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The Man Who Wrote Detective Stories


Chapter One

 

It was at least twenty-five years since I had set eyes on Freddie Seston. But this didn’t prevent my giving a shout the moment I spotted him sitting a few tables away from me in Florian’s. Commonly when one meets a man after a really long interval one does have at least a fraction of a second’s uncertainty. One says to oneself that it must be old Butcher or Baker, but that one had better not be rash. On this occasion however I gave that shout instantly. Seston was unmistakable. In fact he had scarcely changed at all. Even in that hard Adriatic sunlight – for we were both sitting where the cafe tables spill far out on the piazza – – he quite failed to look middle-aged. And at my “Freddie!” he glanced up quickly from the coffee-cup into which he had been absently staring and his face broke into its old cheerfully mocking smile.

“Jonathan!” He jumped up – so abruptly that he knocked over a chair – and hurried across to me. “How more than extraordinary!”

It wasn’t of course that. People do run into each other after long intervals, and there are considerable numbers of Englishmen who are as likely to do so in Venice as anywhere else. But Freddie’s words were simply a random expression of delight. And I myself felt – what in maturity one doesn’t often feel, at least with one’s own sex – a small distinguishably physical glow of pleasure as we shook hands.

The immediateness of my shout had been a tribute to more than the absolute identifiability of Freddie Seston; it had been an index of the character of our relationship long ago. Undergraduate friendships were often then – as I suppose they still are – rapidly run-up affairs. The terms went by like summer cruises and there was nothing, really nothing, over which one could afford to waste time. Sets and coteries formed themselves at the double and became surprisingly durable, so that on the whole one went happily through on the strength of the first associations and intimacies that came along. But the system produced the phenomenon of what might be called second-string friendships. A second-string friend would be, typically, a member of a set contiguous or overlapping with one’s own, with whom one had established a mutual unspoken recognition of affinity and compatibility which one’s major commitments didn’t, in those fleeting eight-week spells, leave one the scope fully to explore. My relations with Freddie Seston, as I remembered them, had been like that. It didn’t mean that we hadn’t seen quite a lot of each other – and perhaps as much tête-a-tête as in any other manner. We certainly walked and talked together, and dined seriously and inexpertly in restaurants as even undergraduates only modestly prosperous could do in those days. But we had never visited each other at home, nor I think been introduced to each other’s people. So there had been a considerable potential, so to speak, left in our acquaintance when it had faded out on us.

Freddie had now sat down beside me and we had agreed that the morning was sufficiently far advanced to justify beginning on vermouth. St Mark’s lay straight in front of us – but for all the attention we gave it, that celebrated church might have been the Brompton Oratory or the Methodist Central Hall. We stared at each other with frank curiosity. I think we both felt the absurd sense of triumph which such occasions can produce: it is as if, in revenge for its many slow attritions, one has managed successfully to pull a fast one on Time. Certainly we felt no awkwardness. The second-string convention is really wonderful here. It admits of re-established intimacy at once, while at the same time obviating the slightest need to regard twenty-five years’ silence and disinterest as anything requiring apology.

But this didn’t mean that we wouldn’t give each other pleasure if we could display a little knowledge of each other’s careers. And Freddie got to this first. “You took silk some years ago?” he asked.

“Yes. It’s an easier life, you know. One’s less at people’s beck and call than as a junior. But it’s a gamble on the financial side. Fortunately my wife has an income of her own – enough to cover our children’s education.”

“Ah! That’s where I differ from you, Jonathan. I’m unmarried. In fact, fortune-hunting still.” Freddie glanced at me swiftly, as if to make sure that our old relationship provided a viable air for pleasantries of this sort. “That’s why I’m in Venice.” He lowered his voice. “In Belmont is a lady richly left,” he said. “And many Jasons come in quest of her.”

Quite a lot about Freddie was coming back to me. He had loved tumbling out scraps of poetry from a ragbag collection in his mind – and particularly in absurd and extravagant contexts. There was a strong vein of fantasy in him. It was quite certain that he wasn’t in Venice for any such purpose as he described. “I wish you luck with the caskets,” I said. “But I hope you’ll find time for other things too. Perhaps another popular book.”

I thought this was a good enough way of getting in my first piece of answering knowledge about him. But it produced the effect of a tiny misfire. “A popular book?” he echoed uncertainly.

“I mean popular in the sense of being for readers like myself, as well as for your own learned world. I enjoyed the Bellini tremendously.”

Freddie smiled again. “Well, yes,” he said. “I’m here, as a matter of fact, to have a go at Carpaccio. I’m having three or four months at him.”

I could recall more about Freddie Seston’s career now. The earlier part of it helped to explain the complete break in our acquaintance. On going down from Oxford he had worked in Paris and Rome, and then had departed to Australia as the Director of an Art Gallery in one of the smaller States. Now he had a similar job in some English industrial town: it might have been Leeds or Birmingham. I wasn’t sure about the details, but I had a feeling that Freddie hadn’t quite got to the top. Not, that is to say, in the way of curating works of art. But he certainly enjoyed considerable authority as an art historian – enough, I’d have supposed at a guess, to make his continued provincial perch a shade invidious. There was something else that I obscurely felt I knew about him. But at the moment it eluded me. It wasn’t to do so for long.

 

We had a second vermouth. It is a stuff that the Italian sun burns harmlessly away as you drink it.

“Three or four months?” I said. “Lucky chap. Here am I doing a family fortnight – and then back to some thoroughly tiresome briefs.”

“Your family is here with you?” Freddie showed a quick interest that was very agreeable. “I’ll have a chance of meeting them?”

“Yes, indeed – my wife and three daughters. They’ve gone out to Murano this morning, but perhaps you could lunch or dine with us tomorrow? Where are you putting up?”

“I’m at Danieli’s – just at the moment.” Freddie gave me this interesting fact with a shade of hesitation. Perhaps he had taken a guess that my own lodging would be in a modest pensione facing the Giudecca. “But of course I must find myself an apartment quite soon. I’ve been here only a few days. I stopped off in Paris to see Phèdre.”

“To see—?” For a moment I hadn’t quite got this, and had supposed that Freddie was naming an acquaintance.

“Racine’s Phèdre. And then I caught the night flight, because I’d made an appointment with a man at the Belle Arti here next morning.” Freddie paused. “And on the plane I had quite an odd experience.”

Freddie’s manner of announcing this held nothing portentous. He was speaking with a sort of whimsical animation that I remembered very well. But I was prompted to remember too that he had never been exactly an easy chap. One had been aware of a streak of self-consciousness or self-distrust in him that was off- putting at first. And there was something slow about his reaction-time – so that socially he wasn’t a good starter, although he quickly settled down, so to speak, to useful performances at a middle distance. Nothing of this, I now saw, had quite left him. He’d be much more on form at dinner than at a cocktail-party.

“On your night flight from Paris?” I asked. As Freddie’s personality rounded itself out once more beside me, I found that my pleasure in recovering it was far from diminishing, and I was anxious to hear him talking in his old way.

“Yes. Phèdre, you see, had seemed to be a terrible frost with me. I came out of the theatre with a mind entirely blank to it. Of course it was partly external circumstances. I had to find a car that was waiting for me, and get myself driven rather rapidly to Orly. That didn’t make for effective ruminating upon the processes of poetic drama. There’s near-chaos round about the Place du Theatre Frangais at that hour. And if you want to get quickly across the Rue de Richelieu, and know that you’d better take your cue from a policeman waving a baton and blowing a whistle, the moment’s not propitious for determining whether you’re in the enjoyment of calm of mind, all passion spent. You’d agree?”

I saw no reason not to agree.

“Moreover I’m not a literary type.” Freddie paused to light a cigarette when he had said this. “Still, it was humiliating, in a way. I knew the play, French isn’t difficult to me, and yet – no go. No go, at all. Except that, as I drove out to the airport, a single line from the thing rose up and kept repeating itself in my head. You’d never guess what it was?”

“C’est Vénus toute entière à sa proie attachée.”

Freddie shouted with delighted laughter – so that a group of tourists at another table turned and stared at us. “Exactly! It’s possible, no doubt, that a Frenchman could attend a performance of Hamlet and come away in secure possession only of the words To be or not to be, that is the question. Indeed, it’s quite probable, since the French are like that in the presence of another nation’s poetry. But nothing of the sort made it any less absurd that there I was, having assisted at a performance of Phèdre in the grand manner, and with no better consequence than that of setting its most familiar line nattering at me. I wondered whether it was going to accompany me all the way to Venice.”

“And did it?” I felt it friendly to prompt Freddie. Not that he needed anything of the sort.

“That’s just the point. It didn’t. But now just imagine me, Jonathan, kicking my heels at Orly – for the flight was half an hour late – and feeling really worried about Phèdre. Imagine me, the elderly Director of an obscurely respectable art gallery and museum in the North of England, indulging myself in pallid dubieties about the sufficiency of my responses to an old play.”

At this Freddie gave another shout of laughter – so that I rather expected the pigeons to rise up and circle the campanile. And for the first time I looked rather curiously at my old friend. I think it was the phrase “pallid dubieties” that struck me. There was something professional about it.

“I became depressed – but in a mild drab way that was as uninteresting to myself as it would have been to you. Of course airports are depressing anyway. The better-appointed they are, the more does something edgy obtrude itself upon them. Your journey is going to be no more hazardous than one in a suburban train, but nevertheless there remains a vast unnaturalness in the proposal to give yourself to the void. The queer segregations are ominous.”

“The queer segregations?”

“Well, yes.” For a moment Freddie seemed at a loss, as if he hadn’t really at all decided what the queer segregations were. But in a moment he went on. “Think, for instance, how passengers in transit forfeit their right of contact with those transitory only in a larger sense. And although the summoning voices are not so inhumanly hollow as they used to be, that doesn’t the less equate them with the knock on the door in the dark or the last stroke of the hour. And all this was impinging on me at Orly. I tell you, I felt frightfully glum.”

As Freddie reached this point in his narrative, he drained his second vermouth and gave me a glance that could be described only as of clear joy. “At least,” I said, “the depression didn’t settle in for good.”

“Of course not. It was merely comical. I ought, you see, to have been quite pleased with myself. I was very deftly killing two birds with one stone. It was fun discovering that by tumbling out of Paris at midnight I needn’t miss Phèdre, even although I had an appointment here next morning. And, at the same time, I had what you might call designs upon that night flight.”

“Designs on it?” This entirely puzzled me.

“I was going to make a note or two.” As he offered this obscure explanation Freddie glanced sharply at me and away again. “But I found myself just doubting whether night flights – or at least short hops across the continent – are at all a good idea, even if one has some out-of-the-way design on one. I reflected morosely on the snugness of an earth-bound sleeper, taken possession of at Calais and relinquished only at Venice or Rome. But these were clearly very petty musings.” Freddie gave a small happy sigh. “So they naturally led me on to some lavishly broad generalisations about my own character.”

“You used to be not bad at that long ago,” I said. More and more of Freddie was coming back to me.

“You surprise me, Jonathan. But there I was – seeing too clearly how I have failed to go after anything in a big way, and how inevitably as a consequence I am developing in middle age a resentful sense that life is constantly cheating me of small fleeting satisfactions. Shall we have a third Cinzano?”

The manner of my reply came quite out of old times. “No,” I said. “We shall not.”

“There!” Freddie was triumphant. “I resent it. Your sense of measure, Jonathan, is impeccable. But I resent its application in this instance. I react against the slightest symbolic suggestion of being denied my whack. How appalling! And it’s the same with my career. At the level of rational calculation, you know, I’ve never wanted one of the London galleries. I get far more time for Bellini and Carpaccio and all that lot under my present conditions. In fact, I get pretty well whatever leave I want.”

“Isn’t that extremely enlightened of your northern friends?”

“Of course it’s without pay.” Freddie laughed as if this were the greatest joke in the world. “The worthy aldermen who employ me are all for that. And it suits me very well. Still, I don’t manage to be straight with myself about it all. Waiting there at Orly I saw that clearly. Again, how appalling! To return a large insensitive negative to Phèdre, and then catch myself resenting as demeaning – for that was it – my continued association with city councillors and honest mill-owners and unassuming provincial professors! And it was as I glimpsed this, my dear Jonathan, it was at this dismal nocturnal moment, that I heard my flight called. I must now cross the Alps. To that end I followed the appropriate light, climbed into—do they call it?—a camion, and was trundled out to my plane.”

 

Freddie’s pause was so clearly a calculated break in narrative – giving the kind of relief that comes from a little blank space on the page – that I was almost ashamed at finding myself take a covert glance towards the Torre dell’Orologio. Presently Othello’s bronze kinsmen there ensconced would strike the hour, there would be a fuss among the unlearning pigeons, and I would have to think about meeting the vaporetto from Murano. But meanwhile I was perfectly prepared to play the wedding-guest. It was with some abruptness indeed that Freddie Seston had leapt the barrier of those twenty-five years to take up the theme of Freddie Seston so at large. But he couldn’t be called a bore. He couldn’t even be called an egoist in the accepted sense. The ego upon which his eye was fixed acknowledged itself as so frankly under fire as one went along. So I sat back and listened. The third Cinzano wouldn’t have helped in the slightest. Freddie’s fluency was already entire.

“Well now, this is about Phèdre. It was only, you see, when that plane was roaring down the runway at Orly that it made its effective impact on me.”

“The plane?”

“Phèdre, you ass. In the theatre, and after it, I’d been reduced to supposing that it wasn’t going to make any impact at all. Nor, exactly, did it. I wasn’t, as you might say, suddenly struck. The fact was rather that, just as we became air-borne, Phèdre appropriately quite caught me up.”

“It must have been a satisfaction to you,” I said.

Freddie grinned happily. “Don’t imagine that all this I’m telling you doesn’t strike me as absurd. Being worried, for instance, about the play’s being a frost with me. I needn’t repeat, Jonathan, that I’m not precisely a literary type – or not in the sort of context in which one ponders Racine. As you know, it’s upon line and pigment that I’ve brought words to bear with any seriousness of intention. Paint’s my subject – and that chiefly in the historical way. If I’m remembered for a time, it will be as having a little sorted out the Venetian painters here and there.”

“You’ve done rather more than that. You’ve opened some people’s eyes to the qualities – the aesthetic qualities – of much of their work.”

With an effect that was totally unexpected, Freddie blushed. “Well, it’s true I’ve never denied myself that sort of excursus. I’ve tried to tackle the impalpable thing as well as all the factual relations. After all, if I were doing Orly, say, for another purpose, and being thoroughly careful about the time-schedules and all the rest of it, I’d still be impelled to do as cleanly and sharply as I could the strange and almost pristine thing that a great airport remains. You see?”

“I see.” In point of fact I didn’t – which is only to say that I was being rather stupid about Freddie by this time. “But Phèdre?” I asked.

“You know how it is when you’re about to take off in an aeroplane. You fasten your safety-belt, and a light goes on telling you not to smoke, and a certain small tension generates itself as the engines open up a bit. Then the plane trundles forward and begins to gather speed. There’s a great deal of noise, and experience tells you that for a few seconds there’s going to be far more: a row suggesting the generating of energies utterly beyond human conception or control. But then in no time you’re in the air, and the racket sinks to something the pilot plainly has quite under his thumb. Well, all this happened at Orly. And what was so odd was this: it was when the noise was at its very maximum that my next line came to me.”

“Your next line?” I supposed Freddie to have had some revelation about the right course of his career.

“Yes. Not the one about Venus and her prey any more. Another one. Mais tout dort, et l’armée, et les vents, et Neptune. This terrific clamour, you see. And then, of all lines, that one.” Freddie paused impressively. “Moreover, for some moments at least, it acted as a conjuration of perfect stillness. Mais tout dort, et l’armée, et les vents, et Neptune.… I discovered that I was high above Paris, and that the transition had effected itself in a sort of ultrasonic vacuum fleetingly created by Jean Racine.”

“But not, my dear Freddie, in his Phèdre.”

Freddie nodded seriously. “Of course that’s perfectly true. It must be in another of the plays. Nevertheless it did, in the strangest way, touch off Phèdre itself in my mind. Other lines followed – undoubtedly from Phèdre.”

“Ah!” I said. “La fille de Minos et de Pasiphae.”

“That one, certainly.” Freddie was again quite serious, and I realised that his mood had changed and become obscure to me. “And Ma sceur du fil fatal eut arme votre main. And l’Éclat de mon nom meme … but I needn’t go on. There were dozens of them. Some I knew quite well, and some I was entirely surprised to find myself remembering. It was extremely interesting.”

“It must have been.” Freddie now really perplexed me.

“Only it was a little alarming that the lines seemed to come in my own voice and from quite outside me – rather as if I were playing them back on a tape-recorder. It’s a thing you’d hesitate to tell your doctor, wouldn’t you say? But presently I wasn’t alarmed. I was much too excited.”

“By what was virtually a paranormal experience?”

“Well, I don’t know about that. I’d say it was just a delayed reaction after seeing the play. And I was excited by the force of it. At first it was simply a matter of those isolated lines. But they were urgent and commanding in themselves. I’d really scarcely a notion that I was sitting in an aeroplane, so insistent was their demand on me. Have I said that I’m not literary? Well, of course it’s evident. And I found myself trying to tackle those evidences of Racine’s incredible art in terms of my own stuff. No doubt you know how it’s all the go nowadays to dash from art to art within a period, demonstrating how their common climate of opinion conditions them all?”

“I know the sort of thing,” I said. “Bismarck and Wordsworth are both expressions of the Biedermeier soul, and Bernini carved on the same Baroque principles employed by Cromwell in axing King Charles’s head.”

“More or less that.” Freddie was now too absorbed in his subject to pause to make fun of my uncertain erudition. “And Nicolas Poussin is naturally the man to pipe up with here. But a different idea came into my head as I listened to those majestic alexandrines marching; they seemed to me like the processional mosaics in Sant’Apollinare Nuovo. You know Ravenna? Naturally that doesn’t make sense in terms of Kunstgeschichte. But I was very excited, as I say. And quite a lot of other queer correspondences suggested themselves to me as illuminating and worth exploring. But that was only a start.”

“Your experience extended itself beyond all those single lines?”

Freddie nodded. “Just that. I found myself isolating phases of the action that seemed particularly moving. There’s one bit I believe I can get some way with now.” And Freddie, who had been leaning across our little table to talk to me, sat up and recited in a low voice:

“Les a-t-on vus souvent se parler, se chercher?

 

 Dans le fond des forets alloient-ils se cacher?

 Hélas! ils se voyaient avec pleine licence;

 Le ciel de leurs soupirs approuvait l’innocence;

 Ils suivaient sans remords leur penchant amoureux;

 Tous les jours se levaient clairs et sereins pour eux.”

 

Freddie stopped. He had spoken the lines rather well. There was a silence between us. “Why, yes,” I said cautiously. “One feels for her.” Freddie made no reply. He seemed to be staring at St Mark’s in perplexity, as if the place had just bubbled up like the pleasure-dome of Kubla Khan. “And talking of painting,” I said, “doesn’t Lytton Strachey weigh in with Claude over that last line?”

“Strachey?” Freddie repeated the name mechanically, and at the same time made a gesture of ignorance, of disinterest. “There I was, heaven knows where – perhaps a mile or so above Chambery, above the Church of Brou – unexpectedly contriving the contemplation – wouldn’t that be the word? – of a work of literary art. And of course what I was finally seeing wasn’t lines and speeches and sentiments and the pleasures of poetry. It was terror, pity, inexorable law. I suppose that people free of that sort of thing – of high tragedy, I mean, and so forth – take it as all in the day’s work. It was almost a new one on me.”

“But not, surely, a new experience in kind?” I was surprised by the importance Freddie seemed to be attaching to his encounter with Phèdre. “Your responses to the visual arts—”

“Well, yes – there’s that. I don’t pretend to be a Philistine. Those mosaics I was talking of: I don’t doubt that my responses to them are the same sort of thing – and indeed more controlled and discriminated and so on. More a professional job, you might say. But what got me in that blessed play was the intimate application of aesthetic law to – well, to men and women, happiness and misery, sin and expiation. The whole circus, in fact.” Freddie offered this last summarising image with a renewed lightness of air. Then he looked at his watch. “I suppose,” he added, “that we ought to be getting along.”

But when we rose it was under no impulse to part immediately. Freddie was entirely gay again, and I remembered that his animation always so evidently proceeded from an amiable impulse to give pleasure that one never in the least resented its hint of a factitious note. And when one didn’t quite know where one was with him – which was distinctly my case now – this was demonstrably because he had the habit of not quite knowing where he was with himself. The rather solemn note that he had hit with Phèdre wasn’t easily interpreted; I didn’t know whether it had brought me in contact with something deep in Freddie or merely with his impulse to put on an act. But even granted a good deal of the theatrical, he remained attractive. Certainly I didn’t like him the less from having discovered that to his old familiar performance something fresh had been added on a wavelength I wasn’t yet at all adequately receiving.

I still had a quarter of an hour in hand, and Freddie’s occasions with Carpaccio didn’t seem to command him with any urgency. It was hot; the air quivered above the great paved expanse of the piazza, so that the duomo beyond looked more than ever like an exhaltation; we strolled gratefully first in one and then in another colonnade. Here and there we paused idly before a shop window – and Freddie, I noticed, was entirely childlike in his manner of lingering longest before such objects, whether sweetmeats or glassware or scientific instruments, as had most colour or glitter to catch the eye. Nevertheless it was into a bookshop that, after a moment’s hesitation, he finally led me.

“Are you looking for a Racine?” I asked – less in mere facetiousness than from a lingering sense that it was here there was a mystery to explore.

Freddie was quite startled. “Well, yes – that is my idea, as a matter of fact. I never read English when I’m abroad. And the Italians buried their literature with poor old Dante. A queer race, my dear chap. Plenty of daubers and chisellers, and chaps like Sansovino who could run you up affairs like that.” Freddie made a sweeping backward gesture perhaps aimed at the Loggetta dei Cavalieri. “I’ve given my lifetime to them, bless their hearts. But I’m well aware that they haven’t raised a great man since they made Galileo stop fooling around with the solar system and sign on the dotted line … yes, I’ve a fancy to try Bérénice now. I never have. I’m scarcely literate, you know. Such slow consecutive contrivances, books.”

For some minutes, we rummaged comfortably among the slow consecutive contrivances. Freddie chattered on in his harmless sub-ironic manner, conscientiously creating the effect of talking for effect. And he must have forgotten about Bérénice almost as soon as he had mentioned it, for when he bought a book it turned out to be in German and to concern an archaeological survey of Etruria. Then we looked at a table of English and American books. Rather gingerly, Freddie turned over some paper-backs with lurid pictorial covers. “Do you ever read thrillers?” he asked casually.

I shook my head. “No. I can’t say I do.”

“No more do I.” The satisfaction which Freddie was taking in my recovered company, already flattering and delightful, seemed suddenly enhanced – as if in this shared neglect of a literary field we had come upon a bond indeed. “Of course,” he added, as if some explanation were needed, “I read oceans of them when I was an undergraduate. I’ve hardly a memory of them now.”

“Yes, I seem to remember you as an addict. I suppose I used to read them now and then in those days too.”

“But now it would be too much of a busman’s holiday?”

I was at a loss before this, until it occurred to me that Freddie probably shared the common misconception that all barristers put in most of their time prosecuting or defending desperate criminals. “Nothing of that sort,” I said laughing. “My profession has nothing to do with it.” Then an odd memory struck me. “Unless there’s something relevant in an experience I had long ago.”

“Do tell me.” We were out of the shop, and making our way back towards the Molo, where I was to meet my family. Freddie took my arm – it had been sanctioned social behaviour in our day – and repeated his request with charming eagerness. “Do tell me about that.”

I hesitated – partly because the memory wasn’t agreeable, and partly perhaps because there was stirring in my mind a piece of latent knowledge which ought to have asserted itself by this time. “Well, it was before I was called to the Bar, and when I was doing a turn as a judge’s marshal. You know about that. One goes round with the old boy on circuit, and does the odd jobs on the social side. It’s supposed to be good experience. And one did pick up experiences of a sort.”

“You picked up an unpleasant one?” Freddie looked at me attentively. He was very far from being obtuse.

“It must certainly be called that – the occasion I’m thinking of. I can’t remember the assize town. What I do recall is a crowded stuffy courtroom and a case of rape. There was a girl who couldn’t or wouldn’t speak above a whisper. She was examined and cross-examined through a long afternoon. It was a ghastly strain. And everyone in court was aware of a queer noise from somewhere outside or down below. There was hour after hour of it – quite faint, but in that hushed atmosphere one just couldn’t sink it beneath the threshold of one’s awareness. For a time some of us at least thought it was a dog howling. But it was a woman. It was a woman down in the cells – screaming and screaming. She had been sentenced to death that morning for the poisoning of her husband. She was of low intelligence, but nevertheless it had been quite an ingenious affair. Which is rare, you know. Poisonings aren’t common. When they do happen, they’re usually either extremely crude or mere absurd fiascos. But there this woman was. Screaming and screaming. There had been some hitch in the arrangements for taking her away. It wasn’t easy to forget. And perhaps it has given me a lingering distaste for crime fiction. It’s called that now, isn’t it? And it’s the honest name for it.”

“That’s awfully interesting.”

Freddie had spoken at once when I concluded my little narrative. He didn’t appear much impressed by it. We had reached the Molo and were looking across the Canale di San Marco to San Giorgio Maggiore. Between us and the freighted island the sea flashed a splendid blue. It wasn’t at all as in many of the old pictures of the place – for to their waters the painters loved to transfer greens which may be discerned lurking in the depth of certain marbles. Nevertheless I felt that my friend must see it all as strictly picturesque. Wherever he turned, some intimately known, but as it were, unfinished canvas would present itself to him; the unchanging backcloth to successive occasions, chronicled or fabled, which one or another artist according to his generation had filled in. Across these waters there must move, for Freddie, antique craft as toweringly elaborate as any of the palazzi anchored around them, Doges minded augustly to espouse the ocean, local saints stripped to dredge up sunken relics with a miraculous ease and to the edification of the city’s assembled notabilities.

The vaporetto was approaching – carrying, I supposed, my wife and those three daughters in the interest of whose polite cultivation we had arranged our distinctly modest holiday. I don’t think it occurred to me to envy the unhoused free condition of my friend, or his ability – presumably a matter of private means – to go on indefinite leave without pay. But I did feel some envy for a life exclusively devoted to artistic interests and satisfactions. It was true that I’d be not much good at it myself. And I wasn’t ignorant that, once back in my chambers, I’d be quite as satisfactorily absorbed – and extended in terms of my own limited capacities – as Freddie was likely to be in the Accademia. But it did seem to me very enviable to have all one’s daily concern with the consequences of human conduct coming at one so exclusively from its estimable and creative side. I knew nothing about Carpaccio as a man. In life he might have been a headache to all who knew him. But what he had left was sheer enchantment – and that not of a sort so elevated as to be daunting. Yes, Freddie’s life clearly passed in pleasant places. And pleasant places make pleasant people. I was at least delighted that I should have Freddie to present to my family.

But when the crowd came off the little steamer, my wife and daughters weren’t among them. This indeed had been an agreed possibility, and I must simply wait another quarter of an hour. Freddie was disappointed; he had looked forward to a meeting, and now because of some engagement he had to go. Before he took his leave of me we fixed up a rendezvous for the following day. Then I stood and watched him walk away across the piazzetta. His youthful look was partly a matter of his having remained very slim; he walked with a quick buoyant ease that seemed to mirror his mood. His hands were in the pockets not of his trousers but of his linen jacket; his chin was up, his head a little on one side – and on his forehead, I knew, there would be a small unequal frown. It all gave wonderfully the impression of a man alert to life’s finer surfaces; it confirmed my sense of Freddie’s enviable lot as I had been forming it a few minutes before. And yet, of course – if ever so slightly – it was a turn. Freddie was going off-stage; was going off-stage, you might say, in the first theatre of Europe.

 

It was when the next vaporetto was coming in, and I was already waving to my wife, that I became suddenly conscious of what had so oddly escaped my memory. For a moment I was quite horrified – so heavy-footed did I seem to have been in treating my newly recovered friend to that small grim impression of crime as it exists not in fiction but in fact. In a way, indeed, it had been Freddie’s own fault. If he had supposed me ignorant of a substantial fact about himself, he had done nothing to enlighten me. If he had more reasonably concluded – what was, of course, the case – that I had almost freakishly failed to remember that fact, it hadn’t pleased him to give my memory more than the most maliciously equivocal of jolts. But now it all lay before me. Freddie Seston was not only the man who wrote books about the Venetian painters. He was the man who wrote detective stories – although under some pseudonym which I still for the moment couldn’t recollect. I had a notion that the other Freddie’s industry had been considerable, and that his contributions to this mysterious species of writing were numbered by the dozen. I was quite clear that curiosity had never drawn me to look into one. And I had at least the comfort of tumbling to the fact that this was a neglect that Freddie himself would not resent – was probably never in the habit of resenting. Still, I had put my foot in it.

There was no reason why I should have reflected, as the little gangway of the vaporetto came down, that fate can be heavier-footed than any middle-aged barrister.


Chapter Two

 

The trouble hit us only a couple of days later – and, as it happened, immediately after Freddie had been introduced to my family.

He came to lunch with us and was charming. Nevertheless the occasion wasn’t wholly a success. The responsibility for this lay superficially with my eldest daughter, Mary. But more radically it lay with Freddie Seston himself – or rather not with Freddie Seston but with Hugo St Swithin. Hugo St Swithin was the outlandish pseudonym under which Freddie published his romances.

Mary – what I hadn’t at all realised – was a St Swithin fan. She had read at least half of his books, and I got the impression that this meant a round dozen. Her excitement on hearing that St Swithin was to be produced in the flesh was marred only by a sense of shame at not yet having got round to the remaining twelve. But awe didn’t make her in the least tongue-tied – she hadn’t now been up at Somerville for a year for nothing – and she attacked Freddie briskly almost as soon as her mother had been allowed a civil innings with him. Mary is ruthless rather than lacking in tact, and her ruthlessness in this encounter took its licence so evidently from a large honest admiration that I didn’t myself see any reason to chip in in a diversionary way. And Freddie was taking it for exactly what it all was. It was, so to speak, Hugo who was uncomfortable.

