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Part One

ENGLAND
 


ONE

 

Anthea Lambert was the child of genius and old age. She could recall no nursery time with the fruit of this knowledge yet un-plucked, nor any report of it as other than largely tart upon the palate. For long it had been possible to suppose that maturity would wring out a different savour, but this she now held to be disproved by the event. Short of thirty only by a small cluster of years, Anthea was willing to acknowledge that a fully adult sagacity was necessarily hers. Yet she still felt perplexingly more than plain pride in being Mark Lambert’s daughter. And certainly the climate of the moment held out no promise of simplification. A young woman can scarcely fail to find a hint of bewilderment, of embarrassment even, in the spectacle of her country’s weightier cultural engines pounding their way through celebrations prompted by the hundredth anniversary of her father’s birth.

She ought to have planned to be in Seattle or Tokyo. Remaining in Oxford, she now darkly saw, was positively to have courted a doom, and only while in the lab could she feel tolerably secure. In that world of absorbed strategies and remote concentrations few had even heard of Mark Lambert and none judged him worth talking about. Yet this in itself was irritating. Anthea made some effort to be a philistine – there had been that in the environment of her adolescence which made it her first obvious line – but heredity and tradition were forces which she had to admit adept at breaking through. She knew her father’s novels – at least the four “great” ones – well. It was an unobtrusive knowledge. And she believed – but it was an unobtrusive belief – that her companions at the bench would be more interesting people if they knew them too.

At the moment however the lab was decidedly a refuge. Within its bleak angularities forces of incredible violence were controlled by men of unassuming manners and restricted conversation, and even the titanic wind-tunnel performed its prodigies behind glass. But beyond those comfortable walls, through the quadrangles and around the towers of the mouldering city, the centenary blew in treacherous gusts, as if threatening at any moment to catch at her summer skirts to some effect of mild but disconcerting denudation. Anthea hated being caught unpoised. There was perhaps heredity here too. Only with her father – it was sometimes said – the dislike had extended to being caught unposed.

At least the lecture was over. In her rather new M.A. gown she was walking away from that now. On her left Mr Halliday’s shop abounded in unicorns’ tusks, mediaeval chessmen, Hepplewhite chairs; on her right Queen’s asserted the first subtle curve of the High. The sleepy immemorial marriage of commerce and the cloister, inexpugnably reposeful despite the hectoring traffic, commonly held for her more appeal than was perhaps proper in a young woman already possessed of some reputation in the unexpected field of aerodynamics. But she was hardly aware of it now. There had come to her as a matter of sudden surprise the fact that she was unaccompanied. Had she, at the portals of the Examination Schools, disengaged herself with some abruptness from academic dignitaries civilly concerned to treat her with a consideration proper to the occasion? It was only too probable. Indeed she could now remember circumambulating the Vice-Chancellor – a manoeuvre requiring pronounced lateral movement followed by a resolute squeeze – and making a quite childish dash for open air. Anthea flushed as she walked – and glimpsed through a teashop window a group of undergraduates admiring her across a breastwork of unseasonable crumpets. Being in both senses fair, she was not often successful in blushing unseen. Yet confusion seldom carried the day with her, and as she dodged between buses to turn up Catte Street she applied a tolerably disinterested curiosity to the lecture and her own responses to it. Disinterested curiosity was Anthea Lambert’s notion of the safest guide through life. She believed herself to be gaining a happily increased command of it with the years.

 
The novels of Mark Lambert, it seemed, had far more life in them than might be supposed. Scratched by the skilful thumbnail, or in this or that fundamental aspect held deftly to the light, they revealed every promise of outlasting the hitherto more reliable-seeming productions of George Meredith. This had been the theme of the professor from Cambridge – and Anthea was reminded of former studies of her own in the subject known as the Strength of Materials. But was it so self-evident as the professor assumed that durability is a touchstone in art? Certainly if one constructed a complicated laboratory machine one must have credit in proportion as one minimised friction and other abrasive or fatiguing forces. But why was a novel better if it approximated more to a reliable internal combustion engine than to a reliable bomb? And was the novelist himself likely to be more pleased with the notion of purring efficiently down the centuries than of contriving – conceivably to no other senses than his own – a single lovely bang? Anthea didn’t know. And she suspected that the professor didn’t know either, but had lost sight of the fact through long absorption in a trade favouring vague assumptions.

The garden of St John’s, a last outpost of Oxford’s crumbling monasticism to the north, lay behind her before Anthea reflected that there was a defensive arrogance in these speculations. The lecture had in fact alarmed her. In addition to the odd old people whom such occasions mysteriously attract, there had been quite a crowd of undergraduates. It seemed indubitable that her father was having more than a centenary. He was having a vogue. Or – as the writer of the middle-page article in that week’s Times Literary Supplement expressed it – one hundred years had brought Mark Lambert slowly but inevitably to his true place in English letters. Anthea wondered if the article was by Miss Bave. Her father, after all, belonged decidedly to Miss Bave’s “period”, and now he was being bowed into one of its more prominent positions. Miss Bave’s manner was severe but her manners were reliable; she would not with any emphasis or rashness enthuse over a very junior colleague as the child of genius. Nevertheless Anthea had more than once been aware that the glance directed at her across St Cecilia’s High Table took in more than a young woman modestly accomplished in mathematical and physical pursuits. To Miss Bave’s vision, ghosts must hover at Anthea’s either elbow – and behind her, against the blank panelling of the unvenerable hall, did there mirage up a Tuscan sky, a small cortile, and the novelist at his task? Legend had accreted round the Villa Pastorelli; for long indeed legend had appeared to make all the running, with reputation a poor second and true fame nowhere. Had Miss Bave conceivably designs upon the legend – a plan to pierce it in the interest of what is called a critical biography? This was a new and disagreeable suspicion in Mark Lambert’s daughter. She slackened her pace as she entered the University Parks.

In front of her the small considered landscape composed itself round the patient cricketers at their summer-long over, and beyond the flat-roofed laboratories an old bell called invisible dons with slow insistent syllables to placid conference. Recumbent Ethiopians read the Economist or the Spectator; within the shade of large indifferent trees beardless sages defined each for the other the modified position impelled upon them as a consequence of the latest meeting of the Socratic Club; at a farther periphery couples of inferior cultural pretension lay entwined in grass. For seconds the enchanted stasis was violated only at a quadrupedal level, as the faithful pets of the neighbouring learned suburb moved quietly about the Parks in the untiring pursuit of canine knowledge.

On the field there came a tiny stir. The wicket-keeper crouched, the bowler swung his arm, the ball rolled back down the pitch and the clop of the careful stroke floated lazily to the boundary; then for a moment again everything was still. In the sky it was another matter. There, high above the traditional tranquillities of Oxford’s June, vast bombers cruised amid impermanent archipelagos, and jet fighters raced for the horizon as if in a supersonic cricket of their own. Anthea came to a stop. One of the planes interested her.

“How did you find the lecture, Miss Lambert?”

A young man had appeared from nowhere. Anthea was unsurprised; it was a facility which she had often had occasion to note young men as possessing – and particularly, it might be, tall young men with loose clothes, crew cuts, and the easy confidence of Harvard or Princeton. Garth Dauncey was an acquaintance, if a slight one, and entitled by his nationality thus to drift up upon a question. If a moment passed before she found a reply the reason lay perhaps in her awareness of a glance which, although earnestly bent upon her, had a little neglected to assume an appropriate cast of simple interrogation. “The lecture, Mr Dauncey? It appeared to go down well. Only I didn’t feel that it would much have strained the attention of the shades concerned.”

If Anthea Lambert frowned as she spoke it was only as disliking what she heard herself utter. The deliverance had been in what she thought of as her Senior Common Room manner. The young man however appeared to regard himself as rebuked, and turned half round to view the cricket. “I wish I had the hang of this game. Why was that fellow out a moment ago?”

“I’m afraid I didn’t notice. I was looking at the Globemasters.”

“The Globemasters?” Dauncey gravely surveyed the spectators. “I guess I haven’t met them.”

Anthea glanced with some suspicion at her companion. “You ought to know the Globemasters. They’re your own planes from Brize Norton, and about the biggest thing in the air.”

“I see.” Dauncey redirected his serious gaze to the heavens and then pointed with an athlete’s swiftness at a streak of silver near the zenith. “Would that be one of my own planes too?”

“No, indeed. That’s our P792 from Boscombe Down. That it should be in the sky over Oxford is more exciting than anything I’ve been aware of for some time.”

“Than anything?” For a moment Dauncey appeared disposed to amplify this question. But instead he simply asked, “It’s very fast?”

“Very. A single turbo-jet with a 40,000lb thrust. Just at present, I doubt if you can touch it.”

“I doubt if I can.” For a moment Dauncey continued to scan the heavens with civil interest. “If you don’t find the cricket all that exciting, shall we walk round the pond?”

“Certainly.” And Anthea set off at a brisk pace. “Do you like my father’s books?”

“Very much.” As he answered the sudden question the young man glanced at her swiftly and warily. “Very much, indeed.” He fell silent. She could see that he was frowning.

“Are you writing a thesis, Mr Dauncey, on a literary subject?”

This time he looked at her in alarm – and then to her confusion burst out laughing. “Is it awful? Do folks pester?”

“Not very much. But it’s always a possibility. And particularly, of course, just now.”

“Well, I find this centenary kind of strange myself. You see, I have some reason to be interested in Mark Lambert’s books.”

“Ah.”

“Don’t get me wrong.” Dauncey was still amused – but at the same time he could be discerned as oddly perplexed and hesitant. “It’s nothing to do with work. My dissertation is on Landor, Miss Lambert. He once gave your father tea and some incomprehensible advice on Greek versification. Mark Lambert was thirteen at the time, so I doubt whether you can help me to a fuller view of the occasion . . . If that isn’t a patient swan.”

They had reached the little pond. Waterfowl fussed about its surface, disdainful of abundant bread cast before them by a thronging infantry from the nurseries of North Oxford. In sedge by the margin the swans had built their nest, and now the male bird was sitting, vigilantly at gaze with those of the passers-by who paused, compelled by the mystery of the living creature intent upon creation.

Anthea was glad of the moment’s distraction. Her childhood had been prolific of occasions for wondering whether such interestingness as she seemed to possess proceeded from qualities intrinsic or extrinsic. In her relations with literary pilgrims to Settignano she had often been cast as a stepping-stone to better things – any good opinion of herself as it formed in her ingenuous mind being dissipated by a candid transfer of the general attention to such more prizeable relics as Mestrovic’s bust or the manuscript of Lucia’s Changeling. And now Garth Dauncey was a literary pilgrim – all Americans of his sort had decidedly to be so regarded – and about this encounter with him there had been something not wholly casual. It was her sense that he had taken a premeditated step; her obscurer sense that he had thereby landed himself in unexpected uncertainty. Yet all this, she told herself, argued no more than a humiliating self-consciousness out of which her unchallengeable maturity ought long since to have led her. And in reaction from the shabbiness of imputing a design she now laid her hand on the young man’s arm and drew him to a halt as if to admire the swan. “I wonder,” she said, “how many eggs?”

“How many eggs?” He had looked at her with a flash of pleasure in which, for its brief moment, any interest in Mark Lambert had been disturbingly remote. “There were four – perhaps five – the other day.”

“There may be eight. There could be ten. I’d like to know.” Anthea took a step forward. The swan stirred its wings, thrust forward its head and hissed. “But of course he won’t move.”

Dauncey laughed. “Perhaps I can scare him away. I’d like to satisfy your insistent numerical sense.”

“Leave him alone . . . Why do you say I have that?”

“Scientists are always counting. How many thrusts—was it?—in a turbo-jet. How many eggs in a nest. But have you ever decided how many novels your father wrote?”

“How many . . . ?” Anthea frowned – at a loss before a question that seemed only inept, and puzzled by a hint of unaccountable meaning in Dauncey’s tone. “I don’t understand you.”

