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			PROLOGUE

			Encounter in Valetta

			I noticed him first in the street, standing on the pavement edge waiting to cross: a big man in his fifties, going bald, with the beginnings of a paunch, and an expression upon his fleshy face of habitual ill-temper. The face was immediately familiar: something about that square, flattened forehead, the firm jut of the chin, suggested somebody whom, long ago, I had known fairly well and—I felt pretty sure—disliked; some schoolfellow, perhaps, aged beyond recognition, or someone I had known at Oxford, or in the Army. He wore a grey alpaca coat, flannel trousers and an old school or club tie which I couldn’t identify. As I passed him on the pavement, his glance, for an instant, met mine, but the eyes—blue-grey, stern and curiously opaque—gave no hint of recognition.

			The street was Kingsway, the town Valetta, where I had come for a late-summer holiday, and just now I was on my way to cash a cheque at Barclay’s Bank. I paused on the steps of the building and glanced, once again, at the man on the pavement: I was positive that I knew him; but what was his name, where and when had I met him before? Presently there was a lull in the traffic, and I saw him make off, with a jaunty, athletic stride, across the street; soon he was lost to view among the crowd on the opposite pavement.

			I cashed my cheque, and emerged again, a few minutes later, into the ferocious noonday sun. The day was hot even for a Maltese September, and my thoughts were centred upon a drink before lunch; yet the big man’s face, so briefly seen and so instantly familiar, continued to haunt me, and I dawdled up the torrid street, peering into the bars and shops in the hope of seeing him again. The impression that I had, in the past, had cause to dislike him, persisted; something in his stern glance, as our eyes met, had recalled the brutish, implacable hostility of an elder boy at school by whom I had been habitually persecuted; or was I, after all, thinking of some officer or N.C.O. who, at some forgotten period during my Army days, had made my life a misery? In middle age such “institutional” memories tend to become confused: schooldays and soldiering merge into a multiple symbol of authority, the fifth-form bully becomes indistinguishable from the drill-sergeant, the school playing-fields from the barrack-square.

			Whoever he was, the man was no longer to be seen, and at last, with a curious feeling of frustration, I turned into a bar for a glass of beer. It wasn’t that I specially wanted to scrape acquaintance with him, but that half-remembered countenance had set up an irritating echo in my mind, which refused to be silenced. I was convinced—unreasonably enough—that if only I could catch another glimpse of him I should at once remember his name and the forgotten background of our past relationship. Such an encounter was, however, unlikely; I was leaving Valetta tomorrow for the smaller island of Gozo, and the man was in all probability a mere bird of passage, spending a day or two in Malta on his way elsewhere.

			I spent that afternoon bathing at Mellieha, and in the evening, unable to face the horrors of Maltese cookery, decided to give myself a treat and dine at the one decent hotel in the island. This was a big, brand-new barrack of a place, catering with a somewhat blatant exclusiveness for the officer-class and the Anglo-Maltese aristocracy; I didn’t like it, but at least it would be comfortable and relatively cool, and the food was good.

			By now I had almost forgotten my encounter of the morning, and it came as a slight shock, when I entered the hotel cocktail-bar, to be confronted once again by the man himself. For the second time that day I was aware of an instantaneous sense of recognition, though I still couldn’t remember the man’s name, or when and where I had known him. He was sitting by himself at a small table in a corner and scowling, as unamiably as ever, across the crowded room. As I bought myself a drink at the bar I noticed that he kept glancing anxiously towards the door, as though he were expecting somebody.

			Tired after my bathe, I was determined to sit down, but the room was packed, and at first I could see nowhere to sit; then I noticed that there was an empty chair at the big man’s table, half-hidden behind a pillar. Steering a zigzag course through a jostling crowd of officers, I made my way resolutely towards it.

			“Excuse me,” I said, “but is anybody using this chair?”

			“Sit down if you like,” he rapped out brusquely, glancing up at me with a look of barely concealed hostility. “I am expecting someone, as it happens, but he’s not turned up yet.”

			At any other time, I might have taken the hint, but just now I was far too tired to be tactful, and sat down in the vacant chair. As I did so, the man rather pointedly turned his face away, and shifted his own chair, with what seemed a calculated offensiveness, farther from mine.