Let me say at once that I can’t promise a narrative developing at all handsomely on Jekyll and Hyde lines. There was an obvious sense, indeed, in which my late- recovered friend owned a dual personality. But I never, through the whole course of the affair, effectively encountered Hugo. He was a shade – a hovering presence merely. One’s direct contact was with Freddie and with Freddie only, and one was aware of Hugo simply as a background figure intermittently embarrassing to him. Yet I was convinced that Hugo had a very real existence; that when Freddie opened his tape-recorder – an instrument unknown to him in his character as an art-historian – Hugo took over absolute control. That Hugo, thus released, was in the slightest degree answeringly embarrassed by a hovering Freddie seems improbable. One had only to read a single St Swithin book to be convinced of this. Not that they don’t have – for I confess to having read several of them now – a good deal which one feels Freddie to have contributed. Their success, initially at least, was with a cultivated public; and all those that I have looked into present a surface that might have been provided by, say, the art and literature type of Third Programme don. It is all there so fluently and so entirely without a blush that one can’t suppose the slightest domestic trouble to be involved. While Hugo was in control, he could call for help upon a Freddie who didn’t make a murmur; it was only when Freddie was on top, and Hugo’s activities being canvassed, that a faint breath of dispeace became audible.

“Do you plan it all out very carefully beforehand, or do you develop and alter your plot as you go along?”

Mary put this to Freddie in a suddenly relaxed and casual manner which I seemed to remember as that adopted by cunning examiners who have come to the really crucial question in a viva. It was apparent that there was a right and a wrong answer; and I supposed that the wrong answer would be anything claiming or admitting the slightest degree of happy improvisation during the progress of a detective work. But Freddie didn’t seem to find the test at all elementary; in fact, he hedged just as an apprehensive candidate might do. “It’s not terribly easy to say,” he said. “I mean, I don’t know that I’ve a general rule. Sometimes it works out more one way, and sometimes the other. Of course, I always like to have some idea at the start. And there are instances in which it’s more elaborate, and instances in which it’s less so.”

Freddie delivered himself of this with his customary easy vivacity – and looking across the table at Mary as if he were delighted with her both as the very pretty girl she was and as an admirer of his writings. But it would have been clear to any detached observer that he didn’t want to be more than vague. Indeed, one could have suspected that it somehow wasn’t in his power to be anything else. Mary didn’t tumble to this; she felt that the vagueness had been in the manner of her framing her question; and now, like a patient examiner, she started in again. “Take Death Lies Dead, for instance. Did you start off from that marvellous idea about the two photographs, or did that suddenly come to you later as what would explain the whole thing?”

“The two photographs?” Freddie looked quite blank.

“The positive and negative prints – and the man having to choose.”

“Yes, of course. But it was rather a long time ago, that one. I don’t, as a matter of fact, remember much about it.”

“Then what about Dead on the Hour? I’ve sometimes wondered if you really cheated there.”

“Cheated?” Not unreasonably, I thought, Freddie appeared distressed by this suspicion.

“Didn’t you change your mind about what Lord Ormont’s butler actually hid in the wine-cooler?”

“That’s very acute of you,” Freddie gave Mary his most engaging smile. “Because I imagine there’s little doubt that you’re right.”

“What did he hide?” It was my second daughter Margaret who chipped in with this. I remember its instantly crossing my mind that perhaps she ought to be called to the Bar. The acutest barrister could not have pounced more effectively. It was true that Margaret was abetted by Mary, who ought herself to have supplied an answer to the question when it became evident that Freddie was entirely at a loss. As it was, the resulting moment seemed, in an absurd and trifling way, uncomfortable. Freddie Seston was unmistakably no good with Hugo St Swithin’s fans. If the St Swithin stories were what they sounded to be – replete with lords owning butlers owning wine-coolers – perhaps the trouble lay in Freddie’s feeling that this old-fashioned stuff made him a bit of a back number. Or perhaps, I began to conjecture, Freddie felt it all rather undignified.

There was a little further talk about Dead on the Hour – I can’t say that the plot became at all clear to me – and then Mary mercifully gave over. But it wasn’t before I’d reflected that, had our guest been an elderly writer of what are called “straight” novels, she wouldn’t have dreamed of tackling him as she had done. It was, in a way, one up to Freddie – or Hugo – that his writing should thus provoke eager and equal challenge in the young. And “challenge” was the significant word. The writer of a mystery story, I suppose, is inviting his reader to a battle of wits. It is almost a matter of what the theatre people call “audience participation”. And when the reader actually gets hold of his author – as Mary had on this occasion done – then the reader has a natural expectation that both the battle and the participation should proceed. There was a case, I felt, for its being regarded as a healthier relationship than most in the entertainment world – which was presumably the world in question. Only Freddie didn’t seem easy with it. And I found that my sympathies were with Mary over the present encounter. Freddie was charming. But he refused to play.

 

The talk turned to other things. We discussed the Biennale, which was happening that year, and Freddie treated us to a substantially informative but nevertheless entertaining disquisition on the present state of painting in the Latin-American countries. It occurred to me that he would make an excellent Slade Professor of Fine Art in our old university. I ventured to express this view – and was greeted with a shout of Freddie’s most uninhibited laughter. He had done his turn as that, it seemed, some years ago. I was suitably chastened in my ignorance, and Freddie bubbled over with pleasure at my discomfiture. He had a streak of vanity, I saw, which was innocent and almost pleasing. Moreover – I again noted – he wasn’t a bore. The Biennale had educed the information that Judy, my youngest daughter, was an art student. Judy had sat throughout our luncheon in her customary glowering silence, with no apparent interest in the world save that of gloomily yet efficiently twirling her pasta round the prongs of her fork. But now Freddie instantly got hold of her, and within minutes they were scandalously employed together with pencils upon the not entirely spotless tablecloth of our pensione. I didn’t gather what precisely it was about, but I think he showed her, quite shamelessly, how to cheat in some tedious problem of perspective. Then they had a serious discussion. Again I didn’t follow it – but its formula seemed to be that, if Judy was principally interested in d and p, then she ought first to have a short sharp go at g, and thereafter entirely concentrate for some years upon w. I don’t know whether it is significant that, whereas both Mary and Margaret had entirely forgotten about Freddie Seston within a twelvemonth of their meeting, he remained a great light of Judy’s indefinitely.

But when Freddie had departed, it was Mary and Margaret who fell to a vigorous discussion of him. The good rule that guests are not thus to be anatomised hard upon the door’s closing behind them has not, I am sorry to say, been incorporated in my daughters’ code of manners. But, equally, I must confess that my wife and I would have lost a good deal of entertainment over the years if it had.

“The man’s a fraud,” Margaret said. “It’s just one more case of Daddy’s being taken in. It’s another case of the man with the carpets.”

Judy, who had relapsed into her austere gloom, was roused by this to laughter. It is a response which mention of the man with the carpets never fails to elicit in my family. “Rubbish!” she then added. “Mr Seston was at Oriel with Daddy. And he’s a most distinguished critic.”

“Oh, he may be that. I mean he’s a fraud about those detective stories Mary’s cracked on. He knows nothing about them. I suppose he once wrote a successful one himself, and has had all the rest written by a ghost. Isn’t that the word? And he hasn’t even bothered to read them. Pretty cool, I’ll say.”

“Didn’t you like Freddie?” I asked.

“Oh, he’s very attractive. That’s how he’s got away with his monstrous deception.”

“How utterly absurd!” Mary was indignant. “Of course he writes the St Swithin stories. His own name appears on the back of the title-pages. ‘Copyright by Frederick Seston.’ So there’s no secret about it.”

“Then he’s not all that attractive. Pretending to be so vague about books he’s really written is a shocking affectation.”

“It’s probably modesty.” Mary offered this defence without much conviction. “Mummy, what do you think?”

My wife, as usual, had her thoughts in an admirable state of clarity. “Mr Seston is reasonably modest. And that might make him reluctant to talk about his own books – particularly, Mary, at the point of your gun.

But it ought not to make him dissimulate a reasonable knowledge of them. There must be another explanation. Perhaps when he is away from that sort of thing – here in Venice and absorbing himself in his painters – his detective stories rather fade from his mind. It’s not a state of affairs I quarrel with. I find him very nice.”

“I think,” I said, “your mother’s right – but that it’s something more specific than she supposes. Whatever appears on the back of those title-pages, there’s probably a valid psychological sense in which the books are not precisely by Freddie Seston. They play no part in his life, and don’t affect it in any way—”

“Unless,” my wife said, “one counts being able to stay at Danieli’s.”

“Quite so. But the novels – or whatever they are to be called – are the product of intense bouts of being Hugo St Swithin, and it’s quite reasonable that there should be a certain dissociation of personality involved – enough of it, at least, to account for Freddie’s remembering unnaturally little about the stuff. But the process quite stops short of being pathological. He can talk about the books reasonably enough. It’s only when he’s badgered about their detail that he seems to get confused.”

Margaret shook her head. “I think he’s not quite happy when they’re mentioned at all. He’s ashamed of them. If he’s a case of warring personalities, then it’s a bit of a class war. Freddie, I’m afraid, is rather ashamed of Hugo. It’s as simple as that.”

“But could he be?” my wife asked. “I don’t know the books, but we’ve Mary’s word for it that they’re very good of their kind.”

I laughed at this. “We’ve other words than Mary’s. It’s still true – although it was perhaps truer twenty years ago – that detective stories are much read by tremendously distinguished persons. And I’ve a notion that the Hugo St Swithin’s would have a respectable position on their list. So it isn’t reasonable that Freddie should be ashamed of them.”

“That’s not an adequate analysis.” Margaret assumed her best forensic manner. “Those top people who read thrillers aren’t the literary and artistic crowd. They’re judges and big-wig lawyers and doctors and so on: what you might call all the high-powered Philistines. Now, your Mr Seston, Daddy, is chiefly in on art, isn’t he? Well, it was evident from the way he was jawing at Judy. So perhaps what worries him is that his stories aren’t seriously regarded by his own sort of person.”

“But they aren’t seriously regarded by anybody,” my wife said. “Not even by Mary. And Mr Seston is demonstrably sane. He can’t feel uneasy because Dead on the Hour isn’t War and Peace or The Magic Mountain.” She paused and reached for her guide-book. “I think it had better be the Scuola di San Rocco this afternoon. Un grandioso scalone dello Scarpagnino … but of course he may feel uneasy because Dead on the Hour and the rest of them don’t try to be serious.”

I got to my feet – a shade reluctantly, since I was in process of rediscovering that the obligatory sights of Venice are as exhausting as they are virtually inexhaustible. “Yes,” I said, “that’s probably as near as we’ll get to Freddie at the moment. But at least we needn’t commiserate with him. He may put in time desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope. He may feel a little sad at making himself a motley to the view. But I can’t think his sorrows go deep. And to have Venice at one’s command,” here I verified the position of the Scuola di San Rocco on my map, “not as a tripper but for months on end; to be able to woo Carpaccio’s St Ursula with world enough and time—”

I had got so far in what were possibly rather rambling remarks when the pensione’s ancient porter interrupted me. I was wanted on the telephone. I made my way to it with foreboding, for I could suppose only that it meant a call from London and a summons there for urgent consultation.

But it was only about the urgency of the message that I was right. The voice at the other end of the line was Freddie’s. “Jonathan?” it said. “Jonathan, for God’s sake come round here at once.”


Chapter Three

 

When I got to Freddie’s hotel I found that he had just moved into a private suite. Money from his stories must have been coming to him pretty freely for a good many years, and he had developed almost a rich man’s instinct for using it in a crisis. But this prompt act, and the equally prompt contacting me on the telephone, appeared to have drained the barrel so far as Freddie’s present store of self-possession went. He was in a condition of bewildered helplessness the dire extent of which didn’t in the least appear to be a product of the disposition I had noted in him to play himself up. His pallor of itself would have told me that something really serious – or something that Freddie felt to be really serious – had occurred.

We weren’t alone. Freddie’s somewhat lavishly gilded retreat contained also a middle-aged man with an indefinable air of having stepped straight out of a London cab. I had indeed an incongruous image of him coming down the Grand Canal in a gondola, with his respectable dark-grey soft hat on his head, and at his feet what was at his feet now: the sort of briefcase to which is attached, like a conjoint twin, a zip-fastened receptacle designed to hold a pair of pyjamas and a toothbrush. It struck me at once that he belonged to what might be called, broadly, the investigating classes; and professional instinct prompted me – irrelevantly, as it was to prove – to consider Freddie in his just conceivable aspect as an elusive surtax payer.

The stranger stood up. He contrived to do this in a manner that – perhaps for the sake of saving time and getting on with his job – placed him at once a good deal more clearly. Here was a man of weight, carrying responsibilities and ordering people about. At the same time, he would never get round to offering you a drink, or to taking the initiative in shaking hands. But this didn’t mean that he wasn’t capable of dealing masterfully with persons much more socially exalted than Freddie Seston and myself. He was the type of the warrant-officer raised to the nth degree … by this time, in fact, I knew exactly where he came from.

But Freddie didn’t begin by introducing his visitor. Instead, he addressed me with unwonted incoherence. “Jonathan, I don’t at all know whether it’s proper. Because of your being a barrister, I mean. So do say, my dear fellow. There’s no doubt that it should be a solicitor. All the books have it that way, and I’m sure their writers have looked it up. Will there be a British Consul in Venice, do you think? Perhaps I’d better try to get hold of him. I’d hate to land you in any sort of trouble – particularly so soon after we’ve just met again.”

It was only Freddie’s being in such plain distress that prevented me from laughing. Heaven knows what was in his mind: perhaps that the Lord Chancellor or the Benchers of my Inn would get wind of this Venetian occasion and admonish me for having stolen another man’s job. I glanced at the stranger, who was at least admirably poker-faced before my friend’s agitation.

“If your visitor doesn’t object to me,” I said, “I don’t think anybody else will. So for the moment at least we needn’t worry about legal etiquette. I can certainly hear what the trouble is, and advise you on any professional assistance it may be necessary to get hold of.”

“That’s terribly kind of you, Jonathan. This is Inspector Cuff. He comes from” – Freddie appeared to have actual physical difficulty in announcing the Inspector’s place of origin – “he comes from Scotland Yard.”

I sympathised with Freddie. It was clearly bad enough that the real brick-and-mortar Scotland Yard should turn up on him. But that it should do so in the person of one named archetypally, as it were, straight out of Wilkie Collins’s Moonstone did seem rather a gratuitous turn of the screw. It wasn’t, as it happened, to be the last of these.

“How do you do.” I shook hands with Cuff, who promptly took a file from his briefcase and sat down again. Although no criminal lawyer, I had already, as I have said, tumbled to the fact that the visitor came from the C.I.D. And I was now equally sure that the situation confronting us was at least not of any dreadful simplicity. Cuff hadn’t been sent to Venice to explain to Freddie the nature of extradition proceedings and suggest that much trouble and expense would be saved if he could find it convenient to return within the jurisdiction of English courts forthwith. On the other hand, whatever was in question wasn’t trivial. In the world of Freddie’s imagination, no doubt, the emissaries of Scotland Yard were perpetually on the wing about the globe with all the freedom and devotion of Mr Dulles. But in sober fact it probably didn’t happen all that often. Inspector Cuff’s trip would be quite a highlight in his year’s labour of maintaining law and order, and Mrs Cuff – if there was a Mrs Cuff, which was statistically very probable – would be fretting that she wasn’t yet allowed to tell the neighbours. There was something pretty solid behind this rude irruption upon Freddie’s agreeable communings with Carpaccio.

But now Cuff was addressing himself to speech. “Acting on the instructions of Colonel Jenkinson,” he began with some solemnity, “I have proceeded to Venice by the first available means.”

Being equally with Freddie the target of this exordium, I judged it tactful to look impressed. In a mild way, indeed, I was. Jenkinson was casually known to me. He was Number Two, or thereabouts, at the Metropolitan Police, and might be described as a monochrome but reliable type. He wouldn’t send the solid Cuff on his travels on a mere whim. “In fact,” I said, “you’ve come so hurriedly that it’s been unannounced? Mr Seston was given no notice of your arrival?”

“That’s quite right, sir.”

“You might have sent him a telegram?”

Cuff agreed that he might have sent a telegram. I could see that he wasn’t worried by this sparring; he knew that I was engaging in it merely by way of reassuring Freddie that his interests were being looked after in proper form. Indeed, he now even smiled at me with a sort of respectful indulgence which his subsequent words went on to explain. “Of course, sir, it’s entirely natural that Mr Seston should wish to have the advice of a legal friend. But my visit, you will understand, is simply a matter of seeking a little help. It’s a serious case, of course – a thoroughly serious case. And Mr Seston is what one must call mixed up with it. But in a very rum way. And, speaking for myself, sir, I’d say there was no possibility of any blame attaching to him; no possibility of it, at all.”

“I see,” I said. “Mixed up, but not implicated.”

“Very happily put, sir. And I hope I’ve made it clear to Mr Seston. I’m only sorry that he’s so upset. You can see that Mr Seston is upset. It’s understandable, of course. Nobody likes being brought into any sort of contact with such an affair. Murder isn’t pretty, after all.”

I must have been rather staggered. “Murder?” I asked.

And at this Freddie broke in. “That’s it,” he said. “Somebody has committed a murder. And straight out of one of my books.”

 

If I was again shaken – and it was certainly a queer situation – I hope I didn’t show it. “I can’t see,” I said sternly to Cuff, “what this has to do with Mr Seston. His books enjoy a very large circulation. Even if there is some reason to conjecture that one of them may have suggested an actual expedient to a criminal, which is a most improbable occurrence—”

“It’s certainly that, sir.” Cuff interrupted me emphatically and on an impulse that I couldn’t quite place. “I’ve been through the files very carefully. There’s only one other instance of such a thing on record. And even that one is doubtful. It may be a matter of coincidence.”

“I’ll be surprised, Inspector, if this one isn’t a matter of coincidence too. But that’s not my point at the moment. Even granted that something in a novel by Mr Seston has suggested to an intending criminal the actual method of committing his crime, there is clearly nothing whatever that Mr Seston can now do about it. I can’t see that you have any basis for approaching him.”

But a glance at Freddie told me that this robust line of mine was doing him no good. In fact, he wasn’t much attending to it. Although he had sent for me post-haste, it hadn’t been out of the sort of alarm that legal calm has some power to assuage. Freddie wasn’t alarmed. He was horrified. To a dispassionate observer, I reflected, the real point of interest in the affair might be whether Hugo St Swithin had made his last bow.

“It’s not quite as you think, sir.” Cuff tapped his file softly and with an effect of menace which was no doubt one of his professional assets. “There’s a crucial point to come – although I don’t think that Mr Seston quite sees the force of it as yet. Mr Seston is more concerned with what you might call the general moral outlines of the situation, as you can see.”

“No doubt.” I had to admit to myself that Cuff was one who didn’t go far astray in sizing up a situation. “But just what, Inspector, is the point that’s still to come?”

At this Freddie again broke in. I imagine he wanted to give the impression that he was not so sunk in his horrors as to be regardless of what we were saying. “It was about a bath, you know. The wires gave me the idea, Jonathan. And it did seem sufficiently bizarre.”

Cuff received this with attention. It struck me that he combined with a very good understanding of Freddie something that was in the nature of unusual respect. He didn’t evince this attitude to me; I was simply an intrusive Q..C. for whom he turned on the correct manner. “It was certainly a queer idea,” he said. “But it worked.”

The tone of this explained to me the basis of Inspector Cuff’s regard for Freddie. Cuff liked things that work, even if they were criminally conceived lethal machines. And Freddie had delivered the goods. Just what they had been, I had now to resign myself to discovering. “Wires?” I asked. “A bath?”

Freddie nodded. “I don’t know whether one gets it in quite up-to-date plumbing. But certainly my house has it – and I expect, Jonathan, that yours has too. Wires clamped to some of the pipes, you know, and then disappearing through the floor. I can’t remember when the idea of exploiting them came to me. Probably it had been in my head for quite a time. But you see the obvious idea, don’t you? The wires are there – at least so I’ve always imagined – to make things generally less dangerous if the house happens to be struck by lightning. And one could easily fake up something that would look like the ordinary provision of this sort, when it was really quite different. And of course if you get electrocuted in a bath you’re done for. You see?”

“I certainly see the broad idea.” I glanced cautiously at Freddie, and seemed to detect a faint childlike pleasure momentarily peeping through his entirely genuine distress. And this perception brought me as near, perhaps, to Hugo St Swithin as I was ever to get. “I suppose,” I asked experimentally, “that you put in a good deal of time pondering these things – the possibilities of the plumbing, and so forth?”

“Not really.” Freddie’s brow clouded again and the glimpse of Hugo vanished. “Once a satisfactory idea presents itself, it doesn’t take much time to work out the detail. There turned out to be one other important factor in the plumbing idea. But I’ve rather forgotten it.”

“The standing waste,” Cuff said.

“Yes, of course. Not the ordinary plug, but the equally common affair like a long hollow cylinder that you pull up about an inch to let the water out. It turned out to be the easiest way of fixing things so that the current would be automatically turned on the moment any water was let out, and automatically turned off again the moment it had all drained away.”

“And you have to have a knowledge,” Cuff interpolated impassively, “of the bathing habits of your victim. You have to know that he is in the habit of pulling up the standing waste before stepping out of the bath. To make quite certain of him, that is. Being all wet, he’d quite probably be done for, even if he’d climbed out on to the floor. Isn’t that right, sir?”

“No doubt that’s right.” Freddie had turned even paler than before. “Not, of course, that I know about voltages, and that sort of thing.”

There was a short silence. I found that for the moment a purely emotional response to the situation had got hold of me. And it was Freddie’s own response, more or less. I was revolted at the notion of this macabre rubbish from a story book actualising itself, so to speak, and claiming real blood. But this made it only the more necessary to keep a grip on the mere common sense of the matter. “Well,” I said, “Mr Seston thought up an uncommonly roundabout and ramshackle way to commit a murder. No doubt it made an entertaining story. But if somebody has actually adopted it, he’s placed himself under a pretty severe handicap, so far as his chances of escaping detection are concerned. It’s the elaborate and ingenious murderers who are most easily found out.”

“But this one hasn’t been found out.” Cuff did his file-tapping trick again. “Not yet. And that’s why I’ve come to Venice.”

“Which astonishes me, I confess. You know about this crime, you know about the very odd way in which it has been accomplished, and you think the idea was derived from a book. So you hurry across Europe to interview the book’s author, hoping to get at the criminal that way. I begin to fear he may have some chance of remaining undetected after all.”

Cuff shook his head. “It’s not quite like that, sir. And, even if it were, we must leave no stone unturned.” He paused for a moment on this unexceptionable professional precept, as if to make it clear to me that he wasn’t one to be rattled by a barrister’s notion of irony. “This book of Mr Seston’s, you see, isn’t a published book. It’s at what you might call the stage just short of that. It was due to come out early next week.”

 

I got up at this and took a turn round the room, pausing by a tall window giving on the Riva. The waters of the Canale di San Marco had darkened and broken into small ripples which seemed not to move and might have been applied with a brush. The campanile and the lantern of San Giorgio were a pillar and a point of light, but everything beneath was already shadowy with early evening. It was a quiet view; Venice was for the moment up to none of her spectacular tricks; yet there was somehow more irony in that prospect than in anything I could pitch at Inspector Cuff. I almost strained my ears to catch its comment – pregnant but just not audible – on the curious manner in which a ludicrous yet painful nemesis was being visited upon Freddie Seston’s long career of crime.

“But of course the book is now being called in. It won’t appear at all.” Freddie had come up behind me, apparently anxious that my mind should be set at rest on an important point. “It was my publisher himself who luckily read the police statement about this affair, isn’t that right, Inspector, and who tumbled to what might have happened and got in contact with them. Of course the book can’t possibly go on sale now. It would be wildly indecent.”

“Yes, Freddie – I suppose it would.” I turned back into the room and sat down again.

“It’s a horrible thing to have happened,” Freddie pursued. “But at least it won’t be a matter of public scandal.”

For a moment I could only be silent before this innocence. Then I looked at Cuff. “You’re not, in fact, without some suspicion of who committed this murder we’re hearing about?”

“No, sir. We have a bit of a notion, I confess.”

I could see that this was an understatement. “You’re looking for evidence?”

“Just that, sir.”

“And you’d like to find some channel by which your suspect might have had access to Mr Seston’s idea – in fact to his book, which must have gone out to reviewers and so forth, but which has not been on public sale?”

“That’s very much in my mind, sir, I need hardly say. And of course the thing may have happened before ever Mr Seston set pen to paper. He may have discussed his plot with friends – or perhaps with somebody in his employment. There are a great many possibilities.”

“There certainly are. And I think you will want to get as much information as you can from Mr Seston before acquainting him either with further details of the case or with the identity of the person you have reason to suspect?”

“If Mr Seston is prepared to agree.” Cuff was at once conciliatory and weighty. “We are likely to get farthest, I think, if we first investigate the situation without directing Mr Seston’s mind towards one supposition or another- – and if we follow up that by further discussing it with him in the light of everything we know.”

Poor Freddie, I saw, had a heavy programme in front of him. For of course he couldn’t refuse to help Cuff – nor was it remotely likely that he should want to refuse. I found myself wishing that he was quite another sort of person: one prepared to see in this fantastic situation not horror and dismay but a waving of the wand of the great goddess Publicity. Trouble, no doubt, might await the publisher who, knowingly and at this moment, pressed on with the publication of the latest Hugo St Swithin; at the best his case would make a very lucrative one for the appropriate members of my profession to argue over. Nevertheless the present situation could not be without its large opportunities. They were opportunities which Freddie would certainly reject if he could. But I already doubted whether, in fact, much power to choose lay with him. Unless Cuff were a mere madman or practical joker – and I knew perfectly well he was nothing of the sort – a good many spotlights were already seeking Freddie out. The manner of this veritable real-life murder had – doubtless for some good reason – been made public. Scores of people had by now read Freddie’s book in advance copies or while it was passing through the processes of production. The brutal truth was that Freddie hadn’t a chance. He was booked for notoriety. The sales of any of his novels that happened to be in print would bump up quite appreciably. The early Hugo St Swithins would take on a new lease of life as paper-backs. And so on. If one could set aside the wretched crime – a near-madman’s crime, it must surely be – that had brought this singular piece upon the boards, one could no doubt contrive to view it as comedy. But it seemed unlikely that Freddie himself was open to persuading that it should be seen like that. His temperament was deplorably unsuited to the role in which he had been cast. It was true that he was in a sense a comedy character; in a very short time I had realised his instinct to play himself that way. But light comedy was his line. He wouldn’t relish the sort that had a bitter or savage twist to it.

At the moment what it seemed to me that Freddie required was a breathing space. He had returned to his hotel and Cuff has fallen upon him. There had also been, I gathered, telegrams waiting from his publisher and his agent. It had been a pretty stiff surprise banquet to digest. And it occurred to me that I might make myself useful simply by creating a little diversionary activity. “It seems to me,” I said, “that you are asking a good deal of Mr Seston, Inspector. It may be perfectly proper – but you are inviting him to go over the whole period during which he has been composing this book, and to provide you with names and so forth which you will then follow up. Before I advise him to go ahead, I think I must hear a little more about your case. I haven’t been reading the English newspapers, but they must all by now have printed a fuller account of it than we’ve had from you so far. So I confess to feeling a little in the dark. Will you agree to a short discussion with me? There will still be time for you to have an hour or so with Mr Seston before dinner. He won’t, I’m afraid, be available after dinner; but we can consider the need for further discussion in the morning.”

Rather to my surprise, Cuff made no bones about this; he had conceivably a notion that the session I proposed would be useful in ordering his ideas. “I call that a very good suggestion,” he said. “Time is a factor, I need hardly say. But I’ve no wish to force the pace.”

“Very well.” And I turned to my friend. “Take a turn down the Riva, Freddie. Go as far as the Gardens. It’s very pleasant at this hour. You’ll be back in time to give the Inspector his innings. But don’t forget I’m dining with you here at half-past eight.”

“So you are, Jonathan.” Freddie was at least not too bewildered to take a simple lead like that.

And from the tall window I watched him set out on his giro. His hands were in his jacket pockets, his head was a little on one side; slim and buoyant, he walked with a spring in his step. It was all unspeakably dreadful to him. At the moment, I was certain, he had no power in the world to view this embarrassing episode in any approach to proportion. But he did have some notion of keeping his chin up. My heart warmed again to Freddie, and I found myself hoping rather fervently that the worst in the affair was over.

I turned to Cuff. “Well?” I said grimly. “Who killed whom?”


Chapter Four

 

But this is not itself a detective story, and I see no occasion for dealing exhaustively with the plumbing. What mainly struck me- – and indeed puzzled me – about Cuff’s narrative was what I can only call its rather dismally dated quality. Hugo St Swithin belonged, it had to be supposed, to the period of Heath Robinson, before the contrivances of applied science had become so ominous as to be not very happily exploitable in the interest whether of diversion or of mystification. There is, I believe, a species of demented person who devotes much thought to the construction of malignly ingenious fly-traps. Just such a person, one would have conjectured, had been at work in the Golder’s Green household which Cuff was now with some particularity describing to me.

And in Golder’s Green the lunatic fly-trap, whether démodé in its suggestion or not, had operated with tolerable efficiency. At least it had been efficient in that it had designedly brought a human life horribly to an end. It had perhaps a little lacked efficiency in that it had left largely patent to police inquiry the identity of the ingenious artificer. An arrest had in fact been made. It was with a mingling of respect and irritation that I realised the extent to which, in his present pursuit of Freddie, the pertinacious Inspector Cuff was merely crossing the t’s and dotting the t’s of his case. From the public point of view – and there was presently bound to be, I saw, a very public point of view – he was of course pursuing its grand sensation. But if he was aware of this he gave very little sign of it.

There was at least no doubt over the substantial correspondence between the golden bathroom of Freddie’s imagination and its brazen copy as achieved in the wholly sublunary world of Golder’s Green. Cuff produced for me his advance copy of Death by Water (which was the title of Freddie’s latest and luckless book) and I was able to see for myself. Freddie’s homicide, it was true, happened in a somewhat higher stratum of society. And it took place amid quite a different nexus of family relationships. But about the technique of the murders there could be no arguing. Precisely the same crackpot idea had been carried out in Golder’s Green and in the book.

Again I see no need for a plunge into detail. The Golder’s Green affair was never other than rather shadowy for me, and it can remain so without much impairing the story of Freddie Seston’s distressing experience. That experience was eventually to take an unexpected turn – one in relation to which, I must confess, I hadn’t a gleam of prescience as I considered the situation now. Cuff, it seemed to me, had conceivably made a mistake in bringing Freddie’s queer part in the business into the forefront at all. If he had luck it might indeed clinch his case for him. But it meant a tremendous field-day for the popular press, big guns being briefed for the defence, and a vast deal of factitious drama of a sort not at all welcome to a prosecution.