“Never mind.” Abruptly he turned again towards the nest. “Perhaps I can get him off.” He clapped his hands sharply and the swan once more raised its wings and angrily hissed. Two elderly women who were admiring the bird turned their gaze upon Dauncey and frowned disapproval. The President of Magdalen, who had been similarly engaged, blushed painfully above his venerable beard and hurried away. But the young man, eager and determined, leant out over the pond and clapped again. Hissing yet more menacingly, the swan made a thrusting movement with its head, but otherwise remained immobile on the nest. An absorbed small boy, without much altering the passivity of his countenance and his gaze, directed at Dauncey a sustained and high-pitched yell – whether of encouragement or censure, it was impossible to say.

“Come away at once.” Anthea found that, suddenly furious, she had turned and was marching off. She hated in herself this ready discomposure before unorthodox behaviour; hated the urgency of her own alarmed sense that there might be a scene, that the uniformed park-keeper – obscurely connected, one knew, with the police – might bob up and expostulate; hated, above all, the clear visual image of herself, clad as she was in cap and gown, bolting round a small pond and pursued by Garth Dauncey.

For he had followed her in an instant. “Say, I’m sorry!” His long stride accommodated itself to hers. “I guess I overestimated your scientific sense of curiosity and underestimated your English sense of propriety. I just thought you did want to count those eggs.”

Anthea’s dim perception that the tactlessness of this apology was scarcely inadvertent, but proceeded rather from a shrewd exploitation of ire as possibly conducing to intimacy – this awareness by no means prevented her from positively grinding her teeth. “I’m willing to agree,” she presently rather wildly said, “that in our meeting the curiosity has been all yours.”

Dauncey’s laugh rang out across the pond. It was public behaviour almost as aberrant as his assault upon the swan; but it carried a note of spontaneous appreciation that to Anthea’s ear was almost ominously disarming. “Was it shocking curiosity,” he offered, “to ask if you had ever counted your father’s books?”

“I thought it rather pointless.”

“It wasn’t. It may have been impertinent, but it wasn’t pointless.” Dauncey hesitated. “If that isn’t a patient swan.”

With some dismay, Anthea realised that she had been imperceptibly persuaded to round the pond again. The male swan – thus by Dauncey ironically introduced once more – was still firmly on the nest. A stone’s throw away its mate came gently into view round a bend of the Cherwell, gliding like a pause of silence across all the summer noises of the place: radio-music and the upward slap of the river on the labouring punts; shouts of bathing children; the periodic click, as from some vast lazy clock, of bat and ball; the insistent throbbing from the sky.

Anthea’s companion slackened his pace. “But you did want to know about those eggs. So what was the trouble?” He spoke now as if in a spirit of disinterested anthropological enquiry – and it was surprising that anything so infuriating could be inoffensive. “Was it cruelly to swans? Or hating what you people call a scene? Or were you just scared of those two old women and the kid?”

“Nothing of the sort. What I hate is inefficiency.”

“Inefficiency?”

“Just that, Mr Dauncey. The spectacle of you clapping and booing at the bird in that ineffective way was humiliating.” Anthea, thus inspired outrageously to lie, plunged more deeply. “You wouldn’t get a goose off a nest that way – let alone a swan. I suppose there are no swans in America?”

“Of course there are swans.”

“Then you should know that for a swan you need a dog.”

“You’d set a dog at the bird?”

“Not at all. I’d set the bird at a dog . . . for instance, that dog.” And Anthea pointed at an Irish terrier which had emerged from a shrubbery almost at her feet. “Yes – I’d say that we need a dog just like that. Which is his owner?”

“We’d better get along.”

There was now in Dauncey’s voice a note of apprehensiveness that went to Anthea’s head. She glanced quickly about her. The group of people currently admiring the nest had moved on. Only an elderly man of military bearing – almost certainly the terrier’s master – lingered; and even he had turned from the pond to the appreciative study, across a low ditch, of a number of the young ladies of Lady Margaret Hall at tennis. Anthea swooped. There was a yelp, a splash, and the swan was off its nest and hurtling across the water. Anthea, glimpsing Dauncey’s dismay, was further inspired. “Disgraceful!” She turned to the military man with all the severity that the most seasoned of learned ladies could command. “Your dog, sir, should be kept on a lead.”

“’Pon my soul, madam – never knew him to do such a thing before.” The military man, much confused, hurried forward to the rescue. The terrier, with considerable intelligence, scrambled into reeds and was thence retrieved. The swan retreated baffled.

Dauncey suddenly gripped Anthea’s arm. “We’ll get along.”

“But the eggs! We must count . . . ” She broke off, belatedly aware that he had spoken with a new voice. She followed his glance, and found that it was already fixed on the nest. There were no eggs – nothing but egg-shells and a dark yellow stain. The swans’ sitting had become a mindless ritual. Nothing would come of it.

Anthea stared in perplexity. “But only the other day . . . ” And again she broke off. At the heart of the nest something stirred. The reeds of which it was composed parted to show for a moment two bright eyes in a sleek head. They vanished.

“Rats.” Dauncey, moving away without haste, was phlegmatic. “When they attack on the surface, they can be beaten off – the same as your dog. But when they undermine, the birds are helpless.”

“I see. It wasn’t what we expected to find.”

He looked at her curiously. “I guess the sorrows of swans are dim. And of course rats have to rear families too.”

“I don’t need wild life told to the children, Mr Dauncey.”

“I’d have liked to see the cygnets coming along. Perhaps the parent birds will start again.”

“Perhaps they will.”

They turned away. In the air there was a faint sound of clapping, as if the gods applauded the judicious ringing down of the curtain on some small completed action. Oxford had taken a wicket. Dauncey conscientiously offered some conjecture about the score. They moved up the narrow path that leads to Norham Gardens, their footsteps for a moment theatrically loud between high brick walls. At the gate they paused. To the right a stir of sports cars and bicycles flanked the doors of Lady Margaret Hall; young men and women were meeting and parting; it was one of the unobtrusive fateful frontiers of Oxford life. Anthea’s road to St Cecilia’s lay ahead. For a moment she hesitated, and at 20,000 feet three Gloster Javelins preceded her with decision in the direction of Banbury. It seemed that Dauncey proposed to turn back into the Parks. “Are you going to listen to the broadcast?” he asked.

“The broadcast?” For a moment she was puzzled. “Oh – that. I hardly think so.”

Dauncey appeared perplexed. “It may be very interesting. And I have a pretty good radio. If you happened to drop in, maybe with a friend . . . “

Although the invitation was oddly awkward the gods appeared to be backing it, for it was followed by a much louder round of applause from the Parks. “I’m afraid I can’t.” Anthea heard herself speaking with graceless haste. The tiresomeness of the centenary was not mitigated by this young man’s interest in it. But it would be disgusting to snub him just because of that. So Anthea held out her hand – which in Oxford is an action infrequently performed. He shook it and at the same time made a little bow – which in Oxford is something more out of the way still. She left him and walked down Fyfield Road. She would chiefly remember his easy amusement. But his last glance had been completely grave.

 
In the Parks the cricketers’ shadows lengthened on the field. The black men, drowsed with the fume of statistical analysis, laid the Economist across their faces and dreamed of Niger or Congo. The young philosophers, refreshed by their accustomed approximation to human contact, retired to solitary communings with Wittgenstein and Ayer. And in the long grass the simple drew closer together. For them it was possible to move without stratagem or self-deception to natural goals. None of them had ever heard of Mark Lambert or his centenary.


TWO

 

In the common room the small sandwiches curled at the edges. On the walls grey-haired ladies redolent of the heroic age of female education, had been elevated by departed Royal Academicians high above any world in which the shortcomings of an afternoon tea can matter. But beneath them the Sub-Dean flicked back the lid of the cooling pot, peered within, raised an expressive hand and made a little whimsical grimace. The Sub-Dean believed in routine; hanging in her room was a timetable in which fifteen minutes was allocated daily to drawing up timetables for other people; and to freshwomen she never failed to point out that four hours weekly, if resolutely set aside over a period of forty years, suffice to make any reasonably intelligent woman a prime authority in almost any of the minor fields of knowledge – modern Scandinavian literature, for instance, or early cartography, or conchology. She had herself, she would declare, achieved a good grasp of the History of the Protectorate House of Cromwell in just this way, and had even managed to publish an acceptable book about it. And the Sub-Dean was apt to carry over her systematic and reiterative habit into the ordinary social commerce of the day. This business with the teapot was an unvarying ritual, and one loaded with meaning. Had the Principal, it was implied, been less dictatorial in the appointment of a domestic bursar eight years before, there would not have begun to be concatenated that long and melancholy sequence of events of which the latest manifestation lurked daily within St Cecilia’s mellow Georgian silver.

As the Sub-Dean’s eloquent hand fell Miss Chipchase’s eyebrows, just visible to Anthea above the level of The Times, correspondingly rose. This too was prescriptive; it indicated that Miss Chipchase and Anthea, being persons delicately aware of fine shades of the ridiculous, found the Sub-Dean particularly delectable. Miss Bave, whether by temperament or seniority, held aloof from this indulgence of the satiric vision. With a glass of milk and soda water before her she sat on a window-seat reading the New Yorker – research in which she regularly engaged, it was understood, by way of assisting old Professor Putt, who was well past ninety, in his task of keeping abreast of the development of American English. Miss Bave, although she had been at the lecture, gave Anthea no more than a nod. The reliability of Miss Bave was increasingly remarkable.

Anthea waited her turn before the diluted pot and then sat down on the corresponding window-seat. In a corner two ladies – it struck Anthea suddenly that they were pallid ladies – discussed with comfortable detachment the advancing hysteria of certain of their charges as the dreaded date of the Second Public Examination drew near. Drinking her tea, Anthea studied her colleagues and acknowledged obscure misgiving. In the room these women talked and a clock ticked. The outer world consisted of a scent of roses and the far-away voices of young men and women calling the score at tennis. It must be like this every afternoon of every summer term.

Miss Chipchase had put down The Times. This was partly in order to eat a small round cake exiguously coated with dingy icing. But it was also in order to bring the eyebrows into play upon Anthea once more. Miss Chipchase’s eyebrows were terrific. Set above impassive features and a blank gaze, they were the only outward and visible sign of what was generally declared to be the wayward brilliance of Miss Chipchase’s mind. They could move with a subtle independence or overwhelmingly in concert, and their owner had drilled them into being as expressive as a semaphore. Their present business was to convey a whimsical awareness of some movement in the depth of Anthea’s young soul. I have surprised your secret – Miss Chipchase’s signal ran – but absolute discretion shall be observed. It was a technique no doubt well-calculated to impress and terrify Miss Chipchase’s pupils. Anthea, who regarded Miss Chipchase’s clairvoyant claims as spurious, was annoyed. She turned to look out over the Fellows’ Garden. It was indefinably an academic garden. The roses, she had come to feel, each year took Firsts, Seconds or Thirds – unless indeed, as with the polyanths last summer, some terrible blight ravaged them, in which case they were presumably considered for an Aegrotat. And beyond the roses were large beds which constituted – probably only because of a shortage of adequate tutorial care – a sort of thronging Pass School. Here larkspur and phlox and scarlet and blue linum cheerfully proliferated without the ambition of excellence, and above them towered hollyhocks and sunflowers – showy and unstable structures, like rapidly crammed candidates far unfit for the rigours of a viva. But the hollyhocks bent their stems interestingly to the breeze and led the eye up to the corresponding but far more intricate behaviour of a line of poplars beyond the river. Anthea looked at the tips of the poplars and began doing sums. Miss Chipchase must have judged this withdrawal upon a learned interest to be reprehensibly uncompanionable, for she finished her cake at a gulp and spoke with a lecturer’s clarity across the room.

“Anthea, dear – the young American to whom you were speaking in the Parks: I have noticed him several times and wondered. Is he a new colleague at the laboratory?”

“No – nothing of that kind. He does something literary, I believe.” Anthea, as she offered this not very forthcoming reply, was conscious of unworthy dismay. Oxford shelters much eccentricity; nevertheless it is unusual for senior members of the University, whether male or female, to snatch up strange dogs and pitch them into ponds. Had Miss Chipchase observed her young colleague performing this unaccountable and exhibitionistic act? It seemed only too likely.