			I had taken off my coat and draped it over the chair-back, but even so I found the stuffy heat of the room almost unbearable. Soon I ordered another drink, and as I did so, saw that my companion was regarding me with morose disapproval. Suddenly, to my surprise, he leaned forward and addressed me.

			“You’ll excuse my mentioning it,” he said, in brusque, orderly-room tones, “but I’d advise you to put your coat on.”

			“Put my coat on?” I queried stupidly.

			“Yes, they rather expect it here in the evenings.”

			“But that’s nonsense, in weather like this,” I retorted rather sharply.

			With a quick, irritable movement, he flexed his wrist and looked at his watch.

			“Sorry, old boy—coats on after seven. It’s a regulation here. No business of mine, of course, but I thought I’d warn you, that’s all.”

			I stared at him in astonishment: irritated not so much by the absurd regulation as by his own insolent assumption of authority.

			“But damn it all,” I exploded, my nerves frayed by the heat and the overcharged atmosphere, “it must be at least a hundred and twenty in this room at the moment.”

			“The drill’s the same, whatever the temperature, I’m afraid,” he snapped.

			We glared at each other, with mutual hostility, across the table. I was tired and on edge, and felt quite capable of losing my temper. As for my companion, I could see that he too was controlling himself with difficulty: his hand trembled as he lifted his glass, and I guessed that he was already slightly drunk. Suddenly he gave vent to a curious sound, half-way between a grunt and a chuckle.

			“All right, old boy—have it your own way. Only don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He stared at me over his glass, his eyes dark with some private vexation which was, I felt, only incidentally connected with myself and my outré behaviour; and once again the vivid sense of some shared past made me rack my brains in the effort to recall his name and identity. The school bully at St. Ethelbert’s? Some jack-in-office at Netley or Boyce Barracks? His voice, no less than his features, seemed half-familiar: clipped, rather hoarse and almost aggressively “public-school”, with a curious overtone of exacerbation, a hint of some deep-seated and habitual resentment. I watched him lift his glass again, and could see that he was still keeping his temper with difficulty. Prudently, I remained silent; then, to my surprise, he turned and spoke to me again.

			“You Army?” he shot at me, abruptly.

			I shook my head.

			“Navy, then, eh?”

			“No, no—I’m just over here for a holiday.”

			“Queer place to come for a holiday, isn’t it?”

			I explained, briefly, that I had blued my currency allowance in France, earlier in the year, and wanted some sun before the summer was over.

			“Oh well, of course, Malta’s sterling area and all that, but most people find it a bit stuffy at this season.”

			“I happen to like the heat,” I said.

			He grunted, discouragingly, and once again fixed his eyes upon the door; half-turned away from me, he quite obviously wished to convey that our conversation was now at an end. Impelled partly by sheer curiosity, partly by a mischievous desire to penetrate his defences, I said at last:

			“I gather you live out here?”

			He turned abruptly towards me, with an arrogant tilt of his head.

			“Yes, as a matter of fact I do,” he replied curtly.

			“I suppose you’ve got some job here?”

			I noticed an angry glint come into his eyes; for two pins, I thought, he would have ordered me, sharply, to mind my own business.

			“No, no,” he said with a rather edgy politeness, “I’ve retired. I live out here because it’s cheaper—practically no income tax, you see.”

			“What do you do with yourself most of the time?” I asked, curiously.

			He glanced away, evasively.

			“Oh, I keep myself occupied—swimming and all that. Used to play a bit of polo, but can’t afford it nowadays. Got a bit of a garden, too—my wife’s a very keen gardener. Good thing, that—gives her something to do. She’s not too keen on the social life, and nor am I.”

			He signalled to the waiter, ordered a drink, then pointed to my glass.

			“What’s your poison?” he barked at me.

			“Er—thanks very much, I’ll have a whisky,” I said, taken by surprise, and a moment later wished I had said no.

			He gave me a quick grin which made his face seem, for a moment, almost boyish; though it remained (I thought) the face of an unusually disgruntled and ill-tempered boy.

			“Awful pub this, really—I don’t use it much myself,” he said. “Fact is, I’m meeting a son of mine, he’s in for a couple of nights on his way to Cyprus. Can’t think what’s happened to him—he said he’d ’phone if he got held up.”

			“He’s in the Army, is he?” I asked, without much interest.

			“Yes, West Kents—my old mob, as it happens. His battalion’s been ordered to Famagusta.”