But there was nothing to be gained by making representations of this sort to Cuff now. The die was cast – or, more precisely, what would certainly come to be known as “the crime-novel murder” had been created. I had to content myself with telling Cuff forbiddingly that there were aspects of the affair that puzzled me more than they appeared to puzzle him. This was quite true, although I suspect he discounted it as a mere instance of my professional manner. I left him to go and telephone my wife.

 

It turned out that a good many of my explanations had been forestalled. A couple of English papers had arrived at our pensione, and Freddie Seston was all over them. There was a picture of him talking into his tape recorder and another in which he was apparently giving a lantern lecture, since it showed him holding a long pointer with which he seemed about to indicate the chief features of interest in a large shadowy nude projected on a screen behind him. My wife gave me these particulars plainly at the insistence of Margaret, who was standing beside her at the instrument. There was also, it seemed, a reproduction of Death by Water, open at pages 86 and 87, with rings and crosses added to emphasise the crucial bits.

I scarcely think I’d expected anything less, but it struck me with a chill of dismay, all the same. I could imagine only too well the high-pressure conferences with their legal advisers held by editors who had resolved thus largely to go to town. It must have been tricky work – particularly for the libel boys, who would have to assess Freddie’s chances of enormous damages if things weren’t quite as they seemed. But if the hazards were stiff, the bait was correspondingly attractive. There was a wonderful story in Freddie’s blueprint for crime. I realised this clearly enough. I was to blame myself later for not proceeding to an obvious corollary. There was a wonderful story in Freddie too.

 

Rather to my surprise, Freddie insisted on holding his second session with Cuff unaccompanied. Our relationship was essentially not a professional one, and I imagine that, when it came to the point, he couldn’t bear to have a friend listening in on Hugo St Swithin’s intimate affairs. I didn’t protest. The arrangement fitted in with what I now judged to be my best means of playing down my friend’s sense of disaster. It was my line, that is to say, to maintain that his connection with Cuff’s case was, at the most, remote and tenuous; and I’d convey this best by intimating that I saw no occasion to have a protecting legal mind further brooding over it at the moment. So I left them to it, and later joined Freddie for dinner at a restaurant in the piazza.

It was a very good dinner, but a little too splendid for our occasion. On his Blue Train side, I reflected, Freddie wasn’t quite to the manner born, and would always be liable to small fatal hesitation in asserting the genuine simplicity of his own tastes. But I was far from quarrelling with what was set before me – or with the mood that Freddie showed some sign of being about to achieve. He had been put through a stiff questioning, for Cuff was determined to know just who might have had access to Death by Water before it went off to the publisher, and just who might have heard Freddie talking about it while it was being written. Nevertheless Freddie seemed to have taken a fancy to Cuff. I had the wild thought that this might represent an attenuated form of that sort of pathological relationship which is said sometimes to establish itself between political prisoners and their tormentors. But such a fancy wasn’t suitable for airing even as a joke, and instead I asked Freddie lightly whether he had concluded that the Inspector was a fan of his.

“Oh, no – I don’t think so!” Freddie said this as if I had asked whether Cuff wasn’t a dipsomaniac, or one who had been several times through the divorce courts. “One wouldn’t—would one?—expect people in the police ever to read that sort of thing. They must get quite a stiff enough ration, I’d say, of low life and criminal practice.”

“But isn’t it high life and criminal practice that’s rather your line? Lord Ormont’s butler’s wine-cooler, and so forth?” I felt that I could begin cautiously to rally Freddie.

“Well, yes – that’s true, Jonathan. I’m a sort of inverted Robin Hood, I suppose. So far as crime goes, I take from the poor and give to the rich.” This was evidently a well-worn joke with Freddie. “But Cuff certainly doesn’t read detective stories.”

“One might think they would help to sharpen the wits of real detectives.”

“I don’t think this chap Cuff is in any need of that. He’s sharp enough, if you ask me. And he says that he’s never found crime stories to have the remotest bearing on real crime. That’s why he’s so struck by this wretched business.”

“The fact is, Freddie, that he’s formed a high regard for you simply because you’ve contributed – although in so utterly remote a way – to actual criminal history.”

“We oughtn’t to be talking frivolously about it.” Freddie made a genuine return to gloom. “It’s a frightful thing to have happened.” He paused and sipped our rather expensive wine. “And an utterly amazing thing, too.”

A faint note of complacency had stolen into Freddie’s voice. A great deal of distress, I was sure, still lay ahead of him. But beyond that – very far beyond, when Freddie was old and grey and through with whatever unconfessed literary ambitions prompted some of his present discontents – I could glimpse a Freddie Seston who might become rather a bore on the long-forgotten crime-novel murder. But my friend would certainly have been outraged if he could have read this thought in my mind now. “You know,” he said, “it’s awfully funny that this should have happened just after your telling me that story.”

“Ah, yes.” It would have been insincere and silly of me to pretend to be puzzled by this. “And I must say I told it, Freddie, before recollecting that you wrote mystery novels. And you were fishing, my boy. There’s no other word for it. You asked me, most casually, whether I ever read such things – and without having first given the faintest jog to any memory of Hugo St Swithin’s existence that I might have possessed. So you deserved what you got. But I’m sorry, all the same.”

“No, no!” Freddie was genuinely distressed that I should reproach myself. “But I was tremendously struck by your story – quite tremendously.”

I was about to tell Freddie that he had been nothing of the kind – for I remembered very well that he had received my gruesome reminiscence with no more than his own engaging convention of lively interest in anything one said. But then I recalled Phèdre. I recalled, that is to say, Freddie’s account of how Phèdre had been a frost with him at the Comedie Frangaise, and how it had come over him overwhelmingly an hour or so later. It had been established that he went in for that sort of delayed reaction. “You oughtn’t,” I said, “to be so suggestible at your mature years.”

Freddie ignored this. “And I can remember,” he said, “getting a similar dose of home truth years ago. It was when I was out in Australia, and actually writing my first thriller. I’d gone for a walk with a chap from the university there. He was a fine chap, with a simple straightforward mind and a lot to his credit as an explorer in the Antarctic. I had a great admiration for him. Well, our talk turned to crime stories. As I think I’ve said, I used to read hundreds of them as a young chap, although I couldn’t remember a thing about them now. And I was writing one – although there wasn’t a soul in the world knew that. Well, this chap didn’t much like the topic. But he seemed to find it difficult to say just why. Eventually he managed it. ‘After all,’ he said, ‘murder’s a pretty rotten thing.’ Just that.”

Freddie told this story so solemnly that I had to be impressed by it. “If your exploring friend had been more articulate,” I said, “he’d have gone on to maintain that pretty rotten things ought to be treated of only in pretty serious fiction. Murder’s all right in Macbeth, he would have said, but not in Death by Water.

The feeling’s comprehensible to me, I admit – and it must have been at the bottom of my spinning my assize story to you. Still, it hasn’t much of a basis either in logic or morals. I’m reminded of what Lord Melbourne said about Oliver Twist. ‘I don’t like such things in real life, and therefore I don’t like to read about them.’ Melbourne was in a muddle – or more probably he was affecting to be. And I’d say, Freddie, that you’re in a muddle too.”

“A muddle?” Freddie repeated this on a hopeful note which I found rather touching; he was like a sufferer who has been offered some new and encouraging diagnosis.

“You understand artistic accomplishment. Your writing on the Venetian painters proves that. And probably it goes into your Hugo St Swithin stories too. Probably they have some merits over and above what’s required of their kind. Indeed, I’ve heard people say that they have. And you feel, you know, that you’ve been spreading over them – thinly enough, it may be – some small authentic talent which it might have been more satisfying to concentrate elsewhere. That’s honestly it, Freddie. In your heart of hearts you believe you’ve sold cheap what is most dear. Yours is an aesthetic discontent. And when I say you’re in a muddle I mean you persuade yourself that it’s not an aesthetic discontent – in fact that it’s a moral dubiety. It’s not for me to say, but I think there may be some substance in the underlying trouble. There’s none in the case you cook up for yourself at the moral level. Your stories must have given an enormous amount of harmless pleasure. Any really absorbing light fiction, whether it’s stuffing with corpses or not, is quite as much a boon to man as chloroform is. Of course you may resent being called a drug manufacturer – but it’s not as a moral being that you can resent it. As to the relationship of your sort of stuff to actual crime, there simply isn’t one – unless indeed it be of a mildly cathartic sort, purging us of any tendency to law-breaking. This freakish Golder’s Green business is the perfect exception proving the rule.”

“There must be a great deal in what you say. And you’ll forgive me”—Freddie was truly apologetic—”if I add that it’s ground I’ve been over more than once in my own mind. And I don’t feel that your case is altogether sound. About my real trouble being an aesthetic discontent, for instance. Of course it’s true that I could have written something different. I could have invented, so to speak, somebody other than Hugo St Swithin, and he’d have been modestly successful at some species of writing conventionally regarded as less lowly than thrillers. But it wouldn’t have mattered a damn, after all. I mean, you know, that it’s the same with writers as with painters. Either one’s a great artist or it doesn’t matter even one very small damn. And I could never have been a great writer, you can see. My frivolity, Jonathan, is an absolute bar there. If one is more anxious to please and amuse people than to keep an implacably appraising eye on them, one will never take the first step towards considerable writing. No, I honestly think that, if I’m a trifle out of love with St Swithin at times – even at ordinary times, unaffected by a horrid affair like this – it’s simply from the feeling that he’s chosen rather a shabby and unedifying line.”

“But did he have all that amount of choice? Or rather did you, Freddie, have all that amount of choice when you invented him? I can imagine a man making one or two contributions to some kind of writing more or less arbitrarily chosen. But if he keeps at it – keeps at it for years, even if it’s only as a sort of hobby or sideline – there must be something in him that really answers to the kind.”

“Yes, indeed – that’s obviously so. And I sometimes dream about that sort of thing.” Freddie was looking perplexed. “Hunted men, for instance. I’ve never been a hunted man. I’ve never even seen one. But sometimes I’ve dreamed of that sort of thing with a vividness that no fiction has ever touched … I suppose we’ve time for coffee and brandy before Cuff gets back to that hotel?”

 

I agreed that we might have coffee and brandy. “Cuff’s coming back again?” I asked. “I thought I’d arranged that he wouldn’t bother you after dinner.”

“Well, yes.” Freddie was apologetic. “But it seemed a bit stiff, telling him he must kick his heels until after breakfast. Besides, I’m curious. He’s told me almost nothing, you know, about the affair in Golder’s Green. He’s promised to do that now.”

“I can do that myself.” Dinner had done Freddie good, and it occurred to me that I might usefully give him an outline of the thing while he was in a mood of some confidence. “The set-up, it seems, isn’t at all like the one you’ve invented in Death by Water. It’s more verisimilar, for one thing. For in your novel, I gather, you make this electrified-bath business the means of perpetrating what may be called a crime of calculation. The motive is large financial gain. It doesn’t seem very convincing to me.”

“Quite so.” Freddie, rather surprisingly, seemed pleased with what I would have supposed to be a derogatory judgment. “I’m not awfully keen on realism, Jonathan. To my mind, a detective story should be very much a matter of conventions – a tall story, you know, with something basically bizarre or fantastic to it. That’s the best way I’ve found to keep clear of the ordinary rather sordid effect.”

“No doubt.” Freddie’s compunctions, I saw, could become positively tiresome. “But my point is that a crime of calculation isn’t, in actual life, at all likely to be executed in a manner that is fantastic or bizarre. It’s when you have some involved emotional situation, which has been brooded over until fact and fantasy have got themselves badly mixed up, that you get people turning to crazy ingenuities. And that’s what’s been happening in Golder’s Green. The fellow who is suspected of – well, of taking that leaf out of your book, had been facing a pretty maddening situation for some time. Or so he seems to have believed. It’s been a crime of sexual passion, you see. And it can’t be said that the sex has been of a very straightforward sort.”

“Oh, dear!” Freddie looked extremely troubled again. He was perfectly prepared, I saw, fairly to wallow in the doctrine of guilt by association. The more heinous proved to be the crime for which his absurd device had been borrowed, the more culpable would he himself feel.

“Mind you,” I went on drily, my sympathy with Freddie was momentarily at an ebb, “it might be worse. What it turns on is only incest – and that in what you might call the second degree. Rightly or wrongly, the fellow believed that his son by a former marriage was sleeping with his wife. So he fixed up your death by water for him. At least that’s the case the police will want to prove.”

“Phèdre,” Freddie said.

I stared at him blankly. It was very stupid of me – and perhaps showed that, like Freddie himself, I am not a literary type. “What are you talking about?” I said.

“Don’t you see? It’s like a hideous dream, Jonathan! For it’s the very story, isn’t it – the stepmother’s guilty passion, the father’s anger, the young man’s death? And even it’s being a death by water fits, for you remember how Hippolyte is killed. How utterly ghastly! At the very moment, it may have been, that I was imagining myself as receiving a profound imaginative experience – a spiritual experience, Jonathan – as a result of seeing Racine’s play, this filthy travesty of it was enacting itself in Golder’s Green. In Golder’s Green, Jonathan – and by a method straight out of my silly, vulgar book!”

I ought to have burst out laughing. It would have been the wholesome way to take this masochistic tour de force of Freddie’s. I could see that what he very accurately called his frivolity was involved; that he was concerned to vamp up an effect, to create a little dramatic moment, where a serious artistic intelligence would be altogether more analytically engaged. I felt as if I were involved in one of those tiresome French comedies full of actors and actresses who can’t stop acting. At the same time I had to recognise that all this was not incompatible with Freddie’s being in real distress. The present was genuinely his worst moment yet. Were he himself a Racinean character it would be now that he would exclaim, “O comble de misere!” And yet the cry would have been – at least by a little – premature. I realised this when, attracted by some stir behind me, I turned round in my chair. Something had happened which it was grave folly in me not to have foreseen. The British press had arrived in Venice.


Chapter Five

 

The girl was unmistakable – which makes all the less excusable my lack of presence of mind in the ensuing critical seconds. She walked straight through the restaurant to our table and addressed Freddie. “Mr Seston?” she said. “My name is Judy Green. I think I have an uncle who works on your staff.”

Freddie had stood up – and so had I without being aware of it. The girl shook hands with him confidently. He was bewildered and courteous. “Won’t you have some coffee with us?” he asked, and proceeded to introduce me to Miss Green with gravity. Miss Green’s uncle, I imagine, was not among the more exalted of Freddie’s colleagues. Perhaps he stoked the boilers in that art gallery and museum which was so accommodating in granting my friend long leave without pay. To this happy if tenuous connection with a victim of the moment, acutely communicated by Miss Green to her editor, Miss Green no doubt owed her exciting assignment in Venice. And to the unimpressive status of her relative – at least if I were right in my guess – she now owed the perfect politeness with which Freddie was evidently proposing to entertain her. “Have you,” he asked by way of an opening, “been in Venice long?”

“I flew in just under an hour ago,” Miss Green answered crisply. “I went straight to your hotel and didn’t find you. Then, as you’re such a famous and successful author, Mr Seston, I thought I’d try the most expensive restaurant first. And I was right.” She produced a cigarette case, took out a cigarette, and held it in a manner that obliged me to provide her with a light. “So I’m well ahead of the others. They’re just sitting around in that lounge, feeling impressed.”

“The others?” Comprehension was dawning on Freddie; he wasn’t a fool. “Are you from—from a newspaper?”

Miss Green named her paper, and I think I saw Freddie shudder. I reflected that he didn’t look at all, poor man, like a famous and successful author who treats himself as a matter of course to the most expensive restaurants. He didn’t look at all the sort of person who would accept Miss Green’s reference to this supposed proclivity as the compliment for which it had been intended. He looked exactly like what he was: the conscientious historian of certain phases of Venetian painting. He and Miss Green were quite comically incongruous; he had no notion of how to cope with her; and she, although self-evidently so smart a girl, would be entirely at sea with him. Not for the first time, I was made sharply aware of the quite specific oddity of Freddie’s double life. Miss Green was really after St Swithin – and St Swithin wasn’t, as they say on office telephones, available. Even if he had been, she would have remained puzzled. A thriller-writer to Miss Green meant someone like Raymond Chandler or Ian Fleming. Freddie and his romances belonged to a past age, when detective stories were approved reading on rectory lawns – and were even felicitously fabricated by dignitaries of the church. It had required this queer confrontation – of Freddie with the female emissary of a “national” newspaper – to point for me the plain fact of my friend’s positively antique quality. It would have been inadequate to declare of the St Swithin afflatus that it proceeded, like that of a more famous writer, from hiding-places ten years deep. Thirty would have been the truer measure. But I couldn’t have known, as I made this reflection, that it bore upon an odd development that yet lay before us.

Miss Green was looking with disfavour at the thimbleful of coffee that had been poured for her. “Might I have a dry martini?” she asked.

“But of course.” Freddie, having unwarily embarked upon hospitality, felt he had to carry the thing through.

“Five and one,” Miss Green said. She glanced at the expectant waiter. “Can you say that to him in Italian?”

Freddie’s anxiously attentive expression became puzzled. “I beg your pardon?”

“Five parts gin,” I murmured, “and one part vermouth.”

“I see.” Freddie looked at me almost with distrust, as if this familiarity with the vocabulary of contemporary compotation hinted at a new and sinister side to my character. Then he interpreted the order with great care. Having accomplished this he turned back to Miss Green. “I am very sorry,” he said firmly, “that I can’t be interviewed.”

“Of course, Mr Seston, that’s entirely for you to say.” Miss Green sat back comfortably. She knew – and so did I – that, at a pinch, the interview could already be considered as having taken place. “But I do want to tell you that my editor is a very great admirer of your books. He certainly wouldn’t want to print anything to embarrass you. And our paper always tries to maintain a responsible attitude in matters of this sort. I’ve instructions, Mr Seston, not to discuss the Golder’s Green murder with you in any way.”

“My dear young lady, I certainly wouldn’t discuss it with you, whatever your instructions.” Freddie got this out rather well. I began to think that he might hold his own with Miss Green until the early moment at which I could break up the encounter and get him back to that private room in his hotel. Only too evidently, we ought never to have ventured out of it.

“What I’ve been told to get is your purely personal story.” Miss Green took a first sip at her martini – with the result that the current of her thought momentarily changed. She turned to me. “Tell me,” she said rather wistfully, “can one do the Lido inside a morning?”

“Certainly. You can get there in no time at all.”

“I’ve always wanted to be able to say I’ve been to the Lido.” Miss Green produced this surprisingly unsophisticated remark apparently on a sudden impulse. “I have a friend who had her honeymoon there.” She paused, conceivably expecting that one of us would offer to escort her to the horrible resort on the following day. But as only silence ensued she returned to business. “Particularly, Mr Seston, your personal story of how you first came to write crime books.”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything about it.”

“But you must remember something! For instance, where did you begin? Was it in your picture gallery? Or at home?”

“I don’t mean that I don’t remember.” Freddie said this rather unconvincingly, so that it struck me he quite probably didn’t remember. “I simply mean that I don’t feel I want to talk about it.”

“That’s very understandable, of course – considering what has happened.” Miss Green offered this as a purely conventional remark. “When you wrote your first crime story, was it suggested by some actual crime?”

“No, I’m sure it wasn’t. But I must repeat—”

“Have you ever got ideas for crime stories from pictures, Mr Seston?”

“I don’t think so. I seldom go to the cinema.”

“I don’t mean those sort of pictures. I mean Old Masters, Mr Seston. You work with them a lot, I know. Have you ever got ideas about crimes from them?”

“Of course not!” Freddie was indignant. “What an absurd idea.”

Miss Green smiled soothingly. “Well,” she said, “perhaps I’m arriving somewhere by what they call a process of elimination. But it’s slow work. What I’ve got to get, you see, is just why, and just where, and just when, you came to write your first crime story. What prompted you to it? That’s the key question my editor has given me. You can see what he’s after. The difference between what prompts a man to a crime, and what prompts a man to a crime story. It should build up well.”

Freddie was staggered, I think, less by this outrageous project in itself than by the artless confidence with which the young person partaking of his rash hospitality adumbrated it. I had lacked the heart to give him my wife’s news that he was already in the English papers, and he must have been vaguely supposing that the calling in of his book before its actual publication would confine the damage within the field of his own more or less private discomfiture. He knew better now. He was looking forlornly at Miss Green’s glass. It must have been his idea that when she emptied it – and only when she emptied it – the civil moment for getting rid of her would have come.

“I suppose,” Miss Green said, “that gallery directors are not too happy on the pay packet. Perhaps you needed money, Mr Seston? We’ve checked that you’re not married, of course. But perhaps there are elderly dependent relatives? Perhaps your mother’s alive?” She took a calculatingly small sip at the martini. “Or were you just fired by the thought of fame? It’s something along those lines that I’ve got to get.”

This time Freddie plainly couldn’t believe his ears. And I saw that it was the moment to intervene – the more clearly because, quite shamefully, a sense of the merely comic aspect of the situation was stealing over me. I looked round for a waiter, being resolved to pay the bill, make Miss Green a short and if possible intimidating speech of a legal cast, and get Freddie safely to the shelter of his eminently respectable hotel.

But in that sort of restaurant a bill is always the hardest thing to get, and moreover, the place was now at its busiest. At its far end, amid a proliferation of flowers and palms, an orchestra discoursed Donizetti; the musicians, clothed from head to foot in dazzling white and obscured behind their bosky barricade, had the appearance of a band of frenetic surgeons operating al fresco. And on the piazza just outside, with that lack of moderation in such matters to which the Venetians are prone, a second orchestra, of a humbler and itinerant sort, was contributing a waltz by Strauss. This musical entente, although not aesthetically delectable, contented me well enough; the racket was sufficient to mask any scene that the thwarted Miss Judy Green might just conceivably put up. But we were to have more than Miss Green to cope with.

 

A small compact knot of people had entered the restaurant. My attention was called to them by the way in which they ignored the hovering presence of the chief functionary of the place. It was my first impression that we were about to witness, or even be subjected to, a robbery. There were three men – and it was straight from the cinema screen, so to speak, that they struck their familiar note. They wore mackintoshes – most inappositely on a warm Venetian night. They wore – they continued to wear – soft felt hats. From the mouths of two of them depended cigarettes. A moment later I realised that I had got these persons wrongly typed. They were colleagues – or rivals – of Miss Green’s.

But the men were not alone. They bore down upon us – Miss Green’s presence, I imagine, giving us instantly away – guiding or supporting or dragging in their midst a woman who seemed even more out of place than themselves. My first perception was that she wore carpet slippers, and that over one of these her stocking was beginning to fall in folds. And after that I seemed to know all about her in an instant. She had been snatched up by heaven knew what bribe or threat or promise from her kitchen in Golder’s Green – and here the triumphant scoop had landed her: an ignorant and helpless woman, suddenly involved in horror, then pounced upon by these inky vultures, borne through middle air, and now coaxed or hustled into this bewildering and pretentious place to be tumbled at the feet of Freddie Seston.

For that, incredibly, was what happened. I had a momentary impression of people standing up to stare, of the restaurant’s manager conferring urgently with an underling near the door, of the woman herself as crazed or frantic. Then there she was – kneeling, and holding up her arms in a sort of theatrical supplication. Whether she said anything, I don’t know. All I heard was a man’s excited voice crying “Hold it!” Then came two or three flashlight explosions and the click of cameras. I believe Freddie was unaware of them. For a moment he sat transfixed, staring at the women uncomprehendingly. Then he put out a hand. It seemed to be in some effort to make contact with her, perhaps to get her to her feet.

There was a moment’s near-silence in the restaurant; it was only emphasised by the unregarding vigour of the competing bands. Then a hum of questioning or exclaiming voices – Italian, German, American – grew around us. People nearby were aware that something odd was happening; those farthest off must have supposed merely that some celebrity was being photographed as he dined.

In London if a friend is involved in a disagreeable scene one calls a cab and gets him away in it. In Venice this can’t be done. The piazza, the piazzetta, and a stretch of the Riva degli Schiavoni had all to be traversed on foot in the course of any retreat we were prompted to make. I was wondering whether this outrageous pantomime would in fact be continued on a processional basis, when our situation was transformed by the sudden appearance of Inspector Cuff. He turned up as if from nowhere, and I have seldom seen a man more effectively furious. He had secured the presence, he had mysteriously secured the evident support, of a couple of policemen – and these, indeed, of the more impressive of the two species locally available. They wore cocked hats with feathers; they wore enormous swords. Nevertheless it was Cuff himself whose appearance was annihilating. The unfortunate woman’s appointed escort cannot have been, I imagine, among the less tough of their kind. They must have been well instructed in their relationship with the law; they must have been aware of the advantage they enjoyed in now operating upon foreign soil. Nevertheless the effect of their crumpling and fading was entire. No doubt they were the more ready to quit in that the essence of their mission was accomplished. And at least they took their supplicant with them.

If Cuff had been furious, so, more surprisingly, had been Miss Green. She seemed to feel that the photographic raid grossly violated those higher ethics of the profession of journalism which she and her own paper were concerned to maintain. So she had now become an ally. I even had an impression that when we left the restaurant, as we very presently did, she contrived to take Freddie’s arm. There was no means of telling whether this was compassion or strategy. No doubt she saw him as extremely elderly. She may well have felt that it became her, at the end of this harassing episode, to support the tottering steps of age.

And indeed Freddie did almost seem to be in need of physical as well as moral support. The piazza was crowded with that numerous Venetian citizenry whose nocturnal business is to go round staring into each of the restaurants and cafes in turn; and through these we made a moderately unobtrusive retreat. Cuff walked ahead, plainly on the look-out for further impending outrage; set on a motor-bicycle, he would have been like one charged with preceding through a disturbed populace the conveyance of some royal or otherwise exalted personage. Behind us clanked the two policemen, so abundantly accoutred to vindicate the dignity of the Republic. On our left, St Mark’s spumed and glittered like a pile of bubbles blown with a novel iridescent soap; ahead, the campanile rose sheer into darkness from the brilliantly lighted square. Freddie kept stopping. He seemed to have some idea of returning to the restaurant, of finding the woman again. “But I don’t understand! “he said. “Who is she? What does she want?”

“She’s Mrs Fishley. She’s the dead man’s stepmother.” Miss Green gave this explanation. “And she’s pretty well round the bend by this time. You can see that.”

“You mean she’s the woman whose husband is supposed to have”—the very words were an agony to Freddie—”to have committed this murder?”

“Just that.”

Freddie was silent for a time. We were on the Ponte della Paglia before he spoke again. “But I don’t understand!” he repeated. “How did she get here? What does she want me to do?”

“A charter flight. And I have to admit it was a smart job.” Miss Green conceded this very reluctantly. “They’d have had to keep her on the run, or she might have dug her heels in.”

“They didn’t,” I said, “allow her any heels to dig with. She was in slippers.”

“They’d have got her straight into a car and out to the airport. I wonder how they worked a passport for her? She’s not the passport class.”

The real puzzle, it appeared to me, consisted in her being so evidently not the Hugo St Swithin class. Unless her wretched husband was in the printing trade, it seemed odd that he should have had any access to the unpublished Death by Water. But now Freddie was standing obstinately rooted to the ground, staring sightlessly up the canyon of the Rio di Palazzo at the Bridge of Sighs. Within a stone’s throw of us, da Ponte’s dreadful prison jostled with the Gothic façade of Freddie’s luxurious hotel. I don’t know whether this juxtaposition came to Freddie with any of the force of symbol, increasing his irrational sense of responsibility for the man Fishley in his London cell. But certainly it was with emphasis that he repeated his last question. “What does she want me to do?”

“They didn’t bring her because there’s anything that you can do.” Miss Green put what I thought was a thoroughly wholesome emphasis into this. “They brought her simply as a bloody stunt.”

“But she must have wanted to come. She must believe I can do something. And in that case she’s entitled to talk to me. We must find her.”

Miss Green shook her head. “She’ll be pretty well in the air again by now. Minutes count in getting those photographic plates back to London.”

“But that’s outrageous!” Freddie was suddenly very angry. “Why was she hurried away from me? At least I could have talked to her kindly. And how can I be sure there wasn’t some reason in her – in her application?”

“Now, sir, we’ll just be getting along to your rooms.” Cuff, seeing us halted obstinately on the bridge, had turned back to coax Freddie on. The two policemen were immobile again behind us. The decor of our little action was so operatic that they might quite appropriately have broken into choric song.

“But what did the woman have in mind?” Freddie asked this desperately. “I can see that she has been hideously exploited, and that bringing her out to Venice has been heartless nonsense. But what’s her idea? However crazy, just what is it?”

Cuff hesitated. “We know her husband’s the man, sir. I ought to make it plain that we’re certain of that. Our business is simply to make sure of conviction by showing a clear line back from him to your book. What somebody has put in this woman’s head is that you might manage, if you thought about it, to find a clear line leading elsewhere. I can only say it’s rubbish, sir. We know it was this man Fishley who murdered her stepson.”

“In fact, who murdered his own boy – and in that way?”

“Just that, sir. You’d say it was unbelievable, if you didn’t know the background. Sexual promiscuity, drink – and of course a very low mentality all round. That’s the main positive correlation with homicide, you know, sir: very low mental development.”

“Yes, of course.” Freddie, in whose St Swithin universe judges and scientists and cabinet ministers regularly shot and stabbed and poisoned each other against a background of English country-house life, gave a dazed agreement to this. “But I still don’t understand. If she was committing adultery with her stepson, and if her husband killed him, why is she so desperate to save her husband now?”

There was silence – a silence in which I could hear a little wind blowing through the Bridge of Sighs. To such questions, Cuff was in effect soberly saying, policemen have no answers.

“Could you stop that photograph?” Crisply, Miss Green brought up a practical issue. “Could you stop the whole line those people are going to take?”

“Just what line are they going to take?” I asked. But felt I knew.

“They’re going to plug it that it was Mr Seston who set the ball rolling, so to speak, in Golder’s Green. And that it’s up to him to do everything in his power to back Mrs Fishley in her heroic fight for her husband’s acquittal.”

“And they’re quite right.” Freddie stirred from his immobility, and I thought he was going to walk on to the hotel. But he only moved to the farther balustrade and gazed out over the basin of St Mark’s. “Oh, my God!” I heard him murmur to the night.

I wasn’t the less distressed because the familiar muted note of Freddie’s self-dramatisation sounded in this. I turned to Cuff. “A devil of a mess you’ve created, Inspector, by publicising the business of the book at all.”