“For a moment we supposed it to be Dr Flunder.” This time it was the Sub-Dean who spoke – and Anthea remembered that these two tiresome women were accustomed to take their afternoon prowl together. “But then we saw that your friend was dark. An attractive young man. His features pleased me. Although undistinguished, they are regular. And it has always appeared to me that there is some relationship between regular features and an orderly mind.”

“Undistinguished?” Miss Chipchase demurred – and as she did so signalled sparkling wit to come. “Of so many young Americans is it not more appropriate to say that their features are untenanted! Commodious in themselves, but not yet having admitted any identifiable mental disposition to their occupancy?” Miss Chipchase paused upon these large interrogations, and the Sub-Dean, who set great store on the intellectual refreshment to be gained from her friend’s gaiety, laughed a silvery laughter. “Unless indeed”—Miss Chipchase was off again—”it be enough of professional intentness, largely of the expectant order, to suggest a seminar room awaiting its studious complement at the summons of an electric bell?”

 
“An electric bell?” The Sub-Dean appeared to be much struck by this turn in Miss Chipchase’s fancy. “Do you know, I have frequently suggested to the Principal that we should have bells? They would ring in each room at the hour. I am sure that the undergraduates would find it most helpful.”

“Conceivably.” Miss Chipchase’s eyebrows contracted in displeasure at this short-circuiting of her sportive discourse. “But – I ask myself – is a seminar room, after all, quite the image for our young man? An attractive person, as you remarked. But, so far as his features go, my preponderant impression was of a certain economy of means and neglect of detail. I was conscious too of a wholesome effect of largeness and open air.” Miss Chipchase paused to send a signal to the two ladies still conversing in a corner of the room; it was evident that she judged what was coming to be worthy of the widest circulation. Anthea, who had for some time been conscious of tightly curled toes, studied the bottom of her tea-cup. Miss Chipchase took further flight. “So I feel a seminar room won’t exactly do. Anthea, do you agree with me?”

“I am afraid I have given no thought to Mr Dauncey’s features.”

“But what will do is a stadium.” Miss Chipchase was triumphant. “It is the perfect image for . . . did you say Mr Dauncey? An athletic stadium.” Miss Chipchase made her final pause. “In mid-week vacancy, of course.”

Anthea found herself with uncurled toes. She had exchanged discomfort for indignation, and to her new feeling she might have given audible expression had not Miss Bave at this moment put down the New Yorker and addressed her.

“Did you say Dauncey? An American now up at Oxford? Is he any relation of your father’s friend?”

 
Anthea, because the question was without meaning for her, made no instant answer. Miss Bave had risen as she spoke and led the way through a French window into the garden. And now, having Anthea in solitude, she devagated to another topic. “Tolerance,” Miss Bave growled.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Chipchase is a very good sort of woman.” It was part of Miss Bave’s formidableness that she preserved in her speech certain of the conventions of the heroic age.

“I am sure she is, Miss Bave.”

“You are sure of nothing of the sort, or I should not be making the point. On the contrary, you are sure that you detest her. But you’ve made your bed, you know.”

“And I must share it with Miss Chipchase?”

“Certainly. If you choose to live with academic people you must frequently put up with persons of less breeding than cultivation. A university isn’t a finishing school, I’m glad to say, and learned people are often unpolished. Do you think Dr Johnson was a gentleman?”

“I don’t know whether he was or not.” Anthea, glancing back in the direction of Common Room, was prompted to add, “At least he was a man.”

Miss Bave emitted a short bark. It was less musical than the Sub-Dean’s silvery laughter, but Anthea found it more satisfactory. “That is what is called an unguarded remark. Chipchase would delight in it. But to continue. What do I look like?”

“I’m afraid I’ve never considered.” Anthea was dismayed.

“Do I look like a duchess?”

“I hardly suppose so.”

“Or a tennis champion or a beauty queen?”

“No.”

“Do I look like a dissipated charwoman?”

“Yes.” Anthea felt something decidedly unsatisfactory about the state of her knees. Nevertheless she judged that, as between two persons dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge, this was the only possible reply.

“Precisely.” Miss Bave spoke with evident satisfaction. “On meeting me, the parents of nicely nurtured girls like yourself have frequently expressed dismay at the prospect of placing their cherished child in the hands of a gin-sodden wretch.”

“I’ve never seen you drink gin.”

“I don’t – and never have. What has brought physical indignity upon me is unremitting intellectual labour. It produces—well, painful diseases in crude old age. Milton knew what he was talking about.”

“Isn’t plain living and high thinking supposed—”

“Stuff and nonsense. Libraries are unwholesome places. Doesn’t even the toughest leather rot in them? Spend a little time in the Divinity Schools quadrangle one day, Anthea, and watch the miserable old creatures like myself doddering in and out of the Bodleian . . . Not that the British Museum isn’t much worse. And that laboratories are any healthier I haven’t at all heard.”

“Are you warning me off?”

“Certainly not.” And Miss Bave turned alarmingly upon Anthea the clear blue eyes that oddly lit her seamed and puffy face. “I have simply pointed out one aspect of a situation. And now tell me about this young man.”

“About Mr Dauncey?” Anthea realised with surprise that she had no disposition to regard Miss Bave as impertinent. “I know hardly anything about him. He’s an American whom I’ve met two or three times at parties. This afternoon we met and walked for a few minutes together in the Parks. As it happened, I did something perfectly idiotic. But it had very little to do with the young man.”

“You did something idiotic?” Miss Bave was interested.

“I pitched a small dog into the pond in order to lure the swan off its nest. I wanted to count the eggs. Only there weren’t any. Rats have had them. It was queerly shocking.”

“Quite so.” Miss Bave appeared less shocked than gratified. “We must always be prepared for the unexpected – even for the positively disagreeable – as the consequence of any piece of disinterested research. Did this Mr Dauncey encourage you?”

“Not a bit. He had an ineffective shot at the thing himself, and then when I took more radical measures he was quite alarmed.”

“In fact the research was simply the cover for a little duel of sex – with the woman very properly drawing first blood.” As she delivered this verdict Miss Bave sat down under the college mulberry tree. It was her favourite summer station, and she motioned Anthea to a seat beside her with every apparent intention of extended colloquy. “But the chief curiosity about this young man remains. Is he a relation of Wendell Dauncey’s – a nephew, perhaps, or even a son?”

“I don’t know. I’m afraid I’ve never heard of Wendell Dauncey.”

“Dear me.” For a moment a flicker of unaccustomed uncertainty seemed to pass over Miss Bave’s face. “Your aunt has never mentioned him?”

“Never. He was a friend of my father’s?”

“I believe that for a time he was quite an intimate friend – although what is called nowadays rather a dim person. Several memoirs of the period have something to say about him. He was an expatriate American – an unsuccessful painter – who spent most of his life in Florence. Indeed, he may be alive and settled there still, for he was certainly a much younger man than your father. You never go there yourself?”

Anthea shook her head. “The villa belongs to my brother, and my aunt disapproves of him. She has been terrified that the centenary would prompt him to come to England and make a nuisance of himself. But he appears to be sitting tight. I never see him, and I don’t suppose we would have much to say to each other. Raymond is nineteen years older than I am.” Anthea smiled cautiously. ‘The centenary no doubt seems less odd to him than it does to me.”

“That may be so. Had this young Mr Dauncey been to the lecture?”

“Yes. He asked me what I had thought of it. And I believe he must have some connection with Wendell Dauncey. He said something about having a reason for being interested in Mark Lambert’s books. And it wasn’t because of his own research. That’s about Landor.”

“When your father was a small boy Landor asked him to tea.”

“I know. He told me.”

“Your father told you—?” Miss Bave was momentarily at sea.

“Of course not. My father died when I was quite small. This young Mr Dauncey – Garth Dauncey – told me. But he meant that he had some quite different reason for his interest. And later he asked me something that perhaps connects up with it. He asked me whether I had ever decided how many novels my father wrote. It was an odd question.”

Miss Bave appeared to feel that this required a moment’s consideration. “Do you mean odd – or merely idle?”

“Odd. It sprang from our talking of the number of swan’s eggs. But there was something interesting behind it – something that he thought might interest me. Only he sheered away from it.”

“There are no doubt diverse ways of engaging the interest of a young woman in a public park.” Miss Bave followed this excursus in the sardonic with another reflective pause. “As a matter of fact the question has its interest for me too. Is your father, for example, likely to have left anything unpublished? I should like to feel that I was quite sure of the answer.”

“Then come and see Garth Dauncey, and find out what he was talking about.”

It might have been observed that this proposition had a greater effect of surprise upon Anthea, who made it, than upon Miss Bave, to whom it was addressed. The latter indeed, after yet another pause, contented herself with the placid enquiry: “Then you are on calling terms with this young man?”

“I don’t even know where he lives – but I suppose we can find out from the Resident Members list. What happened was this: he gave me an invitation – it was to go and hear the broadcast this evening, perhaps bringing a friend – and I’m afraid I rather snubbed him.”

“And now you feel some compunction in the matter?” This time the sardonic was almost obtrusively absent from Miss Bave’s voice.

“He was being friendly – and I snubbed him simply because I was feeling rather an ass about the swan. And American manners are so hard to gauge.”

Miss Bave took a moment to survey the promise of the mulberry crop above her head. “That is a relevant consideration, no doubt.”

“And if, as you say, his uncle – or his father – was rather a dim friend of my father’s—”

“Wendell Dauncey was certainly that.” Miss Bave spoke drily. “A sort of Third Lord, with never more than a line or two to speak, but regularly posed near the back-drop in an attitude of respectful devotion to your royal papa.”

“Well, if it was like that, it’s surely all the more incumbent upon me—”

Disconcertingly Miss Bave gave her sharpest bark. “If I am no duchess, neither are you a princess, Anthea Lambert. You escaped it, perhaps, by being your father’s youngest, and not his eldest, child. No need to make a belated bid for the role.”

Anthea found it necessary to revise her estimate of the reliability of Miss Bave. It was true indeed that this eminent scholar forbore premature familiarities. But it looked as if, once launched, she let you have it. “Miss Bave, it must be quite clear that I’m not disposed to do anything of the sort. You would be amused, I think, to know at how absurdly early an age I became clear about one thing I was not going to be.”

“You mean”—Miss Bave spoke soberly—”Mark Lambert’s daughter?”

“Yes – in a sense call it that. Or call it an animated footnote to English literary history. The sentiment has moulded my life.” Anthea hesitated, perhaps feeling that this was rather a pompous expression. “I mean, it is what made me do science when I went to school, and has landed me my present job.”

“Did you have to fight?”

“Of course I had to fight. Mark Lambert went out of fashion after his death, but there was always, you know, a clique. Until my mother died – and I was ten by then, for she survived my father by seven years – until my mother died the legend was still something of a going concern. Lambert fans—”

“My dear Anthea!” Miss Bave’s could not have been other than a genuine shudder.

“Admirers of Lambert’s books still came in a regular trickle to the Villa Pastorelli to stare. And I was in the picture, you see, as the last fruit of the old man’s genius. A wonder child, whose only proper future – whose only artistically permissible future, you might say – would be as a Lambert heroine. Think of being one of them.”

For the first time in Anthea’s experience, Miss Bave showed surprise. “But they are magnificent, surely?”

“It’s certainly in the grand manner that they take what comes to them.” Anthea was fair. “But to be viewed as a little victim, required by both family piety and aesthetic decorum to grow into that sort of fate.”

“It would be unnerving, no doubt.” Miss Bave’s sympathy was perfunctory. “When did you move to England?”

“At ten. My mother died, and an English aunt decided that my brother Raymond was not a suitable guardian for me. So she descended on Florence and carried me off. But my singularity travelled with me. My new protectors were extremely kind and conveniently prosperous. But they were the sort of people who think the writing of books deuced odd.”

“And so it is.” Delivering herself on this with decision, Miss Bave subjected Anthea to brief dispassionate scrutiny. “Your appearance would be some protection. There is nothing out of the way about it.”