			I pricked up my ears: surely I had known somebody, once, in the West Kents?

			The drinks arrived.

			“Well, cheerioh, here’s mud in your eye.”

			I lifted my glass.

			“Fact is, I don’t really drink a lot out here—not normally,” he said, in a bluff, man-to-man tone which struck me as rather unconvincing. “Just an occasional binge, you know—I find the old liver begins to play me up, otherwise. Trouble is, it’s a whole-time job keeping fit in this climate—I manage to get a swim most days, play a bit of squash, too, but it’s a damned unhealthy spot. I was getting a bit of a pot on me, about a year ago, but I’ve lost nearly a stone and a half since then, I’m glad to say.”

			Once again I was struck by something familiar in his tone of truculent bonhomie; and his obsessive concern with physical fitness—that, too, seemed to fit into the picture. Made suddenly bold by the whisky, I decided to clear up, once and for all, the mystery of his identity.

			“It’s a funny thing, you know,” I said casually, “but I’ve a feeling I’ve met you somewhere before.”

			He gave me a curious look: startled, suspicious, almost shifty—the face, I thought, of the sahib on the run.

			“Can’t say I’ve any recollection of it. Fact is, I’ve been living out here ever since the war: only been home twice in the last ten years.”

			“It was longer than that, I fancy.”

			“You weren’t in the West Kents by any chance?”

			“No, I was R.A.M.C.”

			“Oh, you’re a doctor, then?”

			“No, no—I was only a private.”

			“A private, eh?” he echoed, with a hint of disdain.

			One might have guessed, I thought with amusement, that he would hold old-fashioned views about “gentleman rankers”.

			Just at that moment my ear was caught by the voice of a waiter paging somebody in the crowd. For a moment I didn’t catch the name; then, as the man drew nearer, his words rang out plangently above the confused ground-bass of talk and laughter:

			“Major Tufnell-Greene! Major Tufnell-Gre-eene!”

			The name struck me with a sudden shock of familiarity: I had once known some Tufnell-Greenes in my youth—they were, in fact, distant cousins of mine.

			Then I saw my companion lurch, a little unsteadily, to his feet.

			“Someone looking for me?” he asked.

			“Major Tufnell-Greene, sir? You are wanted on the telephone, pleess.”

			“O.K., I’ll be out in a sec.” He finished his drink at a gulp, and gave a nod in my direction. “ ’Scuse me, won’t you? I expect it’s that lad of mine. Be back in two shakes of a duck’s arse.”

			I rose impulsively from my chair: the penny had dropped at last.

			“Good gracious,” I exclaimed, “you must be Geoffrey Greene——”

			But I was too late: he was already out of earshot, pushing his way, impatiently and none too gently, through the crowd towards the door.

			The penny had dropped; yet I felt my momentary excitement give way, almost immediately, to a sense of flatness and anticlimax. So that, I thought, sinking back into my chair, was that: the man whose identity had so puzzled me was merely Geoffrey Greene—a bore whom I had all but forgotten, and with whom I was not in the least anxious to renew my acquaintance. Even the school bully or the drill-sergeant, I thought disconsolately, would have been almost preferable.

			It seemed extraordinary that I shouldn’t have recognized him: he had changed, certainly, in the twenty years or so since we had last met, though not so much as one might have expected. The face—lined and coarsened as it was—the hectoring voice, the brusque, impatient gestures, all could now be fitted into the remembered picture of Geoffrey Greene as I had known him; so too, for that matter, could his evasive air, the hint of shiftiness in his eyes when I had questioned him. Yet perhaps, after all (I thought), it wasn’t so odd that I should have forgotten him. Old friends and distant kinsfolk of my father’s, the Tufnell-Greenes had meant little enough in my life, even at that period—a quarter of a century ago—when I had known them best. My relations with them had been, for the most part, of that artificial kind which is imposed by the mere accident of kinship or propinquity, and which, impinging only upon the mind’s surface, strikes but the shallowest of roots in one’s memory. I remembered the Greenes, in fact, much as one remembers the characters in some dull novel which one has never bothered to finish.

			In the past I had disliked Geoffrey, and for some reason my vague memories of him as a young man were tinged with a sense of humiliation for which, at the moment, I couldn’t account. With his younger brother, Nigel, I had been on somewhat friendlier terms, though he, like Geoffrey himself, had long since passed out of my life. I wondered, vaguely, what had happened to him: the family black sheep, unhappy, ineffectual and always in trouble. Probably he was dead—indeed, I seemed to remember hearing of his death during the war. Or was I confusing him with someone else?