“That’s as may be, sir.” Cuff was impassive. “As for the photograph, I’ll get through to London from Mr Seston’s hotel. If the Commissioner could persuade the Minister to say a word at proprietor’s level, something might be done about getting the whole line dropped. Something can sometimes be done, you know, by what might be called the gentleman’s approach.” Cuff paused. “But not much,” he added drily. “And of course the time-factor usually beats one. I haven’t much hope.”

Cuff sounded genuinely concerned, and I could see that his high regard for Freddie continued. But it wasn’t, as it happened, to survive. It wasn’t to survive the final strange encounter of this notable Venetian night.


Chapter Six

 

We parted from Miss Green, firmly yet in charity, before the portals of Freddie’s hotel. We parted from our operatic escort, who withdrew into the darkness with all the dignity of a Doge and an attendant Serrenissimo or Clarissimo upon a state occasion. Cuff went to put through his telephone call to London. My friend and I – not, I fear, without a certain hurrying and skulking effect – made for the sanctuary of our private apartment. The very stones of Venice – we were now not above thinking – were capable of sprouting Fleet Street ears.

“Your family won’t be getting anxious about you? Would you care for a drink? I expect they have pretty reasonable brandy here. Or whisky? I know they’re thoroughly sound on that.” Honestly solicitous, but at the same time abstracted and ill at ease, Freddie hovered restlessly in the middle of the room. “It’s a shocking thing to have got you mixed up with on a holiday, Jonathan. I’m afraid you’ll appear in that photograph, too. You’re sure they won’t mind?”

This was presumably a recurrence of Freddie’s notions on the iron discipline of the legal profession. He had come to feel, I suppose, that he was no better than an associate of habitual criminals, and that my acquaintance with him might cost me my gown and wig. On this small point, I endeavoured again to set his mind at rest. And believing that neither brandy nor whisky was likely to do either of us an atom of good, I had the thought to suggest a cigar. Freddie brightened and picked up a telephone at once. When the cigars came he urged upon me a specimen of immoderate dimensions – a fuss which his normal good manners would have kept him a mile from if he hadn’t been badly rattled still. And then he had the whole lot left for the inspection of Cuff. “I wish they’d stop singing,” he said.

I hadn’t been aware of the singing, but I heard it now. The basin of St Mark’s must be the largest effective auditorium in the world. When, as quite often happens, someone takes to singing on it late at night, the effect, although not in fact laid on for tourists, is apt to strike sensitive persons that way. They didn’t, they feel, come to Venice to be assaulted in this crude Hollywood fashion. Freddie seemed to be responding like this now. He even made to close the window, but desisted as the singing faded in the direction of the Grand Canal. “That poor chap in gaol,” he said. “It’s a dreadful thought.”

I wanted to tell Freddie roundly that this was an idiotic remark, since a man who encompasses his son’s death by means of a lethal machine has absolutely no title to be anywhere else. But I decided to take up something different. “Do you know about Fishley’s occupation?” I asked. “It appears that he’s a wholesale fishmonger’s clerk.”

Freddie managed to smile faintly. “How very absurd.”

“Perhaps so. But it strikes me as being not so much absurd as odd. Do you remember that poem you used to spout about ‘the fascination of what’s difficult’?”

Freddie stared. “Yes, of course. Yeats.”

“Quite so. Well, I think it’s the fascination of what’s difficult that has taken possession of our friend Cuff. How on earth is he going to tie up your unpublished novel with a wholesale fishmonger’s clerk?”

Freddie seemed not very interested in this problem. “The tie up must be there – so presumably it can be traced. And clearly Cuff feels that if he only goes on badgering me he’ll succeed. It’s tiresome, but one can’t blame him. And of course there are all sorts of possibilities. Fishley may have a friend in a printing- works, or something of that sort.” Freddie paused at a knock on the door. “Cuff, I suppose.” He sighed, and then called out, “Entri”

It was in fact a servant. He advanced upon Freddie holding a large silver salver which appeared at first to be entirely empty. Then we saw that it was being used for the presentation of a visiting-card. Freddie picked this up and looked at it dubiously. “II signore aspetta,” the man said.

“It must be another horrible journalist.” Freddie handed me the card. “Don’t you think?”

I examined it with all the concentration which Cuff might have brought to bear upon a promising clue. “Well, no,” I said. “Or not unless it’s a trick. It’s grubby.”

“Journalists are grubby.”

I was struck by this as the only ungenerous remark I had ever heard Freddie make. “But as well as being grubby,” I went on, “it’s yellowed round the edges.”

“The gentleman is waiting,” the servant said in a good American accent. He clearly found our misgivings odd.

“So it is. You’d think it had lain in a drawer for years,” Freddie said.

“Or been carried about for years in a pocket-book. You’ve never heard of Mr Cyril Loakes?” This was the name on the card.

Freddie shook his head. “I’m sure I haven’t. Isn’t there an address in the corner?”

“It says, ‘Care of Messrs Cherril and Cherril. Have you ever heard of them?”

Again Freddie shook his head. “I don’t think so. But wait a minute! It does seem to ring a bell. But very far back. One doesn’t hear it now. It was vaguely familiar a long time ago. What should we do? Wait for Cuff? He’s being a long time over that telephone-call.”

“No.” I spoke decidedly, although I don’t think I could have given a reason why. “I think we’ll have Mr Cyril Loakes up at once.”

It appeared that Freddie had come to rely upon my judgment entirely. He turned to the servant. “Chieda il signore entrare,” he said with care.

 

Like everybody turning up on us on this surprising day, Mr Loakes was a London type. But he certainly hadn’t Miss Green’s contemporary quality. I had the sensation – which was certainly fallacious – of having constantly observed him in tubes and buses between the wars, and of nothing much having happened to him since, unless it was the imparting of a tinge of green to his dark shabby clothes and his bowler hat. For he did have – he did positively here in Venice hold with both hands before his meagre chest – an ancient bowler hat. And he was ancient himself – being unlikely, at least, to see seventy again. He had a high domed skull, quite bald, which at first impression suggested an intellectual cast. But then one saw that his features had been weak even before the years had set about a rather painfully successful task of erosion or obliteration. His eyes in particular, which peered out from behind old-fashioned gold-rimmed spectacles, expressed a gentleness and sensitiveness that had somehow gone wrong. It was, above all, defeat that was chiefly written all over him. His very shoulders spoke of it, as if from long stooping over a ledger which he hadn’t finally held down.

Loakes made a bow that didn’t quite go with this last conjecture. Briefly put, he might have been an Oriel man too. But this didn’t make the spectacle of him any more comfortable or reassuring. “Mr Seston?” he said to Freddie.

Freddie nodded. “I am Frederick Seston,” he replied, I thought with commendable briskness.

“Might I solicit the honour of a few minutes private conversation?”

Freddie glanced at me uncertainly – chiefly, perhaps, because he found this formal mode of address disconcerting. I seized my opportunity. “I am a legal friend of Mr Seston’s,” I said. “For reasons which I won’t detail, he is seeing strangers only in my presence. If you care to state your business, please do so. The hour is getting rather late.”

“Quite so—oh, quite so.” There was some deep hostility in Loakes; nevertheless he would always, I saw, lead off with a weak agreement to anything one said. He looked from the one to the other of us uneasily. “It’s quite above board,” he said. “Nothing I’d object to there being a witness to. Nothing at all. But a discreet witness, of course.” He put his hat down on a table and laid a pair of worn gloves beside it. They appeared to have been long sucked or nibbled at the tips. “I’ve had great difficulty in finding you,” he said. “I just knew it was Venice. Your publisher told me that much. Cagey people. And quite right, of course – particularly when it’s one of their most successful authors that’s in question.” For the first time Loakes looked around him. “Very pleasant quarters,” he said. “A handsome suite. And, I believe, a world- famous hotel.” He took a deep breath, as if there were some special aroma too to be savoured at Danieli’s. “And of course,” he went on, “there was another difficulty: money.” He brought out this last word with a great effect of well-bred directness which somehow horribly emphasised his tarnished quality. “It’s often a difficulty – after banking hours, that is to say. I’ve no doubt that even you have experienced that.”

Freddie produced a murmur of agreement. I could see that he was feeling awkward about our half-smoked cigars.

“Of course,” Loakes went on, “there’s always one’s club, or an obliging tradesman. But one hesitates. Fortunately I managed to run old Cherril to earth. So discreet a man – it’s quite surprising that he—um—failed as he did. I was able to persuade him that there might be something in it for him too. I persuaded him, I mean, that you and I should have a talk. So he produced the money. Even so, I had to come through Austria, since that’s the cheapest way. Not a comfortable journey, not a comfortable journey at all. However, here I am.”

I found myself disliking Loakes. “Would you be so good,” I said, “as to come more directly to the object of your visit?”

“Yes, of course—but of course. A thousand pardons! I was mentioning the difficulty of money. But there was another difficulty – and a very odd one. I had to find a copy of the book. I’m sure you know”—Loakes addressed himself to Freddie—”how one’s own copies tend to seep away. Film contracts, some question of translation, constant calls of that sort. All the more so, when one hasn’t been putting out new stuff for some time. I expect you’ve noticed the absence of my name lately. The fact is, I have made a pause in order to study the market. I’m sure you know how wise that is from time to time. There have been difficulties, I admit. You might almost call them discouragements. The fact that Cherril and Cherril went out of business was a great complication. So I have been studying the market, as I say.”

Freddie had listened to all this in hopeless perplexity. Now a glimmering seemed to come to him. “Do I understand,” he asked, “that you are a writer?”

Something odd happened to the dry abraded face of the old man before us; it was as if he had been struck smartly on either cheek. Behind the gold-rimmed spectacles his indecisive eyes took on a sudden glint that could only have been anger. And he ignored the question. “But as it happened,” he continued, “I ran a copy to earth without much difficulty. Here it is.”

For a moment Loakes fumbled ineffectively with the pocket of his overcoat. Then he brought out a book and laid it carefully on the table beside his hat. “From one of the fourpenny libraries,” he said. “My books always hold their place on the shelves there very well, I’m glad to say. In time, of course, they don’t have quite the freshness one would wish – not quite the mint quality that bibliophiles prize.” Loakes laughed unsteadily at what was evidently a joke. He was now under stress of considerable emotion. “It’s true that cellophane helps. A wonderful invention. The dust-jackets last so much longer under it. I wonder, Mr Seston, whether your own copy is in much better condition than this one?”

I joined Freddie in staring at the murky object that had been produced for us. The name Cherril and Cherril had now identified itself in my mind as that of an obscure firm of publishers which had disappeared at least twenty years before. And here was one of their ventures: Murder in the Nude, by Cyril Loakes. The pictorial dust-jacket had in a fashion been preserved – not with cellophane but with glue and varnish. Even so, it had been thumbed and grimed virtually to vanishing point. But I could see that it represented a bathroom. At once I glanced swiftly at Freddie. It was absolutely clear to me that the thing meant nothing to him at all.

 

“Nobody knows.” The weak, disconcertingly cultivated voice of Loakes had gone husky from the sense that the crisis of his negotiation was approaching. “Nobody knows, except old Cherril and myself. And it’s quite likely that nobody ever will know – unless they’re told.” His laugh had gone yet shakier. “I don’t, I assure you, overestimate my own fame. And this was my very first, you know. 1921. The year of Norman Douglas’s They Went. Not nearly such a good book, alas, as South Wind.” Loakes paused for a moment, and I realised that this digression represented a queer feeling out for some sort of cultural solidarity with us. “To be quite frank, this may have been the last copy of Murder in the Nude to survive even in a fourpenny. I got it quietly away by paying ten-pence deposit and without giving my name. And the queer thing is that it must be the very copy Fishley read.”

Freddie took a horrified step backwards. He still didn’t comprehend the situation, but at least this ghastly statement came home to him. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“Fishley’s sister used that branch. I found out that rather cleverly. And it’s more than the police will.”

“I rather doubt that, Mr Loakes.” I pushed his book towards him with one finger. “Indeed, I think there’s a good deal more in this matter that will have to come to the attention of the police.”

Loakes laughed uncertainly. His resolution was failing him. “Discretion,” he said. “Just a quiet talk. Between gentlemen – whose word is as good as their bond. As I see it, we can tell the world, or we can refrain from telling the world. It will make no difference to the fate of the man Fishley. We put our heads together, therefore, and work out what will be most to our common advantage. A discussion on strictly business lines. I am resolved to make no reproach – not a syllable of reproach. Professional writers understand these things, after all.”

“I don’t understand anything.” Freddie had retrieved Loakes’s book and was turning over the pages in a way that reminded me of our looking, only a couple of days before, at the row of English and American thrillers in a bookshop.

“It’s very simple, very simple indeed.” Loakes’s voice was yet huskier. “At this moment the whole of England believes that Fishley got his idea from your book. Are we going to make public that it was nothing of the sort? Are we going to make public the truth of the matter?”

“The truth of the matter?” Freddie was still wholly bewildered.

“The truth being”—Loakes’s voice rose in pitch, and I realised that vanity as well as avarice was at play upon him—”the truth being, Mr Seston, that Fishley got his idea where you got yours. From my book, sir, as you very well know.” As well as being high-pitched, the voice was now trembling. “The situation is very clear, is it not? Here am I, sir, grown old in service – in unsuccessful but honourable service – to the profession of letters. Fallen silent, sir, fallen silent for some years through a combination of difficulties I need not detail. No doubt you thought I was dead. No doubt you thought that, with your reputation, you could safely and with impunity—”

“But this is absolute nonsense!” Freddie interrupted vehemently. Then he turned to me on the instant. “Jonathan,” he said desperately, “isn’t it?”

It was a question to which I had no disposition to reply. “Be quiet for a moment, Freddie.” I turned to our visitor. “Mr Loakes, you made a very sensible remark just now about avoiding recrimination. By all means let this be, as you express it, a discussion on strictly business lines. We were to consider what course of action would be most to our common advantage. Perhaps you will be good enough to amplify your thought a little on that?”

Loakes hesitated, and it struck me that our charmless visitor was more at home with his honest indignation than with whatever dishonest proposal he was trying to square with it. “Certainly,” he said. “I quite agree. In fact, I apologise. Mr Seston will understand me, I’m sure. After all, we’re both literary men. So let me put it this way. It might do me a great deal of good, a quite incalculable amount of good, to be publicly known as at – well, as at the bottom, shall we call it, of the crime-novel murder. Cherril believes it would put him into business again. The film rights of Murder in the Nude would undoubtedly become a valuable property. But what would be advantageous to me would be very disadvantageous to Mr Seston. I’m afraid there’s no blinking that, no blinking that, at all. At the moment he himself of course is enjoying a certain advantage from his supposed connection with the Golder’s Green affair. That’s not to be denied. It’s not at all the advantage, mark you, that I should gain, since Mr Seston’s work is already so well established. Still, the advantage exists. I make no bones about that. I understand there are reporters in Venice now.” Loakes paused on this with an effect of positive hunger. “No doubt Mr Seston has already got a good deal of publicity successfully launched. But it will boomerang – I think that’s the adequate word – if the unfortunate truth succeeds upon it. I wouldn’t myself use an ugly expression. Writers, after all, understand these things, as I’ve said. But ‘plagiarism’ will be the term to come into the public mind. And a very striking instance of it – I think you’ll agree – it will seem. I don’t at all know that Mr Seston’s reputation can survive it. It’s a reputation, mark you, worth tens of thousands of pounds. So you’ll understand the direction in which my mind is moving. It would be far better that the situation should remain as it is – I’m speaking, of course, from Mr Seston’s point of view – and my poor, forgotten book remain in oblivion. Provided, you know, that I can be adequately compensated in some way.”

By this time Loakes was trembling all over. I didn’t know whether it was funk or conscience; but I did know that he was not much better than Freddie would have been in putting through a bit of actual crime. Presumably he had given long years to concocting such nonsense on paper – and, since Messrs Cherril and Cherril’s closing down on him, he was no doubt constrained to go on doing it just in his head. Perhaps Freddie would turn equally daft if denied his own harmless outlet in print. But these reflections didn’t much reconcile me to wasting more time with Loakes now. I wasn’t disposed to reason with him; to hunt laboriously for some unclouded corner of his brain which would acknowledge his blackmailing project to be useless fantasy since he hadn’t the nerve for it. Instead, I got out my wallet – and from my wallet, my cheque book. Then I produced and poised my fountain pen. It was at least a fittingly theatrical dénouement to our occasion. “Very well, Mr Loakes,” I said. “What will you take”—and I paused—”to keep your mouth shut?”

There was a moment’s silence. Since I have had to reveal myself as sadly lacking in foresight at various junctures of Freddie’s affair, I shall indulge myself by saying that Loakes’s reaction was now, broadly, what I had anticipated. He sank into a chair and wept.

 

At this moment there was a knock at the door and Cuff came in. I judged his arrival timely. “Inspector,” I said, “this is a Mr Cyril Loakes from London. He is”—I was halted for a moment by the look of extreme astonishment that came over Cuff’s face—”he is the author of a novel called Murder in the Nude, published in 1921, which appears to be the actual—um—manual to which Fishley had recourse. Mr Seston’s book, it seems, contains a certain amount of what may be termed unconscious reminiscence from this earlier work. Mr Loakes, you can see, is much distressed by the circumstances of the case. But he has very kindly come to Venice to talk the matter over with Mr Seston.”

“I see, sir.” Cuff was now impassive again.

“Moreover, Mr Loakes believes himself to be in possession of the actual copy of Murder in the Nude which Fishley is likely to have read. It’s on the table there.”

“Well, that’s something.” Cuff walked over to the table and picked up the book with satisfaction. “But about Mr Loakes, sir, it happens that I’ve heard. It’s the reason of my having been so long on the telephone. One of my young men – a very promising youngster, I must say – got on the track of this Murder in the Nude today. He went through the publisher’s lists since 1900, noting down any title that might suggest bathrooms. And nudity was one of them. He took his list straight to the Reading Room at the British Museum, and he’d discovered the significance of Murder in the Nude before closing time. What he had to tell me on the telephone, of course, was that Mr Seston here is probably out, and that I may well have had my trip to Venice for nothing.” Cuff smiled indulgently. “Well, sir, that’s how real detective work goes.”

“Quite so. But if Mr Seston is out of it – as he plainly is – Mr Loakes here is still quite handsomely in. He not only invented your bathroom business in the first instance. He has also, it seems, got you that clear line you’re after. I repeat, Inspector, that what you have in your hand is almost certainly the identical copy of Murder in the Nude that the man Fishley read. Mr Loakes can give you information about Fishley’s sister having used the particular fourpenny library where this copy of his book – now, it’s sad to say, extremely rare – came from. May I suggest that you take Mr Loakes away and have a chat with him?”

“A very good suggestion, if I may say so, sir.” Cuff nodded coolly and then turned to Freddie’s abject professional colleague. The man had a little composed himself. He must have gathered that I was going to make no fuss about his late hopeful proposal. But he regarded the emissary from Scotland Yard with misgivings all the same. Cuff’s expression however indicated nothing but respectful admiration. “Very smart, sir,” he said. “Very smart, indeed. Nothing in the files to touch it, I’ll be bound. First you think up that clever business with a standing waste – I can understand Mr Seston here being minded quietly to borrow a trick as clever as that – and then, forty years later, you provide the final link in the chain of evidence that will convict an actual murderer.” Cuff tapped Loakes’s novel. “It deserves to be famous, sir. And I don’t doubt it will be. This will make a tremendous sensation.”

Loakes appeared to struggle for words. When they came, they were mildly surprising. “It is precisely what I feared,” he said. “Most distressing, most distressing indeed, Inspector. You won’t be aware of the fact, but a man of letters abhors publicity of that sort. It is a circumstance which formed part of my conversation with these gentlemen.” Loakes divided between Freddie and myself a glance that was at once humiliated, triumphant, and malignant. “But it must be faced, decidedly it must be faced. I’m at your disposal, my dear Inspector – although I must get back to London with all speed. An important conference with my publisher. But, of course, if there are members of the press in Venice—”

Cuff nodded benignantly. I don’t think that he in the least failed to take the measure of Loakes, but this didn’t prevent his being warm in his admiration. Freddie was now a fallen idol indeed. “Yes,” Cuff said, “I think you’d better face them. I don’t doubt they’ll fly you back to London, if you have a mind to it. But, if you’ll take a word of advice from me, don’t agree to sell them your story until you’ve tested the market. Prices are quite remarkable these days.” He turned to Freddie – still benignant, but with a sort of condescending sorrow that I’d have found galling in an extreme. “I’m afraid it will be awkward, Mr Seston. I’m afraid it won’t look well. But I don’t think you need alarm yourself from the point of view of the law. Not, that is, unless Mr Loakes involves you in civil proceedings. Infringement of copyright, it would be, no doubt. And it sounds as if he might have a bit of a case.”

Freddie made no reply. He was sitting near the open window and staring in a dazed way into the night. Loakes got to his feet, and picked up his dismally gnawed gloves and his incredible hat. He hesitated, and then transmitted to his stooped figure a jerk that might have been interpreted as a manly squaring of the shoulders. He went over to Freddie and patted him on the arm. “No, no,” he said soothingly. “Nothing, of that sort, I assure you. We have our code – we literary men.” He moved to the door, glancing at me as he passed. There were again two ugly spots of colour on his cheeks. I suppose they were a blush. He walked out of the room. Cuff gave us a curt nod and followed him. I looked at my watch, reached for the telephone, and rang up my wife. I could reasonably promise to be across the Ponte dell’Accademia within an hour.

 

Freddie spoke as soon as I had set down the instrument. “I wish it were true,” he said. “It would be a weight off my mind. But Cuff will discover in no time that it’s a cock and bull story. That chap, what did he say his name was, is simply attempting a monstrous imposition.”

“I think not. In fact, Freddie, the whole affair now makes sense. It seemed very queer to me that our wholesale fishmonger’s clerk should come across any novel at its thirteen-and-sixpenny stage – let alone before its publication. But a fourpenny library is quite another matter. It’s no tribute to our national education – but the fact remains that, to the Fishleys, a ‘book’ means either a magazine or just what we have in this case: a battered volume hired for the price of a couple of cigarettes. Say, Cyril Loakes’s Murder in the Nude.”

Freddie shuddered. It was clear that the very title of this fast-vanishing masterpiece was abhorrent to him. “You can’t mean that the miserable old scribbler was telling the truth?”

“Certainly I do. The miserable old scribbler must rank – well, as your collaborator, Freddie, in Death by Water.” I thought my friend had better get it pretty stiffly. “Let’s face it, my boy.”

“But it’s absurd! His name conveys nothing to me. The title of his book conveys nothing to me.”

“My dear chap, aren’t you never tired of saying that you read oceans of these things donkey’s ages ago, and now remember nothing about them? And isn’t your blessed Hugo St Swithin a sort of intermittent hangover from the way you swallowed the stuff down – back there in the ‘twenties? Do you realise how vague you are – how vague Frederick Seston is – about the positive and negative prints in Death Lies Dead, and what was hidden in the wine-cooler in Dead on the Hour – and, for that matter, about precisely what’s deadly in standing wastes? I haven’t the slightest doubt that a large part of your stock-in-trade comes from reading that has utterly seeped out of your conscious memory. Usually it must all emerge again so mixed up and reassorted that no real issue of borrowing—”

“Of plagiarism,” Freddie said, “—that no real issue of plagiarism could be raised. But it just hasn’t been so this time.”

Freddie sprang to his feet. He was extremely agitated. “Good God!” he said. “And I wasn’t even civil to the old man! I must find him. I owe him an apology.”

“Well, you certainly did owe him an apology – and perhaps a certain amount of money as well. But, considering that he has just made a disgraceful if inefficient attempt to blackmail you—”

“So much the worse!” Freddie’s voice rose in despair. “I’m criminally responsible for having put the temptation in his way – for bringing such a degradation upon the poor devil in his last miserable years. Where will he have got to? I must see him at once.”

“Listen,” I said. “You’re no more responsible for his attempted crime than he is morally or materially responsible for Fishley’s achieved one. As for his last miserable years – well, Loakes himself feels they’re now likely to be fine. And certainly he’s going to be England’s number one sensation for a week. He’s cock-a-hoop, I tell you. Leave him alone.” I paused and saw Freddie still hesitate. “You needn’t go out after trouble,” I added. “It will presently be ringing your front-door bell.”

“That’s true.” I could see the prospect appealed at once to Freddie’s masochistic strain. He grew calmer. “Ruin,” he said with his subdued drama.

“Nonsense. You’ll make a frank statement of the facts, and they’ll be universally believed by responsible people.”

“Perhaps so.” Freddie paused. “But most people,” he added with mournful satisfaction, “are far from responsible, wouldn’t you say?” He walked moodily to the window and I followed him. There was now a moon high over Venice, and what of the place was visible lay steeped in a beauty Carpaccio had never caught. “Pitch,” Freddie said. He turned to me. “You can’t touch pitch without being defiled. Isn’t that it?”

Midnight had slipped by, and I didn’t feel inclined for a conference lingering on into platitude. Freddie was very miserable – but I thought that, at the same time, he looked promisingly sleepy. It was a moment for the simpler modes of our earliest acquaintanceship. “Freddie,” I said, “stop being a bloody fool and go to bed.”


 

 

THE GLORY FROM THE GREY

Miss Dumbill—or would it prove to be Mrs Dumbill?—was due at five, and shortly before that hour Charles Ballaster had another look at her letter. The lady could hardly be a temptress – not with a name like that – and there seemed no reason to class her as a menace. Most probably she was simply a pest. Pests formed the largest of the categories into which Ballaster was accustomed to divide those of his readers who found themselves impelled to enter into correspondence with him.

Although his private mind was thus somewhat uncharitably tinged Ballaster sent a polite answer to every letter he received – even to those intimating that if he came to tea at this or that address he would be favoured, straight out of real life, with a wonderful idea for a plot. This punctilio would have been highly approved by his publisher. But Ballaster’s motive in scribbling so many graceful notes was not commercial. In his novels the most painful things kept on happening to people, and he couldn’t help it. In compensation for this he was anxiously considerate in matters of everyday – or at least in all the more trivial of them. It wasn’t indeed a considerateness that stretched to his venturing into strange mansions or cottages or flats. But he did himself sometimes invite unknown correspondents to call at this hour. Should one of these ladies – for they were, of course, invariably ladies – tear off her garments and begin to scream there was always Mrs Kember, whose sworn testimony no sane magistrate could doubt. Ballaster, perhaps because his fiction didn’t much run to this kind of scene, was rather morbidly addicted to it in fantasy. So Mrs Kember, announcing the visitor, and then bringing in the tray, and then perhaps returning later to draw the curtains or fill the coal-scuttle, was reassuring. She was reassuring, for instance, on an occasion like the present, when he had rashly invited the Dumbill woman to come and say something she wanted to say.

The writing-paper wasn’t indecently opulent. But it was quite as good as the address which was printed on it in old-fashioned black. Ballaster approved. There had been a time, he remembered, when only tradesmen used coloured inks for letter-heads; nowadays you got the most garish affairs from the most unexpected quarters. He paused to make a mental note of this reflection as one which could be given effectively to a snobbish character, and then he read the letter through.

 

Dear Mr Ballaster,

I feel that I must thank you for The Glory from the Grey. None of your earlier books that I have read (and that means not quite all, but nearly all) has given me so much pleasure. There is nothing confusing or difficult, and yet it is so true and moving and deep – the sort of rare book, surely, that really helps people to see life steadily and see it whole. I have just sent a copy to my brother in Persia. He is not a great reader of novels, but I am certain that he will enjoy a work so outstanding as this.

I don’t really venture to go on! But I will just express the hope that, on some future occasion, a meeting with you may give me the opportunity of telling you (if you don’t already know) the chief reason why The Glory from the Grey has moved me so much. Thank you again.

 

Yours sincerely,

Ruth Dumbill

 

PS. I have traced the title (through the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations) and read the poem! R. D.

 

Ballaster looked at the clock. It was ten to five, and he guessed that the unknown Ruth Dumbill wouldn’t be late. It was a tribute to his position, he supposed – it was a fair if odd index of the decent literary eminence to which he had attained – that he could in fact ask a strange woman to tea in this way with no more effect of impropriety than if both he and she belonged (as they certainly didn’t) to a Bohemia in which the concept of impropriety didn’t exist. And five o’clock was an excellent time. His guest was gone shortly after six and there remained a couple of clear working hours before Mrs Kember tinkled the small silver bell that sent him to prepare for dinner. This evening he might even start the short story that was his next serious job. As this thought occurred to him, Ballaster glanced across his drawing-room to the big desk which stood, with a pleasing mild incongruity, in the deep bay window. A virgin sheet of paper lay on the writing-pad. He frowned. There was a snag about getting started on his story. But it would be overcome. It had often been overcome before.

He picked up the lady’s letter again in order to drop it into a drawer. It oughtn’t to be waiting for her, as if she had written to a house-agent or her solicitor. One wouldn’t take it for the work of a high critical intelligence. But it was a sensible letter, he thought, as such things go. He liked the admission that there were some of his books that she hadn’t read. This excluded the more imbecile sort of fan. And of course he liked the implied judgment that his latest novel was his best. She was literate but not, he guessed, literary; she got her tag from Matthew Arnold right but appeared not to have had any previous acquaintance with “Rabbi ben Ezra”. There was at least nothing ominous in her letter, unless it was the curious suggestion that he might already know what had particularly moved her in The Glory from the Grey. She might be a little mad, but certainly she wasn’t pronouncedly so. And that was just right. A novelist, Ballaster believed, ought not to concern himself with mental states too pathological for representative fiction. (“Representative fiction” was a favourite phrase of his when he wrote his little critical essays; it had an academic flavour appropriate in the writing of one who would soon be seeing the Honorary Degrees begin to come in.) But mere vagary or eccentricity was another matter. A novelist could often pick up some pleasing inspiration from that.

Ballaster became so absorbed in these professional reflections that he wasn’t aware of the door-bell when it rang. It was therefore with some effect of surprise that he turned round on hearing Mrs Kember’s voice across the length of the drawing-room.

“Lady Dumbill,” Mrs Kember said.

