




  ‘It’s almost too warm for an Indian summer. My mother will be sorry she’s missing this weather, but she’s on holiday trying to escape from what she thought would be the

  cold.’




  ‘On holiday?’ Toby asked, permitting himself a question. ‘She’s in Jamaica.’




  He reflected that his own mother had never been abroad at all.




  ‘She’s rather tired. She has people in all through the summer, and it sometimes gets too much for her. How’s your work going?’




  He told her, while she nodded encouragement. ‘You’re going to do well,’ she said emphatically, as if she had inside information.




  He was self-depreciating. No, he was not a flier. He hoped to take a respectable degree, but no more than that. ‘Now, you’ll do brilliantly,’ he teased her, ‘so long as

  you remember to give all the right answers.’




  For a moment she looked huffy, then gave a bright smile. ‘I have got a mind of my own, you know.’




  ‘It’s a lovely mind.’ It was the first intimate thing he had ever said to her. ‘I like it.’




  Pleased, she looked away from him. ‘Not particularly. I just happen to have a good memory.’




  The neon lights of the café were garish; from the kitchens came the hum of a refrigerator. Undergraduates, with their friends or their girls, came and went. He thought she looked at home

  there, in fact would have looked at home anywhere.




  Maisie talked about theatres, gramophone records and films. Had he seen La Ronde? It was terrific fun, and haunting. Then she stopped abruptly. ‘Please let me pay my share.

  I’ve been eating like a horse.’




  ‘Oh no, you don’t,’ he replied, ‘I’m old-fashioned in my ways.’




  He was living on a grant – he had made his way from a grammar school – and on the small allowance his father was able to give him. He made do perfectly well with this and had always

  judged his expenditure with care.




  She did not press him, but looked at her watch. ‘We’ve been eating for hours and I’ve done all the talking.’




  ‘Nice talk.’




  ‘But it’s late. I shall have to be going.’




  ‘If you’ll walk back to college with me, I’ll get my bike and ride back with you. We’re not so cabined, cribbed and confined as you unfortunate girls.’




  He pushed her bicycle for her down the street, up Petty Cury where the lights still shone on the glossy new publications in Heffer’s windows, through the Market Square, which, like all

  market squares, had an air of excitement, a promise of delightful things to come, and into the magnificence of King’s Parade. There was a full moon. King’s College Chapel gleamed in the

  drenching light. ‘Someone once said it looked like a sow upside down,’ Toby said, ‘but to me it’s wonderful.’ The Senate House, in its black and whiteness, seemed

  larger than by day. The passage behind it was for the moment deserted.




  Propping up her bicycle on the kerb, he bent to kiss her. It was for the first time. ‘I meant that,’ he said. Maisie gave a nervous giggle, then fell silent.




  He did not quite know how she had taken it. His kiss had been too brief and too sudden for her to return the pressure: but he had been slightly disconcerted by the giggle, which seemed out of

  key with her personality – she might have been a housemaid, he thought, though of housemaids he had no experience. As they rode together down the Huntingdon Road towards Girton he said,

  ‘It was good tonight. Will you come out with me again? Saturday?’




  But she said she was booked. Her mother would be coming home and she wanted to see her.




  He did not try to kiss her again outside the gates of her college. It was then that he decided that he would go home for the weekend himself.




  








  Chapter Two




  He was back on Friday by the mid-afternoon, giving himself time to go to the London Library. His parents had scraped together, on his nineteenth birthday, a life subscription

  for him, and he was very grateful. He collected half a dozen books, then went on to the district where he lived.




  The day was dark and rainy, and the street lamps were doubled in the wet pavements. The greengrocers’ shops were particularly pleasing, showering their wealth of orange, lemon and bright

  green into the streets, drowned fruits of the night. There were still a few naphtha flares – relics of the past – to be seen above the stalls.




  He went first to see his father. The shop window was full of lurid sweets, magazines and – a concession to prestige – paperbacks, which nobody bought. They had achieved the velvety

  patina and dignity of dust. There were no customers; but, at the tinkle of the bell, his father came out from the inner room, a place for stockpiling and for relaxation.




  Mr Roberts was a tall stout man, with hazel eyes that were like his son’s and features that were blunt without the delicacy. ‘Well, here you are.’




  ‘Mummy got my letter?’




  ‘Yes. And she’s laid on the fatted calf.’ Mr Roberts glanced at the fly-blown clock, said that in five minutes he could close. ‘How are you, boy?’ he said

  affectionately.