			I looked at my watch: it was already ten minutes since Geoffrey had left the bar. Surely no telephone call could have taken as long as that.

			Just then the waiter, whom I had noticed hovering near my table, leaned forward discreetly and addressed me.

			“I must ask you, sir, pleess to put on your coat.”

			“Why?” I asked bluntly.

			“Pleess, it is after seven o’clock.”

			I should have liked to proclaim—however ineffectually—my disdain for colonial etiquette by marching straight out of the bar; the thought of dinner at my own cheap hotel was enough, however, to cow me into submission. Meekly I put on my coat and continued to sip my whisky. There wasn’t really much point in waiting for Geoffrey; having at last identified him, I felt nothing but boredom at the prospect of his company. Yet I remained, perversely, rooted firmly in my chair, sweating uncomfortably in my tweed coat. The truth was that, being unattached and lonely, I would have welcomed the society of almost anybody at that moment, however tedious and unrewarding.

			Another ten minutes passed: it was almost certain, by now, that Geoffrey wouldn’t be coming back. Probably his son had suggested some other meeting-place, and Geoffrey had long since left the hotel to join him. By now it was past eight o’clock, and I was extremely hungry; yet I continued to wait, lingering over my drink, and speculating vaguely as to the later chapters of the Greene saga—that unfinished Galsworthian novel whose very existence, until a few minutes ago, I had all but forgotten. My memories of the Greenes, after twenty years, had become singularly dim: during that time, I had lost touch with plenty of old friends, but I did at least remember most of them fairly clearly, whereas the Greenes, when I tried to recall them, remained unfocused and scarcely differentiated, mere figures in a landscape—and (I thought) a pretty dull landscape at that.

			Only Nigel emerged with a certain clarity: I had, after all, known him fairly well, and it was odd (if he were still alive) that he should have vanished from the scene so completely. Nor, since the war, had I heard anything of his wife, with whom I had been on rather closer terms of friendship, at one time, than with Nigel himself. And what, I wondered, had induced Geoffrey to settle in Malta? He had scarcely sounded enthusiastic about the island; and Madge, his wife—from a remark he had let fall—appeared to be something of a recluse, devoted to gardening, which from what I remembered of her seemed oddly out of character. And why had she not come to the hotel with Geoffrey to meet their son?

			I finished my drink at last, and walked out of the bar; in the foyer, on my way to the dining-room, I stopped to have a word with the hall-porter.

			No, he said, in answer to my question, Major Tufnell-Greene was no longer in the hotel.

			“He left about an hour ago, sir—I got him a taxi. He was called to the ’phone just before—seemed in a hurry to be off, like. Could I give him any message, sir?”

			“Is he staying here, then?”

			“No sir, he’s not staying in the hotel.”

			“You’ll be seeing him again, though, will you?”

			“Oh yes, sir, he’s sure to be in again sometime—him and Mrs. Greene, they comes in quite a bit, being residents, like. No message I could give?”

			“No, it doesn’t matter.”

			“Thank you very much, sir” (as I slipped a shilling into his hand). “Major Greene’s a friend of yours, is he, sir?”

			“I used to know him years ago,” I said. “In fact, he’s some sort of cousin of mine.”

			“Is he really, sir? Then I daresay you knew his brother—quite a celebrity in his way, I believe.”

			“D’you mean Nigel?” I exclaimed in astonishment.

			“I’m not quite sure of the name, sir, but I’ve heard he wrote books.”

			“He wrote books?”

			“That’s right, sir.”

			“What sort of books?” I asked, aware that the porter was looking at me with a certain scepticism—as well he might, for it must have struck him as odd, to say the least, that I should display such ignorance about a family with whom I had claimed acquaintance and even kinship.

			“I couldn’t rightly say what sort of books, sir, but I’ve often heard Mrs. Greene speak of them.”

			“He’s dead, is he?” I asked—for I had noticed that he spoke of Nigel in the past tense.

			The porter’s face took on a suitably obituary look.

			“Oh yes, sir. It must be—let me see, now—getting on for ten years ago. Just after we opened, that would be . . . Excuse me, sir—” he turned aside, apologetically but firmly, to attend to a party of new arrivals, laden with baggage, who had just entered through the swing-doors.