 

Ballaster was undeniably a shade at a loss as Lady Dumbill entered the room. It was partly her title. He realised that, in the face of that address, it had been a solicism to write “Miss Dumbill” at a venture; he ought to have undertaken a little elementary research in the telephone directory or Who’s Who. But what was more disconcerting than this was the fact that he had certainly met her – or at least seen her – somewhere before. It even sprang into his mind that her reference to a brother in Persia represented the offer of a thread of actual acquaintance which he had failed to pick up. He tried to remember whether his reply to her letter had been worded specifically as to a total stranger. With any luck, it would have been ambiguous on the point. And he must stick to ambiguity for the moment. Perhaps recollection would come to him and he would be able to dissimulate his first failure to command it.

So Charles Ballaster advanced with his small elderly delighted smile – it usually got him off to a flying start – and took his visitor’s hand. “Thank you again, dear Lady Dumbill,” he said, “for your very kind letter. And now thank you for coming to tea. I hope it won’t disappoint you – and that I shan’t too hopelessly do so, either.”

“Oh, no!” Lady Dumbill’s reply was on a note of faint alarm which might have been occasioned either by her host’s empressement or by the general novelty of her situation. “I’m sure you could never do that. It’s something I was sure about the first time we met.” She said this more comfortably. She seemed a comfortable woman: that rather than a distinguished one.

One point was settled; there had been a definite meeting. Ballaster patted Lady Dumbill’s gloved fingers – she couldn’t be forty, so that the fatherly was a distinctly possible note – before bringing her a chair. Of course she was agitated on finding herself in his presence, and he must make it clear that he was the kindest, the least assuming of men. The perfect simplicity that sometimes goes with – well, call it a certain degree of talent, would be what it would be charitable to make this new admirer aware of. “You see,” he said, “writers can scarcely hope to improve on acquaintance. Their vanity, alas, makes them concentrate that sort of ambition entirely on their books.”

Lady Dumbill, from amid what he now noticed as expensive furs, gave a small sigh. It was of satisfaction in a precious expectancy fulfilled. In proceeding thus at once to gnomic utterance her host was making some dream come true. “I can hardly believe it,” she said. “That I’m here, I mean, and talking to you.”

“But that’s only a start.” He looked at her roguishly, as if between them were the absurd joke that he might conceivably venture upon the risqué. “Presently you’re going to be eating my muffins and drinking my china tea. Or Mrs Kember’s, I should say. Ah! Here she is.”

Mrs Kember performed her first sequence of reassuring offices and withdrew. Ballaster made a little talk about the circumstance that he ventured himself to pour the tea. “And what,” he presently asked easily, “is the news out of Persia?”

“Just Uljaitu,” Lady Dumbill said placidly. “And then more Uljaitu.”

“Uljaitu?” Ballaster, rashly, confessed himself baffled.

Lady Dumbill stared. “But don’t you remember? Nearly all Bobby’s talk that day was about Uljaitu – and the craze has stuck with him. You laughed when I said I didn’t know whether Uljaitu was an emperor or a stone-mason.”

“So I did.” Ballaster laughed now.

But Lady Dumbill was looking at him with large candid eyes. “You don’t remember a great deal about Bobby,” she said. “You don’t even remember everything about me.”

Ballaster passed the muffins. He made the mere gesture a qualified confession. It was charmingly done.

“How marvellous!” Lady Dumbill said. “How much more marvellous that makes it all!”

 

A moment’s silence succeeded upon this perplexing utterance – although it was a silence indeed into which Ballaster managed to throw an adequate stopgap smile. He wasn’t so certain now about Lady Dumbill’s not being a menace. Not that there was anything flirtatious or predatory about her. It was clear that nothing of the sort was her line. And that, Ballaster told himself, might be just as well. For that particular stream – the stream of amatory response – she would surely flog in vain. Lady Dumbill seemed pleasant enough. But she was totally without sexual attractiveness. The thing was indefinable but yet almost absolute. She was rather pretty in a faded unremarkable way. Her figure was well cared for and good. And she certainly didn’t carry about with her the faintest aura of Lesbianism. No, it was simply that, in the particular matter to which Ballaster found his thought momentarily directed, she carried around just no aura at all.

But now she was smiling at him. “And your china tea,” she said, “is marvellous too.”

This might have been either social competence or failure of nerve; at least it deferred for the moment whatever communication made the prime motive of Lady Dumbill’s visit. Perhaps she was going to have second thoughts and offer no confidence after all. Which would leave unsolved, he felt, what must surely be the only puzzle she had ever contrived to create. Nobody could for long be curious about Lady Dumbill; she was all amiably patent; and perhaps the reason for her total failure of erotic vibration lay in the fact that, in the absence of at least some shadowy prompting to a curiosity beyond the carnal, sex won’t work. Yes, Lady Dumbill, bating the small enigma of her presence in this room, was as transparent as the very flattest of small flat aquarium fish.

Ballaster dropped this image into an appropriate mental pigeon-hole. “I’m afraid I do forget a great deal,” he said. “But not, believe me, about your brother.” He paused to emphasis this easy fib. “I’ve got him to hold on to for a start.” It would be civil to elicit some facts about his unexciting visitor, and he might begin with her relations. She couldn’t be plain Lady Dumbill unless she was somebody’s wife or widow. He wondered what sort of chap had made do with her. “But I don’t think,” he went on, “that I met anybody else?”

“Of course, you didn’t meet Jim. That’s my husband, you know. At least he was my husband. We’re divorced now.” Lady Dumbill’s awe – still in part unexplained – at being in Charles Ballaster’s presence was now abated, and she chatted as she might across any other tea-cups. “It wasn’t a nice divorce.”

“I suppose they can’t often be that.”

“For some reason it all had to go into court, and a barrister on the other side drew quite a horrible picture of me. I was terribly hurt.” Lady Dumbill paused on this, and Ballaster realised that it wasn’t a conventional remark. Although so commonplace, she could be hurt badly. “And Jim and I had got on so well. It seemed just what our parents had hoped for. But for some reason Jim took to going with other women. One was a Jewess and one was Spanish. I could never understand it. You see, it wasn’t as if I didn’t like sleeping with my husband. It was quite nice, mostly.”

“These things are very unaccountable.” Ballaster was conscious that this response didn’t do much credit to his gnomic wisdom. But he was wondering whether Lady Dumbill had simply chosen him for quite general confessional purposes. If so, she wasn’t wasting much time. Perhaps she had previously employed psychiatrists, with whom the guineas so smartly tick up.

“And there was so much inconvenience.” Lady Dumbill didn’t say this complainingly; she was a woman of equable mind, who could review past distresses without animus. “Dividing the furniture, for instance. And remembering to order only half quantities when seeing the cook.”

“Won’t you have one of my cream-cakes?” Ballaster was prompted by this turn on the conversation to feel that he might have been remiss. And he was quite taking to his visitor; such a clear shallow brook made a pleasing minor study. “One of Mrs Kember’s cream-cakes, I ought to say. Admirable woman.”

For a moment Lady Dumbill looked startled, as if she had mistakenly supposed these last words an ejaculation called forth by herself. Then she pursued her previous reflections. “But I sold the heavier stuff that Daddy and Mummy had given me; and that made it feasible to get into a very nice flat. I have a Kerry Blue, and he’s really very companionable. Do you like dogs?”

This was an inquiry with which Ballaster was familiar – although indeed it was much more often cats. He had a small whimsical speech which served for one or other indifferently, and of this he now delivered himself. He felt unassured that his visitor made much of its finer points, but since she listened respectfully she continued to advance in his esteem. By the third cup of tea things were entirely cosy. Lady Dumbill’s discipleship, if still a shade mysterious, hinted no element of danger. She certainly wasn’t going to undress. It seemed unlikely that – with the effect of a stage villain suddenly dropping a cunning disguise – she would snap open her bag and produce the subscription list of a favourite charity. One couldn’t conceive of her as having written a novel which now needed only running over by an experienced professional eye. On the other hand, it became plain that she – and presumably her Kerry Blue – moved in good society. She might well give little luncheon parties to people whom Ballaster would be glad to meet. It even turned out that she wasn’t Lady Dumbill after all. Mrs Kember – although so admirable a woman – had made a mistake about that. She was Lady Ruth Dumbill, so it ought to have been “dear Lady Ruth” that Ballaster thanked for coming to tea. Jim had been plain Mr Dumbill, and chiefly distinguished by considerable wealth. Brother Bobby, devoted to Uljaitu, was soon going to be an ambassador.

All this information was the easier to come by because Lady Ruth didn’t in fact appear to have deeper matters to discuss. She talked agreeably in a superficial social way, and with an artlessness, indeed, which made the apposite word – her host thought – not “talk” but “prattle”. At the same time she continued to suggest one who is immensely admiring, and Ballaster soon saw that, in this particular, he had no need, so to speak, to continue singing for his supper. Lady Ruth’s flattering estimate of him was formed and irrefrangible. He could relax.

Lady Ruth finished with bread and butter – obviously a good nursery habit she had retained – and accepted a cigarette. Ballaster often put in the last twenty minutes of occasions like this at a little discreet pawing and probing – without leaving his seat, of course, and entirely on a mental plane. It was, after all, his job to strip things down a bit; and a lady who could be persuaded to small exposures of a strictly verbal order might be at once informative, titillating, and un-alarming. But really not much could be done with Lady Ruth. It wasn’t that she was reticent; the reverse, indeed, had already casually appeared. It was simply that the depth from which you dredged a confidence didn’t exceed two inches. And for that matter dredging wasn’t needed. In those two inches – Ballaster searched for a variant on an earlier image – his admirer freely gambolled like a tadpole-sized dolphin. She had very little to express and nothing to hide.

So his interest in her – no, it wasn’t to be called that – his attitude to her was becoming, he thought, beautifully and almost affectingly disinterested. Whether or not she had any small design on him, he certainly had none on her; he saw no way, that is to say, in which she could be tipped into fiction. Others might do it, but she wasn’t his line. Satire wasn’t his line. He was the grave explorer—was he not?—of the sensitive and subtle consciousness. He didn’t at all see Lady Ruth as what one of his fellow novelists had liked to call en disponibilité. But this only gave, surely, a pleasing purity to his relations with her. He would certainly pat her fingers again as she took her leave. And a little pitch up the fatherly, the benign effect. He saw himself at a succession of those future luncheon parties – perhaps lingering on after the end of one in order to help arrange the next. It would be a pleasure a little to preside, affectionately and selflessly, over this small neutral life.

“And now,” Lady Ruth suddenly said, “I must tell you. I must tell you just what you have done for me.”

 

Charles Ballaster, with that careful considerateness to guard, hoped he didn’t look amused. It must be that she had sagely discovered in The Glory from the Grey some moral or maxim or guide to conduct which was proving useful in what she doubtless regarded as her complicated life. The idea was entertaining. Ballaster offered another cigarette. When he sat down it was quite close to Lady Ruth – in fact in the very next chair. This was prescriptively his maximum approach to contiguity. “How delightful,” he said. “Yes, do tell me, dear Lady Ruth.”

“It’s what’s called intuition, isn’t it?” She looked at him seriously. “A wonderful power that writers – that some great writers – have.”

Ballaster murmured an agreement intended to cover the general proposition that some great writers possess this wonderful power. All unexpectedly, Lady Ruth was for the moment really contriving to surprise him.

“Because we did have only that short evening. You remember?”

Ballaster was already committed to mendacity about this. “Yes, indeed,” he said emphatically.

“And I didn’t really tell you very much about myself. Not nearly as much as I’ve told you – not that you in the least need, telling it – this afternoon. And yet, there it is.”

There was a short silence. Ballaster had no notion what “it” might be. “Ah,” he said.

“It could be a dangerous power.” Lady Ruth was frowning. It was an effort to her to attain to this degree of philosophic generality. “To know so much. Instantaneously.”

“About human nature?” Ballaster asked indulgently. He now had an approximate notion of the drift of his visitor’s thought.

“About people.” Lady Ruth looked at him wonderingly. “How do novelists usually create characters?”

Ballaster had a set piece on this. It included the bit about characters sometimes getting out of the author’s control and insisting on living their own life. He delivered himself of it now. Lady Ruth listened attentively. “That must be just the common way,” she said. “Intuition is much more wonderful. Taking a real person and penetrating down and down. Seeing to the depths. And at a glance. It’s like God.”

“Well, I don’t know.” Ballaster, although not perhaps a man of unflawed modesty, was unprepared for this proposal to pay him quasi-divine honours. “Of course one does have moments of – well, exceptional insight.”

“The strangest thing is that I wasn’t aware of it. I even felt you weren’t very interested in me. It’s rather like having your chest done, I suppose.”

“Having your chest done?” Ballaster looked apprehensive.

“By the X-ray people, I mean. You don’t so much as know when it’s happening. And yet of course it’s not really like that. Because when you make the X-ray people show you the plate afterwards it doesn’t mean a thing. You don’t have any feeling that you’re looking at your own inside. It would be rather horrid if you did. But when I read The Glory from the Grey—” Lady Ruth hesitated, as if adequate words were hard to find. “Well,” she said, “it wasn’t like that.”

It was now apparent to Ballaster that Lady Ruth was under a misapprehension – surely rather a comical misapprehension. She believed herself to be in his latest book. She believed that, as a result of swift and penetrating observation of her character made upon the occasion of their former meeting, he had been able to draw a faithful image of her in some corner of The Glory from the Grey. Nothing was more certain than that this was sheer hallucination. It would have to be a weird theory of the unconscious indeed that could lend the notion the slightest plausibility. He had certainly never plumbed Lady Ruth’s character, as she expressed it, “to the depths”. There were no depths to plumb. His very meeting with her brother and herself was still entirely vague in his mind. And he just didn’t believe that by even the most devious of neural paths any shadow of her had crept into his novel.

But it was eminently an occasion for tact. Common humanity required that he shouldn’t laugh at the woman, even that he shouldn’t abruptly disillusion her. Moreover, he found something quaintly endearing in her absurd supposition. He really liked her very much. Quite apart from her ingenuously revealed degree of social desirability – he was able to assure himself – he really liked her. Perhaps he had better accept her fancy: the harmless fancy that Lady Ruth Dumbill had her niche in The Glory from the Grey.

“But, my dear Lady Ruth, this is terrible!” He decided to begin on a note of mock alarm. “It is never my intention to give anything like the effect of a roman à clef. If you, or anybody else, starts from the page, then assuredly my art is a failure.” He paused. “Characters,” he said impressively, “should come from the deep well. The deep well of unconscious cerebration.”

“You mean just out of the writer’s head?” Lady Ruth was looking disappointed and puzzled.

“One draws upon actual life. One draws, no doubt, upon myriads of real individuals.” This was a piece out of a lecture Ballaster sometimes gave in provincial cities, and it was rendered in rather high relief. “Myriads of real individuals,” he reiterated. “But they sink down into the deep well – and they have undergone a sea-change before they emerge again.” He frowned, noticing for the first time that he had here put his images together rather awkwardly. “The elements have split up and recombined. Katabolism and anabolism. The most subtle of psychic chemistries. It is no doubt mortal men – and women, my dear lady – who go down. But it is nurslings of immortality that come up again. Oh, brave new world that has such people in’t!”

Lady Ruth, if she had not precisely followed this sketch for an aesthetic theory, had made enough of it to show some disposition to cry. “You can’t mean—” she began, and looked at Ballaster quite piteously.

Ballaster thought of the luncheon parties. And, apart from that, the poor woman was genuinely appealing. It would be a shame to spoil her fun. “Of course,” he went on, “there are exceptions. One meets a striking personality—”

She was looking up, round-eyed. “Yes?” she breathed.

“And the process I have been describing is – well, short-circuited. Put simply, little sketches from the life do slip in.” He stopped, wondering how far to take this gratuitous benevolence. He mustn’t risk being made a fool of. What would she tell her friends? And at this speculation, a new thought came into Ballaster’s head. He did in a casual way meet a great many wealthy and fashionable people. They even a little attended to him, although not nearly so much as would be pleasant. Would there be any harm in letting the idea get about that some small contemporary portraits lurked in the

Ballaster books? After all, there was room for them. He had always crowded the canvas. “Mr Ballaster’s enormous vitality” – he liked the reviewers to say—”enables him, indeed compels him, to animate every inch.” If Lady Ruth Dumbill were to be admitted as peering from amid these proliferations would it be fair that she should be absolutely uncompanioned? Ballaster gave a whimsical but yet weighty nod. “Yes,” he repeated, “they do slip in.”

“Striking personalities?”

It was a second before Ballaster recalled that he had used this expression – so he had to give his assent, when it came, rather hastily. His mind wasn’t, conceivably, without some shade of compunction over all this prevarication, even although it was prevarication of so magnanimous an order. Faint unease made him the more ready to do the thing handsomely. “And if one really falls in love with someone,” he said, “an artist’s love, that is to say – one just can’t bear to alter her. Him or her, that is.”

Lady Ruth gave what could only be a happy sigh. “And yet,” she murmured, “they say that love is blind! It can’t be true of the sort you mean: the artist’s sort. Because it was the utter truth of it all, you know, that I was aware of as I read. You told me far, far more about myself than I had ever known. And intuitively, as we agreed. It seems to me very, very wonderful.”

Ballaster’s last uneasiness faded. It occurred to him that, in a sense, all this might be perfectly valid. Wasn’t The Glory from the Grey what one Sunday-paper critic had called it: a field, like Langland’s in Piers Plowman, full of folk? Wasn’t it perfectly reasonable that all sorts of people should enjoy the sensation of meeting their own image in it? But just where – it now occurred to him to speculate – had this amiable if so strikingly limited creature done so?

Rather as one flicks over a card-index, Ballaster passed a selection of the characters of The Glory from the Grey rapidly under review. There were two or three possibilities – which just showed, he might in decent secrecy reflect, how rich the thing was; how far he had got in what he was fond of calling his grand task of restoring its traditional amplitude to the English Novel. For instance, there was Mary Vane, who had been so dumbly devoted to Honoria at school, and whom Honoria had later befriended when she found her so disagreeably employed as a governess. Might it be Mary Vane? A moment’s reflection told Ballaster that this wasn’t very probable. Mary indeed had something of the comfortableness of his visitor, and something too, of her amiable openness and simplicity. But it was unlikely that Lady Ruth, although she seemed to set no special store on social distinctions, would spontaneously imagine herself as portrayed in a governess.

Ballaster laughed inwardly. There was rather a good guessing game in this, and his knowledge of human nature had at once prevented his making one bad guess. But what about Jane Munden? She rather faded out in the second half – the truth was that he had plain forgotten about her in the furore of writing the final chapters – but when you thought about it you saw that she was one of the nicest people in the book. She had been utterly loyal to Honoria in all those troubles with the musical genius Slaymaker. Or was it Mrs Slaymaker – Priscilla, he seemed to remember he’d called her – Priscilla who had been so quietly philosophical when her husband stopped noticing her, but who revealed the nature of her frustrations later on by her fanatical opposition to stag hunting? Priscilla Slaymaker was a good sort; she had given Honoria that letter unopened, after keeping it back so that Honoria could enjoy her tremendous triumph on the night of the Saddle Club dance. Had he ever, he wondered, done a better sequence than those Windsor scenes? But that was by the way. The point was that he had spotted his really delightful little visitor’s odd piece of self-identification. Of course it remained ridiculous, but it confirmed him in the opinion – otherwise arrived at – that Lady Ruth had rather good taste. And he must make that point now. “You liked my Priscilla Slaymaker?” he asked. “I’m delighted. She’s one of my own very favourite characters in all the books.”

For a moment Lady Ruth frowned, as if in the effort of recollection. Then her face cleared. “Oh, yes – indeed,” she said. “And, you know, I have had friends like that. Not that it’s very much in the various relationships and circumstances that you’ve made it all fit. Anything like that, of course, mightn’t have been very nice. No – it’s in the core of character. I hadn’t read twenty pages before I knew that, in Honoria Manifold, you were searching me to the very depths of my being. Revealing so much to me! Thank you, thank you, once again.”

 

At first Ballaster simply hadn’t got there. He was conscious that Priscilla Slaymaker was another bad guess; that his knowledge of human nature hadn’t quite taken him to the target, after all. But it was seconds before he heard, as if repeated to an inner ear, the unmistakable words that Lady Ruth had spoken. She saw herself in Honoria. She saw herself in his Honoria. Even more, she saw herself as having inspired Honoria!

It was an enormity the dimensions of which had positively to be groped for. And Ballaster groped. He went on groping while Lady Ruth went on talking. Honoria Manifold! Hadn’t she been described on the air by his old friend Ambrose Jillet – to whom, poor devil, he had given a decent dinner only yesterday – as at once the rarest and the most complex of the Ballaster creations? Hadn’t somebody else declared – in a magazine said to be usefully influential with the younger generation – that Honoria was like a great landscape painting evincing a lavish fusion of genres? “It is as if we could treasure on one canvas”—hadn’t the fellow written?—

 

“Whate’er Lorraine light-touched with softening hue,

Or savage Rosa dash! d, or learned Poussin drew.”

 

And here was this mouse of a woman – a brilliant if inconsequent image flashed into Ballaster’s kindled and indignant mind – thinking she had been doing the roaring! It was outrageous. But also, of course, it was painful and embarrassing. Means must at once be taken to bring the grotesque interview to a close.

But meanwhile Lady Ruth, mistaking stupefaction for close attention, was expanding her theme. What had given her a first glimpse of the amazing power with which Charles Ballaster had instantaneously read her character was the early chapter in which the child Honoria – quaintly, absurdly, yet with a profound prophetic truth – had seen before herself a long exhausting struggle to cope with men, to be faithful to the lonely pride of her own spirit in the face of all that was cripplingly possessive in the love of those who would successively throw themselves at her feet. Lady Ruth had at once remembered how powerfully this true intuition of the future had once possessed her. But of course that wasn’t all. The big things weren’t all. There were tiny touches too – some of them on merely the physical level. How could he have observed so exquisitely – at only one meeting! –how she moved, phrased things, even put on a glove?

Ballaster listened dimly, but heard enough to convince himself that the woman was mad. He took a cautious look at her. Her comfortable face was comfortable no longer. It was curiously alive – more alive, somehow, than he liked a face to be. For a moment the spectacle obscurely generalised itself, and he knew that in every human being there is life lurking beneath life. But the thought was a fugitive one before the rising tide of his indignation.

He went on seeming to listen, and he even made a few tactful, a few virtually condoning and acquiescent remarks. He had no instinct to speak up and speak out – it wasn’t the artist’s job – and he told himself that, anyway, it would be uncharitable to disillusion the creature. But somehow he did manage to bring his little tea-party to a close. He had rung a bell for Mrs Kember; he was standing encouragingly near his drawing-room door; he was patting – yes, he was actually patting – the crazy Lady Ruth Dumbill’s fingers. A kindly nature, it was gratifying to reflect, is true to itself even in the most testing situations.

“A marvellous power!” She had returned, finally, to the heart of her feeling in the matter. “And so—so nobly wielded. When it could, of course, be abused. Like all great powers. And made to hurt.”

“To hurt?” His attention was caught for a moment. But he looked at her with benevolent whimsicality. He gave a final little pat.

And Mrs Kember was in the room. “Good-bye,” he was able to say. “Good-bye, dear Lady Ruth. It was so very, very nice of you to come.”

Her face was wholly comfortable again; it was as if she had closed the door on the shallow little inner chamber of her mind – a chamber (Ballaster cleverly thought) furnished, like one in a fun-fair, merely with a few crudely distorting mirrors.

“Oh, but thank you!” Her face was faintly flushed with pleasure. “And now how much”—she murmured as she prepared to follow Mrs Kember from the room—”I shall look forward to everything you write!”

 

Left alone, Ballaster took a composing turn up and down. He even paused to study one of his mother’s charming water-colours – it was the Bay of Naples – on the wall. He told himself he was extremely diverted; that if ever he met Lady Ruth again his small secret knowledge of her would quicken into amusement once more – as happens when one bows respectfully in front of a woman whose naked body one remembers, since she has fleetingly been one’s mistress long ago.

Tentatively, and cautiously, in case Mrs Kember heard, Ballaster laughed aloud. It was – to him it was – very amusing indeed. With some writers it would be otherwise. Hadn’t he said something to Lady Ruth about the vanity of authors? Well, there were some authors who would be deeply mortified by an incident so grotesque.

Ballaster laughed again, more robustly. Maturity, wisdom – say merely a sense of humour – saved one from a lot. It had been extremely funny. And of course his own withers were unwrung: this was evident in the entire charitableness of his feeling towards his late visitor. It hadn’t merely been funny; it had been rich.

Ballaster found that he had paused before his desk. On the writing-pad there still lay that empty page which betokened his morning’s futile searching for a theme. And suddenly he realised that he was in possession if not indeed of riches, at least of a small unexpected accession of capital. To spend it might be to deprive himself of some luncheon parties – but then mightn’t spending it be fun? He had reflected that he wasn’t a satirist, and certainly he had never taken a shot at the sheerly ludicrous. Yet one ought surely to explore new manners from time to time. And with just a little manipulation, with – to put it crudely – just a little guying …

Charles Ballaster sat down and wrote rapidly. At first his expression was severe, and there was a frown of concentration on his high intellectual forehead. But gradually his features relaxed into a smile. It might have been the smile of a man whose memories of the naked body of a mistress are being communicated to a circle of congenial friends.

He was still writing when Mrs Kember rang her little silver bell.


 

 

DOUBLE BUZZ

Boisterous dons, feline dons, remote dons: it was a big night and common room seemed full of them. Like any body of men brought together on highly selective principles, they looked rather queerer than a merely random bunch would have done. No doubt you got used to them. But a first exposure was disturbing. Clazy wished he had chosen a smaller night for his debut as their new boy. He even wished that he had chosen a smaller college to become a junior fellow of. But naturally it had been entirely a matter of the place choosing him. He had sat, solemnly gowned, together with three other short-listed persons, in a room adjoining this one. And then they had been interviewed, one after another like schoolboys seeking a scholarship, by five or six solemnly gowned men representing the collective wisdom of the college.

Clazy noticed several members of the interviewing committee milling around now – getting ready, as undergraduates put it, to punish the port. When one or another of these men caught sight of Clazy he didn’t – it puzzled Clazy to notice – show any overt sign of horrified recognition and recollection. He didn’t know who Clazy was. Nobody knew who Clazy was. Clazy found this alarming. Or perhaps undermining would be the better word.

He had, after all, dined and gone through this common-room stuff before. All the short-listed persons had done that: it was part of the ritual of selection and election. And on that previous evening quite a lot of the men now present had introduced themselves and conversed with him. They had conversed with him in the friendliest manner and with the most absorbed interest. And if they had at the same time given him the quick once-over, that was no more than part of the business on hand. Did he bite his nails? Was he the sort of man who might wear a tartan tie? It had all been fair enough. But tonight none of these people paid the slightest attention to him. Perhaps he wasn’t real. Since he was a philosopher, Clazy had to address himself to this issue from time to time in a professional way. At the moment, he realised, it was presenting itself to him accompanied by a feeling-tone different from the ordinary.

But he had concluded too hastily. Somebody was attending to him. In fact, he was being shouted at from the other end of the room by a large shaggy man of advanced years. The antiquity of the shaggy man somehow made his shouting seem even more aberrant than it would otherwise have been, so that Clazy was rendered uncomfortable. Now the shaggy man was bearing down on him with a fierce smile and an extended hand. Clazy, who had understood that dons did even less hand-shaking than undergraduates, committed himself to an awkward bow before putting out his hand in turn. Then it appeared that the shaggy man wasn’t proposing to shake hands with Clazy after all; he had in fact seized him in a paralysing way above the elbow – it was the first movement, perhaps, in some bit of rudimentary unarmed combat taught during the Boer War – and tipped him into a chair next to his own. It seemed a piece of purely official cordiality. The shaggy man held some office or other which required him to preside over these convivialities.

Round the long table, however, people were fending for themselves. He had been told about this. In the common rooms of smaller colleges, they had explained, there was a great deal of dragooning chaps around and firmly telling A to place himself beside B. But not here. And certainly tonight, when there must be more than thirty people preparing to sit down, they just scrummed.

At the far end of the table, three youngish men had already formed a clump together and begun roaring with laughter. They had the air of what child-psychologists call an exclusive playgroup, collectively pledged to take up with no one else. Clazy conjectured that they too had been elected to their fellowships fairly recently. Would he be so out of condition – so patently bursting his buttons – in a couple of years’ time? It was another dejecting thought, and he looked elsewhere.

Some of his colleagues were pitching themselves carelessly into the first chair that offered. Others were making a cautious and crablike approach to desired positions. A few were executing what they supposed to be unobtrusive retreats from undesired proximities. He himself, having been pre-empted by the shaggy man, was not involved in these anxieties on the present occasion. So he was an onlooker. And for some reason, psychologists came again into his head. All this would indubitably make an illuminating study worked at through one of those one-way observation windows they went in for nowadays.

But this odd notion made Clazy decently uneasy.

After all, he was going to be one of these chaps for quite a long time – for keeps, indeed, if the thing were brutally put. So he continued his observations in a spirit of proper humility. When nearly all were seated, the scene began to resemble an early phase in Musical Chairs some seconds after the piano stops tinkling. Four or five men were left scurrying round the backs of their seated fellows, searching for a vacant place. And it seemed certain that there was a place too few. Presently only one man was left – a little shrunken creature with a vast domed forehead suggesting massive intellect. He scampered all round the table in painful agitation, and it really looked as if he would have to go home. But there was one chair left after all, and he sank into it panting and trembling. Nobody took any notice of him.

“Port?” The shaggy man turned to Clazy with a shout of brisk hospitality. “Or madeira or claret? We have claret in the winter terms, you know; and then in summer we have sauterne.”

“Claret, please,” Clazy said.

The shaggy man poured Clazy a glass of port. It seemed impossible to tell whether this represented some disciplinary act or simple inadvertence. Clazy eyed the glass in dismay. He didn’t find even vintage port particularly disagreeable to drink, but a single glass meant a sleepless night. On claret he could happily approach the fringes of inebriety and then sleep like an angel. Not that angels slept. They wept. “Thank you,” Clazy said.

“You know,” the shaggy man shouted, “what Bentley said about port?”

This seemed to Clazy rather a surprising question. He inferred from it that the shaggy man was a physicist or even an engineer. Perhaps he had developed his bellow through long contending with donkey-engines. No one with an education could suppose you mightn’t know a story as familiar as that. But Clazy, mindful of the long years ahead, smiled companionably, as one who is appealed to on familiar but perennially pleasing ground. “Yes,” he said, “I remember that one.”