  Toby, who had a different idiom from that which he used to his friends, said that he was as fit as a flea and working like a beaver. ‘But,’ he added, ‘it’s early days

  still to see whether I can keep it up.’




  ‘You will, old man. Your mum and me haven’t the slightest doubt of it.’




  This confidence Toby felt slightly unnerving. He did work – yes – but ought they to expect so much of him? He did not wish to let them down.




  ‘More books?’ said Mr Roberts.




  ‘Half a dozen. They weigh a ton.’




  ‘If I had my time again’ – this was wistful – ‘it would have been books, books and more books. But they weren’t things you could live on, not in those

  days.’




  They came to the small terraced house in the mean, respectable street. It was distinguished from the others only by the exercise of his mother’s taste: the curtains on both floors were

  identical, cretonnes with a bold pattern of pomegranates, which had caused some of the neighbours to raise their eyebrows.




  At the gate, flanked by sodden privets which caught the light from a street lamp, Toby fractionally paused. It was always so on his returns. He was dreading the smell. Not that it was the

  smell of dirt: Mrs Roberts was spotless in all her ways. No, it would be compounded of past meals, the reek of which was slow to disperse in the narrow passages, of carbolic soap (she still

  believed in this), of turpentine and, more mysteriously, of age: the house had been built about 1912. Of fug. He wondered why the houses, some far older, of one or two of his friends had not that

  aged smell, and put it down to their superior spaciousness. Mingled with this customary, and passing, repulsion was pleasure at the thought of seeing his mother. They were close. And he admired her

  for her stubborn artistic and intellectual efforts.




  Hearing her husband’s key in the lock, Mrs Roberts came out to greet them, a little sparrow of a woman with small eyes of uncommon brilliance. She gave Toby a great hug and kissed him

  heartily on both cheeks: it would have seemed like a Russian embrace, if she had ever seen a Russian.




  ‘Well, look who’s here! We never thought we’d see you again so soon.’




  ‘I had to come up. How are you, Mummy? By the smell of turps, you’ve been on artistic pursuits.’




  ‘Hark at him,’ said his father.




  She was not quite a Sunday painter, for she painted every day. She put her plasterboards in the spare bedroom, propped against a chair-back. Had she been a little better, she might have deserved

  comparison with Grandma Moses; but the ‘little’ must be, Toby thought, light-years away.




  ‘Can’t complain. I’ve just done a flower-piece, imaginary flowers.’ She held him from her. ‘Let me look at you.’




  ‘You looked at me only last week. I haven’t grown since.’




  She asked him if he were hungry; she had quite a spread awaiting him, everything he liked. They went into the kitchen, which had been extended during a brief period of the Robertses’

  prosperity, and was the biggest room in the house. The checked tablecloth had a continental air: Mrs Roberts had seen to that. It was adorned by a small bunch of yellow chrysanthemums, arranged

  with Japanese skill.




  ‘Yes, I’m hungry as a hunter. By the way, did that mean the huntsman or the horse?’




  ‘Get away with you,’ said his father, ‘you’re so sharp you’ll cut yourself.’




  There were, indeed, all the things that Toby liked. He had once tasted pâté de foie gras at the house of a rich friend, and he liked that too; but did not know when he was

  ever to taste it again. Sausage rolls, home made, brown and sweating from the oven; potato crisps: a pork pie, also home made (Mrs Roberts was a dab hand at that): tinned salmon, which Toby

  preferred to fresh and always would: pears stewed with a cinnamon stick: an iced orange cake: a gigantic, steaming pot of tea. He felt his mouth water. He thought, come what may, this will always

  be the kind of food I shall care for most, and he wondered what the future would bring to him. Had he ever eaten pheasant? No, but he suspected that he might like that.




  ‘Well,’ said Mrs Roberts, ‘tell us about Cambridge.’




  Toby said carefully, ‘After a week, there’s not much to tell. Much new, I mean.’




  ‘Is it looking beautiful?’ she asked him, lingering on the word, as though beauty had not been much a part of her life. In his first year, he had tended to be unforthcoming, but she

  still asked the question.




  He considered this. ‘I suppose so. Sometimes it hits one. But I’m working too hard to notice things much.’




  ‘I hope you’re getting some fun too.’