“Thank you. But there was feeling nevertheless that I was going to prove a handful – to be outrée, temperamental, and probably precocious in deplorable directions. My aunt’s husband – a benevolent stockbroker with a great knowledge of the world – always kept a sharp eye on the gardener’s boys.”

“And you cheated all this expectation?”

“Lamentably. 1 was surrounded by conscientious relations, who felt that I must be handled very carefully, and also that I ought to be given every opportunity for what they called artistic expression. Their conviction that everything of that sort is deuced odd didn’t make them the least intolerant. They were the kind that looks at modern painting in silence, without uneasy jokes. They had their acknowledged connection with all that sort of thing through Mark Lambert, you see, and it was up to them not to rock the boat.”

“And up to you to put in an oar yourself?”

“If I had taken to writing novels they would certainly have given them around as Christmas presents or urged their friends to borrow them from The Times Book Club. It would have been deuced odd in a girl, of course. But, with this particular girl, they would have said that it was in the blood. And they had a great belief that blood will tell.”

“But science?”

“Science was harder to take. The factors that make for success in writing – and they had a strong feeling for success – are unaccountable and even mysterious; and there are female novelists who are known to enjoy large circulations. But science is rational and so they were convinced they knew about it. They counselled confining my ambition to a college that dispensed the domestic variety.”

“There was something to be said for it.” Miss Bave had her own tolerance. “You have falsified such advice, of course. But how many of our undergraduates, after all, might go further with French pastry than English philology.”

“As a matter of fact, I’m not an unreasonable cook as it is.” Anthea paused on this inconsequent boast. “But does my history really interest you?”

“Very much. And not the less because it is so absolutely as history that you render it. You speak of this circle of admirable relations uncompromisingly in a past tense.”

“So I do.” Anthea appeared struck by this observation. “Well, most of them are in fact dead. And, in any case, I feel it as all belonging to a past that no longer concerns me. I don’t want it to be otherwise. I think you know Sir Charles Shaxby – who is going to be in the broadcast tonight? He sometimes reproaches me for preserving what he calls an imagination untouched by my ancestry. Perhaps it is so, but I can’t help it. This centenary, for instance – I’m just managing to keep on civil terms with it.”

“So it has been possible to remark.”

Anthea flushed. “You think that graceless?”

“I think it thoroughly sensible.” Miss Bave produced this unexpected judgment with emphasis. “You are surprised?”

“Well, I have found that most literary people agree with Sir Charles. Why don’t you?”

“Why?” Thus challenged, Miss Bave might have been thought to hesitate, but it appeared that this was merely an effect of her being minded to move her chair into the last warmth of the evening sun. “It’s my professional point of view. A great artist’s descendents should no doubt honour his works. But descendents are commonly a nuisance, I assure you, when they continue to interest themselves in their ancestor simply as an ancestor. They suppress information either because they are ashamed of a black sheep – which is an aspect, you know, which a good many artists can be found to have possessed – or from some muzzy notion that there must be money in it or that one or another literary nephew or niece may one day want to make a book of the stuff.”

“That’s all?”

Miss Bave received this further question by rising, somewhat painfully, to her feet. “It grows chilly; we’ll go in.” She moved across the grass. “All? Well, not quite. What sort of mechanisms, would you say, go to producing a work of imaginative literature?”

Anthea considered. “To some extent, the same sort that go to producing dreams.”

“A fashionable answer – but a very tolerably useful one. Suppose yourself, Anthea, in the company of your parents and, say, a younger sister and a maternal aunt at the breakfast-table. Would you think it healthy to make your father tell you all his dreams in order that you might fall to a rigorous analysis of them?”

“Yes.”

“Yes?” Miss Bave halted. “I doubt whether we have enough common ground for discussion. I belong with Noah and his ark.”

“Nonsense, Miss Bave. I don’t say that I would spend breakfast time in that way, but only that doing so would be quite healthy. There’s surely everything to be said, in a general way, for finding the truth and surveying it. No doubt there would, in practice, be some embarrassment in digging out a lot of adulterous and incestuous fantasies over the toast and marmalade. But, if the people were any good, it would be salutary rather than otherwise.”

“Because truth is always salutary?”

“Just that.”

“But, you see, truth might be precisely what you quite notably failed to find. Achieve this breakfast-table éclaircissement, Anthea, and get it all wrong – and where are you then? In a shocking muddle, if you ask me. The whole enterprise would be a treacherous one, best left to professionals. And it is rather the same with a work of art. The chemistry by which it has been distilled out of the raw stuff of experience may be extremely tricky.”

“And had better not be enquired into by anybody who might have contributed to the brew?” Anthea was interested. “I have no doubt you are perfectly right. And it does, I suppose, constitute a sort of theoretical justification for my habit of ignoring the Lambert legend. So thank you. But it’s surely an argument of rather tenuous application, all the same. For me, after all, the point of possible embarrassment is decidedly not in the hazard of finding myself unexpectedly contributing to my father’s imaginative chemistry. His career as a writer was over and done with a good many years before I was born. No, it’s the very remoteness in time of the whole business – the fact that it so patently touches neither myself nor any world I know – that has a certain baffling and disturbing quality. You speak of the ark. But is it not I who, at the moment, have good reason to feel that I belong there?”

“Which brings us back to that young man.”

“To Garth Dauncey?” Anthea was puzzled. “Has it anything to do with him?”

“As I understand the matter, you suspected him – whether justly or unjustly – of cherishing what might be termed learned designs upon you. He appeared disposed to look you up, so to speak, in your character of the sort of footnote you have mentioned.” Miss Bave had paused in her slow progression, apparently in the interest of precise statement. “Whereupon, Anthea, you asked yourself if you were for ever to be of interest only as Mark Lambert’s daughter, and proceeded to vindicate your independent existence by pitching a dog into a duck-pond. What a good thing it will be when this little centenary flurry is over.” And Miss Bave, who had offered her decidedly astringent analysis without any marked concession to the humorous, resumed her perambulation. “By the way – at what time?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My dear Anthea, you have very kindly given me an invitation. At what time do we call on Mr Dauncey and listen to the broadcast?”


THREE

 

If it is chilly of a June evening in the garden of St Cecilia’s it is not likely to be warmer in the Cotswolds some hours later. We need not therefore be surprised to find a fire – although but a mildly flickering affair of apple-wood – constituting a focus for the next stage of our narrative. On opposite sides of it sit a man and woman, elderly and distinguished-looking. The room thus warmed and tenanted lies much in darkness and is evidently large. Here and there electric light, shining uncertainly through old-fashioned pleated silk, dies away against a background of vellum and tooled leather. The hint is of books so numerous and handsome that we shall suppose ourselves to be in a gentleman’s library until, getting used to the obscurity, we spy too a profusion of small dim ancient paintings, and of small rubbed glinting bronzes, suggestive of what a past age might have called the cabinet of a virtuoso. The man by the fire – the proprietor as he may well be of these covetable objects – is occupying himself with embroidery. His companion, who is discernibly a sister, more prosaically but with an equal grace darns socks. Both are silent – but the room is nevertheless full of voices. An unobtrusive wireless-set – in these surroundings clearly a cautious concession to the march of time – is decidedly on.

 
“First Voice. And now, what about the future? It does seem to me that these books – I mean the final books, the ones written during what Cyril has so splendidly called (and I do want to thank him for that) “the golden decade” – are going to live. I don’t think that this is just a vogue, or a flash in the pan. The Cosmopolitans, Gareth’s Folly, An Unwelcome Guest and the others of the group are, quite simply, coming into their own. What do you think, Adrian?

Second Voice. I do feel, Alan, that you are absolutely right. They are lasting books. Do you remember what their author is recorded as having said, virtually on his death-bed? ‘Landor knew that he would dine late. I shall do no more than sup, and it will be later still.’ He said that, you know, despite the very considerable celebrity that he enjoyed for a time. Don’t you think it rather wonderful? The perfect humility of the great artist. I believe that Mark Lambert’s supper is going to be, well, a pretty splendid affair.

First Voice. Mark Lambert’s supper! In a sense, you know, we are privileged tonight to bring in the first course. What do you think, Cyril?

Third Voice. I can only repeat what I said earlier. In the future these books are going to be talked of whenever people discuss the very greatest novels of that era.

Fourth Voice. Oh, come! That’s a bit extravagant, surely. Lambert’s last books are tremendously good, I agree. But you can’t compare even The Cosmopolitans with The Golden Bowl.

Third Voice. Not quite in archetectonic power, Denis, perhaps. But think of the almost poetic texture. That, at least, seems to me virtually identical in the two novels.

First Voice. You mean, Cyril, that this virtual identity of texture argues a kindred underlying sensibility in the two novelists?

Fourth Voice. If Cyril means that, I agree – absolutely.

Third Voice. What seems to me so extraordinary about the sensibility revealed in The Cosmopolitans is that it is our sensibility.

Fourth Voice. A modern sensibility. I think that’s tremendously true.

First Voice. Yet the book was published in 1905. And what we are doing tonight – it’s really rather astonishing, you know – is celebrating the centenary of Mark Lambert’s birth.

Second Voice. Lambert could have been blessed in his cradle by the poet Wordsworth.

Fourth Voice. Oh, come! Lambert was born, my dear Adrian, in Florence, within a few miles of the villa where he died. And all Wordsworth’s last years were spent—

Second Voice. I’m speaking merely of a chronological possibility.

Fourth Voice. Then I agree – I agree completely. But what would Wordsworth have made of The Cosmopolitans? Ha-ha!

First Voice. We know what an equally great writer made of it when Lambert sent it to him. There is that wonderfully subtle and comprehending letter to bear witness to his admiration. May I read it aloud?

Second Voice. Yes, Alan – do read it.

Third Voice. Yes, indeed. A wonderful letter.

Fourth Voice. I agree – decidedly.

First Voice. ‘My dear Mark Lambert—’”

 
At this point our attention is distracted by a movement in the room. The elderly man rises from his chair beside the fire, picks up his embroidery frame, and moves off to deposit it in the apartment’s farther obscurity. His return reveals him as of a tall spare figure, only slightly bent beneath the burden of what we guess to have been long years either of scholarship or of administration, and possessing strongly-marked features which – it is again our guess – are now more strikingly handsome than they have ever been before. He returns to the fireplace and stands before it, frowning in the direction whence the voices proceed. The letter is evidently familiar to him; from time to time his lips move with the words; once he utters an exclamation of sharp impatience as if at a slip or a liberty taken with the text. His companion too appears to know the letter, but to differ from Cyril, Adrian and Denis in having no particular relish for its rehearsal in the present fashion. And now she puts down a sock, catches her brother’s glance, slightly raises eyebrows already finely arched, and speaks.

“Who are these young men? What is their standing?”

“I don’t know, Hermione. It is what I asked myself at the time.”

“Are they a group, a coterie – or what we used to call a movement? They must know each other very well, since they constantly slip into the use of Christian names.”

“Christian names are fashionable. And the young men are at least not uncouth. I am bound to say that I found them pleasant enough.”

“But all this is so sadly lacking in distinction, in cadence, in style!”

“That sort of thing, on the other hand, is quite unfashionable. I must repeat that I found these people pleasant enough. They were courteous and deferential in the proper sort of unobtrusive way. So indeed were the officials. They reminded me of some of the junior folk at the Treasury. Is that ambiguous testimonial nearing its sesquipedalian term?”

The lady whom we now know to be called Hermione – she is only a little younger than her brother, and chiefly distinguished from him by the possession of a perfectly straight back – has early in this brief exchange muted, by a movement behind her chair, the feature from Broadcasting House. She now restores it to its former volume, and we hear Alan concluding his reading.