The shaggy man looked incredulous. It occurred to Clazy that his question had been asked in a tone for which the Romans possessed an equivalent in the interrogatory particle num. The shaggy man had – what was surely unreasonable – expected the answer, no. Or perhaps – it was because Clazy had so recently been an examinee that this explanation came into his head – the shaggy man suspected him of claiming unjustly knowledge he didn’t really possess. Clazy hastened to dissipate this damaging suspicion on the part of so senior a colleague. “Bentley said, didn’t he,” he asked, “that claret would be port if it could?”

The shaggy man frowned. “Bentley never said that,” he shouted – so loudly that it was incomprehensible everybody didn’t stare at him. “That wouldn’t be Bentley’s style at all.”

This monstrous contention annoyed Clazy. He gulped some port. “But,” he said with careful mildness, “I’m quite certain he did. Or – to be more accurate – I’m quite certain that Bentley is said to have said it.”

“I’d suppose it rather early days, Clazy, for you to possess that sort of certainty about Bentley.” The shaggy man was now openly displeased.

Clazy stared at him. “I admit I can’t remember if it’s mentioned in Monk’s Life. But I’ve certainly read it in Jebb’s little book.”

“Monk? Jebb?” The shaggy man roared with laughter, so that the table shook and the wine trembled in the decanters ranged before him. “Good God, we don’t take any stock of that Bentley here! Our Bentley isn’t a rascally Master of a Cambridge college. He’s the common-room butler. And a man to be civil to, my dear fellow. If you speak him fair, he’ll rustle you up a bottle of Chateau Yquem, or something of that sort, the next time you give a dinner for ladies.”

“I see.” Clazy didn’t in fact at all see himself giving dinners, with or without Chateau Yquem, for ladies.

“And of a good year, too. There’s almost nothing you can drink, you know, that is more at the mercy of the weather. It’s essential, you’ll remember, that the grapes should be over-ripe but still perfectly sound. A wet vintage, and the stuff’s done for.”

“Yes, of course.” Clazy heard himself with horror give this insincere assent to an issue which had never in sober fact engaged his attention. “Just what did Bentley, your Bentley—I mean our Bentley—say?”

“About port? He said, ‘It does make some gentlemen heavy rather quickly, sir.’ “

“Oh.” Bentley’s aphorism, although perhaps usefully to be laid up in the mind, didn’t immediately strike Clazy as particularly remarkable.

“Bentley has a genius for the right word. And here he restores it to us, you may say, straight from the Latin. Vino gravis.”

“Yes, I see. Or straight from the Greek. Oinobares.”

Clazy was rather pleased with this. It was the beginning of the sort of conversation he had supposed one had in senior common rooms. A bit pedantic, perhaps. But, one might say, in character.

“Just that.” And at this the shaggy man turned briskly away from him and talked to his other neighbour.

 

Clazy was left for a time to his own reflections. These turned now not upon whether he was real but upon whether, perhaps, he wasn’t like the other boys.

He hadn’t at all the habit of this speculation. The question had assailed him rather powerfully, indeed, at the age of nine, when he had been abruptly bundled across the Border and into an English private school. That had been largely a matter of the unexpected discovery that he had a strong Edinburgh accent. It hadn’t lasted, any more than the accent had – a circumstance, this latter one, which he found himself at times regretting. In the generation of Oxford philosophers to which he now belonged – or at least in the generation hard upon which his was respectfully following – a virtual identity of speculative views was so much the rule that it would have been a relief to have at least a few idiosyncratic vowels and consonants. He would certainly have said that what at times oppressed him was a sense of being awfully like a good many other people rather than of being awfully different from them. For instance, there had been those three other short-listed persons. They had all four, surely, sat waiting in their gowns like peas in a pod. And he had at the time supposed that the atmosphere of a courteously dissimulated mild dismay in which his own interview was conducted had proceeded from the interviewers having precisely this sense of the matter. But now he was feeling rather as he had felt at nine years old. Perhaps it was the port.

Clazy noticed that he had emptied his glass. And he noticed that he was quite glad to see the decanter going its second round. Already he had drunk rather a lot that evening – having been to a sherry party and then having had a good deal of burgundy in Hall. He wondered how rapidly all that came on one.

The shaggy man’s averted shoulder contrived somehow to express permanent alienation. Clazy cautiously inspected his other neighbour. He was only a little older than himself, and he certainly hadn’t been on the interviewing committee. Clazy would have remembered, if nothing else, that pendent lock of lank black hair. It hung low over a dessert plate upon which its owner had contrived the considerable feat of neatly dissecting the segments of an orange exclusively through the agency of a small silver knife and fork. He was now applying to the further task of dealing with the individual segments all the exquisite muscular co-ordination and nervous intensity which one associates with a crucial moment in the game of spillikins. It was with what might have been called a purely therapeutic intention that Clazy – rashly, as he instantly felt – spoke; it seemed, somehow, only an act of common humanity to attempt the relief of such an intolerable tension. “May I introduce myself?” he asked. “I’m the new philosophy tutor, Ian Clazy.”

The black lock swayed violently – it might have been the tail, Clazy thought, of an alarmed Arab steed – and there was a little disorganised clatter of silver on porcelain. Clazy, glancing aside in embarrassment, caught the eye – assuredly the disapproving eye – of an impassive and tail-coated figure standing in a corner of the common room. It was certainly Bentley – he of the genius for the right word. Probably it was an appalling solicism thus to speak out of turn. But the dark young man had politely put down his knife and fork. When he spoke, it was with an effect of anxious courtesy tempered by stealth.

“How do you do?” he said. “I am Alan Ormerod. Politics.” He grabbed his fork again and returned to spillikins. Venturing into speech had made him faintly blush.

The exchange seemed to be over. Clazy found to his surprise that he was looking impatiently past Ormerod and up the table. The decanter was stationary at some neglectful person’s right hand. In x years – say forty years – Clazy would be sitting where the shaggy man now sat, and – more vigilant than the shaggy man – would be calling the neglectful person’s attention sharply to his lapse. At the moment, this prophetic vision nerved him to make another approach to Ormerod. “Have you been here long?” he asked.

Ormerod had speared a segment of orange, and with the point of his knife had almost succeeded in enucleating its second pip. But now the knife made a random jab and he gave Clazy a swift glance of naked panic. “Six years,” he said. The words seemed to Clazy to come to him in a cautious whisper – but that, he reflected with professional acumen, might be a matter of his own fancy. Certainly Ormerod was conceiving it his duty to achieve, at all costs, further utterance. Beneath their pendent lock, his features had gone immobile in concentration, and he had the slight frown of one who is rapidly reviewing, and choosing from among, a wide diversity of intellectual topics. “Weren’t you at Queen’s with Bones?” he asked.

“Oh, no.” The question was clearly equivalent to “Weren’t you at Merton with T. S. Eliot?” or “Weren’t you at Wadham with John Simon and F. E. Smith?” So Clazy hastened to make emphatic and circumstantial his disclaiming of the distinction. “I was at Edinburgh before I went up to Balliol.”

“Edinburgh?” Ormerod seemed to have heard of the place. Just.

“It’s my home town. I went to the University there when I left Loretto.”

“Loretto?” This was the same response. Ormerod’s blush had faded. Indeed, he was now rather pale beneath the strain of all this human communion. “I’ve had … pupils from … Gordonstoun,” he managed to say. “And one … from Fettes.”

It wasn’t information that gave much conversational foothold, and Clazy thought he’d better resign Ormerod to his orange. It seemed to represent the slightly less exhausting struggle. Besides which, the port had now come round. Clazy picked up the decanter. It drained itself just before he had filled his glass.

“A buzz!”

Somebody quite far down the table had given this shout like a hunting cry. The shaggy man, his attention caught, grabbed the decanter and held it high in air.

The impassive Bentley started into activity. A second and empty glass appeared beside Clazy, together with a second decanter. He saw that he had suddenly become a centre for the cordial interest of the whole table. He saw also that the second decanter – for reasons, he felt, too obscurely technical to be penetrated – had very little port left in it. He began to fill the empty glass. This decanter too drained itself when there was about an eighth of the glass still unfilled.

“A double buzz!” This time several voices had taken up the cry. It was like a presage of doom. Bentley, whose decorous expression had now vanished behind a delighted smile, produced a third empty glass and a third decanter. This decanter was almost full. Clazy filled the third glass and passed the decanter. He was convinced – with what he knew to be a childish conviction – that all this must be achieved with an easy nonchalance. He so achieved it. The interest in him largely dissipated itself. He was left contemplating the situation.

It was a situation consisting simply of one glass of port already drunk and three to be drunk now. The glasses were rather large – not at all the sort of thing you got shoved at you over the bar in a pub. Total, say just on half a bottle. Perhaps he would have a chance of surreptitiously pouring a gill or so into a spittoon or an aspidistra. But of course the common room was without either of these amenities. Perhaps, with an appearance of immense ingenuousness, he could push the two untouched glasses over to the shaggy man and say, “Have mine.” It would become a story gratefully retained in the later nineteen-nineties. “You won’t remember a crusty old chap called Clazy. It’s said that the first night he came into common room he got a double buzz. And he …”

Clazy became aware that a little interest in him still remained. He was being addressed from across the table by an elderly man outlandishly dressed in a decrepit Coldstream blazer. This was a circumstance horrifying in itself. “All elephants enjoy omelettes,” the elderly man said.

There was a lot of animated talk going on, and the shaggy man was shouting louder than ever. So it was hard to hear anybody distinctly. And the elderly man talked pretty well without opening his mouth. That was all. Clazy’s intellect told him it was no more than that. But he felt irrational alarm, all the same. “I beg your pardon?” he said.

The elderly man frowned impatiently. “Day and dark. Dark and day and dusk?” The intonation was interrogative.

“Yes,” Clazy said at a venture, and gulped port.

The elderly man’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. He seemed to be casting round for anything which, in the light of so disastrous a reply, could tactfully and decently be rejoined. “Buying bays and gulling gells,” he said rapidly. “All unbespokables each made amenable.” He leant expectantly towards Clazy with a hand cupped behind an ear.

For a moment Clazy indulged a wild hope that this was really a rational conversation about Finnegans Wake. But then why had it begun with a perfectly intelligible remark on the tastes of elephants? He gulped more port. “I don’t really know,” he said desperately. “I haven’t really thought.” Perhaps this was some sort of initiatory rite, confronted by which he was displaying a pitiful lack of resource. Perhaps the idea was that he should himself reply in fluent Jabberwocky of his own.

But the elderly man removed his hand from his ear. He nodded and smiled – a warm, satisfied, fatherly smile. “Splendid!” he said distinctly, and turned away to speak to someone else.

 

The lank-locked Ormerod had finished his orange. But he wasn’t any less tense; in fact, he was more so. By an uneasy sort of empathy Clazy could feel all the muscles in his neighbour’s body contracting one by one, as if he were preparing to go off at the crack of a pistol. Then, with what was obviously a supreme effort of sheer moral courage, Ormerod got to his feet, articulated some sort of apology to the shaggy man, gave Clazy a quick terrified smile, and left the room.

Clazy took a wider survey. There wasn’t much else for him to do. The three men who had been boisterously laughing at the end of the table were now whispering – and to achieve this were leaning so far towards each other that their heads were virtually among the walnut shells. One of them chanced to catch Clazy’s eye, and it immediately came into Clazy’s head that the whispering was about him. This grotesque fantasy was extremely unnerving; it suggested that he possessed a hitherto unsuspected paranoic strain. And certainly it made him self-conscious. He found that, every thirty seconds or so and with absolute regularity, he was raising his port glass to his lips and taking a sip. He must present the appearance of a particularly primitive automaton.

And of course the port wasn’t doing him any good. Whereas most of the people round about seemed to be benefiting from it all the time. Conversation was animated. Even the homuncule with the enormous forehead, who had appeared rather silent earlier, was now talking rapidly. Rapidly and ceaselessly. Strangely ceaselessly … Clazy leaned forward and strained his ears. No sound was actually coming from the homuncule’s lips, although they were working with preternatural mobility. He was probably enunciating to himself mathematical formulae of the most extreme complexity. Or perhaps he was in the grip of religious enthusiasm and engaged, secreto, in private ejaculation and prayer … The remorseless clockwork operating Clazy made him raise his glass again. This time he caught another eye.

It was an eye – Clazy was conscious at once – that somehow marked off its owner from everybody else in the room. And at the moment it was bent upon Clazy in a cool detached observation which was at the same time sympathetic and even – ever so faintly – conspiratorial. Clazy knew this man’s name, Charles Peverett, and had read one of his books: a lucid and incisive discussion of the Roman fiscal system under the Antonines. So it was pleasant when Peverett followed up his glance with a friendly smile, rose, strolled round the table, and dropped into Ormerod’s abandoned chair. “One sees it all as a bit mad at first,” he murmured whimsically. “But the acuteness of the perception wears off in time. You’ll probably find that the first five years are the worst.”

Clazy laughed. “They say that about penal servitude, don’t they?”

“There are affinities. There’s an element of the treadmill about being a college tutor.” Peverett gave a quick glance at Clazy’s formidable reserves of port. “You can see the mark of it on their faces generation by generation. A kind of old-lag look. Come over and inspect them before we go next door for coffee. It’s quite in order to move around now.” He got to his feet again – and then pointed casually to that one among Clazy’s glasses which was nearly empty. “And bring your port.”

Round two sides of the room there ran a double line of small portraits. They were the worthies of the college from the seventeenth century to the present day. Peverett didn’t keep up the joke about their looking like old lags; he had scraps of information or anecdote about some of them which he retailed in a casual and amusing way. “And here is old Dr Fargus,” he said presently. “He was Warden when I was an undergraduate. But I believe I’m the only member of common room who doesn’t tell stories about him.”

Clazy was studying Dr Fargus – he appeared to have been a well-dieted scholar – when a hand fell on his shoulder and a husky voice sounded in his ear. “Ah, my dear boy, the witching hour of twelve has struck!”

Clazy turned round in astonishment. The speaker was a gnome-like man he hadn’t previously noticed, and who now, from eyes preternaturally dark and shining, gave Clazy a malign smile before walking off with a shrill cackle of laughter. His remark, as well as his conduct, had been odd. There was indeed the sound of a distant bell in the air. From Tom Tower at the other end of Oxford, and through the agency of a hundred and one loud deep peals, Christ Church was giving the university its customary intimation that the time was five minutes past nine. Clazy looked at Peverett. “Just why should he say that?”

Peverett nodded towards the portrait before them. “Dr Fargus. When he entertained undergraduates to dinner, and failed to find them enlivening, he would dismiss them with that remark as soon as Tom began to strike. Or so it’s maintained. I’ve never actually met a man who had it said to him. Put down your glass and come through to coffee.”

Everybody was now leaving the table. Clazy glanced back at it and, without regret, said a mute farewell to two intact glasses of port. Nobody seemed to notice them, and there would be only Bentley to disapprove. He wondered whether Peverett knew that he had so rashly gone to that party before dining. Perhaps Peverett was a highly intuitive type. Perhaps that was what distinguished him from his fellow dons.

 

Even as things were, Clazy found he needed coffee rather badly. His environment was turning a shade insubstantial without at all turning rosy. The room to which the company had withdrawn was so small that there was a new technique to be mastered – that of drinking from a delicate cup while keeping both elbows tucked closely into one’s sides. And there was a great deal of noise. People stood close together, talking loudly into one another’s faces in a manner Clazy judged not agreeable. Peverett had handed him back to the shaggy man and moved away. The shaggy man, whose name proved to be Oldcorn, told him a story about Dr Fargus which for some reason involved barking like a dog. The barking was very loud; everybody in the room must have been aware that Oldcorn was again telling the Dog Story. The three boisterous men who had turned so disturbingly to whispering were now all smoking cigars; it was clear that they aspired to an almost sacred degree of indivisibility. The gnome-like man edged round the room scattering fantastic sallies and screams of laughter; between sally and sally it was evident that he plunged into a deep if evanescent melancholy. The homuncule – rather unexpectedly – came up to Clazy and introduced himself; he then told Clazy three stories about Bentley, including the one about port. The man in the Coldstream blazer retired to an alcove and set out a card-table. Then he sat down and from time to time appealed to passers-by to make up a four at bridge. Nobody paid any attention to these appeals; perhaps to others as well as to Clazy he was regularly taken as talking about elephants and omelets.

The gloom of one who has drunk substantially and to no purpose descended upon Clazy. He found himself reflecting that this was an unnecessarily ugly little room and that its denizens were an unnecessarily ugly little crowd of people. But as he knew himself to be quite devoid of any acuteness of aesthetic sensibility, he realised at once that this was an insincere judgment beneath which he was seeking to disguise some more disturbing response to his new environment. What he was really glimpsing, surely, was a deep gulf of alienation between himself and those with whom his life was henceforward to be lived. Yes, that was it. Perhaps this gulf would narrow and eventually bridge itself as the years passed? He drained his coffee – which hadn’t been very hot – and told himself sadly that this would not be so. The gulf would only deepen and confirm itself. Lustre by lustre, decade by decade, it would do only this.

For a moment Clazy felt almost resentful towards Peverett, who had with his unobtrusive tact drawn him away from two further glasses of port. Had he swallowed them down he might now be astonishing his new colleagues with hitherto unknown apophthegms dropped from the living lips of Bentley or the long dead lips of Dr Fargus. But no – it was much better, all sober as he was, to distinguish and confront his destiny.

In what then did the gulf consist? But gulfs don’t consist of something; they consist of something’s absence. What was lacking between these people and himself? He glanced across the crowded room and happened to catch sight of Peverett again. He was standing beside a bookcase, quietly consulting the current number of the Oxford University Gazette. And it struck him that Peverett too, was one destined to live always at some small but perceptible remove from his academic companions. But – more forcibly than this – it came to him that between Peverett and himself, there was some instinctive positive bond. It had established itself at a glance. It was rather akin – Clazy supposed, having read the best books on the subject – to what sometimes establishes itself in a flash between a man and woman. But that, of course, was a consequence of the weirdly obscure play of unconscious mechanisms of sexual selection. This, on the other hand, was a matter of intellectual and temperamental affinity.

Clazy’s glance fell again on the maniacal gnome-like man. Hadn’t there been – it suddenly came to him – an underlying seriousness in the first lightly spoken words that Peverett had addressed to him when he came over and sat in Ormerod’s chair? “One sees it all as a bit mad at first,” he had murmured. That in itself had been ambiguous; it might be intended to describe a purely subjective impression. But then Peverett had added something else. It had been something about the sharpness of the perception wearing off in time. There was much less scope for an ambiguous interpretation of that. Peverett wasn’t a man who would labour a point, or put anything in a heavy-footed way. So hadn’t he, in fact, been hinting a mature judgment not merely upon his immediate colleagues but even upon the academic profession at large?

At this moment – it was a small but definitive circumstance – Oldcorn began to bark again. Presumably he had found somebody’s guest – there had been several dining – and was telling the Fargus Dog Story once more. Scales seemed to drop from Clazy’s eyes. His colleagues were all insane.

 

Of course, he told himself almost instantly, that was to put it somewhat extravagantly. But it contained the essential truth, and it explained the sense of alienation which had begun so to oppress him. Variously insane, no doubt: one in this fashion and one in that. But the insanity was almost pervasive, all the same – as other occupational diseases were in other walks of life. All these people, he was sure, were good at their job. Not, perhaps, at its incidental aspect of teaching young men to pass examinations: quite a lot of them were probably poor teachers, and some might be downright bad. But at their essential job, which was the disinterested pursuit of knowledge, they were all pretty good. And it was a way of life which showed a strong positive correlation with at least mild lunacy. He himself – it almost necessarily followed – had mistaken his vocation. For of course he, Ian Clazy, was quite, quite sane. And he would always, as a consequence, be rather an odd man out.

Clazy didn’t care for this sudden light that had come to him. He was disposed – he recalled that he had begun the evening remembering that he was disposed – to regard himself as almost excessively like his fellows. And then he had become conscious of that gulf. And now he had penetrated to the explanation of it.

Something – no doubt it was the stress of his discovery – was making his head swim, and he very much wished that the coffee had been hotter and more abundant. But his mind was clear, and it began racing ahead in search of further illumination. He had scarcely felt so excited since, amid the philosophic backwoods of Edinburgh, still haunted by the gibbering ghost of Hegel, he had heard the first murmurings from the brave new world of Wittgenstein and Ayer. The root of all insanity, he saw (with a dim sense, indeed, that Francis Bacon had seen it before him) lay in the refusal to dwell among things soberly; in the refusal to accept one’s wholesome human destiny as a being impelled honestly to shove things around. Go after what was absurdly called pure knowledge, live in an onanistic communion with it, and quite soon you would be barking like a dog. Clazy took a deep breath. He was much impressed by the weird metaphor he had drawn into his argument here. It telescoped, to an effect of profound conviction, with what his Scottish nanny had been in the habit of urging upon him so impressively when she bathed him long ago. His glance went round the room in search of the shaggy Oldcorn, thus portentously metamorphosed into symbol. He was scarcely surprised to see that there were now two Oldcorns – slightly overlapping indeed, as in a blurred photograph. But there was nothing blurred, he assured himself again, about the state of his own mind. Tantalisingly on the horizon of that mind, indeed, there floated a whole new philosophy. The philosophy of instrumentalism, it would be called by future historians of the subject. And he might work it out now, the whole essential structure of it this very instant, if only it wasn’t so damnably hot and noisy in this awful little room.

Clazy wondered whether it was proper to go away without making a bow to the barking dog. But Oldcorn, both Oldcorns, were a long way off. And the floor, somehow, wasn’t as solid as it had been. Clazy noticed that he was standing – or was he leaning? – beside a closed door. He opened it and found himself out in the cool night.

The quadrangle was silent, empty, and romantically bathed in moonlight. Through the centuries meditative persons must have strolled round it at this still hour, sorting out their ideas in its favouring mild monastic calm. But by the time Clazy had made a single circuit his sense of discovery had humiliatingly dissipated itself, and he was simply wondering whether he had been some sort of frightful ass. Perhaps he ought to go back and make a little reasonable conversation to somebody. He was hesitating over this when he heard footsteps behind him and found that he had been overtaken by Peverett.

“Had enough?” Peverett asked cheerfully. “So have I, for the moment. In fact I find I come away early as often as not.”

“It was a bit stuffy,” Clazy said. “And I could have done with more coffee and less noise.”

Peverett took Clazy’s arm. “I can supply both. If you’re not going off to work, come up to my rooms for a bit.”

“Thank you very much.” Clazy was delighted. Half-an-hour with this coolly rational chap might save him from feeling that the evening had been a fiasco. He might even appeal to Peverett to confirm or refute the disturbing speculations in which this first night in common room had ended. “I’ve been having awful doubts,” he said.

Peverett’s only reply for the moment was a low laugh. There was something about it – coming out of the near darkness as it did – that caught Clazy’s attention. It wasn’t like any of the laughs he’d heard in common room. It was the direct antithesis of what is called a nervous laugh, and it somehow suggested a man who had got his scheme of things entirely clear; who, however finely tentative and open minded in the intellectual sphere, had arrived at a confident and settled view of whatever personal problems were his. Clazy felt he would like to be sure that, thirty years on, his own laugh would be like that. And again it seemed to him that he might come to acknowledge a real bond with this much older man.

They walked through the next quadrangle in silence. Peverett lived in the Georgian part of the college, and his sitting-room was elegant as well as very comfortable. Settled into a large chair, Clazy thought how pleasant it was to look forward to the many talks he might have here. It would be a sort of haven of sanity from all those extraordinary people he had been encountering.

And at this reflection all his recent doubts and speculations came back to him. He began to talk. Sipping Peverett’s excellent coffee, and at first diffidently and then with more confidence, he confessed to the queer sense of alienation that had come over him. Peverett listened sympathetically. “You interest me very much,” he said. “Because I did once worry about just the same thing myself.”

“But you don’t now?”

“I never distress myself about not being like other people. It would be foolish.”

Clazy smiled. He was feeling relaxed and happy. “Perhaps one ought to congratulate oneself?”

“Well, not too obviously.” Peverett offered this prudent qualification whimsically. “Have some more coffee.”

Clazy had more coffee. “Do you know,” he asked ingenuously, “that I thought for a bit that I was quite tight? I went to a party before dinner. And then at High Table they seemed to give me rather a lot of burgundy. But of course it was only nerves, really. That’s clear from the fact that I’m dead sober now.”

“Absolutely clear.” Peverett was benignly amused. “By the way, would you care for some brandy? I’m afraid I’m being very remiss.”

Rather hastily, Clazy declined brandy. But he liked this ironic teasing by a congenial senior. It inspired him to further confidence. He launched out on the other alarms of the evening, including his suddenly revealed perception of the relation of learning and lunacy. This last – perhaps because of the coffee – came out in a modified and subtilised form, and to Clazy himself, it sounded sombrely persuasive. So he was surprised that Peverett, while remaining sympathetic, was evidently more amused than impressed. “Isn’t it simply,” he challenged Peverett, “that with you the sharpness of the perception has worn off? You did say something like that yourself, you know. They were almost the first words you spoke to me.”

“About them all being a bit mad down there?” Peverett nodded and looked thoughtful. “I was exaggerating, of course. You’ll find that in common room one does sometimes tend to talk for effect. Which is always the worst sort of talk, if you ask me.”

Clazy was silenced for a moment. He felt that there had been a mature and deft rebuke in this – and one very kindly intended. At the same time he felt a little hurt, for he wasn’t conscious that it had been deserved. “I was being quite serious,” he said.

“About our colleagues?” Peverett appeared to go back to the subject with a shade of reluctance. “Some of them are a bit eccentric, no doubt. I expect I’m a bit eccentric myself. At some times more than at others, probably.” He gave his low confident laugh. “And, after all, one has the vacations to turn dead sane in. What do you mostly do in the Long Vac?”

Clazy told him. It involved explanations about his parents and their home – so the talk rambled on, steered much as Peverett was disposed to steer it. Clazy realised without resentment that every recruit to common room was probably led to give an account of himself to Peverett in this way. What a little marked off Peverett from his fellows was perhaps an ability to combine with a certain aloofness, or at least retiredness, the exercising of an unobtrusive normative influence over the whole place.

It was nearly midnight when Clazy rose to take his leave. He had pupils to see next morning – and seeing pupils was still an alarming business, demanding a good deal of preparatory thought. But he certainly didn’t regret having spent his evening in this way. “I’ve enjoyed talking to you very much,” he said honestly as Peverett led him through his outer teaching room towards his staircase. “I hope I haven’t stopped too long and been a bore.” He thought of something else. “And thank you for saving me from that port. It might have done for me altogether.”

“You think it might have done that, do you?” Peverett asked this question whimsically, in a manner Clazy was now familiar with. Nevertheless Clazy was obscurely troubled. Peverett had come to a halt.

Something seemed to have happened to his breathing. “You … know?” Peverett asked in a low voice.

Something had gone wrong – badly wrong – with Clazy’s breathing too. “I mean,” he said with difficulty, “that another two glasses—” He glanced at Peverett. And as he did so his voice died in his throat.

Peverett’s eyes were changing. It was as if, at first, there was an intensification of what had been from the beginning distinguishable in them; their slight difference from other people’s. And then, in swift transition, there was, well, this. Clazy had scarcely grasped the thing when Peverett spoke again. This time it was in a whisper. “I’ve fought it – in silence, with cunning – for years. And always I’ve defeated them. And nobody has realised – until tonight.”

“Realised?” Clazy heard himself faintly repeat the word.

“Oldcorn’s plot. The double buzz. The poison that – as you say – would have done for you altogether.” Peverett was trembling, so that for a moment his teeth clattered strangely in his head. “Listen, Clazy! Oldcorn and Bentley have hated me ever since I came here. They used to steal up this staircase in the night, and I could hear them whispering outside my bedroom door. But they didn’t dare to come in. They knew that I am five times stronger, ten times stronger,” for a moment Peverett laid a quivering hand on Clazy’s arm, “twenty times stronger than a common man. So they thought of this plot. They have my finger-prints on the decanter. You would die—don’t you see?—and I should hang. But I foiled them again. I always do.”

“I see.” Clazy’s heart had been taken in some powerful clutch and was beating only with difficulty. In his loins he felt an uglier sensation still. He didn’t even try to tell himself that this was a joke. Peverett was insane.

Clazy didn’t know what to do. Idiotically, he embarked on argument. “I don’t see how you can know—”

“How I can know?” Peverett’s face was livid, and his voice came no longer in a whisper but in a thin unnatural scream. “Wretched boy, do you not acknowledge the presence … the presence of …?” For a moment he seemed actually to grow in stature, as if here were to be a genuine theophany. Then he swayed, pivoted on a heel, and sank into a chair.

Clazy stared at him appalled. He supposed that the man must be in some enduring coma. But Peverett was stirring. He was doing various things – entirely commonplace things – in a terrifying slow motion. He buttoned his jacket. He took out a handkerchief and dabbed his nose. He looked at his wrist-watch. It was as if he were submerged in glue – in some invisible recalcitrant medium that interminably lengthened out every effort the organism could make. Clazy was himself incapable of reckoning time. He might have been standing frozen in Peverett’s teaching room for hours. Or it might have been no more than a few minutes.

And now Peverett was accelerating. He straightened his tie with a gesture that was almost normal, and stood up. He seemed just slightly dazed. “Have they given you a decent set of rooms?” he asked casually and in his natural voice. He walked over to the door and opened it. “Mind the bottom flight of steps,” he said. “They’re wretchedly lit.” He laughed that low confident laugh – the laugh of a man whose personal problems have ceased to hold any power to disturb him. “We’d hate to lose you in an untimely way. Good night.”

Clazy went downstairs without at all thinking about the bottom flight. He was wondering whether he had been right in supposing he had an affinity with Charles Peverett.


 

 

POOR CHOWDER


Chapter One

 

Damn and blast!”

The angry young voice came from the other side of the fence. It was followed by the sound of a motor engine firing, racing, spluttering, fading out. Then there was more bad language. The starter gave a final ineffective kick and died away in a whine.

Sir Leonard was amused. He went up to the fence – it was a rough affair which had been substituted in short stretches for the tumble-down stone wall of the park – and peered over. “Can I be of any help?” he asked cheerfully. He liked young men.

“You don’t much look as if you could.” The young man, who was alone, made this reply with startling rudeness, so that Sir Leonard at once gave him a whimsical smile. He didn’t stop liking them if they were farouche and shy. Some of his best stories were about his own gaucherie when young. Had any other Eton boy of his time been so clumsy and awkward? Sir Leonard urbanely doubted it.

“I don’t know,” he said chattily over the fence, “that I can claim appearances to be deceptive this time. Not, that’s to say, so far as any mechanical flair goes. Is it the magneto?”