			Reluctantly, I made way for them; the porter seemed likely to be occupied for some time, and in any case I wanted my dinner. Perhaps, after all, I thought, we had been speaking at cross-purposes, and the porter had been referring to some other family of the same name; yet it seemed unlikely, to say the least, that two Major Tufnell-Greenes should have left the hotel simultaneously half an hour ago. Yet who—if the porter had really been speaking of Geoffrey—was the brother who wrote books, and who was “something of a celebrity”? It couldn’t be Nigel: if Nigel had ever written a book (which was highly unlikely anyway) I should most certainly have heard of it; and Geoffrey had had no other brothers.

			The more I thought about it, the more puzzling it seemed; after dinner, I thought, I would talk to the porter again, and try to get things clear.

			But when, an hour or so later, I returned to the foyer, the man I had spoken to had gone off duty. The night-porter, who had replaced him, was less well-informed.

			“Major Greene, sir? Would that be the young chap with a fair moustache, in the Engineers?”

			“No, no—Major Tufnell-Greene: he lives out here, he’s retired.”

			“Ah, now I get you, sir—big busty bloke, got a house at Mdina.”

			“That would be the one, I expect. D’you know him pretty well?”

			“Oh yes, sir, I know him quite well. And Mrs. Greene too.”

			“A tall, thinnish lady?” I prompted him.

			The porter gave a puzzled frown and shook his head.

			“No, sir—I’d not call Mrs. Greene a tall lady, nor not exactly thin, neither. I’d describe her as a rather short lady—short and, well, stoutish you might say. Black hair, going a bit grey.”

			Once again we seemed at cross-purposes: the man was obviously confusing Geoffrey’s wife with someone else, for Madge had been tall, blonde and of the skinny type which seldom runs to fat.

			“You didn’t know the Major’s younger brother, I suppose—the one who died?”

			“No, sir, I can’t say I remember the Major having a brother. That’d be before my time, I daresay—I’ve only been here just on two years,”

			“I mean the one who wrote books,” I added hopefully.

			“Wrote books, did he, sir? No, I can’t say I recollect him at all, sir.”

			I gave him a shilling: this particular recherche du temps perdu was coming a bit expensive, I thought, as I passed through the swing-doors into the bright-lit, torrid night. One or other of the two porters must certainly have been talking through his hat: probably both. Not only had Nigel become a literary celebrity, but Geoffrey had now acquired a short, stoutish wife. The facts simply didn’t fit, and I began to wonder, rather wildly, whether the man I had met in the bar had really been Geoffrey Greene at all.

			The mystery—as such things will—continued to nag at my mind with an irritating persistence; little though I cared about the Greenes, I couldn’t get them out of my mind, and I was particularly baffled—and somewhat intrigued—by the brother who “wrote books”. I made my way leisurely towards the centre of the town, glancing into the bars and cafés as I passed, half-hoping that I might run into Geoffrey and his son. The last thing I wanted was to get seriously involved with them; on the other hand I did, very much, want to clear up the mystery. Moreover, it would be quite amusing to introduce myself: doubtless Geoffrey would be surprised—and perhaps not too pleasantly—to learn that he was united by ties of blood to the coatless and inquisitive ex-private who had shared his table in the bar; and I did, after all (I suddenly remembered), owe him a drink.

			I wandered round the town for an hour or so, looking in at a series of mainly rather nasty bars and cafés, but my quarry continued to elude me. At last, feeling tired, I sat down in the big open-air café at the bottom of Kingsway. Lingering over my last drink, I watched the thinning crowds strolling beneath the trees, and wondered why I should have wasted a whole evening in pursuing a man for whom I felt nothing but a bored dislike. By now I had ceased to feel much interest even in the anomalous figures of Geoffrey’s literary brother and his fat wife. Tomorrow I left for Gozo, and in a fortnight’s time should be returning to England: it was highly unlikely that I should ever see Geoffrey again, nor (I decided) did I care two hoots either way.