 
“First Voice ‘’. . . or shall I say a ‘reading public’ which might be compared, with an appropriateness a little serving to excuse what of derogatory must lurk in the image, to that answeringly all-extractive object familiar in the lower – if at times to our confessed sense but so slightly lower – region consecrated to the equally unsleeping demand of an even simpler appetite? But in the instance still dazzlingly and still – to reach for the final precision of response – problematically before me, it is as if, to this object of common culinary utility – to the squeezer so bluntly hinted in the preceding constatation – the dear familiar unassuming fruit, already with an obviousness beyond civil dissimulation part-desiccated in the gallant providing of some at least residual sharpness to a long succession of dishes nutritious rather than distinguished, had magically yielded from its hidden, its unsuspected, nay its upon every known premise unpredictable core, the clean clear crisp and pristine flavour that—and to a strangeness!—lingers on my palate as I write. You and I, cher confrére, have long, something to vary the figure, toiled together in the crumbling kitchen alone remaining for temple to the modern Muse. Were I amid such desolation and in the evening of my days to produce a dish standing even to my poor flawed Bowl as does this latest as it must not be last Lambert to much antecedent contrivance of your own I should assuredly then be, even more than in this present situation I am, Your astounded Henry James.’

Second Voice. A splendid letter. How Lambert must have cherished it.

Third Voice. I always think it is the loquitive element that is so striking in James’s letters. One hears the living, exploring voice all the time. The man might be in the room talking to us.

Fourth Voice. I can’t entirely agree there, Cyril. I honestly never heard a man—

Third Voice. Perhaps I should say the artist might be in the room. The actual voice of an ideal sensibility. You see what I mean?

Fourth Voice. I see – and in that case I do absolutely agree with you. And I do feel that Adrian is completely right in calling it a splendid letter. No praise of Mark Lambert could be more judicious. It really is final. You take it or leave it.

First Voice. Our time is almost up, so I’m afraid we must do both.

Second, Third, and Fourth Voices. Ha-ha!

First Voice. Or rather we must yield place to this evening’s guest, who – I think we shall all agree – speaks with immeasurably greater authority than ourselves. So far, we have considered only Mark Lambert’s work. But there is a great deal in the work to make us curious about the life of which it was the issue. We can now see two senses in which Lambert was, as he said, to sup late. It has grown clear in our talk that his true fame is coming to him very tardily – a full century after his birth, indeed. But it is equally evident that his true power, too, arrived strangely far on in the day. Does some explanation of this lie, perhaps, in the circumstances or conditions of Lambert’s private life? Perhaps Sir Charles Shaxby will be able to tell us. For when Sir Charles was living in Florence, at work upon his monumental history of Tuscan art, he came to know Mark Lambert very well during Lambert’s most magnificently productive years. Tonight Sir Charles, who is keenly interested in the revived reputation of his old friend, has agreed to conclude our discussion with some reminiscences of Lambert and his circle. Sir Charles, as well as being the first authority in Europe on his own subject, is of course the author of a very distinguished volume of biographical sketches, Perspectives. And we are tremendously grateful to Sir Charles for consenting to come along this evening and conclude – I think I should really say crown – this very special occasion in our weekly discussion of books and writers with what I feel may be really new light on Lambert the man. Sir Charles Shaxby.

Fifth Voice. May I begin with an anecdote the bearing of which upon what I have been asked to do will presently become apparent? It was, I think, during the late summer of 1913 that a spell of extreme heat in Florence had the effect of sending both Mark Lambert and myself, simultaneously but by no concerted arrangement, to seek refuge in the cooler air of Vallombrosa. John Milton, I am sure you will remember, is reputed to have visited the monastery there in 1638, and on its guest-house has accordingly been placed an inscription commemorating the occasion and recording the English poet’s love of Italy. When you remember, too, that the surrounding Protomagno through which it was our delight to stroll is magnificently recalled in the Etrurian shades of Paradise Lost, you will not be surprised that our conversation turned much upon literary themes, and passed in review many of the technical problems of the writer. One of these, as it chanced, was the employment of metaphor – a device of which Lambert himself, in my view, is one of the greatest masters. The more struck therefore was I when he came to a sudden halt, to declare with earnestness: ‘The metaphor, the image – they are essential to all but a very few writers, exceptionally circumstanced and endowed. But, my dear boy’—and I can see him, for greater emphasis, stab with his cane the aromatic, soft and silent carpet of pine needles beneath our feet—’a hazard is always there. Admit a metaphor and you admit strange company to the charmed circle you would create. It holds a lurking power to embarrass and disrupt. A circumspect prose-writer will blackball two-thirds of even the most attractive metaphors that present themselves.

First Voice. I think that is tremendously interesting. Cyril, what do you think?

Third Voice. I quite agree. And I do greatly hope that Sir Charles—”

 
Whether or not we share the enthusiasm of Alan and Cyril for this preamble, we must at least be grateful to it for tiding us over a moment of mild confusion, since the voice that has so smoothly been getting under way we have already heard in this very room. The explanation when it comes is simple. We are in fact simultaneously in the presence of Sir Charles Shaxby’s recorded accent as it is spirited to us from Broadcasting House and of Sir Charles Shaxby himself as he stands before his own fireplace listening with what would appear to be a mingling of misgiving and complacency. And now his sister lays down her darning and turns the volume control clockwise. It is clear that she cannot easily have too much of her distinguished brother.

 
“Fifth Voice. It was to be my point, you will remember, that this anecdote has some relevance to the present occasion. One metaphor of Lambert’s has been cited this evening, with a suggestion that the words were the last he ever spoke. He was, of course, adapting the aphorism of one whose former villa he and I have visited often enough during our Florentine excursions: Walter Savage Landor’s. ‘Landor knew that he would dine late. I shall do no more than sup, and it will be later still.’ Now, this image is intended to express no more than the expectation of a limited, and purely literary, posthumous fame. But does it not subtly invite misconception? A supper suggests personal intimacies, and a supper long postponed carries the connotation of such intimacies revived. Imperceptibly our mind is carried by it to the field of private life. But I am sure Lambert was not thinking of his supper in this sense; I am sure that he had no thought of meeting us there upon any ground of intimate personal revelation. Before we came into this studio one of the speakers was good enough to ask me whether I might not, now that Lambert’s fame seems secure, attempt a memoir of the man, or at least incorporate something about him in the little volume of sketches to which reference – over-kind, I fear – was made a few moments ago. As it happens, I have a good reason for doing neither of these things. Whether Lambert actually spoke those words about his supper I do not know. Certainly they were not his last words.

Fourth Voice. Oh, I say! Can you be sure?

Fifth Voice. I can be sure, sir, for this very sufficient cause: that Mark Lambert’s last words were spoken to me. They were the expression of a wish that none of his friends should attempt a biography of him. And for that he had his own very good reason.

Fourth Voice. Lambert had a good reason for not wanting his life written?

Fifth Voice. It is not my intention to assert that he had anything that could be called a personal reason. Perhaps what I have in mind may be best phrased as a theoretical reason. My friend subscribed to the doctrine of the essential anonymity of all great art. It has its source, he believed, not in anything that may usefully be conceived of as the individuality of the artist, but in a beyond; in some large, impersonal fount of inspiration for which the artist – and the artist, mark you, rather than the diurnal man – acts simply as a channel. I well remember his pointing one day to the beautiful old olive-wood table at which he worked – there was some reason to believe that it had belonged to Macchiavelli – and saying: ‘My dear fellow, it is not I who sit there through these long, quiet mornings. It is century upon century of the mind of Europe!’

Second Voice. Wonderful! It is an instance of what I spoke about earlier: the perfect humility of the great artist. And as for the biography – one understands, of course, that Sir Charles had to respect his friend’s wish. But does it prevent you, sir, from speculating on that very interesting point raised by one of us earlier: the quite unusually late flowering of Mark Lambert’s full genius?

Fifth Voice. I don’t think that prevents me. But something else does. I mean simply ignorance – pure ignorance.

First, Second, Third, and Fourth Voices. Ha-ha!

Fifth Voice. For how, after all, can one think to account for anything so essentially enigmatical as the visitation of the Muse? Rather surely must one—”

 
At this point Sir Charles Shaxby’s voice fades abruptly from the air, and we see that it is Sir Charles’s own hand that has effected the dismissal; His sister, although she placidly takes up her darning again, looks at him with some reproach.

“But, Charles, I should like so much to hear the rest of your contribution.”

“Spare me, Hermione. I never expected to hear myself talking such nonsense. Indeed, I never expected to hear myself talking at all. The sensation is most disagreeable. Think of it – to have one’s voice floating free about the ether, and giving utterance in the most palpably outmoded prose to bosh about the visitation of the Muse.”

“I judged it very deft. You were evading, in a light but decisive manner, a rather impertinent expression of curiosity about Mark’s private life. And in that I am sure you were abundantly right. There are no recognised sanctities now among those who would peer into such things.”

‘True enough, Hermione. One can’t open a biography today with any expectation of innocent pleasure, let alone of the edification that our generation was taught to look for. A pervasively bad influence has been exercised on the art by that unpleasant fellow who wrote on the old Queen. It would be deplorable—wouldn’t it?—if the renewed reputation Mark’s work is beginning to gain should lead to a vulgar inquisition into his personal history by anyone of the sort. Not that Mark had so much to hide, poor fellow – not more, as the saying is, than another man. But one ought to discourage gossip-hunters.”

“Yes, Charles – I do agree, indeed. But that is no reason for my not hearing at least the end of your sketch. Please turn the machine on again.”

At this Sir Charles Shaxby bows, for this brother and sister indulge themselves, among other antique accommodations, in a domesticity rigorously mitigated by the preservation of formal manners. Obediently he depresses the switch and his voice – which we now more clearly distinguish as a rather special public voice – returns to the room, increasing smoothly from a murmur to the firm resonance of a man inwardly convinced that he is doing an unfamiliar job well.


FOUR

 

‘And Lambert and I had a bond too in our common love of Italian gardens. Too often nowadays it is with something of disparagement that persons even of very substantial cultivation will speak of the giardini tagliati. To these high severities of order and symmetry they prefer a species of horticulture, surely municipal rather than aristocratic in association, putting all its money—and a great deal of money it must often be!—on a blossomy profusion cheerful enough in the booth of the florist, but surely inappropriate as setting for a villa in the great Florentine or Sienese taste. And if by chance on such an exploration as we loved to make, whether it were no further than to the lovely Font’allerta or a tour of some days’ sweep, sequacious of the retired villas of the Brianza, or of that supremely beautiful La Gazzada the painting of which by Canaletto in the Brera is too little known; if on such expeditions I was myself in any danger of feeling an over-narrow palette brought to the composing of those tranquil harmonies of sombre greens, shadowed waters, and vistas sparely closed by the mellow gleam of ancient marble, it was always open to me to reflect that all of colourful that the most romantic temperament might yearn for was assuredly present and ambulant at my side!

For I return to that. Colourful will seem to many a word debased beyond the possibility of decent application to the mind of a major artist. Yet Mark Lambert’s mind it does indubitably fit. To listen to his talk in that great period was an experience which I lack the skill adequately to convey, but which may yet be roughly approximated to the sensation of seeing some gigantic crystal in perpetual revolution before one’s eyes – the restless object (compelling, hypnotic indeed, and patently in a last analysis impenetrable) inducing, it may be, some perplexity as to whether the myriad-hued flashings to which one is being entertained proceed in the individual instance merely from the glittering surface or authentically from the conjectured depths beyond. On Lambert’s talk – his talk from his earliest Heidelberg and Cambridge days – all are agreed; he was a talker long before he was a writer at all; and he was known to good judges as a great talker almost equally long before his own writing achieved greatness. Yet I remember, equally vividly, his silences. They could be striking. But for my own part I never felt them as uncompanionable – and that even when I had most reason to suspect that they represented his frankly deserting me for better company. Need I be so heavy-footed as to add that I mean the company of his own thronging creation, or speak sententiously of the privilege a man must feel in having tramped the by-ways of Tuscany with one whose intermittent withdrawals were to a communing with Mabel and Martin Alleyne, or with the adorable Edith Saltire?