  ‘Oh yes, in moderation.’ He had by now started on the meal, his gastric juices stimulated. In Cambridge he ate more poorly than they knew, and they would be shocked if they had

  known. ‘Smashing.’




  Mrs Roberts watched him eat with a kind of sacrificial passion. She knew, as her husband did not, that eventually he would leave them. He spoke an approximation of their language: but his voice

  was already like – she couldn’t resist the cliché – a gentleman’s. ‘Are you going back tonight?’




  ‘No, if you can put up with me. I’ve got to digest all this, and I don’t feel like running for trains.’




  When he felt the meal was properly digested, three cups of tea and six cigarettes later, he asked his mother if he might help with the washing-up. She refused; she was conditioned to feel that

  this was not man’s work, and in this her husband gladly encouraged her.




  ‘It can wait. But I’ll show you my painting, if you like.’




  They went upstairs. It was a bold composition, against an indigo background, of white and yellow flowers in a terracotta jug. The jug was the least good thing about it, having no solidity and

  casting no shadow: but Toby liked it enough to ask her if he might have it for his room in college. She blushed. This was the height of praise.




  ‘I’ll have it framed for you.’




  ‘No, don’t do that. I know a good place where I can get it done.’




  He was tender towards her. She was so little and so light; and he knew he had inherited something of her gingery hair, which was done in a bun – old-fashioned or artistic, it all depended

  upon how you looked at it. He knew that he had delighted her, and he felt the stirring of an emotion like that of his childhood, when he had pleased her by some kind or clever action and her face

  had become refulgent. The smell of the house seemed to have gone, except for the pervading turpentine, as though all the windows had been thrown open: but her chest was inclined to weakness, and

  she was cautious about draughts.




  He wished he could always be a child for her sake, but he realised for how little longer he could be. Did most sons feel that their parents, however kind, however loving, did not realise at all

  what those sons were like?




  ‘Do you see what I’ve been reading?’ She held up to him pride-fully an old paperback edition of Anna Karenina, secondhand. ‘He knows so much about people it

  frightens you,’ she said thoughtfully, picking her words.




  ‘And who may you be?’ He was making fun of her in the way in which she delighted. ‘Anna?’




  She gave him a push. ‘Fancy me in black velvet with mignonette in my hair.’




  ‘No, you can’t be Anna. It’s a great shame, but Anna was definitely stout. Tolstoy said so.’




  ‘There are some things I like to forget,’ said his mother, ‘and that’s one of them. It spoils the picture. Are you really going to hang my picture up?’




  ‘For all to see. I’ll call for it next time I come. For the moment, I’m lumbered with books.’




  They went back to the kitchen. The parlour, as in so many similar houses, was traditionally kept for not very intimate callers, such as the insurance agent.




  His father was dozing before the small fire, replete. Mrs Roberts began clearing the table. ‘I can at least do my share of that,’ Toby said, following her into the scullery. She did

  not resist. He guessed that she had still much to say to him.




  The first thing was this. ‘Do you feed yourself properly?’ It was another of her inevitable questions.




  ‘I look well, don’t I?’




  ‘Do you eat in the college?’




  ‘Mostly. The food’s not bad, but of course rationing’s still tight.’




  ‘I suppose if you had a bit more money you could go out to cafés sometimes. I wish we could give it you.’




  He smiled, and shook his head.




  ‘You must meet some well-off people there.’ She began her affectionate and solicitous prying, which he did not resent at all; he was not obliged always to return direct answers.




  ‘Some. But a good many are on grants, like me.’




  ‘Some come from big houses?’




  ‘Again, some. But not many. My friend Bob’s dad’s a foreman in Sheffield.’




  ‘I expect you must meet some girls.’ She was too absorbed in her questioning to notice that he was drying the dishes, which was something that normally she never allowed.




  ‘Matchmaking, Mum?’




  She said of course she wasn’t, tossing her head. She was just interested. He wondered, with an inward grin, for he knew she was far from unsophisticated, whether she was insuring against

  his possible homosexuality. Well, there was no need for that. Suddenly, weighing up the evening, he made up his mind.




  ‘I may bring one home to tea one of these days.’




  She looked excited. ‘Who?’




  ‘Maisie Ferrars. I’ll let you know well in advance.’




  ‘I hope she isn’t one of the posh ones. I’d like to be able to live up to her.’ She was not looking at him now, but furiously scrubbing the stains of tannin from a

  teacup.




  ‘You’ll live up to anyone, Mummy,’ he said. Once he had called her Mum, but couldn’t often bring himself to do so now.