“The magneto!” The young man snorted in contempt. “Even in your day cars had stopped using magnetos, I’d have supposed.”

“But isn’t that a very old car?” Sir Leonard was curious. “What they call a veteran?”

“It’s only vintage, not veteran. Can’t you see the badge?”

From where he stood Sir Leonard couldn’t see the badge – nor would he have been wiser if he could have. But he did have a view of the young man, and he studied him with interest. Prowling his aged hostess’s park, and despite its bird-life of which he was so knowledgeably observant, Sir Leonard was a shade bored. Almost, and despite the great interest of his commission, he regretted having come to Great Musters. Although his command of the past was so noticeably adequate, he had what he liked to call the instinct for contemporaneity. And there was nothing contemporary about poor old Agatha Callaway. There wouldn’t be, of course, about Lord Callaway himself, were he still living. But whereas the charm of Lord Callaway’s prose made him alive in a fashion long after he was dead, what had once been – presumably – the charm of his wife’s complexion, eyes, hair, well-filled corsage and all the rest of the Edwardian paraphernalia didn’t prevent Lady Callaway’s being pretty dead even while still, in the common acceptance of the word, alive. Frankly, Great Musters looked like being dull. So Sir Leonard found himself quite eager for a little conversation with the surly young man with the broken-down car. “Well, then,” he asked, “if magnetos have ceased from troubling – for I suppose they don’t, like one’s own appendix, continue to have a nuisance-value in some vestigial state – what is troubling? Or is it precisely the trouble that you don’t know?”

The young man glowered at him – not uncomprhendingly, as he well might have done, but rather in the way a person of education, soured by dyspepsia, might glower at some remote yet intelligible object in a museum. “A bloody hot-spot,” he said. “And I can’t trace it. Of course the top of the block is uneven, so there has to be an extra-thick gasket. And if that’s a bit displaced, there may be trouble with an exhaust-valve. Would you say?”

“No, I don’t think I would say. But perhaps my chauffeur might?” Sir Leonard remembered that he hadn’t brought his chauffeur to Great Musters; the establishment was now so sketchy that a man might have been burdensome. “Only he isn’t, when I come to think of it, available. In fact, I’m the only male about the place. Except”—he added in jovial mystification—’’ Chowder.’’

“Chowder?”

“The only surviving member here of what was at one time a large resident canine population.”

“Oh, I see – a dog. Humphry Clinker. How silly.” The young man turned back to peer again beneath the bonnet of his car. He wasn’t interested.

But Sir Leonard was. The number of young men driving about the countryside in dangerous old cars like this was large. But few of them, surely, could recognise the name of Miss Tabitha Bramble’s dog in Smollett’s novel. Sir Leonard made a further study of the young man. He was dressed in dirty and shapeless corduroy trousers, sandals of a type to which Sir Leonard could recall graduating at the age of five or six, and a woollen garment of the kind which had been known, in Sir Leonard’s undergraduate days, as an up-to-the-necker. His hair, although it wasn’t like his clothes dirty, was untidy and much too long. Or it was much too long – Sir Leonard corrected himself – to please a drill sergeant or a house master. Considered without social prejudice, it was an attractive tumble of chestnut. Which made only the more unfortunate, no doubt, the spotty and ill-shaven skin, the rebarbative expression, that went with it. But Sir Leonard, for whom the young man would presumably continue to exist only for a few minutes longer, refused to be alienated. Here was an interesting contemporary type, and it seemed he wasn’t without a gleam of letters. This aspect of his personality might surely be further appealed to. “How pleasant,” Sir Leonard went on, addressing the young man’s bottom, since the rest of him had disappeared under the bonnet, “to stumble on someone who knows Miss Tabby’s dog. The best dog since Speed’s, I’d say. A great shame that he should be removed from the action so soon.”

The young man glanced over his shoulder. “Booksy ballocks,” he said briefly, and returned to his engine. His tone had been quite staggeringly contemptuous – so that Sir Leonard, although smiling indulgently, prepared to resume his stroll in Lady Callaway’s park. But the young man forestalled him. He had emerged from the mechanism he was struggling with and turned round. “Just for the record,” he said. “The dog in The Two Gentlemen of Verona isn’t Speed’s. It’s Launce’s. Get?”

“What a monstrous young bear you are!” Sir Leonard noticed with interest that this frank exclamation, although offered with good humour, made the young man scowl ferociously. “But of course you’re quite right. The dog is Launce’s. Mine is a shocking memory, I’m afraid.”

“Would it stretch to knowing where you are?” The young man’s scowl transformed itself into a grin, as if he judged this sarcasm to be rather choice of its kind. And his accent – for he owned a provincial accent of one of the more unpleasing Midland sorts – had broadened. “Because I want to know where I am in this blasted wilderness.”

“Certainly,” Sir Leonard said. He considered adding, “I rather thought you didn’t know your place.” But he refrained, partly because the thing wasn’t neat enough, and partly because one doesn’t snub inferiors. Instead he asked, “Is there anywhere in particular you want to go?”

“I’m looking for a house called Great Musters.” The young man displayed, for the first time, a moment’s hesitation. “It’s very big.”

“Well, say moderately big.” Sir Leonard was amused. “And this is it. Have you—er—brought a message?”

As soon as Sir Leonard had said this he was ashamed of himself. His jibe was the product, actually, of a second’s alarm – of alarm, before amusement and indeed pleasure reasserted themselves. For now he knew about the young man, or thought he did. And his knowledge opened up a prospect which must at least be thought odd. “Am I right,” he pursued, “in supposing you to be Mr Shopland?”

“Yes – I’m James Shopland. You’re not Sir Leonard Vause?”

“Certainly I am.” Sir Leonard was genial. “And if I could get across this fence, my dear young man, I’d shake hands at once.”

Shopland scowled. An informally cordial manner of address seemed not to please him. “I don’t think,” he said darkly, “you’re likely to get across the fence.”

 

Since retiring, rather early, from the Treasury, Sir Leonard had devoted himself wholly to literary pursuits. His weekly essay on one of our older writers instructed and delighted a large circle of readers on Sunday mornings. It was a joke among some of Sir Leonard’s friends that this regular opportunity of armchair edification often detained them from their religious duties, and more than one rector of a polite parish had remarked an increase in his congregation in those occasional fortnights during which it had been given out that Sir Leonard would be on holiday. In addition to this constant task – exacting though modestly remunerative – Sir Leonard gave lectures and attended conferences. He was also the moving spirit in a small dining club, consisting of men of his own generation and interests, to which young writers were invited as guests. They were thus amiably given an opportunity to impress upon their elders both the extent of their talents and the justness of their perceptions alike in letters and in life. Sir Leonard himself did a great deal for young men who had recommended themselves on these occasions. He gave luncheons to publishers, he importuned industrialists to subsidise cultural journals, he quite often put his hand into his own pocket in cases of evident need.

Talent delighted him, but he was even more delighted by taste. When talent went along with taste – with what he would call, with a dip into old-fashioned terminology, a correct taste – he was always generously willing to announce that genius was hovering in the wings, if it had not indeed actually taken the boards. And all these functions Sir Leonard performed lightly and with gaiety and charm. There wasn’t a less pompous man in England.

It was in his single devotion to literature that Sir Leonard differed from the late Lord Callaway – into whose shoes, nevertheless, he had distinguishably stepped. Lord Callaway had been the most eminent littérateur of his day, and in this department had owned a brilliance which Sir Leonard was the first to acknowledge as vastly superior to his own. Moreover, Lord Callaway had never declined hereditary responsibilities. He had crowned his public career – which had included a long spell as a Pro-Consul of Empire – by some notable services to the cause of popular education. It had been indeed his first love – and when Lord Sherbrooke on a celebrated occasion informed the House of Commons that “we must educate our masters” he was only quoting from a remarkable letter received that day from little Bobby Callaway while yet at his private school. And Bobby Callaway, returned from India, promoted increasingly massive slabs of popular education to the last. He ended his days as Chancellor of two Universities: his own, and a new one which he had caused to be endowed and erected farther north.

Lord Callaway had died fifteen years ago. Many things – Sir Leonard reflected as he made his way back to the house – had happened since then. For instance, they had built, at his old friend’s fledgling university, the large and hideous object known as the Callaway Hall. They had built it with Callaway’s own money – with far more of his own money than it had been judicious to give up. Money was something which Callaway never understood – a Viceroy didn’t need to in those days – and it was his notion, no doubt, as it had been Lord Durham’s, that a man might jog along very nicely on forty thousand a year. But what did dear old Agatha have now? Certainly not a quarter of that, and she had the whole place to keep up, all the same. She couldn’t be blamed if Great Musters rather failed to be a bed of roses at the moment.

Sir Leonard paused on the brow of a small hillock. From here there was a view over the downs. The Atomic Research Establishment, he noticed, seemed almost within gunshot. A portent of changed times indeed, its uncouth forms crawled over or soared above the immemorial green-clad chalk. He could even see, clearly with the naked eye, the high barbed-wire fence surrounding the place. It was sinister – perhaps because the high barbed-wire fence constituted the ominous master-symbol of our age. Of what went on behind this particular barrier he was disposed to take a hopeful view – including a view hopeful even in relation to his own particular field of interest. What went on there- – Sir Leonard told himself, strolling back to drink Lady Callaway’s tea – was a challenge to the most transcendent literary imagination. Hadn’t Wordsworth said something very good about poetry being the impassioned expression which is in the countenance of all Science? A quite exalted poetry might come out of the Atomic Research Establishment one day. And he would be the first to welcome it. Almost, he might be the first to spot it. For didn’t he, beyond everything else, notably keep up?

 

(At this point in his reflections Sir Leonard noticed Chowder. Chowder, an elderly but still active Labrador, was padding towards the fringe of the park. He had the air of a dog that is about to pay a visit away from home. Sir Leonard, whose general approachability extended far out over the brute creation, passed the time of day with him. Chowder gave him a searching look and padded on.)

 

Sir Leonard turned his mind to the labour confronting him during the next week or so. Lord Callaway’s purely literary works, including the edition of Fielding and the monumental four-volume Spirit of English Comedy, had become part of the public heritage long ago. Even his polemical and somewhat astringent Carlyle, Ruskin, and the Crisis of the Age had proved perfectly proper to publish in the year following Lord Callaway’s death. But both the Forum Papers and the Closet Papers (as they were provisionally called by those in the know) were another matter. Distinct but concurrent diaries, loosely organised, they contained Lord Callaway’s commentaries upon the political and the literary life of his time respectively. He had left instructions about each series. The Closet Papers were to be examined by appointed persons fifteen years after his death, and a first selection might be published at the discretion of his literary executors five years later.

In making these dispositions Lord Callaway had placed the chief burden of responsibility on Sir Leonard Vause, a close friend and literary associate some twenty years younger than himself. But he had also been mindful of the new university and its diffusion of a higher education through fresh reaches of society. With a thought to the prestige that would thereby accrue to the stripling seat of learning, he had directed that it should nominate from among its own recent graduates in literature a suitable person to assist Sir Leonard in his editorial labours. Which was the explanation of the arrival at Great Musters of the young man called James Shopland. And now it was with curiosity that Sir Leonard, making his way through the neglected gardens, climbed to the terrace and entered the house. He had been delighted with his glimpse of Shopland; his ready contacting of the young man had been an instance of his flair for breaking new ground. Presently – he smiled good-humouredly – he would have an opportunity of further observation, this time among old Agatha’s tea-cups.

 

(Curiosity might have been detected, at this moment, as dominating too the less distinguished mind of Chowder. He had no difficulty in making his way out of his mistress’s policies. And he pursued an unimpeded and determined course thereafter.)

 

Shopland was in the same clothes, so presumably he had lacked time to change before being summoned to Lady Callaway’s drawing-room. He made disconcerting noises when he drank, and he ate everything he could lay his hands on – so that if Jones, Lady Callaway’s crazed but still vestigially efficient parlourmaid, hadn’t kept tottering in and out of the room in a rapid replenishing of plates, the board would have been bare. Sir Leonard, who had a good knowledge of the habits of other social classes, was inclined to wonder whether the young man supposed this to be his “tea” in the more substantial north-country sense. And although Shopland managed to eat so much he was far from being at ease; his large contempt for the common forms didn’t preserve him from some discomfort at not much knowing about them. It even came to Sir Leonard that the young man’s bolting so much food wasn’t a matter of hunger – or even of greed or sheer grossness; its sole prompting was a nervousness which probably didn’t even allow him an awareness of the means he was taking to cope with it. Sir Leonard hoped that the consequence wouldn’t be a frightful indigestion; that certainly was how so much plum-cake, swilled down with so much tea, would have affected him. But then Shop- land was young, and – despite his unpleasing complexion – obviously healthy; he would probably, without damage to his inside, behave in just the same way at dinner.

And of course, old Agatha was daunting. If she had known you long ago, she knew you still, and she would occasionally say things in her old grand manner. But she no longer, in either sense, made much of strangers. Shopland’s function and background appeared obscure to her. Sometimes she stirred uneasily at the sound of his voice, as if at a loss that he wasn’t taking round a tray or bringing in a scuttle of coal. And sometimes she fired off at him the sort of remark that would have been appropriate if addressed to an octogenarian neighbour in the county. “A man called Jevons is asking me to concrete his yard,” she said. “What do you do in a case like that?”

Shopland swallowed plum-cake and glowered. “Nobody asks me to concrete yards,” he said surlily.

“Then, as things are nowadays, you must have very forbearing tenants.” Lady Callaway took further thought. “But you must have concreted some yards. There’s a regulation about it, in the case of T.T. herds. Or so my agent tells me. He may be having me on.”

Shopland appeared startled by this colloquial expression from a decrepit aristocrat. “Very likely,” he said. “But the only concrete yard I’ve ever known was at school – and damned hard to fall on. Corporation Street Central.”

“That’s most interesting. And quite a bond.” Lady Callaway said this with a trace of her old captivatingly extravagant manner. “My nephew Lambert was there. A splendid school.”

“He was nothing of the sort.”

Shopland had flushed darkly. Sir Leonard judged that he was so much at sea as to suppose that the deaf old woman had been intending an impertinence. So he carried a fresh cake over to the young man. “You’ll have to speak a little louder,” he said amiably.

“Chowder?” This time Lady Callaway had undoubtedly misheard. “I don’t know. Jones, where is Chowder?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, my lady.” Jones, who was as old as Lady Callaway, had tottered in with a plate of broken biscuits. “Cook is anxious about him, my lady. She says Chowder is fallen off greatly from his stomach.”

“I saw our friend this afternoon,” Sir Leonard contributed gaily. “And he didn’t look less of a credit than usual to Mrs Lumley’s cooking.” He gave Jones a pat on the arm. “By the way, tell her I’ll be coming down to have a word with her.”

“Yes, sir. She’ll be delighted, I’m sure.” Jones retired gratified, and Sir Leonard turned tirelessly to the task of domesticating the uncomfortable Shopland. He could again assure himself that he had taken a liking to the impossible youth. For it wasn’t a bit, he saw, as if Shopland were a great oaf – a downright stupid young man whom that Midland university had despatched in error. He was clever, and indeed was probably not to be denied the much higher quality of intelligence. It followed that his rejection of ordinary civilisation proceeded not from a sluggish inability to assimilate other people’s ways but from some deliberate act of will. The young man was living up to what that interesting fellow Jung called a persona.

In fact – Sir Leonard realised with pleased understanding – Shopland was of a category of young provincial intellectuals of which he had been hearing lately but which he hadn’t yet with any degree of intimacy encountered. This was great fun. How sensible old Callaway’s testamentary dispositions had been! A more stodgy choice might have landed Sir Leonard with, so to speak, not the Corporation Street Central School but whatever Agatha had so weirdly confused it with. Yes, his companion in the investigation of the Closet Papers might well have been some conventional young man lately become, and complacently hopeful of ending his days as, a Fellow of All Souls. There would have been nothing to learn from that. Whereas the society of Shopland was going to be most entertaining and instructive. For Sir Leonard had no doubt that he would soon be on excellent terms with the young man. He had brought round plenty of shy and kittle youths before, and he didn’t see why he shouldn’t do the same with a boorish one.

So he carried the plate of biscuits to Agatha – a ginger nut, for which she had a passion, would absorb her for at least a quarter of an hour – and then dropped in a chair beside Shopland. “Are you writing anything just now?” he asked casually. He was conscious of being, in this question, thoroughly up to date. Until lately people like this young man – lecturers or whatever in the newer places of education – had aimed at being regarded as scholars; they edited texts, and inquired into “influences”, and dug up biographical information about the uncompromisingly dead. But now, Sir Leonard knew, they wrote things. He was all in favour of this. They were themselves, after all, much too sketchily educated to affect learning without absurdity; but they were young and clever and lively and discontented, which was just right for the producing of creative writing of a sort. Shopland undoubtedly wrote things. Sir Leonard accompanied his question with a charmingly inquiring smile.

And, for the first time, he got a positive response out of James Shopland. “A play,” he said.

“How awfully interesting! And I’m so glad.” Sir Leonard was off like a flash. “By which I mean, you know, to point my own strong sense that it’s in the theatre, if anywhere, that, today, the thing can be done.” He gave Shopland a keen but collaborative glance, which somehow indicated that, between two minds so well attuned, any pause to define the “thing” would be time merely wasted. “Tell me”—he leant forward, eager but relaxed—”what, to put it quite ingenuously, is it about?”

Shopland had flushed again. He gave this polished enthusiast a wary glance. “It’s about some Russians – the kind you would call commissars – having to make a forced landing in an aeroplane. It’s in some mountains. They manage to find their way to a monastery.”

“What an admirable idea!” Sir Leonard would have been prepared to say something like this even if he had judged the young man’s notion an inept one. But for the moment his approval was genuine. “Are your monks of any particular order?”

“Trappists. They keep their traps shut.”

“Oh.” Sir Leonard was uncertain whether this was a tasteless joke or fantastic etymological ignorance.

“They don’t talk at all – not once in the whole play.”

“The Russians do all the talking?”

“Yes – but the monks are equally important. They listen to the Russians.”

“The monks understand Russian?”

“Yes, of course. They’re very highly educated. Like Jesuits.”

“Or Benedictines?” For a moment Sir Leonard forgot himself and was indulgent. “How,” he asked hastily, “does the action develop?”

“The monks listen to the Russians. And the Russians watch the monks. The monks’ ideas are upset. They start wanting to get around and do things. The Russians, on the other hand, find themselves planning and talking less and less. They drift into long meditative fits – just walking or sitting about.”

“But the monks don’t begin sporadically to break into speech?”

“Certainly not.”

“In fact, the rest is silence?”

Shopland glanced at Sir Leonard with quick suspicion. “I haven’t quite got the resolution yet. It needs working at.”

“But I’m sure it will be remarkable when it comes.” Sir Leonard was all enthusiasm again. “When your play is produced, I shall look forward to seeing it very much.”

“My play won’t be produced.”

Sir Leonard gave a smile of radiant encouragement. “Oh, come!” he said. “Why ever not?”

“Because it isn’t muck.” Shopland lent this reply the effect of a sudden savage shout – and at the same time he banged his fist on a small table, so that the Rockingham tea-things on it jumped and rattled. “Because it isn’t bloody muck,” he repeated more loudly and more forcibly. “And because I don’t intend to make it bloody muck.” He paused, and when he spoke again it seemed to be as a consequence of some distasteful association of ideas. “When,” he demanded, “do we begin to look at old Lord Callaway’s stuff?”

Sir Leonard permitted himself a slight sigh. It was fascinating, of course. But he saw that he was going to have uphill work.

 

And so it proved. What almost got him down – he found himself reflecting in the succeeding week – was not so much the mere fact of resentfulness being Shopland’s dominant note as the perversity with which the young man managed to have his resentments both ways. He resented Great Musters; it ought never to have been allowed to grow and flourish. But equally he resented its decline – or at least its decline as evidenced in such particulars as a defective hot water system and windows that wouldn’t open and doors that wouldn’t shut. Sir Leonard himself made do with these deficiencies, although he couldn’t pretend not to be, at times, aware of them. He was made aware too, that Mrs Lumley in the kitchen was far from being her former self; and he was even prompted to wonder whether the reported falling off in Chowder’s appetite might not be due to this – it had to be confessed – irritating circumstance. Shopland at least didn’t resent an indifferent sauce or a greasy soup. But he thought poorly of the quantity of what was provided, and he habitually carried away from table the air of one who will presently be gnawing chocolate in his own room. At dinner on his first night he had startled poor Jones by responding to her quavering inquiry as to whether he would take claret with the single indignant monosyllable, “Beer!” Sir Leonard liked to see young men drinking beer – but upon proper occasions and without somehow contriving to leave rings of it on fine walnut.

Sir Leonard did his best. He drank beer too, and with a certain contrived accent on not making a mess. But this proved an ineffective measure.

At least Shopland was good with the Closet Papers. He had a substantial, if in the main singularly un- affectionate, acquaintance with the relevant stretch of English literary history, and in his ill-tempered way he could work harder and longer than could Sir Leonard in his genial one. It was irritating, however, that he habitually referred to their joint activities as the day’s slumming. When this had been so often repeated that it could no longer be construed as mere inept facetiousness, Sir Leonard tried making it a matter of challenge. “My dear James,” he said – for he had firmly taken to addressing the recalcitrant young man with this degree of friendly warmth – “I’m all praise, you know, for what it’s now demonstrable to me that you’ll eventually achieve with and for our friend’s papers. But it isn’t, I’m afraid, growing on you as anything that could be called a labour of love?”

Shopland laughed shortly. “You’re telling me,” he said.

Sir Leonard assimilated this harsh vulgarism with his usual good grace. Presented to his dining club, poor Shopland could scarcely have survived. But Great Musters was a place which Sir Leonard held in a large sentimental regard. A youth who had been admitted to it must, if possible, be saved. “You’re able, you know,” he said. “I don’t need to tell you that. So if all this seems stuffy and old-fashioned to you, oughtn’t you to be taking a chance and going all out after whatever’s your line?”

Shopland flushed more darkly than he had ever done before. “I’ve told you I’m writing a play.”

“And this work on Callaway’s papers is just rather boring and distasteful bread and butter?”

“Just that. Although there’s damned little butter sometimes to old Jones’s bread. Breakfast today was pretty awful.”

Sir Leonard compressed his lips. He had been secretly a little critical of the breakfast himself. “It’s my feeling that work like this,” he gestured at the papers they had been examining, “is a legitimate and indeed excellent bread-and-butter expedient – always provided that one hasn’t, for reasons whether good or bad, a contempt for it.”

“Quite irrelevant. Take Anglo-Saxon. That’s a damned sight more futile even than old Callaway’s maunderings. But that didn’t prevent my nailing it and getting the right degree. As long as they hold the whip one has to go through their silly hoops. At least it keeps one in good condition for an effective pounce one day.”

“An effective pounce, James, preparatory to gobbling ‘them’, as you call them, up?”

“Just that.”

As he said this, Shopland looked straight at Sir Leonard and elaborately licked his lips. And Sir Leonard, who had been almost depressed, brightened at once. He felt that a gleam of humour, even of this alarming variety, might be a milestone in the development of his relations with his morose assistant.

But it was only a gleam, and during the next few days Sir Leonard’s mind began to move towards the conviction that Shopland would have to go. This wasn’t just because, in speech and attitude, he could fairly be termed outrageous. It was also because his extravagance in these regards – his referring, for instance, to Callaway’s reliquite as maunderings, or as the plumbing – came more and more to Sir Leonard as bearing the character of a quite desperate “turn”. Perhaps the play wasn’t going well; perhaps the Russians were refusing to meditate and the Trappists to feel the attraction of the practical life. Certainly Shopland was glum. He was a young man sadly uncertain of himself, and fighting off a deepening dejection by a progressive exaggeration of his elected aggressive pose. And Great Musters wasn’t going to help him. So perhaps he had better go away.

The place was undeniably dreary – perhaps most of all to one who, like Sir Leonard, remembered its old days. Lady Callaway existed for the most part in a state of senile reverie, but from this she made sorties which seemed designed rather to harry than to entertain her guests. Jones teetered and tottered around, performing after a fashion the duties of half a dozen servants who had vanished long ago. Somewhere in the depths of the house her sister, who must also be in her later seventies now, was understood to assist Mrs Lumley. The only other domestic was a mentally-deficient girl called Grace, who went round dusting things and making beds. Sir Leonard had a notion of having several times come upon Shopland stalking Grace. It was natural, considering that she was the only person in the house who had been born in the same century as himself. But it couldn’t, in view of Grace’s near-imbecility, be called proper; and when Sir Leonard eventually came upon the pair tumbling about the library floor in a catch-as-catch-can wrestling and spanking match, he felt that he had to speak an admonitory word. He did this with a friendliness that managed almost to be gay. But Shopland went off glowering and Grace in tears, so that it was an uncomfortable episode all the same. It couldn’t of course be helped. Sir Leonard was a man of strict, indeed of chivalric, honour. If an under-housemaid needed protection – well, the job had to be done. But he wasn’t the less cordial to Shopland half an hour later. Indeed, that evening he excelled himself in being nice to everybody. He sent a kind message to Mrs Lumley about the rice pudding. He carried a tray for Jones with so easy a gallantry and such a sense of the fun of the thing that the poor old soul scarcely felt the awkwardness of it and answered quite coherently his solicitous question about her sister’s rheumatism. Had Chowder been in evidence – only Chowder wasn’t – he would have made arrangements that the faithful creature should have a bone. Instead, he sent Grace half a crown to buy sweets, and then settled down to the business of being cheated by old Agatha at piquet. A dispassionate observer might well have felt that not since the novelist Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison, had England known a gentleman so resolved to move uniformly well through a variety of trying situations. If only – the same observer might have gone on to reflect – the uncouth young James Shopland had been willing to regard Sir Leonard Vause as an exemplar, what might he not have learnt of the conduct befitting a scholar and a gentleman! Unfortunately Sir Leonard’s efforts had no success in toning Shopland up; on the contrary they seemed if anything to get him down. That night he was subdued rather than sulky, and his expression was not so much angry as desperate. And at bed-time, when Sir Leonard turned to him to speak his customary cheerful word, he was startled to notice that Shopland, slumped in a shadowy corner of Lady Callaway’s drawing-room, appeared to be having a good cry. Perhaps, Sir Leonard thought, pretending not to notice, it was a literal exhibition of what is called being bored to tears. He was sorry for the poor lad, and resolved to be even more undeviatingly charitable towards him next morning.


Chapter Two

 

Unlike many elderly people, Sir Leonard was a heavy sleeper. Providence, as if in reward for the vivacity and affability of his diurnal demeanour, commonly passed him straight into oblivion hard upon his final tot of whisky, and returned him to a clear consciousness and an untroubled conscience at the first tinkle of his morning tea. On this particular night, however, sleep eluded him for some time. It was in vain even that, switching on his bed-side light, he read a number of those very short chapters into which the elegant mind of Turgenev has disposed his incomparable fictions. At length, Sir Leonard had to turn out the light again and resign himself to vigil.

It was an uneasy vigil. Addressing himself with his accustomed lucidity to an analysis of this distress, he was at first disposed, not unnaturally, to refer it to the continuing general uncomfortableness of life with his young friend. He recalled with contrition that he had said something unkind to Shopland at their first meeting; he wondered whether, all unconsciously, he had a little adulterated the clear spring of his subsequent benevolence with astringencies that might be felt to come disagreeably de haut en bas. At least he had the inner assurance of being the aggressive youth’s well-wisher, and this assurance he proceeded to fortify by turning over in his mind various ways in which his benevolence might be given practical effect. What could be done for Shopland? What would be the best thing for him? Not – Sir Leonard seemed yet more clearly to discern – that he should continue to toil over the Closet Papers of the late Lord Callaway. Shopland indeed had the right equipment for this, but it had to be confessed that he came a little short of the right temperament. He was an interesting young man, and Sir Leonard had been delighted to make the acquaintance of one so authentically (he supposed) of the latest generation. But as a resident colleague amid the undeniably irritating deprivations, inefficiencies, and desuetudes of Great Musters, he frankly left something to be desired. And labour on a project so uncongenial and in an ambience so alien simply wasn’t fair to the lad himself. It would be a good idea if he could be sent to the United States.

That was it. Shopland must be got an Award or a Fellowship or a Grant – Sir Leonard knew about these things – that would enable him to spend a year, or preferably a couple of years, at one of the great American universities. Minnesota, say. To Sir Leonard in his sleepless condition this seemed an admirable idea.

It might have been expected that sleep should at last rapidly succeed upon this happy inspiration. But it didn’t, and Sir Leonard had presently to admit that the strange uneasiness assailing him was not connected with James Shopland at all. It was not connected with anything that his thoughts could put a name to. He found this state of affairs alarming. His alarm increased when, just as a clock somewhere in the house struck two, he discovered himself to be lying in a cold sweat. It was something horridly unusual. The physical tenement of Sir Leonard – well nourished, punctually evacuated, moderately exercised, and periodically inspected and repaired by high-ranking physicians and surgeons – was scarcely familiar with even passing distresses. Was he then, at last, going to fall ill? Somehow he didn’t think that anything of the sort was absolutely imminent. Did his uneasiness belong to some psychic sphere? He remembered a disagreeable poem of Donne’s, in which the poet promises that his ghost will appear to his new-bedded mistress and evoke just such a sweat as Sir Leonard now lay in. But Sir Leonard had again somehow an assurance that he wasn’t – this time wasn’t even remotely – in the presence of the supernatural. Great Musters, it was true, had a ghost. But that ghost, if operative at the moment, was certainly operative only in some remote corner of the mansion. What Sir Leonard was obscurely aware of – and it was an obscurity to the impenetrableness of which he felt no possibility of doing justice – was disorder or subversion entirely unconnected with the psychic sphere; was rather of some slip or shudder at the very roots of the purely physical. It occurred to him that there had perhaps been an earthquake, and he almost got up to see whether his toilet things were in disarray or Agatha’s admirable old mezzotints shaken askew on the walls. But he knew perfectly well that nothing violent had occurred; that if anything had occurred it was of a nature not distinguishable, let alone definable or measurable, through any of the unassisted channels of sense. And hard upon this intuition (as of course it turned out to be) Sir Leonard did at last fall asleep.

 

He could not afterwards have told whether his sleep had been dreamless, or by what gradations he awoke. There was already a grey light on the ceiling when he first became fully conscious of sharp voices and hurried movement in the house. It was mysterious. It was even – he slumberously realised – disturbing. But he contrived to be annoyed rather than curious. And then he must have dozed off again.