One occasion in particular dwells in my memory, and upon it I shall conclude this slight sketch. We had met in the Pitti, where I was accustomed to work at that time, to make a small evening excursion in which we took particular pleasure. It was no more indeed than a suburban stroll – but one following from the Porta Romana the devious course of the Viale dei Colli that leads finally out upon the Piazzale Michelangelo to the viewing – if one has but calculated one’s hour aright – on the one hand of the enchaliced city and its extended plain brimming as far as Pistoia with the generous wine of a Tuscan sunset and on the other the long shadows probing, softening, and yet bringing to their most exquisite definition the outer bastions of the Apennine. Here – after, it might be, penetrating the cypress grove that screens the small church by the presiding genius of the place so charmingly named la sua bella villanella – here we would sit down before the simple restaurant to the uses of which Poggi’s Loggia is so sensibly appropriated; and here we would enjoy a leisured al fresco meal as that incredible gold drained from the sky, to leave in shadow at last alike the cupola of Brunelleschi and Giotto’s supremely graceful tower.

The outsetting of our expedition as I recall it in the particular instance was by nothing distinguished more than by a positive loquacity on my friend’s part. It is not perhaps unfair to say that a note identifiably hectic at times sounded in that wonderful talk, and we had not gone far on our way before it was, almost to a point of discomfort, unmistakably this that I was hearing. The art of the novel; the innermost recesses and last subtleties of the specialised, the technical mystery; the logistics, as the soldiers say, that should make possible the full deployment of the massed forces of his formidable imagination: these things were, in a fashion seldom long obscured to his intimates, at once the torment and the delight of Mark Lambert’s life. There can be no doubt that he could supremely organise, ruthlessly prune, endlessly refine. Yet it was an earlier phase of the artistic process that was suggested by his talk. When he moved from the grand strategy, the high and generalised principles of his craft, it was to the suggestion indeed of imaginative vistas thronged by a multitudinous creation resistlessly forcing a passage to the light – yet with a mazy motion that for me at least held in it something vertiginous, as if here was a world of dancers still ignorant of their appointed measure. Impetus however was the dominant impression conveyed; and Lambert did on this evening talk with a bold prospectiveness, an urgent forward-feeling sense that had as unconscious correlative a quickening of physical pace on the pronounced acclivity before us somewhat in excess of what my own comfort allowed for.

It was, I say, wonderful talk. Glancing sideways at the intent and noble profile of the man, I received an impression to be described only as of hunger – the baffled hunger, I am prompted extravagantly to add, of some large carnivorous creature that eyes the possibility of splendid repletion cruelly disposed just beyond the bars. No doubt I was dull in not being able to distinguish, there and then, at what recurrent point of the creative crisis my old companion stood. Perhaps it was this impercipience on my part that presently discouraged him. Certainly by the time we had reached the Piazzale and paused at the balustrade to gaze, in company with the colossal David of Florence’s greatest son, on the multiplicity of small yellow lights now appearing beyond the Arno, Lambert had withdrawn upon a brooding silence. Nor did the substantial pasta to which we presently addressed ourselves, nor even an equally generous application to the harsh Barbera which it was his inexplicable pleasure invariably to drink upon our particular occasion: nor did these things, I say, at first serve to restore him to a conversational mood.

Our silence however did not continue indefinitely. For among the many charms of the man was a high courtesy – such, I fear, as might appear sufficiently old world today – which would by no means permit him long to treat even a familiar friend with a total absence of the common forms. Over the coffee he talked again, and if it was now in a desultory fashion the desultoriness was yet quickened by a warm response to anything of liveliness or interest that I could myself produce for his diversion. And presently I believed myself to have scored, albeit in an unpretending way, a hit. For in the dusk and on the broad terrace before us a shabby and bearded patriarch had set up nothing less than a small astral telescope, and through this it was his evident intention to permit, in return for a few of those centesimi which have long since, alas, disappeared from the Italian pocket, the inspection of a handsome moon now obligingly disposed in the heavens just above Settignano. Our evening’s walk had, as it happened, conducted us the length of the Viale Galileo; and it was thus no particularly powerful flight that put me presently in command of a fancy which will be immediately obvious to you all. Here before us was the shade of the old astronomer – the Tuscan artist who, in Milton’s happy description, had in this very Valdarno applied his optic glass to the descrying of new lands in the same spotty globe as was now rising before us.

The terms in which I communicated this whimsy to my companion are no longer within my recollection, but I will strain modesty to the extent of supposing them not without such simple felicitousness as the magic of the hour and the stimulus of Lambert’s society could scarcely fail to elicit. Understandably to my surprise therefore was it that I received in fact no response to my sally; and when I glanced across the table it was to see the great writer once more sunk in what I took to be profound abstraction. This last impression however I had almost instantly to correct. Lambert’s gaze indeed had the fixed quality of one whose vision is for the time upon some wholly inward spectacle. But there was that in the actual focus of his eyes which told another story, and my corrected sense was further borne out by a revealed disposition of feature at once complex and arresting. The complexity I must presently endeavour to elucidate, since in glimpsing it I had, I believe, come very near to the heart of Lambert’s mystery, to the very dynamic of his art. But first let me give an account of what, when I turned my head, I saw.

At a nearby table sat three persons whose appearance was familiar to me. I had observed them together in the Café Savoia some ten days previously – when I had again, as it happens, been in Lambert’s company. Two were ladies, and distinguishably parent and child. The mother was an American – but one, I judged, who had lived long in Europe and failed to prosper there, a type more familiar on the continent in those days than now. Hard, brittle, grown gradually poor to the point of desperation or degradation, she faced a predatory world with her daughter discernibly as her only remaining asset. A considerable asset, one had at once to admit – for the girl, who could scarcely have been twenty, was strikingly beautiful, after a fashion that at once suggested an Italian father. For a moment indeed one supposed this second parent on the scene, since the third of the trio was an elderly man – one whom I should have guessed to be of Neapolitan rather than Tuscan lineage. It was quickly apparent however that here was not the father, but a suitor, of the girl. Nor was it only a disparity of years that rendered this a painful discovery. The gentleman owed indeed something like the ruins of a high distinction, but he also bore all too clearly the tokens of dissipation indulged to the point of an odious and premature senility.

Such had been the displeasing impression made upon me on that earlier occasion. Now, on the Piazzale Michelangelo, it was as if I were watching a subsequent act of this unobtrusive and muted domestic tragedy, with the mother more desperate and more disgraced, the suitor more vile, the girl more sharply confronted with the horror of her plight. But the girl was not the less beautiful for being harder pressed, and for clasping more fiercely to herself in consequence an enigmatical and tragic reserve. And it was above all the girl that my friend was studying – was devouring, indeed, if I may use a franker but necessary word. Lambert’s scrutiny, had it not been an artist’s, might veritably have been stigmatised as impertinent, so clearly did it insist upon due account taken of all that was apparent or to be conjectured of the rarely lovely physical presence before us. Yet it was a scrutiny too – as I instantly felt – immeasurably deeper than that. And here I return to what I have called the complexity of his response to our spectacle. Revelation, assuagement, high excitement: all these were present – but present only as concomitants in an act of sheer contemplation. I wonder if I make myself understood? What I would express is my sense of having been in the presence of a mind and spirit attuned to taking all things on their aesthetic side, as the raw material of a powerful creative art. And yet – and here is the interest of the episode – I glimpsed something else too. There was visible in Lambert’s expression, as at play with all this, what can only be described as simple moral feeling, wholly generous in its order, and urging a decided disposition to act. The grim little scene before us had, as it were, two aspects – one prompting only to meditation, exploration, elaboration deep in the mind of the artist, the other to irruption, intervention, some brusque stroke perhaps of knight errantry. And, even in the instant that I became aware of it, this second impulse appeared for a moment likely to gain control. It may be that some further intensification of the girl’s distress, some word of gesture revealing a deeper outrageousness in the thing to his penetrating glance, prompted the dark flush that mounted to Lambert’s face and the tautening of his frame as if he were about to rise and stride forward. But, almost in a flash, this was over; he had sunk back, profoundly thoughtful, brooding, absorbed – and with a touch of resignation, of acknowledgement of the artist’s fate of mere spectatorship, in which I felt not a little pathos. When I turned round to glance again at the spectacle by which all this had been occasioned, I found it already in part dissolved. The girl had vanished, and her companions were in colloquy so urgent and even agitated that it occurred to me to wonder whether she had in fact taken resolution to rise and flee.

Such then was this odd little episode. To what conclusion does it lead? Of Mark Lambert it has sometimes been maintained that his art was constantly trammelled by his life; that he too frequently burst as a man into that human spectacle which he should only have contemplated as a novelist. But here, I maintain, I had caught the creative writer’s abnegation as it were in the act. In one sense indeed I could feel that Lambert had abundantly possessed himself of what chance had offered him. The large carnivorous creature to which I likened him a few minutes ago had stretched out his paw and drawn triumphantly within the cage a morsel of that for which, beneath all his eager restless discourse on the technique of the novel, he had been absolutely hungering: the veritable flesh and blood which the writer must in a sense, Minotaur-like, periodically devour. And this had been done at the cost of an answering abstinence on another plane – a disciplining, so long practised no doubt as to have become instinctive, of a more than commonly strong disposition to project his impulses into action in the immediate world. But if there was conflict here, is there not reconciliation in his books themselves – which are works of art indeed but yet which so often exhibit high moral sensibilities breaking through one or another barrier and declaring themselves triumphantly in splendid, if sometimes tragic, action ?

This is the thought with which I would leave you – but let me add that it was one at most very dimly realised by me at the time. I was aware simply of Lambert’s suddenly pushing back his chair, draining his abominable Barbera, incontinently leaving me to settle our score, and disappearing into the night. I followed him with what haste I could through a dance of fireflies down to the Porta a San Niccolo – where, after his common disposition of the matter on those occasions, his carriage would be awaiting him. His haste however must have been remarkable, for carriage and writer had alike vanished. The next day I had word from the Villa Pastorelli that Lambert was working. And then I think I did realise how close I had been for a moment to the pulse of the machine. And indeed I acknowledge how perfectly – if I have with any sufficiency evoked it – the incident illustrates the notorious disparity, first surveyed by the poet Coleridge, between fancy and imagination; between my own little flicker of the first as exemplified in my facetiously conjured shade of Galileo, and the clear full beam of the second as I sensed it at play in Mark Lambert’s momentary scrutiny of the small enigmatic situation I have described. We do but ill, I conceive, to interpret the creations of a great writer as a laboured disguising, whether conscious or unconscious, of matters deeply momentous in his own personal history – although this, I well know, is at present the fashionable view. Rather his donne is surely a gift indeed – a gift of fortune offered as he catches, fragmentarily, fleetingly, but in a moment of significant concentration, some actual and external drama of enjoying and suffering human beings. From just such a brief moment of contemplated passion as this of which I have so haltingly given you the history did there grow, I am persuaded, all that full splendour of art bequeathed to us in Lucia’s Changeling, in Gareth’s Folly, and in the incomparable Cosmopolitans itself.

Sixth Voice. That was Books and Writers, a weekly discussion on topics of literary interest. Those taking part were—”

 
The click with which Sir Charles Shaxby dismisses Broadcasting House is promptly succeeded by another, the effect of which is to illuminate for us the whole august apartment of the long-dead Mark Lambert’s artfully-cadenced friend. We see that the paintings, only glimpsed before, are Umbrian primitives; and that the bronzes, which are Etruscan, are supplemented by several superb terracottas of the same origin. We see too that Sir Charles is busying himself, not without some trace of nervousness, before a silver tray offering, among other material recruitments, brandy and soda. There is a pause – for it is not until Miss Shaxby has taken up her darning again that she composedly speaks.

“Thank you, Charles – thank you, indeed.”

“How did you feel about it?” Sir Charles’s manner intimates that, from him, there is astringent self-criticism to come,

“I felt that I should like to know.”

“To know, Hermione?” Mark Lambert’s late annalist is at a loss.

“It is most unliterary of me, I don’t doubt. And I do fully realise, dear Charles, that the point of enduring and substantial interest is that which you pursued. Nevertheless I should, you see, like to know what happened to her. The girl, I mean – the girl on the Piazzale.”

“Dear me!” Sir Charles’s tone is an instant and courteous acknowledgement that here is indeed a point of legitimate human curiosity – but one which nevertheless has taken him by surprise.

“You never, I suppose, found out?” Miss Shaxby puts down a sock for the purpose of threading her needle.