  ‘Well, people may think you’re better off than you are.’




  ‘Stiff-necked,’ Toby said, ‘that’s you. No, she’s just very nice. But don’t go thinking this is serious. I don’t even know whether she’ll

  come.’




  She was radiant again. This was the first time since his schooldays that he had suggested bringing anyone home.




  ‘You’ve made the house look very nice,’ he said, and he meant it. Her plain blue stair-carpet, her white walls, did set her apart from the neighbours and he knew she had had to

  pay a certain price for this. Only one patterned fabric to each room. Hand-hooked rugs. Her husband hardly noticed these things, but Toby did. He reflected how different her life would have been if

  she had been born in other circumstances. Her artistic gift manifested itself in many ways, except in her dress: that was pretty drab. For one thing, she had little money for clothes. For another,

  she cared about what her hands could do, but little about herself personally.




  When they returned to the kitchen, Mr Roberts had woken up. ‘We’ll have a little nip to celebrate,’ he said, ‘we always like to when you come home.’




  ‘I’d better not come too often, then,’ said Toby, as his father produced a half-bottle of whisky, ‘or I’ll bankrupt you.’




  Mr Roberts fetched out a jug of water and two glasses. Mrs Roberts did not drink; it was the sole relic of her Methodist upbringing. She simply said she did not like the smell of the stuff. The

  men sat before the fireplace, cosily sipping.




  Cosy, Toby thought. That was the word. It did not seem to him that, in whatever circumstances the future might hold for him, he would ever be so cosy again. I am as I am. But I am not so

  sure that I shall show it. However, enfolded by the warmth of his family, by the whisky, the fire, he was content. He was unsure whether he would always be so, but did that matter? He had lived for

  the pleasures of the moment, whatever they had been.




  In the second bedroom, his own, he slept like a log. He had just time to notice, before his eyes closed, that the sheets smelled of lavender. So like his mother, that final touch.




  








  Chapter Three




  They were sitting over coffee in Toby’s room in college. It was late at night. Handsome Adrian, by request, was expounding, ‘The strength of sin is the law,’

  in a manner neither Bob nor Toby understood. When he had run out of exposition he added, ‘Of course, it’s not easy.’




  ‘It’s buggering well not,’ said Bob, who did not offend. ‘Anyway, that’s all past history.’




  ‘Don’t say that to me,’ Toby put in, ‘all my history’s past. That’s the trouble.’




  ‘Why?’ Adrian asked.




  ‘Because you don’t know who’s telling the truth, except that you have to give the credit to the most recent practitioners. They have all the documentation.’




  ‘I like Saint Paul,’ Adrian mused, ‘few people do.’




  ‘Well, I don’t like him,’ said Bob, ‘he seems to me rough on the birds. And what should we do without them?’ He switched the conversation to politics. The Chinese

  had just occupied Tibet.




  ‘I’m afraid,’ said Adrian with a pastoral smile, ‘that that must be pretty awful.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know. They can scarcely be in a worse muck-up than they are. Buttered tea!’




  Adrian demurred. ‘I can’t agree with you. Some people have neither tea nor butter.’




  ‘A disciplined country is what all those lamas need.’




  ‘I’m not as convinced as you are about the virtues of discipline.’




  They went on arguing, and Toby grew impatient. He wanted to know about Mrs Ferrars’ salon, but no opportunity for enquiry at once presented itself. He had been out several times

  with Maisie, had progressed no further than a good-night kiss; he fancied she was not the kind of girl likely to sleep with him. But a week or so ago, he thought he had caught a look of naked love.

  Was he ready for this? He had no idea.




  But then Adrian brought out his trump card. He would not have done so had he not been badgered about Tibet. ‘I went to Haddesdon last weekend.’




  ‘Where’s Haddesdon?’ Bob asked.




  ‘Why you?’ asked Toby, somewhat giving himself away.




  Adrian looked surprised. ‘I told you, my mother knows Maisie’s.’




  ‘What’s it like?’




  ‘Nice place. She keeps open house for literary lions.’




  ‘What’s she like?’ Bob asked.




  Adrian considered this. ‘A personality.’ He was not good at descriptions of any kind.




  ‘Oh,’ Bob sounded uninterested. He was not allured by personalities: he liked people to be ordinary.