			By the morning I had almost entirely forgotten my encounter with Geoffrey, and it is likely enough that I should never have given the Greenes another thought, but for a trifling accident. As I was washing before breakfast, my cake of soap happened to slither from my hand on to the floor, and, as I bent to pick it up, its oval, brownish shape seemed suddenly fraught with a mysterious and compulsive significance. It was a perfectly ordinary cake of soap, which I had bought at a chemist’s in Valetta a day or two before; yet now, holding it in my hand, its sweetish smell and the sticky feel of the lather evoked for me some vague, amorphous memory which, though it refused as yet to click into focus, I knew to be closely associated in some way with the Greenes. But how? Why on earth, I asked myself, standing there in front of the washstand, should I connect the Greenes with a cake of soap? Cudgel my brains as I would, I was totally unable—while I brushed my teeth, shaved and put on my clothes—to establish the missing link; the soap, like the famous group of trees near Balbec, continued to withhold its secret.

			And then, all at once, I remembered: and felt the thrill of the archaeologist who, lighting upon some fragment of pottery or mosaic, recognizes the essential clue which will enable him to reconstruct the architecture, the language and the social institutions of some long-buried and forgotten culture. The Greenes—those characters in an unfinished middle-brow novel about whom, on the previous evening, I had been able to remember next to nothing—leapt into sudden life, like dimly-seen figures upon a stage who step into the glare of the spotlight; and the vague, unseizable memories which had flickered so inconsequently through my mind fell instantly into focus, radiating outwards, like iron filings within a magnet’s orbit, from the central and vividly-perceived image of a cake of soap: not, indeed, the one with which I had just washed myself, but another, such as I had not seen for many years; a green soap, with a pleasant, tangy odour suggestive of seaweed, which in my childhood we used to buy from Mr. Timms, the chemist in Sandgate.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Name of Greene

			Mr. Timms’s soap was a rather special brand, supposed to be adapted to the hardness of the local water; dark green and translucent, smelling of the sea, the oval, slippery tablets embodied for me the quintessential idea of greenness, so that when I heard my parents talking about one or another of the Greene family, I tended to envisage a personage at once luminous and darkly verdant, flecked with a peculiarly thin, glairy lather and exhaling the slightly putrescent aroma of the beach at low tide.

			The name of Greene—thus tinged, by association, with a saponaceous quality from which, to this day, I find some difficulty in separating it—haunted my childhood, recurring intermittently in the course of those diffuse and mainly unintelligible grown-up conversations upon which I would eavesdrop with the strained yet hopeful attention that one brings to bear upon a play in some foreign language of which one has scarcely, as yet, acquired the rudiments. The Greenes, I had good reason for supposing, were a real family, with whom my parents were acquainted, and with whom, even, they sometimes went to stay; yet since I never saw them myself, and was therefore unable to form any but the vaguest idea of what they looked like, they remained for me largely mythical: a multiple entity, protean, hydra-headed and having about as much relation to real life as the characters in a fairy tale.

			The Greenes, in fact, were for me no more than a legend, but a legend which, nevertheless, became part of the fabric of my life. Debarred though I was, by lack of any detailed information, from building up an authentic picture of them as real people, I was at least able, by judicious eavesdropping, to evolve a lively and extensive mythology of the Greene family: Olympian figures who, though far removed from the mortal world which I inhabited, did possess certain characteristics which could be apprehended in human terms. They were, for instance, immensely rich: in any conversation which referred to them, this fact was almost bound to be mentioned. They were also said to be snobs; I didn’t know what this word meant, and asked one of the maids, who told me that a snob was the same as a cobbler. The Greenes, then, I supposed, must be people who repaired shoes, though I was still puzzled as to why they should be so often referred to as terrible snobs, as though to be a cobbler were in some way wicked, though at the same time rather laughable. For the Greenes, though so rich and grand, and in general so worthy of respect, tended to be referred to, more especially by my mother, with a certain humorous disdain. There was, in fact, something mysteriously funny about the Greenes; even my father would sometimes poke a little mild fun at them though, since they were his blood-relations, he was restrained by a sense of family loyalty from the cruder jibes which these “snobs” were apt to call forth from my mother and, on occasion, from my maternal aunts and uncles.