“Good heavens, no. Her very name was unknown to me.”

“And to Mark?”

“Certainly. At least, I have no reason to suppose otherwise.”

“Of course not, Charles. And your whole contention would be the less effective, would it not, were Mark’s contact with the girl to have extended beyond the moment’s mere spectatorship you described? A little plain soda water, please.”

Sir Charles squirts in silence, and only as he is in the act of handing the glass does he make to speak. This delayed response, however, is prevented by the ringing of a telephone-bell in some adjoining room.

“It is a little late for Barker, Charles. Perhaps you had better go.” Miss Shaxby breaks off her darning-wool and deftly threads it. “Congratulations, I don’t doubt.”

“Congratulations?” Sir Charles pauses, perplexed, in his movement towards the door.

“On your broadcast address, dear. I have been told that the telephone is considered a suitable channel for that sort of politeness nowadays.”

“Dear me.” Sir Charles leaves the room with some appearance of finding in this a new and disturbing light on the modern world. But when he returns – and it is not for several minutes that he does so – there is a flush of pleasure on his cheek.

“I was right, Charles?”

“Yes, Hermione – indeed you were. And it was Anthea Lambert.”

“Anthea!”

“I was surprised, I confess. She has always appeared so little interested. She wished, she said, to be the first to express pleasure in the broadcast. It must be her excuse, she added, for a telephone-call at this hour.”

“Dear Anthea.” Miss Shaxby is scarcely less pleased than her brother. “I am so glad she listened.”

“She did so with two friends. One of them was Miss Bave. You recall meeting her? The lady who wrote the excellent and sympathetic study of poor Gissing.”

“Yes, indeed. And the other?”

“An American scholar – one, it seems, who is something of an authority on Landor. He sounds unexceptionable.”

“Unexceptionable, Charles?”

“I mention the point because Anthea proposes to bring him to tea one afternoon later in the week. His name is Dauncey.”

“That will be very nice.” Miss Shaxby is now tidying up her darning and preparing for bed. She pauses however and frowns as if in some effort of recollection. “Did you say Dauncey?”

“Yes, Dauncey.” Sir Charles drains his nightcap – and then he too seems to catch at a memory. “But of course . . . and it never occurred to me! A relation, quite conceivably. I must make a note to find out whether the old fellow is still alive. Ignorance might appear unmannerly.”

“So it might.” Miss Shaxby, as she moves across the room, accepts this considerate thought with gravity. Then – unexpectedly – she a little wistfully sighs. “Dear Charles – when have I known you unmannerly yet?”


FIVE

 

In Oxford the year dies in June – and with it the youth of a quarter or more of those who constitute the place what it is. Through hypertrophied, harassing and it may be haunting competitive examinations the fair congregation is dismissed, while yet in its budding-time of health and hope and beauty, to entombment in the Malayan Police, in manufactories of cocoas or detergents; in Parliament, in provincial seats of learning, or wherever else some narrow plot may be found. And these grimly ineluctable annual obsequies are celebrated by balls of Edwardian expensiveness and elaboration, by gatherings for the degustation of incomprehensibly facetious Latin speeches, and by solemnities at which the especially distinguished and decrepit are entitled to extra strawberries and cream. This order of things the young and middle-aged alike take very much for granted, but there are those betwixt and between – those, that is to say, in their really serious years – to whom the season is irrational and disturbing. To be swept off the footpath at ten o’clock in the morning by children in dance-frocks or tail-coats – ourselves of but five years ago – or to find the Bodleian Library closed because our colleagues are imitating the appearance and behaviour of macaws in the adjacent Sheldonian Theatre: this, if not irritating, is unsettling. It induces for a time the uneasy feeling of an Oxford gone restless, bumpy and impermanent; and it has as one issue a frequent uttering of the rather mechanical question, “When are you going down?”

Garth Dauncey’s car had scarcely negotiated the Woodstock Road roundabout when Anthea Lambert found that she had made this enquiry. For a moment the young man hung fire – partly perhaps because he had to elucidate the idiom and partly because he was executing a rapid sweep round a bus. He then with an admirable union of ease and gravity replied, “I’ve been thinking we might go down together.”

“You surprise me, Mr Dauncey. Where are we to go?”

“To Florence. In the interest of the same thing that we’re after this afternoon – literary research. And we’ll take the old lady.”

“The old lady?”

“Miss Bave. She knows the period backwards.”

“And will act as a chaperone, Mr Dauncey, and make it all quite proper?”

But this of Anthea’s, if offered as sarcasm, was ineffectual. Garth Dauncey briskly nodded. “Fine. I hadn’t thought of it – but so she will. You don’t mind high summer in the north of Italy?”

Anthea marked in herself with disapproval some approximation to mental – even to emotional – confusion. “Aren’t you,” she asked coldly, “a little forcing the pace?”

“Sorry.” Dauncey eased his foot on the accelerator. “I just don’t allow for your crazy English roads. And you did say we were to be at the Shaxbys’ at four-thirty.”

“I don’t in the least want to go to Florence.” Anthea began a careful speech. “I have only one relation there, whom I haven’t seen for years, and to whom I should have very little to say. So clearly—”

“Your brother? Then aren’t we in precisely the same boat?” Dauncey offered this with the greatest candour as a notable bond. “My father and I haven’t been a dozen hours in each other’s company since I was born. He takes not the slightest interest in me. But I have a hunch, all the same, that it’s about time to look him up.”

“Perhaps he too was given tea by Landor?”

This was again an ineffectual shaft. “He couldn’t have been; Landor died in 1864, and my father wasn’t born until 1875.”

“Then it will be some time before a centenary in the family threatens you.”

Dauncey shook his head. “There won’t be any supper for Wendell Dauncey, I guess. And that, for your father, appears to have been my father’s charm. Your father had a wonderful eye, it’s clear, for failures and ineffectives, and fed them cunningly into his books. There’s commonly—isn’t there?—that skilfully disposed area in grisaille. It’s in the background always – or certainly is never brought forward for more than a single scene – but it’s a very important element in the whole system of tones employed. There’s a considerable resemblance between a great Lambert and a great Velasquez.”

For a moment Anthea was silent. It struck her both that this remark was true and that nobody had yet offered it to the world in a textbook. “You mean,” she presently asked, “that my father became intimate with your father in order to have on hand a convenient patch of grey drapery? I don’t know that literary research into relationships of that kind appeals to me.”

“Don’t be a prig.” As he uttered his outrageous injunction the young man took his eye from the road to glance swiftly at his companion. She had flushed with indignation – and on this rise in emotional temperature he deftly pounced. “May I call you Anthea? There’s this old family connection, after all.”

“Yes; but I’d rather not be insulted at the same time.”

“But weren’t you preparing to be thoroughly priggish – or to give an exhibition of ghastly English good taste? We must be obliged to writers and artists for their works, but avoid scrutinising their lives, in case they turn out to have been not quite nice. Of course it’s true enough.” Dauncey raised his voice, for his car was an open one and now again moving at high speed. “The lives of artists are often a mess, and sometimes it kind of spreads. Do you know about Landor, for instance? When we go to the Villa Landor I’ll tell you about the end of his days. But a lot that isn’t edifying can be instructive – and fascinating. Sometimes, no doubt, the truth about a man, or a relationship, is thoroughly dull – duller than some fancy picture in high colours that legend has concocted of him. Sometimes, though, it’s the other way about. One never knows – not unless one goes to see. My father is a painter, and his paintings have never excited anybody. Nor, one would now suppose, has he. But his pictures may be dim not because he has always been so, but directly and absolutely because he once blazed like a meteor. Or consider your father. With him the meteor-theory holds the field. His life is thought to have been so full of passions, loyalties, involvements, and these he is supposed for ten years to have poured so resistlessly into fiction, that a cautious old literary person like this that you’re very kindly taking me to see is all for smoothing over and wrapping up. Didn’t you think that was the tenor of his talk?”

“Well, yes – I did.”

“He told his little story – which interested me quite a bit – in order to present Mark Lambert as an aloof observer, deliberately sticking to the artist’s contemplative habit. But at other times he was plainly on hot bricks in case a little centenary rooting round in a biographical way should result in dynamiting the decencies. Is that a fair summary?”

“It’s at least not quite a travesty.” Anthea paused. “And do you really suggest that I should go to Florence and start dynamiting the decencies round my own father’s grave?”

“Of course not – if you put it that way.” Garth Dauncey was silent for some time. Glancing at him, Anthea saw with surprise that it was he who was now flushed. “Forget it, Anthea. I guess American bad taste is quite as ghastly as English good. Of course you don’t want to take a spade to the Mark Lambert legend. I can see it just wouldn’t be delicate.”

“What utter rot!” Whether accidentally or by design, Dauncey’s choice of words had decidedly touched off a spark. “Nothing would be more tiresome to me, I promise you, than having a smoothed over, wrapped up, and considerately edited father. But, as a matter of fact, it has never been quite that. I have a feeling that nothing much has ever knowingly been concealed from me; and that none of the surviving people who knew my father well is acquainted with any very notable skeleton in his cupboard. But along with my father’s memory there goes a sort of uneasiness, a nervousness that must in some way be a legacy from the man as he lived. It’s as if his friends were never quite sure they might not be button-holed and invited to look at something horrid in the back-garden. I’m not against having a bit of a dig.”

“But a more or less private dig?”

“Well, yes.” Anthea frowned, as if the discovery of this discreet disposition in herself surprised her and required justification. “Suppose, for the sake of argument, that my father was subject to some grave moral frailty that was significantly related to his work. I’d rather know it than not. I’d rather, even, discover it myself than have it discovered for me. And eventually, of course, it would be proper that it should become general knowledge. But I admit that it wouldn’t, as you say, be delicate to make large expository public gestures with the spade myself. I’m prepared to agree there with Miss Bave, who has preached me a little sermon on leaving such jobs to professionals. Well, I’ll leave it to you, who are so interested. Isn’t it rather a sudden interest, by the way?”

 
Not perhaps wholly to his vexation, Garth Dauncey was at this moment interrupted by Lord Nuffield, who sent bearing down upon him one of those towering truck-loads of embryonic motor-bodies which maintain a mysterious two-way traffic between Birmingham and Oxford. Only when he had negotiated this hazard with exaggerated care did the young man speak. “My interest in Mark Lambert is far greater now that I know you.”

“It adds the personal angle?”

“Sure, sister – it does just that.” Ironically drawling, he gave her one of his swift glances across the wheel. “And that certainly is a beautiful expression – a vurry beautiful expression. You’ve certainly gotten the literary instinct, Anthea Lambert; you have it in your blood.”

“I don’t think your efforts as a stage American are a bit funny. And hasn’t your father provided you with rather more of a personal angle all along? He was an intimate friend of my father’s, it seems, although so much younger a man. Have you never been prompted to take up Mark Lambert with him?”

“Only once. He’s not an easy person to take things up with. And in fact, and as I’ve said, I’ve seen little more of him than you have of your brother.” Dauncey accelerated. “Would you care to hear about me?”

“Yes – in fact, decidedly. The Shaxbys will expect me to have some decent minimum of knowledge. They are rather old-fashioned people.”

“Fine. My father was raised in Texas – and, when he was a lad, from Texas to Rome and Florence was still quite a long way. It’s true that money was fairly easy. You know Texas?”

Anthea considered. “I imagine it has a lot of cattle.”

“It has everything. You name it, we have it.” Dauncey delivered himself of this slogan as of a simple faith. “But my father’s folk, although in with the prosperity of the state and able to maintain an artist in the family if they were minded to it, haven’t in fact gone on record as showing much impulse that way. So I conclude my father must have needed, and possessed, quite a lot of his own steam. Enough combustion, put it, to take him right off the surface of Texas and into the outer space of Italy. But that colossal journey used him up, or so I read the matter. He was en disponibiliti, as the novelists used to say, as a satellite, and finding one or another massive and impressive body to revolve round was as much as his later energies stretched to. That, for a time at least, was how your father came in.”

“Did my father collect satellites?”