  Meanwhile, Toby was thinking about his friends. Bob was ordinary in himself but, by some chance, mathematically gifted: he would make a good physicist. Adrian was not ordinary. He was by nature

  a good man: Toby had never heard him utter an edged or spiteful word, which for most people was rare. He was also profoundly pious, an embarrassing trait; but he meant well. Toby thought again of

  the waste Adrian proposed to lay to his life. He did not believe that he was low-sexed: simply that he had a kind of monomania which might steer him over the rocks. He wondered what rocks he was

  likely to strike. Father Stedman, slim in his cassock, the adored of hungry women.




  ‘Who did you meet there?’




  ‘Well, Edward Crane’s a regular.’




  The name dropped wonder into their souls, even to Bob’s. Edward Crane was perhaps the most successful playwright of his day; at one time he had had three plays running in the West End

  simultaneously. They were commercial plays, but they had depth and intellect. The fashion had not yet begun to run against him: Toby, thinking of some theatre clubs, believed that it soon might,

  and that if it did he himself would be sorry. He remembered with pleasure a play about John Nicholson and the Indian Mutiny. What was it called? Something a bit flashy, for the whole tone of it.

  The Bible and the Sword? – something like that.




  ‘Who else comes?’ he asked.




  Adrian mentioned a very young homosexual novelist, a highly successful poet who really managed to sell his work, a woman painter of growing repute. ‘But, of course, I’ve only been

  the once.’ He added, ‘High thinking, but also high living.’




  Toby speculated as to how this could be managed. His own mother was a genius with few materials, but most people were feeling the pinch. An egg was becoming something of a treat. There were no

  eggs in the horrible scramble offered for breakfast in Hall.




  He yawned. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ll have to say good-night now though it won’t mean much sleep for me. I’ve got to finish a bloody essay on Calonne, which is bloody

  dull.’




  Adrian tried to conceal a look of affront, but did not quite succeed. He was always being ejected from somebody’s rooms, since he was a notorious stayer. Time meant nothing to him.




  When he had gone Toby worked, as he had said he would. It was three o’clock before he got to bed. In the morning he read his essay to his Director of Studies, a young don of great

  brilliance, who simply said, ‘Don’t you think that sounds a little tired?’ This man was called Noel Hartford, and he had all the honours that could be bestowed upon him by the age

  of twenty-seven.




  ‘Very tired,’ Toby admitted. ‘I was. I’ll do better next time.’




  After lunch he went into the town and there, through the window of Bowes & Bowes, he saw Maisie who, surprisingly, was sampling the racks of detective novels. He saw her before she saw him,

  and prepared an opening. ‘Hullo, pet.’ He let the casual endearment drop, as if it had been involuntary.




  She turned to face him. She would have liked to pretend that her interest was in more serious works, but it was too late.




  ‘Caught in the act,’ said Toby. ‘I thought those were specifically forbidden.’




  She paused. He thought she was looking extremely pretty. Then she said defiantly, ‘They’re disapproved of. But I must have some relaxation, mustn’t I? And I love

  them.’




  ‘Don’t be unnecessarily emphatic. So do I.’




  With a slight bounce she selected a John Dickson Carr and went off with it to the cash desk. He followed her.




  ‘Time for coffee and a bun?’




  She hesitated fractionally. ‘Thank you. I haven’t got to be back till dinner-time and I’m well up with my essays.’




  ‘We could take in a flick, just about.’




  Here she was positive. ‘I’d like that. But not if you won’t let me pay for my own ticket.’




  He demurred.




  ‘Then no flick,’ she said.




  He could not budge her from this, though he did not like it. He also disliked the fact that she owned a motor car, though she used her bicycle in Cambridge. All he owned was a driving-licence:

  he had taken his test as a method of touching wood for the day when some miracle might bring him a car of his own.




  It was November, and the weather was chilly. She was wearing a suit of some bright but heavy tweed, which seemed to him a little too bulky for her slight figure. Over the coffee they debated as

  to which film they should see, decided on Rashomon. Toby, whose Calonne had been returned to him for extensive revision, knew he should not be sparing the time: but he wanted to be in the

  light-sifted dark with Maisie.




  In the cinema he could just see the fine edge of her features. He watched her, she watched the screen. Half an hour had passed before he put his arm around her shoulders. She made no move away,

  but still she did not look at him; yet he could feel the tremor of her body. The smell of her hair, freshly washed, and of her tweeds, was pleasant to him. They were seated in the back row; he had

  seen to that. Soon he put a hand under her chin and turned her gently towards him. He kissed her. The eagerness of her response communicated to him something of her excitement.