When he next woke up, it was to a dull banging sound which he resented at once. At eight o’clock in the morning a well-trained servant doesn’t wait to be shouted at; she knocks, pauses a moment, and then enters. But the half-witted Grace was not of course to be relied upon in these matters. Sir Leonard sat up in bed. “Come in,” he called firmly.

The banging continued. Nothing else happened. Sir Leonard looked at his watch. It was after nine, so the wretched girl must have forgotten about him. And the banging was certainly not a series of knocks on the door. Its quality was entirely different; it came from quite far away; and it went monotonously on and on.

Sir Leonard got out of bed – it was unpleasant, he discovered, to have to do this unfortified by the routine of tea and a sliver of bread and butter – and drew back his curtains. His room overlooked the park – and commanded, as it happened, that one of its boundaries upon which he had first encountered young Shopland. The clear morning sunlight made it possible to see just what was going on, so that it was only for a moment that he was able to suppose it nothing out of the ordinary. The wall of the park, it was true, had for years been in poor condition; and it might be reasonable to conclude that Agatha had resolved upon repairs. But not, no, decidedly not, upon this scale. For just beyond the park, on the road where Shopland had cursed his broken-down car, were ranged half a dozen olive-green lorries. That they were military lorries was plain from the fact that men in battle-dress were scurrying all over the place. For a second Sir Leonard imagined that the park of Great Musters must have been chosen – most impertinently – by the local military authorities for some foolish manoeuvres. Then he saw that it was upon nothing of this sort that the soldiers were engaged. They were putting up a fence. With incredible speed, they were putting up a high, barbed-wire fence round what looked like the entire perimeter of the park. The banging came from a powerful machine which was punching holes deep into the earth. Into each hole was going a concrete post. Each concrete post had an outward-sloping limb of a kind which Sir Leonard recognised as familiar. What was going up, in fact, was precisely the formidable sort of barrier which shut off from the world the atomic research establishment sprawling on the nearby down.

Sir Leonard felt angry. He was angry with the military personnel who had woken him up so disagreeably. And he was even more angry with old Agatha Callaway. For what had happened was clear. It wasn’t, after all, time of war. No government department could simply have commandeered Great Musters. So Agatha must have let it – presumably as some sort of annexe for her proliferating scientific neighbours. That must be it. And the absurd old woman had presumably forgotten what she had done, so that nobody had been told, until now the very moment had come to quit.

Yes, that must be it. But even as Sir Leonard arrived at this conclusion – a hypothesis eminently rational in itself – misgivings assailed him. If here were indeed the explanation, would not the business of erecting that fence be in the hands not of the military but of a civilian contractor? Sir Leonard took another long look at the operation going so briskly forward. At the operation, it struck him, going so very briskly forward … and a simple, if mysterious, truth was borne in upon him. What was happening carried evidently and in the highest degree, the mark of belonging uncompromisingly to the emergency order. The soldiers, in fact, were in the hell of a hurry.

It was at this moment that Sir Leonard’s attention was distracted by a further untoward circumstance – this time immediately in his vicinity. The neglected main drive of Great Musters turned, just beneath his window, into a yet more neglected gravel sweep which rounded the east wing of the house and expired among its derelict offices. On this sweep another lorry had just appeared. It was a lorry evidently much heavier than those on the fringe of the park – and was of the sort indeed which has to be supported on a quite improbable number of wheels. Sir Leonard was looking directly down upon it now. It was an open lorry, and what it carried seemed to Sir Leonard, upon a first glance, to be some half-dozen cattle troughs. But the lorry was crawling, as if beneath an immense burden. Sir Leonard looked again. They were not cattle troughs, but boxes – open boxes, with lids stacked beside them. And yet they were not boxes either. Or rather they were a particular sort of box. What Sir Leonard was looking down on was a supply of coffins. And they were, for that matter, a particular sort of coffin. The massiveness of the lorry, and the laboured character of its progress, were alike explained by the circumstance that the coffins were very large. And the largeness of the coffins was attributable to the fact that each was lined with what appeared to be several inches of lead.

The lorry crawled round the corner of the house and vanished. From across the park the dull thump of the fence-building contrivance continued to sound. Sir Leonard was no longer able very clearly to distinguish this phenomenon from another purely internal to himself. His heart in fact was behaving badly. Even more disturbing was the fact that discomfort had seized upon his bowels. He turned away from the window and grabbed his dressing-gown. One of the archaic hardships of Great Musters consisted in the necessity of walking down a corridor whenever one was prompted either to ablution or to the simplest call of nature. Sir Leonard therefore threw open his bedroom door and hurried out. In doing so he almost stumbled over what, for a single moment, he took to be a vacuum cleaner propelled by Jones or Grace. It certainly ran on small wheels – as such an unassuming household contrivance, he supposed, commonly does. But it was plainly not a vacuum cleaner; rather it was a scientific instrument as evidently complex as it was unfamiliar. And it wasn’t, of course, being shoved along by Jones or Grace. It was being shoved along by a robot – so Sir Leonard for a moment thought – or by what a literary person of a younger generation might have taken to be a “space man” fully accoutred for some interplanetary jaunt. This apparition glanced incuriously at Sir Leonard – glanced at him from within a bubble of perspex or glass – and then passed on down the corridor. His sinister contraption was emitting a faint hum. And Sir Leonard was aware at the same time of a faint smell. It was like that faintest of smells that one is sometimes conscious of at the moment one’s dentist takes his X-ray photograph.

 

When Sir Leonard got downstairs, he found no sign of breakfast. Indeed, what was equally depressing, he found no sign of life, and it was in an anxious search for both that he made his way to the kitchen. Neither Mrs Lumley nor her assistant was in evidence. But there was an excellent smell, and this appeared to be due to the activities of Shopland, who was busying himself at the old-fashioned range. Sir Leonard hurried over to him. “What is it?” he asked anxiously.

“Sausages and bacon. More than we’ve had for a week. And coffee. I don’t understand the bloody percolator. But I’m making it in this pan.”

“Yes, yes – but what is it? And where are the servants? Where is Lady Callaway?” Sir Leonard remembered the coffins. “They’re not … dead?”

“Probably not. That’s to say, they were alive fifteen minutes ago. I took them round some tea.” With surprising dexterity, Shopland poured out a cup of coffee, added a dash of hot milk, and thrust it at Sir Leonard. “It’s a bit of a shock for the poor old bitches, you’ll agree. And even for Grace, although I don’t suppose she understands it. Could you manage two rashers? They’re a bit fatty.”

Sir Leonard felt that he could not manage two rashers – or for that matter one either. But he gulped his coffee avidly, not even taking time to deprecate in his mind the coarse manner in which the young man had referred to the womenfolk of the household. “But I don’t understand it,” he cried. “Nobody has told me anything. What is it?”

Shopland gave a shout of laughter. It wasn’t a kind of laughter in which Sir Leonard recalled his ever indulging before. “What is it?” he said. “It’s the case of the luminous dog. That’s what it is. The Case of the Luminous Dog. An English Holocaust. By James Shopland. Or by Sir Leonard Vause, if you like. It’s your donnée quite as much as mine.”

For a moment Sir Leonard remained silent. He was both unnerved and baffled. He supposed that Shopland had lost his reason; he even feared that whatever visitation had befallen Great Musters might presently take them all that way. The young man’s whole expression and bearing had changed. Was he simply excited? Was he in the grip of fear? Or was it conceivable – the possibility glimmered in Sir Leonard’s mind – that he could be both?

“Something in the air,” Shopland was saying. “It might be better to call it something in the ether. Except that ether is a term with rather old-fashioned associations. Nineteenth-century physics. And it’s twentieth-century physics we’re conjuring up.”

“Conjuring up?” Sir Leonard found himself increasingly bewildered. He couldn’t make out whether Shopland was offering a report or engaged in imagining things.

“You must remember,” Shopland said, “that I’m in a sensitised state. Shut up day after day in this bloody morgue, turning over the semi-decomposed stuff you call the Closet Papers, dodging those embalmed old women, and managing civil replies to all that putrifying civility you’re so hot on yourself.”

Sir Leonard wanted to repeat the phrase “civil replies” in a tone of just indignation. But he found his voice fail him.

“It might, of course, have a merely depressive effect. I might just go numb and not notice things. But in fact the effect is sensitising, as I’ve said. I’m in a state of hyperesthesia. Like Shelley, or whoever it was, being able to count the leaves on the tree at the other end of the park.”

But now Sir Leonard’s voice was restored to him. It broke from him angrily. “Will you stop talking nonsense,” he said, “and tell me what happened last night?”

“I got up and made a raid on the beer.” Shopland glanced at his companion with an odd effect of good- humoured surprise. “Because of having this feeling about the ether, or whatever you like to call it … I say, would you like another cup of coffee?”

Sir Leonard declined more coffee. He wondered why the offer of it perplexed him.

“I went downstairs in the dark. It wouldn’t have done to be pounced on. Particularly by you. You’d have supposed I was stalking Grace. And nothing would have persuaded you to the contrary.” Shopland laughed his new excited laugh. “Old men forget, you know. And forget that they forget. There were times, believe me, when you wanted a pint of beer a damned sight more than a wench. So you see—” Shopland broke off as if to listen. Then he relaxed again. “I thought they were coming for us,” he said. “But not yet.”

“Coming for us?” Sir Leonard was apprehensive. The expression had an ominous ring. He had a sense of being placed in some hideous borderland between fact and fantasy. Clearly he was in the presence of some real crisis or disaster. But equally he was in the presence of Shopland’s dramatic imagination. “What do you mean by coming for us?” he repeated angrily.

“To decide whether we must be put down. Like Chowder. It was Chowder that gave the show away. You see, I met him in the dark. Going for that beer. When can you see a black dog in the dark? Answer: when he’s luminous. Like your wrist-watch. Chowder was like that.”

“I don’t believe a word of it!”

“Well, of course, you must remember my hyper- aesthesia. Chowder mightn’t have shone for you. So let’s say merely that I noticed something pretty queer about the dog. You’ll take that?”

“Yes, I’ll take that.” Sir Leonard was relieved that Shopland seemed prepared to talk at least intermittent sense.

“I turned on some lights after all, and led him back to his basket. I noticed what I took at first to be a couple of bones. Only they weren’t bones. They were a sort of metal capsule – and pretty effectively gnawed through. A soft metal of some sort. And on one of them I could just distinguish some initials. A.E.R.E. That’s for Atomic Energy Research Establishment. Well, I made for the telephone. It’s something that this morgue has a telephone. And I must say those chaps have acted pretty quickly.”

Sir Leonard was silent for a moment. The quick action of those chaps, at least, was a solid objective fact. He could still hear the dull thudding from across the park. “And the place is really contaminated?” he asked.

“To an unbelievable degree. It seems there was a case in Holland some time ago, when a child brought home something or other lifted from a hospital. The whole house had to be quarantined for weeks. But it was nothing to this.”

There was another short silence. Sir Leonard was conscious of emotions of irritation and dismay. He was conscious too of a lurking sense that these were inadequate responses to the situation. “I must say,” he said crossly, “that you’ve told me this along with a great deal of unnecessary clowning. You said something about our being ‘put down’. I don’t think much of the joke. But no doubt we may die. They’re obviously prepared for that. Have they admitted regarding it as a certainty?”

“They don’t say much. And they’re not, by the way, going to have a great deal of truck with us. Of course they have all that protective clothing, and so forth. But it’s risky for them, all the same. For quite some time they’ll be here only for the bare minimum of scientific and humanitarian necessities. Food will be delivered. And no doubt you’ll get The Times. In fact, today’s has come already. I meant to give it to you.” Shopland paused. “Sorry I forgot.”

Sir Leonard was only faintly aware of the large untowardness inherent in James Shopland’s uttering a conventional apology. His mind was taken up by the havoc that this catastrophe must for long inflict upon the whole reasonable routine of his life. On Tuesday, he had been going up to town for the night to attend his dining club; on Thursday, he had thought of running over to Oxford to lunch with the Master of Balliol and spend a quiet couple of hours in the Bodleian library. And now he belonged to a leper colony. It was a leper colony, too, presided over by the tiresome old Agatha Callaway and cooked for by the disastrously degenerate Mrs Lumley. “You mean to say,” he demanded, “that we’re going to be shut up here? That fence is to keep us in as well as other people out?”

“Certainly. Barbed wire used to be mainly for keeping people out. Now it’s mainly—isn’t it?—for keeping them in. And that’s us, all right. We can’t go away. We can’t even be taken away. Or not while alive. We’re much too dangerous. You might call it an authentic hundred-per-cent taboo. And in Berkshire. It’s pretty tremendous, that. Wouldn’t you say?”

Sir Leonard found something disagreeable in this attempt to glamorise a grotesque situation. He found Shopland’s expression – strained and somehow vividly alive – disagreeable too. “At least,” he said rather ill- naturedly, “it will give you an opportunity to get on with that interesting play.”

“No good. No good at all.” Shopland threw back his head, so that his long untidy hair rose like a cloud and fell back again. “Not a patch on this.”

“On this?” Sir Leonard was outraged but acute. “You’d ditch your monks and Russians in favour of poor Lady Callaway and myself? You’d make Great Musters your desert island, your derelict drifting liner? Just a nice touch of novelty to a well-worn theme, eh?”

“Well, it’s a possibility.” Shopland laughed unresentfully, so that Sir Leonard had a sudden and enraged sense that the young man was positively presuming to be fond of him. “I’ve called the place a morgue – which is a bit rude, you may possibly feel. But I expect you know what I mean. The place is a mausoleum, to my way of thinking. You’re all embalmed, you see, although naturally you’re not aware of it.” He made a quick, curiously compassionate gesture that took in the whole of Great Musters. “And this thing might have hit, say, a boarding-school, or a big maternity hospital. But, instead of that, it’s hit you. So whereas one might have got tragedy, one actually gets macabre comedy. But of course it mayn’t actually come out like that. All this may prompt me to something quite different. Have you noticed there are mushrooms in the park?”

“Mushrooms?” Sir Leonard heard himself repeat the word mechanically. He hadn’t slept well. He was bewildered. It didn’t make sense to him that the young man’s mind should be thus racing.

“There they are, thrusting out through the hard soil, tender and phallic and secret – the symbol of what life will manage if we only let it alone. And then say that you look up and see in the sky, far away over London, the great mushroom-shaped cloud—”

“A wonderfully imaginative conception.” Sir Leonard was so irked by this nonsense that he didn’t pause to reproach himself for the strident note of sarcasm in his voice. He was remembering the coffins trundling past under his window. They had been disgusting and alarming. But the visual image in which he recalled them was of the kind in which one commonly summons up memories from one’s remote past. He himself, that was to say, was in the picture – he himself peering out of his window, and the lorry labouring by. Shopland was entitled – he glimpsed clearly enough how Shopland was entitled – to regard it as macabre comedy. But at least the young man might be reminded that his own wasn’t precisely a seat in the stalls. “I’ve no doubt,” Sir Leonard said, “that you’ll incubate a masterpiece – if you have time. But we must, I suppose, consider plain mundane fact. When are we going to die?”

“To die?” It was satisfactory to see that Shopland was pulled hard up by the straight question. The eager life which the catastrophe seemed paradoxically to have roused him to faded from his face. “Perhaps now,” he said. “Or perhaps a little later. Or perhaps quite a long time on.”

There was a pause. Sir Leonard had caught Shopland’s glance as he spoke, and he experienced a disconcerting sense of some failure of communication between them. This added to his ill-temper, so that he put down his coffee-cup with a bang and frowned morosely at the young man. “And no doubt disagreeably,” he said.

“Yes.”

There was another pause. It was true that Shopland was afraid. His excitement was intense – it was even in some way modifying his personality – but it had generated itself out of a plain stark fear of death. And it was just this that Shopland hadn’t, somehow, passed on. Simple animal fear is an eminently catching thing. But Sir Leonard hadn’t caught it, didn’t feel it. What he felt was a sharp contempt for the young man who did. Or at least that was what he told himself he felt. It wasn’t, he realised, a nice thing to feel. If his own normal personality were in working order he would have been able to produce a heartening word. But it wasn’t. He was upset and confused – unable, even, to be sure of his own responses as he went along.

“On the other hand,” Shopland was saying, “it mayn’t affect us at all. Or not so that we shall ever know. Are you still capable of begetting children? Even if you are, I don’t suppose you any longer have ambitions that way. So that just leaves me – and Grace.”

A twinge of real horror assailed Sir Leonard. “You mean—?”

“Children – or great-grandchildren – with far too many fingers and toes. Or none at all. Post-atomic Pobbles. Or whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders – which to hear would Desdemona seriously incline. And so forth. And so forth.” Shopland laughed – less wildly than before. “I’m glad I can’t have put that girl in the family way. It would be a bit tough on Grace, you’ll agree. Landed with half-wits by God and with monsters by man.”

Sir Leonard was again uncertain how he was responding to this. But he did now know what he had been feeling a little earlier. The hostile impulse prompted in him by Shopland’s vivid fear of death hadn’t been contempt. It had been envy. The young man was alive and therefore kicking. He would go down kicking – even if his kicking was no more than a matter of talking nonsense about morgues and mushrooms. And only the power to kick makes the business of dying other than tiresome and disheartening.

Sir Leonard had just made this discovery – it was to the credit of a continued vitality at least in his reflective processes – when the kitchen door opened. It wasn’t a robot or a space man. It was Grace.

 

He hadn’t ever really looked at her – or only, and with distaste, at her hideously black-cotton-stockinged legs when Shopland had been so discreditably skylarking with her on the library floor. Now, when he did look – look at this most humble of his fellow lepers – he was revolted. The servant problem was acute. It always would be, while the national economy allowed full employment and an inflated pay-packet for any chit who cared to go after it. But that didn’t excuse Agatha Callaway for employing a moron. The girl even slobbered or slavered. Of course she was terrified, which no doubt made her even more disagreeable than usual, but she was probably equally horrible when feeling happy. Grace ought not to be at Great Musters. Grace ought to be in a home.

“Hullo, Grace old girl! Would you like another cup of tea?” Shopland reached out for the pot, which still stood on the hob. “Plenty here. Good and strong, too.”

Grace made no articulate reply. She stood in the doorway blubbering. Her terrors were obviously increased by the mysterious spectacle of Sir Leonard sitting at the kitchen-table. Shopland got up, walked over to the door and drew her into the room. Then he patted her affectionately behind. “Home sweet home,” he said. “And all the better since old loonie Lumley has taken to her bed. Old loonie Lumley has a comely bumley.”

Grace giggled through her tears. “Poor Jennie Jones,” she said, “bag of skin and bones.” Then she blubbered again. “Send them away,” she cried. “Bad men frighten Grace. Send them away.”

“They’ll go away, all right – don’t worry.” Shopland put an arm round Grace’s shoulders and treated her to a companionable squeeze. “Can you say ‘Agatha, Agatha’?”

Grace gave an enormous sniff and then dabbed her eyes with her dirty apron. “Agatha, Agatha, cheerful and smug—” she began.

“No, no – that’s Sir Leonard.” Shopland gave Grace another pat, and then balanced this with a kiss on her grimy cheek. “Agatha, Agatha, ugly mug—”

Grace gave a squeal of laughter. “Went to the lavvy and pulled the plug!” She clapped her hands with joy. “Went to the lavvy,” she repeated, “and—”

Sir Leonard could stand it no further. That Shopland should teach the wretched girl these coarse and disrespectful rhymes was, if nothing more, a gross breach of hospitality. He stood up and crossed over to the pair. “Leave the room!” he said to Grace. For a moment she stared at him in terror. And Sir Leonard felt a ghastly physical repulsion. It revolted him to think that this girl had handled dishes set before him, had turned over his sheets and made his bed. “Get out!” he shouted.

And then in a flash something shocking happened. Grace’s terror turned to impertinence. She took a step forward and gave Sir Leonard the raspberry. And in an incredible moment, Sir Leonard raised his hand and smacked her face.

She didn’t, in the second that followed, know how to take it. But Shopland did. “The old chap’s cuckoo, ducks,” he said easily. “We’ll go somewhere else.” And he kissed Grace again and led her from the room.

 

Sir Leonard went back to the kitchen-table and sat down by it. He felt as tired as if he had been through a hard physical tussle. He tried to concentrate his mind on the fear of death, confusedly remembering it as something enviable that Shopland possessed. But he was an old man and it wasn’t in him. He was merely aware of dying – which was what he was presently going to engage in – as a great discomfort and inconvenience, like the discomfort and inconvenience of having to apologise to the servant-girl, and make more conversation with Shopland, and play piquet with Agatha, and cancel his dining club in London and his lunch in Balliol, and exist indefinitely on rice pudding prepared by a revived Mrs Lumley. Old loonie Lumlie has a . . .

Sir Leonard checked his mind with an effort. It had been a jolt, a shock, and he was too old to keep his form in face of it. A wave of self-pity swept over him. He felt tears in his eyes.

He supposed that he had been just in time to brush them away as Shopland returned to the kitchen. The young man seemed to have no disposition to utter reproaches. He busied himself clearing up the breakfast things. And soon Sir Leonard found the silence oppressive – the more so as it had faintly for a background the pounding machine in the park. “I suppose,” he said, “that Chowder’s dead?” 

“Shot.”

“I don’t see how he can have done it.” Sir Leonard recognised his own voice as thinly querulous. “I mean, got at those utterly lethal things. It’s disgraceful. It’s appalling.”

“A ventilating shaft, they say. No doubt there will be a tremendous row.”

For some minutes Sir Leonard managed to say nothing. But resentment, anger which he knew to be senseless, mounted in him. “Damn and blast the dog!” he cried.

Shopland looked up from the frying-pan he was scouring. “No, no,” he said gently. “Poor Chowder.”
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	The Gaudy


The first volume in J.I.M. Stewart’s acclaimed ‘A Staircase in Surrey’ quintet, (but the second in time), ‘The Gaudy’ opens in Oxford at the eponymous annual dinner laid on by the Fellows for past members. Distinguished guests, including the Chancellor (a former Prime Minister) are present and Duncan Pattullo, now also qualified to attend, gets to meet some of his friends and enemies from undergraduate days. As the evening wears on, Duncan finds himself embroiled in many of the difficulties and problems faced by some of them, including Lord Marchpayne, now a Cabinet Minister; another Don, Ranald McKenechnie; and Gavin Mogridge who is famous for an account he wrote of his adventures in a South American jungle. But it doesn’t stop there, as Pattullo acquires a few problems of his own and throughout the evening and the next day various odd developments just add to his difficulties, leading him to take stock of both his past and future.
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	Young Pattullo


This is the second of the ‘A Staircase in Surrey’ quintet, and the first in chronological order. Duncan Pattullo arrives in Oxford, destined to be housed off the quadrangle his father has chosen simply for its architectural and visual appeal. On the staircase in Surrey, Duncan meets those who are to become his new friends and companions, and there occurs all of the usual student antics and digressions, described by Stewart with his characteristic wit, to amuse and enthral the reader. After a punting accident, however, the girl who is in love with Duncan suffers as a result of his self-sacrificing actions. His cousin, Anna, is also involved in an affair, but she withholds the name of her lover, despite being pregnant. This particular twist reaches an ironical conclusion towards the end of the novel, in another of Stewart’s favourite locations; Italy. Indeed, Young Pattullo covers all of the writer’s favourite subjects and places; the arts, learning, mystery and intrigue, whilst ranging from his much loved Oxford, through Scotland and the inevitable Italian venue. This second volume of the acclaimed series can be read in order, or as a standalone novel.
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	Memorial Service


This is the third novel in the Oxford quintet entitled ‘Staircase in Surrey’. Duncan Pattullo returns in middle age to his old college. The Provost is heavily engaged in trying to secure a benefaction from a charitable trust which the old and outrageous Cedric Mumford influences. One significant complication is the presence in college of Ivo Mumford, Cedric’s grandson. He is badly behaved and far from a credit to the college. His magazine, ‘Priapus’ proves to be wholly objectionable. Stewart explores the nature of the complicated relationships between the characters with his usual wit, literary style and intellectual precision and turns what might otherwise be a very common and ordinary situation into something that will grip the reader from cover to cover.
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	The Madonna of the Astrolabe


In the fourth of J.I.M. Stewart’s acclaimed ‘Staircase in Surrey’ quintet the gravity of a surveyor’s report given to the Governing Body is the initial focus. The document is alarming. The Governing Body, an assembly of which Pattullo was in awe, was equally awed by the dimensions of the crisis revealed. It would seem that the consideration was whether there would literally be a roof over their heads for much longer. The first rumblings from the college tower brings the thought well and truly home to Pattullo. ‘Professor Sanctuary,’ the Provost said evenly, ‘favours the immediate launching of an appeal . . .’ And so it begins . . . In J.I.M. Stewart’s superbly melding of wit, mystery, observation and literary prowess a gripping novel develops that will enthral the reader from cover to cover. This can be read as part of the series, or as a standalone novel.
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	Full Term


The final volume in the ‘A Staircase in Surrey’ quintet. Duncan Pattullo is coming to the end of his term as ‘narrator’ and is thinking of re-marrying, although his former wife continues to cause difficulties. His intended is also providing gossip for the college, but that is as nothing compared to the scandal caused by Watershute, an eminent nuclear physicist. His misdemeanours range from abandoning his family and conducting an affair in Venice, to being drunk at High Table. However, things get very serious when he appears to be involved in activities that might amount to treason. An interesting and convoluted plot, which is a fitting end to this acclaimed series, is carried forward with J.I.M. Stewart’s hallmark skill and wit. Full Term can be read in order, or as a standalone novel.
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	Bridge At Arta


Lady Cameron and Charles Hornett had been married some fifty years before, but Hornett has now forgotten all about it. Embarrassment is therefore evident when they find themselves as part of a party holidaying in Greece. Meanwhile, the Balmaynes realise they nothing about Roland Redpath, who is about to marry their daughter, but he is in fact the son of their onetime dishonest butler. But that isn’t the end of it, as yet more shocks and surprises are forthcoming as the story unfolds. In other stories in the collection there is a hitherto unknown Wordsworth manuscript and sensational development with regard to Coleridge. We are also taken to Vienna and to a rural location in an effort to reveal the identity of an arsonist. Full of wit, humour and suspense, these stories bear all of the hallmarks of the expected first class Stewart penmanship.
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	Mungo’s Dream


Mungo Lockhart goes up to Oxford and find himself sharing a room with the Honourable Ian Cardower, who is heir to a rich title and estate. Unimpressed by rank or riches, Mungo is nonetheless wary in his exchanges with Cardower, and this is reciprocated. However, the two do become good friends and Cardower takes Mungo on visits to his parents’ home, to visit the head of the family, Lord Audlearn at Bamberton Court – a stately home in the grand style – and then to Mallachie, the true family seat, where the eldest son Lord Brightmony lives in splendid isolation, save for his companion; Leonard Sedley, sometime novelist. All seems well, except for Mungo noticing the interest shown by the family in a young Scots boy of uncertain parentage. The story takes on an obvious twist with the usual suspicions and uncertainties mounting, lawyers being called in, and general acrimony, but the final crisis and confrontation is of a surprising nature and an unusual explanation unfolds. On the way, Stewart of course introduces sub-plots and high comedy in his usual literary style. The novel is thought provoking, teasing, and thoroughly entertaining and fascinatingly descriptive of the various locations; Oxford, Perugia in Italy, and Scotland.
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	Open Prison


The Head of House at a minor public school, Robin Hayes, has to break the news that his solicitor father has been found guilty of embezzlement and sentenced to two years in an open prison. He now feels he needs to prove himself afresh, but complications arise when another junior pupil turns out to be the grandson of the judge who passed sentence on his father. Nonetheless, the boys do form a relationship. A strange intervention in Robin’s life comes with generous gifts of cash from his uncle, who is also seemingly similarly supporting his father. This, however, is only the background to a typical Stewart mystery. There occurs a double kidnapping, the father suddenly and inexplicably rejects his son, the son goes to pieces and there are sufficient sub-plots to provide enough twists and turns to grip the reader as the final twist in the tale develops.

 









	[image: Cover image]
	Palace of Art


Gloria Montacute is in Venice, having temporarily removed herself from England following the death of her mother and inheriting a great collection of art treasures. The monetary value of these is of no consequence to her – she has previously worked in a lowly capacity in a London hospital and possesses a strong sense of social responsibility which outweighs any material wealth. This is in stark contrast to her dead mother who did not really appreciate the ‘art’, but viewed the treasures as rapidly soaring investments. Dealers gather and salivate, and one of them sends a handsome young man to Venice. Jake, Gloria’s cousin, and Henry, a neighbour, also pursue her. Gloria harbours suspicions that this be because of her inheritance. The conclusion is as much a surprise as we have come to expect from Stewart’s novels, on this occasion weaved by Gloria herself in a splendidly romantic manner. With wit and humour, yet with a vein of seriousness running throughout, Stewart manages to bring all of the characters to life and grip the reader right to the end.
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	Parlour Four and Other Stories


A small boy is kind someone disabled, with unexpected consequences. A young lover presents a ring found on a French beach to the girl of his dreams, but doesn’t appreciate its history and value. Meanwhile in Oxford the Bodleian Library is mysteriously empty, whilst one of the dons very unwisely turns to writing fiction, but becomes a bestselling author. And in yet another tale, a cruel ending brings the absurdity of death into sharp focus. All of the stories in this collection focus on life’s ironies and absurdities and are told with Stewart’s usual wit and wisdom, with due attention to detail.

 


 

 



Non-Fiction
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	Thomas Hardy


Thomas Hardy was considered a Victorian sage, but not everyone fully appreciated his worth and genius. T.S. Eliot stated that Hardy wrote ‘as nearly for the sake of self-expression as a man well can’ and that the outcome was not to be described as ‘particularly wholesome or edifying’. J.I.M. Stewart famously defended Hardy against these charges in a paper and has now expanded his views in this comprehensive biography. Stewart’s work is not, however, any form of apology for Hardy; he critically examines the life and work of the genius that emerged from humble origins and notes that he often wrote sensationally and outside of his own social experience. This volume describes the genesis of Hardy’s more famous works, along with the minor ones, and shows how the biographical background influenced his writing. What emerges is a picture of Hardy the artist, carefully building a symmetry in his works, along with immense narrative powers, and developing a deep understanding of rural life and community. Attention is also given to Hardy’s poetry and the manner in which this is distinguished from others poets of the age. This is a masterful biography from a man who in turn was an author and scholar of high literary ability and reputation.
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