			Another unpleasant characteristic of the Greenes was, apparently, that they smelt: one of my uncles, who knew the family well, once declared in my hearing that they “stank in his nostrils”. I had also gathered that the Greene family was an enormous one: they swarmed, they pullulated, their various branches and offshoots were scattered widely over the home counties and farther afield; thus, there were the Richard Greenes in Suffolk, the Walter Greenes in Surrey, the Herbert Greenes at Blackheath, and many more. All the Greenes, moreover, were excessively philoprogenitive: every one of them, according to my mother, had “fids of children”. If their wives (or husbands) died, they promptly married again, and continued busily to reproduce themselves. This notable fertility, I thought, probably accounted for the fact—which had rather puzzled me—that the Greenes were sometimes referred to, in our family circle, as being “common”. As an amateur botanist, I associated the word chiefly with plants which were so described in the floras, and which, like the Greenes themselves, had the power of dispersing their seed prolifically and over a wide area. The Greene family, in fact, I envisaged as being rather like the Cruciferae or the Composites, dull and undistinguished by comparison with such floral aristocrats as the Liliaceae or the noble tribe of orchids.

			It was when I was about six years old—at the beginning of the First World War—that my purely mythological conception of the Greenes became incarnated in a more fleshly mould. One day I was told that a little boy, a cousin called Nigel Greene, was coming to stay with us; he was to be left in our charge for a fortnight, while his mother stayed with relations in the neighbourhood. I was prejudiced against him from the start, for in my experience little-boys-who-came-to-stay were almost certain to be in one way or another unacceptable. Either they were older than myself, and I was bullied, or they were younger, and I was bored. Nigel, it appeared, was a year older than myself, so would, I presumed, come under the bullying category. I was also given to understand that he was extremely spoilt and very naughty, and I lived through the days which preceded his arrival in a state of acute nervous apprehension.

			Nigel, in due course, arrived, and at once my worst fears were confirmed. He wore a sailor-suit, with “H.M.S. Dreadnought” in gold letters on the hat-band, and this in itself was enough to disturb me profoundly. A thin, lanky child, with a mop of fair but rather mousy hair, he peered short-sightedly about him with an air of chronic resentment. On the very first day, at tea, he behaved so badly—snatching at his food, dropping it on the floor, refusing to say please or thank you—that he had to be removed to the nursery.

			“He’s tired after the journey,” my nurse charitably commented, but this comforting theory was quickly to be disproved in the days which followed.

			Nigel’s behaviour could only be described as manic-depressive, alternating as it did between fits of the sullens and outbreaks of sudden, terrifying violence. He teased the maids, maltreated the cat and trampled on the garden beds; if admonished, he would lose his temper, bursting into tears and screaming as loud as he could. I was vividly reminded of naughty Frederick in Struwwelpeter, and half-expected some dire calamity to overwhelm our guest, but no such gratifying consequence occurred.

			I was shocked and frightened by Nigel’s behaviour, but to my relief he made no attempt to persecute me; for the most part, indeed, he left me severely alone. He suffered from recurrent headaches, and these my nurse attributed—probably correctly—to his bad eyesight; it was even debated whether he should be sent to an oculist, but this was felt by my parents to be an unnecessary assumption of responsibility.

			More than anything else, I found Nigel a bore: he shared none of my interests, and his only hobby seemed to be the collecting of Army badges, of which he possessed quite a number, though their real value for him lay chiefly in their association with his elder brother, Geoffrey, who was almost grown-up, and would soon, it seemed, be a soldier himself. Nigel idolized his brother, yet obviously lived in terror of him. My nurse, provoked beyond bearing, would sometimes threaten to inform his parents of Nigel’s misdeeds—a stratagem wholly without effect; but a similar threat to “tell Geoffrey” would—as she soon discovered—produce an immediate (if only temporary) abatement of his naughtiness. On the other hand, he never tired of singing his brother’s praises, and would relate innumerable and very boring anecdotes of Geoffrey’s enormous strength, his prowess at games, and so forth. So obsessed did he seem, indeed, by this proto-fascist hero-cult, that my mother was inclined to deplore his feeling for Geoffrey as being, ever so slightly, “morbid”.

			Meanwhile, despite all my nurse’s threats, he continued to be as naughty as ever. There was something curiously wanton and deliberate about his misbehaviour: it was as though he positively enjoyed courting disaster, if only to see just how far he could go without actually incurring it. My parents were in a difficult position, for it is a delicate business to punish other people’s children, and I suspect that Nigel, slyly aware of his advantage, was determined to make the most of it.