  ‘Darling,’ he said. Now she did draw apart from him, but let him keep her hand in his.




  He thought, she is rather sweet. He no longer saw the ferocious Japanese faces. Haddesdon. What was it like? However he imagined it, it would be different. Everything one imagined was. Tudor.

  Half-timbering. Her mother, handsome and bony, in hostess draperies. The guests. At least he did not have to imagine Edward Crane or the novelist, whose faces were familiar to him from the Sunday

  papers.




  When they came out into the drizzle of early evening she seemed flustered. ‘I’m terribly late. I’d better get a taxi back. I came in on the bus, so I’m not

  encumbered.’




  They walked across the Market Square to the rank, where he kissed her briefly again. ‘God bless you eternally,’ he said. Taxis. She could afford them. He watched the tail-lamp till

  it was out of sight round the corner of the street.




  Then it came to him. He must work, not only that evening but steadily. Make something of himself; it was not too late. He would ask Hartford what, if he put his back into things, his chances

  might be. He would resist the impulse to boredom, where certain elements in his course were concerned. If I were like Bob . . . but he was not. Yet, he had got to work if only for his

  parents’ sake, and if working brought extra bonuses, so much the better.




  He walked back to his college, unmindful of the damp, a little more than half in love. It was a curious sensation: he had never felt it before, though he had had several girls over short periods

  of time. This seemed to be different – not altogether so, but yes, to a degree. Haddesdon. A car. Nothing venture, nothing win.




  In the morning he telephoned her, asking her to visit his home. ‘It isn’t grand,’ he said, ‘but it has its comforts. My mother would like to see you.’




  He had hardly expected her to assent so easily. But she replied, ‘It can’t be for a fortnight. I can’t get away till then.’




  (Why couldn’t she?)




  ‘Saturday fortnight? You could come to tea, and then we might go out somewhere.’




  He knew she had relations living in London, an aunt and a married sister, so that the problem of overnight accommodation did not arise.




  ‘All right.’




  He told her they would work out the further details. ‘Goodbye, pet.’




  ‘And to you.’




  It was a week before he wrote to his mother. It was a difficult letter to compose.




  ‘I told you I might bring a girl home. Tea on Saturday? Have some paintings ready to show her. One thing. She has an appetite like a fly.’ (Not true) ‘So not high tea, much as

  I love it. About 4.30? Perhaps some sandwiches – she likes cucumber, and you cut them marvellously – and a cake. There won’t be any need for anything else, so we shan’t eat

  you out of house and home.’




  He imagined his father’s outrage at offering such a mockery of a meal – as he would have thought it – but knew his mother would understand. In her young years she had been a

  servant in a rich London house. He threw her a sop. ‘Not the parlour, unless you really must. The kitchen’s much nicer. Maisie won’t think less of us for it. She’s

  really very nice and simple. It’s just that I’m taking her out afterwards, so she won’t want a heavy meal.’ Had he overdone it? He thought not – quite. He added,

  ‘Make things nice, but don’t bother to make a fuss. She’s quite unfussy.




  ‘You’ll be glad to hear that I’m slogging away. Hartford thinks I shall get a moderately decent degree if I stick at it.’




  (Her knowledge of the gradation of degrees was small: she only wanted him to get one, to be able to write letters after his name.)




  ‘ “Foot, foot, foot, foot slogging over Africa,” ’ he went on, knowing she would take the reference. She had always loved, defiantly, even in the days of his

  unpopularity, Rudyard Kipling. She knew many poems by heart. ‘So don’t mind if I come home dirty and travel-worn, with sand in my hair. Let me know if all this is O.K.




  ‘Fondest love to you and Dad.’




  He knew she would be hurt by his rejection of high tea: there was nothing she loved so much, in her love for him, than putting on a splendid meal after her own fashion. She would know by his

  letter that Maisie was of superior class and so be stiff, a little on her guard. He did not like the idea, since he liked her best unguarded, but did not see what else he could do. To hurt was

  endemic in children of loving parents, even in loving children: he would try to hurt as little as possible.




  Whatever she had said about her tastes, he could not face Maisie with high tea. Yet whom am I kidding? Perhaps nobody at all. He nearly tore his letter up, then went resolutely out and posted

  it.




  He was sufficiently realistic and far-sighted to know that if one day he married and had children of his own, similar hurts might come to him. Chickens always did come home to roost, he thought,

  every one of them. How I know that I don’t know, but I do.




  His mother’s answer, dignified, but with no more chill on it than a very slight frost on the garden laurels, came by return of post.




  ‘We shall both be pleased to meet your friend. Of course she can have the kind of things she likes, but it seems mean to me and to your father. I expect she’s used to such things.

  You won’t mind brown bread and butter as well. But not the kitchen, please. I will make the parlour nice and get the chill off it. I know it sometimes seems clammy but I’ll have a fire

  in it two days running.




  ‘I’m glad you are hard at your books. I know there’s nothing you can’t do if you try. I am doing something new, the street outside, with children going to school. I will

  show it to your friend if you think she won’t laugh at me.’




  Better than he had expected. Remorse wriggled in him. But he was taking a risk, wasn’t he? For a moment he burned with resentment at Maisie, thinking she might indeed despise his parents.

  But she was not like that. She was so whole and so sweet. Haddesdon: a mackerel to be caught by a sprat.




  When Maisie was shown into the parlour, her response was a cry of spontaneous admiration. ‘What a pretty room!‘




  It was. White walls flushed with pink (Mrs Roberts had painted them herself), a dark blue carpet with a close pattern of roses. Curtains lined with pink sateen. A dark green suite, three chairs

  and a sofa. Two of Mrs Roberts’ flower paintings on the walls.




  ‘I’m glad you approve,’ she said. It was not quite the right remark, but Maisie met it.




  ‘How could anyone not approve?’




  The room was warm. The promise of two days’ fires had been met. But there was no sign of tea.




  ‘Dora’s a good hand with decorations,’ Mr Roberts said spaciously, ‘she ropes me in.’




  ‘Are those your paintings?’ Maisie asked.




  Toby’s mother nodded. ‘ “Poor things but mine own,” ’ she added a little gravely, from some vestigial memory of words remembered. ‘I’ll show you my

  latest afterwards, if you like.’




  Maisie said she would love to see it.




  Mrs Roberts disappeared into the kitchen.




  ‘Well, well,’ her husband said, ‘and what are you studying?’ She told him.




  ‘I’d have thought you knew English already,’ he said, with a brief hilarious laugh.




  ‘It’s more complicated than you think,’ said Toby.




  Maisie seemed completely relaxed. Toby thought she would have been so anywhere. They all chatted amicably till his mother brought in two brand-new objects: a tea-trolley and a cake-stand, the

  latter piled high. Mr Roberts looked startled.




  Maisie made a fool of Toby by eating robustly: half a dozen or more sandwiches, white bread and brown, with home-made jam, both kinds of cake. He saw a faint glint of amusement in his

  mother’s eyes.




  She asked Mr Roberts whether he worked near his home; she was always direct, and gave no impression of curiosity for its own sake.




  ‘I’ve got a newsagent’s shop,’ he answered, looking surprised that she had not already been told. ‘Papers, sweets, cigarettes and all that.’




  ‘If I’d got your shop,’ said Maisie, ‘I’d spend all day reading the papers and eating the sweets and smoking the cigarettes. I’ve always thought it sounded so

  nice.’




  ‘Go broke if you did.’ She seemed to have finished eating. ‘You do smoke?’ He offered her a packet of Player’s.




  ‘More than I should. Thank you.’




  ‘I like a girl to be sociable and have one with me.’




  ‘Be careful, Maisie,’ said his wife, ‘you’ll get something wrong with you in the long run.’




  She gave her curling smile. ‘I suppose we all do.’




  ‘Yes, but better later than sooner. That’s what I say.’




  Mrs Roberts took them up to show them the new picture: and as they looked at it, wiped her hand automatically on her dress. She was not nervous of Toby’s opinion, but instinctively of

  Maisie’s. It was the painting of a crocodile of schoolchildren in bright green blazers, crossing a grey street beneath a gathering of clouds gravid with rain. It was vaguely reminiscent of

  Lowry, but it had some-thing purely her own, something she had worked automatically to achieve. Toby praised it and congratulated her almost at once. Maisie was slower. Then she turned and said,

  ‘It’s really lovely! How clever you are! Where did you learn?’




  ‘Never had a lesson in my life. I know it’s crude. The figures aren’t good.’




  ‘May I see some of your other things?’