			*

			The fortnight which Nigel spent at Sandgate seemed endless, but eventually Mrs. Greene arrived back from her visit to her cousins at Tenterden, and on the day following Geoffrey, who had been at an O.T.C. camp in Sussex, came to join us for two nights before returning, with Nigel and his mother, to their home at Blackheath.

			My first encounter with the famous Geoffrey was entirely disastrous. For some reason which I forget, it had been arranged that my nurse and myself should meet his train, with a cab, at Shorncliffe station. My nurse was a little worried—since he had never visited us before—as to how we should recognize him; few passengers, however, left the train at Shorncliffe, and it was impossible to mistake the haughty young gentleman of sixteen (he seemed to me a great deal older) who stepped from a second-class carriage carrying a cricket-bag, a tennis-racquet and a fishing-rod, and attended by a large and rather fierce-looking bull-terrier. I was aware of dark eyebrows beneath a square, box-like forehead, a straight nose, a stern though full-lipped mouth and black, close-cropped hair. He wore a school blazer and flannel trousers cut rather short in the fashion of the day, so as to reveal socks of a notably loud pattern, with clocks. He looked alarmingly smart and self-possessed, and I detested him at sight.

			He greeted us with an air of aloof condescension; the next moment, he was fussing over his luggage in the guard’s van, and issuing short, sharp commands to the slow-moving and somewhat dull-witted porter. His voice must have broken early, for he spoke in a deep, rather harsh baritone. At last he rejoined us, and his smaller luggage (together with the bull-terrier) was piled into the cab; the rest was left for later delivery, and consisted, I seem to remember, of an enormous trunk, besides several smaller suitcases, a school playbox and a bag of golf clubs (it should be remembered that no middle-class person in those days—not even a schoolboy—ever travelled with very much less). Installed in the cab, and jog-trotting along Coolinge Lane towards Sandgate, I began to feel very unwell; perhaps it was the weather (it was August, and very hot), or possibly the excitement engendered by Geoffrey’s arrival; at all events, suddenly and without warning, I was violently sick—all over Geoffrey’s beautifully creased trousers and his smart coloured socks.

			To do him justice, he behaved very well: he was impeccably polite, though one sensed that only an iron self-control prevented him from a violent and probably destructive explosion of wrath. As for myself, I had never in my life felt so mortified; true, I had taken an immediate dislike to Geoffrey, but Nigel’s elaborate build-up had not been without its effect, and my own feelings about him had, by this time, acquired a certain quality of ambivalence. I wanted, at all costs, to produce a good impression upon this athletic paragon, and now, already, I was aware that he must—and with every justification—loathe and despise me.

			Most of Geoffrey’s time, during his short visit, was spent on the beach, bathing and disporting himself in a canoe with my brother, who had now also returned for the holidays. Nigel, owing to some minor tummy upset, was not allowed to bathe, but would sit spell-bound upon the shingle, watching with adoring eyes the aquatic feats of his hero. Hating the sea myself, I would remain in hiding, half-way up the garden; from here I would contemplate Geoffrey’s antics with a kind of perverse fascination: hating him for his self-importance and his aggressive heartiness, yet deriving a masochistic thrill from the very qualities which I professed to despise.

			But if Geoffrey had incurred my dislike, he was none too popular with the rest of the household. For a boy of his age, he threw his weight about to a degree which seemed, to my family, excessive. His innumerable possessions littered the house, one was perpetually falling over cricket-bats or tennis-racquets, and the bull-terrier was both ubiquitous and bad-tempered, snapping at anybody who tried to restrain him, and fighting with our black Pomeranian, Pompey. At meal times, Geoffrey would dominate the conversation, lecturing us about his doings at Uppingham, about his O.T.C. camp, and even—for this was the summer of 1914—about the progress of the war. He was in the Army class, and hoped soon to pass into Sandhurst; he was inflamed by the prospect of killing Germans, and though this was considered an unexceptionable ambition for a schoolboy in 1914, there was an obsessive, gloating quality about Geoffrey’s blood-lust which caused my mother, once again, to employ the word “morbid”. His manners—apart from his over-talkativeness—were fairly good, in a stiff, conventional way, yet there was a truculent, domineering strain in him which no amount of good manners could wholly conceal. On more than one occasion my father was observed to be “looking down his nose”, an action which denoted his strongest disapproval and which, in our family circle, was held to be equivalent to a sharp reproof; upon Geoffrey, however, it had no effect whatsoever.
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