  Mrs Roberts brought out half a dozen paintings and stood back while they were inspecting them. She looked dark with suspicion. Maisie continued to admire, but turned back always to the street

  scene. Toby sensed something knowledgeable in the way she peered at it.




  ‘You know about pictures,’ he said.




  She looked at him frankly. ‘A bit. We’ve got some at home. My mother collects them.’




  ‘Rembrandts and Turners?‘’ Mrs Roberts suggested, her nervousness giving the effect of something like a sneer.




  ‘No, not quite that,’ Maisie answered seriously, ‘but some nice ones. We both go to sales. Why don’t you show these?’




  ‘Show them? You mean, an exhibition?’ Mrs Roberts was dumb-founded. ‘I wouldn’t know how to begin. Nor would Toby.’ Quickly she stacked the paintings and stood them

  with their faces to the wall. ‘You’re only pulling my leg.’ But Toby could see the idea had seeded.




  It struck him that for the first time since he had returned to the house, the first time in his memory, he had smelled only the turpentine, and that faintly. His mother must have been airing the

  place for hours.




  They left her shortly after that: they were going up west to the New Theatre, to see Henry IV. His parents said good-night to Maisie and expressed the hope that she would come again.




  ‘Please ask me,’ she replied.




  Toby knew it had been a success, that she would make anything a success.




  When they were parting that night, she in a cab for Chelsea where her sister was living, she said, ‘Thank you. I did enjoy it. And I liked your parents.’




  ‘They liked you.’




  ‘Oh, I do hope so! It is weak of me, I know, but I can’t bear not to be liked.’




  ‘Come on, come on,’ said the driver, a surly man.




  As she got into the taxi, she called back to Toby, ‘You must come to us at Haddesdon.’




  








  Chapter Four




  To his chagrin, he learned that this event would be unlikely to take place before the spring. Amanda Ferrars, it seemed, opened her house only to relations and to a very few

  old friends during the winter months. She postponed her more mass invitations until the mild weather came; she loved to entertain in the garden, whenever the climate made it possible. ‘Which

  isn’t,’ Maisie said, ‘as often as she would like.’




  Meanwhile, Toby was becoming more and more fond of her. She had that rare thing, sweetness. She had behaved beautifully in his house, if she could ever be said to ‘behave’; behaving

  was a conscious action, and she was perfectly natural in all things. He thought about her a great deal, took her out whenever he could afford it. He had to consider his prospects, he knew, and he

  carried out his intention to ask Hartford what they were likely to be.




  ‘Well,’ Hartford replied judiciously, stretching out his long thin legs to the fire and intimating that Toby might help himself to sherry, ‘if you go on as you’ve been

  going in the last few weeks and keep it up next year, I should say moderate to bright.’ Not being a tutorial but a consultation, this was a special occasion. He liked Toby, though he knew

  little about him: something of his back-ground, of course, but little else. He sensed that he was ambitious; but how far his ambitions would take him, or even where he wanted them to take him, he

  could not guess.




  ‘If you can stop being bored with the bits you don’t like—’




  ‘See Calonne.’ Toby could presume to cheek him, for only a few years divided them.




  ‘—precisely, and stop getting too involved in the romantic aspects, you’ll do well. The French Revolution wasn’t purely a matter of Dickens and ça

  ira.’




  ‘Do you ever get bored, Dr Hartford?’




  ‘Frequently. But it’s a self-indulgence, like over-drinking or over-sleeping. There’s a certain charm in fighting it, believe me. It’s a great pleasure to get a difficult

  piece into proportion. Even the top novelists get somewhat bored with their characters on occasion, and have to fight that. Not Tolstoy, the great exception to every rule and the most daunting. Do

  pour yourself a sherry, will you? I don’t want to get up. Just as you are on occasion intellectually lazy, I am always physically so.’




  Hartford was a bachelor who lived in the college, but they had all heard that he would marry soon, that he was buying a house in Chaucer Road. ‘What do you want to do, Toby?’




  ‘I don’t know yet. Do many people?’




  ‘The fliers do, or most of them. Some of them are just prepared to go on flying, regardless where their wings will take them.’




  ‘I’m not a flier. But I do know that I have to earn a living. You’d written a book when you were only a little more than my age.’




  ‘Precocious and premature. Still, I admit that it helped.’ Met by an eager, waiting gaze, Hartford was hypnotised into being side-tracked into a discussion of his early experience.

  It was agreeable to talk to Toby. He was such a good listener.
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