“The satellites had to have something – and I should give a wrong impression if I implied that, as a young man, my father didn’t have that. Indeed, he’s still like our own moon in this: that he suggests a hidden face that might be not without its surprises. And it’s of a sort of lunar charm, incidentally, that the presented face might remind you, although veiled behind an extraordinary reticence. Somebody once said that he appeared like a man under a cloud, but that in fact he was merely behind one. To what extent he positively emerged over the business of getting married, I don’t know. But marry he did – suddenly, violently and, one gathers, vastly against all expectation – and I’m the consequence. I may be called the sole consequence, at least of any permanence. My mother died when I was a few months old, and my father rubbed his eyes – one would hazard it was that rather than dried them – and returned to his former orbital occasions. Do we turn at the first corner?”

Anthea nodded. “Do you know that some of your Americanisms are quite authentic? We take the first turning.” She waited until this manoeuvre was executed. “And you? After, I mean, your mother’s death?”

“I must have been an object of some perplexity. Conceivably I might have become the centre of a new system myself, with my father making a whole-time job of circling me. But I lacked, I suppose, the requisite mass. Some strong force of repulsion came into play. Before I was twelve months old I had vanished from the Florentine sky and landed with something of a bump – which indeed I was too young to feel – in Texas. Everything went very well; I was no burden to prosperous relations; and my father never complicated matters by sending any suggestions – or enquiries, as far as I know. He has always continued to live in Italy – as you might say mooning around. I’ve paid him two or three very short visits, or rather calls, in recent years. And that’s the whole of our common history.”

“You give rather a sardonic slant to it all.” Anthea turned in her seat to look candidly at her companion. “Is that just literary habit, or does it represent your really not very much liking it?”

“Not much liking it, I suppose. But I’ve no strong feelings, I’d say.

“I’m not so sure. Here was this world of expatriate artists and writers and so forth, and you were turfed out of it in infancy. Sent back to Texas and singing to the cattle, or whatever children do there. As you grew up, you decided to start resenting it – resenting the exclusion from that wonderfully cultivated world. Hence Landor and so forth – your setting up, you know, as a young professor of that sort of thing. Hence your impulse, too, to pick up Mark Lambert’s daughter and exploit her in investigating Mark Lambert, the central figure in the world from which you were shut out.” Anthea settled back in her seat as she comfortably pursued this analysis. “We’re to return to Florence and break in – or rather you are, using me as a sort of jemmy. It’s a picture to which considerable psychological interest must be said to attach. Only—” Anthea broke off abruptly and with difficulty kept her head from bumping the windscreen. “Why ever did you brake like that?”

“To turn round, of course.”

“Don’t be an ass.” Anthea spoke the more witheringly for having felt an obscurely motivated stab of panic.

Dauncey impassively continued the operation upon which he had embarked. “I wouldn’t say, Anthea, that you’re too clever. Brains go with your style of beauty well enough. But when you set them smugly to work to pervert truth—”

“I did no such thing. And you are the most intolerable man I know.”

“I said to pervert truth.” Dauncey spoke carefully – and the better to do so abandoned entirely the controls of his car, so that it stood still, spanning the road. “Or is it to nip it in the bud? Yes, that’s better. A small bud of truth appearing between us – just venturing above the surface of the ground. And you go for it. Are you so scared that it will grow into a tree?”

“I can’t think what you are—” Anthea paused, preserved from completing this prevarication by a sudden angry hooting in her left ear. Although the road was not a busy one, it so happened that the hold-up was already extensive. “For goodness’ sake stop clowning and straighten the car.”

“Which direction?” Dauncey spoke at leisure through a crescendo of hooting and honking.

“We’re going out to tea. We don’t break engagements because of scenes.”

Dauncey gave his unexpected shout of laughter – so loudly that it penetrated the din and considerably increased the indignation of the waiting drivers. Anthea had a disturbed impression that one of them was descending in a threatening manner from the cab of a lorry. “Didn’t I tell you?” the young man disregardingly cried. “Didn’t I say that you are a terrible prig?”

Anthea closed her eyes resignedly. “Very well. Drive on, entirely on your own argumentative terms. This is not a scene and these people are not shouting at you. But do drive on.” She waited until the car was smoothly in motion again. They were still, she saw, outward bound. “Does it occur to you,” she asked, “that our histories have a good deal in common? But that we’ve reacted in different ways?”

 
“There certainly isn’t much connection between aerodynamics and Walter Savage Landor.” Dauncey spun his car with luxurious ease round a hay-cart. “And no doubt your course marks much the larger independence of mind.”

“What I mean is this. We were both born into the same sort of world—”

“Only you were born into its purple.”

“Nonsense. My father’s great period had burnt itself out before I arrived, and after that the Pastorelli was all anticlimax and seediness. We were born, I say, into the same world; and we were both turfed out. Well, it’s my opinion that we were lucky. I don’t say that so meagre a ration of parents as was contrived for us was lucky. I mean that it was all a dead-end by The Times we came along, that émigré Florence life. It was all a looking back into the past and persuading oneself and others that it had been august and golden. Old Charles Shaxby in his broadcast caught exactly the note I mean. Kidding oneself with bogus retrospection, a past full of giants, and ourselves a race of mere pygmies – or the other word like it.”

“Epigones?”

“Yes. Stunted descendants, editing and annotating the lines of the mighty dead, and dusting their knick-knacks in sterilised unlived-in rooms. It’s something that for some reason I don’t at all like, and I’m glad that I for one am shut of it. You’ve found a different attitude.”

“I certainly intend to edit and annotate poor old Landor, though I don’t know that he was all that of a giant. Still, the more I get the measure of him such as it is, the more I do seem to spy quite a number of epigones about the place. And with your father it’s the same but more so. For he was a bit of a giant, if you ask me. Do you read his books – the big ones?”

“Yes.”

“Well now, Anthea, do you ever read one without staring round afterwards and being flabbergasted by the emptiness of what they call the contemporary literary scene?”

“That’s something quite different.” Anthea gave considerable dogmatic force to this arbitrary assertion. “I’m all for due reverence in front of a great book – The Ambassadors, say, or The Cosmopolitans or Nostromo. But I don’t like centenaries and pious fuss.”

“You’re in a muddle.” Dauncey too was dogmatic. “It’s not perhaps very important, but you should clear it up. What about the old lady? What do you think of her? She’s edited and annotated all her days.”

“Miss Bave? I’d say it’s been good for her – the discipline of that sort of work. It’s made her selfless and perhaps rather wise – as well as mildly terrifying, which is what I chiefly find her. But it hasn’t done a peck of good to the stuff. That would be better left alone, to operate upon us with what potency it has – and in secret, more or less.”

“Queer – decidedly queer.” And Dauncey glanced at Anthea in what appeared to be high delight – and for so long that the car swerved alarmingly towards the ditch. “You’re mixing up belletristic twaddle with solid hard-working conservative scholarship. Don’t you know that a book, almost as much as one of your blessed turbo-jets, has to be kept in constant repair if it’s not to perish? Did you ever read a contemporary novel without being aware of small spots where it’s already begun to crumble after being no more than once through the hands of the printer? Gaol has become goal, say – and in a place where goal is miraculously specious. You see, somewhere in the universe there’s a malignant spirit bent on crumbling everything of that sort away – bent on rubbing it out. With buildings and statues and pictures he’s bound to succeed in the end; there’s no final stopping him. But that isn’t so with the word. Not marble nor the gilded monuments of princes shall outlive this powerful rime. It’s true – but it’s true only on conditions. Somebody must be doing his best first to look over the poet’s shoulder as he works and then to keep an eye on the whole elaborate, clumsy, blundering process by which the original immaterial thing is kept trundling down the centuries on its material vehicle. It’s not work, I grant you, that makes exactly as much noise as a jet popping through the sonic barrier; but at least it’s useful. And there are complications too, as you may guess – higher reaches to the job – where one needs quite all one’s wits not to make a mess of it. How do I shape as a lecturer, Anthea?”

“Better than as a driver, at the moment. That’s the Shaxbys’ gateway, just ahead on the right, and you look like hurtling straight on.” Anthea felt in a bag and produced a pair of gloves. “And don’t as you drive up to the house give an imitation of one of your Hollywood compatriots winning a chariot race in ancient Rome.”

“Gloves?” Dauncey swung off the road with reassuring signs of respectful caution. “It’s all very correct, and one’s best behaviour is required?”

“Hermione Shaxby rather notices anything that isn’t quite 1907.” Anthea glanced quickly into the driving-mirror and smoothed her dress. “She’ll probably notice you.”

“And her brother?”

“He’ll certainly notice. Shall I explain that you propose to take me fossicking in Florence?”

“Sure. Sir Charles Shaxby is going to be one of our most important backers. Wasn’t he your father’s literary executor and so forth? He must know quite a lot.”

“And will you then make clear to him – or to me – just what this nebulous proposal is? No doubt texts should be preserved and restored and so on by the conscientious labour of quiet scholarly souls like Miss Bave and yourself. Sir Charles will beam encouragement on such proposals. But it’s not quite obvious how all that – goals and gaols, say – ties up with excavations on the Lambert legend.”

“I don’t say it quite does.” Taking the last sweep of the drive, Garth Dauncey was large and vague. “It’s just that I have a notion about your father.”

“And you have it as what you call a conservative scholar?”

“Absolutely. People – artists – are fascinating, as I’ve said. And, of course, what happens to them is reflected in what happens in their works – and to their works. So I’m interested in what happened to Mark Lambert. But I wouldn’t, about your father, much go in for what they could call impertinent curiosity.”

“The Shaxby aura is affecting you, and you’re turning extremely correct. But thank you – and now explain.”

“Very well,” Dauncey reduced his speed to a crawl. “What would you say was the last great Lambert?”

Anthea was surprised. “Why, Lucia’s Changeling, without a doubt. It came out in 1915. After that there were only the travel sketches, and the curious historical thing, and the two unsuccessful plays.”

“My notion is that there was another real Lambert – in the great tradition.”

The car was coming to a stop. Anthea, who had leant forward to grasp the door-handle, sat back again. “It is something you have from your father?”

“Only partly that. He’s not informative – or not consciously so.” Dauncey slipped out of gear. “If you don’t like the idea of Florence in July we could make it early September.”

“No good. I want to be at Farnborough—”

Anthea broke off, with a sufficient sense of having made one of the unwarier of her life’s utterances. But Dauncey took it up with his largest ease. “Is that polo? I’m not too well up in your English occasions.”

“Polo? Don’t be idiotic. It’s the aircraft industry’s big do, with people coming from all over the place.”

“Then”—Dauncey was placidly matter of fact—”it will have to be July after all. Now get out and let’s have our tea.”

“I wish you’d get it into your head that I’m not in fact prompted—”

“Quit it, sister. Let it rest.” Largely pleased with himself and the world, the young man luxuriated once more in outrageous address. “Didn’t you bring that old lady to listen in? Ain’t you taking me out to tea with these folks in their beautiful ancestral home?” Surveying the modest façade of mellow Cotswold stone before them, Dauncey might positively have been fingering the coins that would take them through some waiting turnstile to the ranged antiquities beyond. “And—say!—isn’t it just out of this world?”

“Be quite, you ass. Here’s Sir Charles coming out to meet us.”

Dauncey took a look at the tall figure coming down the steps and appeared to acknowledge the need for sobriety. “Just give a tug at that knob,” he said. “I may have a pair of gloves too.”


SIX

 

Hermione Shaxby poured tea. Seated beside her, Garth Dauncey seemed prompted to give as much of his attention as was civil to his hostess’s mere ambience in Umbrian primitives and Etruscan bronze; he could have been speculating on what common impress of race lay alike on the staring smiling pagan things, whether hierarchically stiff or priapically prancing, and the small Gallilean evocations, intricate and awful, that glowed in clear colour and minutely patterned gold. Sir Charles too, eyeing his guest with an openness no doubt allowable in a professional student of the more highly evolved of life’s tangible and visible surfaces, appeared to hit upon a problem in genetics. “Do you know,” he said pleasantly, “that I cannot recall whether your mother was Italian? You will allow the question in one who counts himself your father’s old friend. It is really delightful of Anthea to have brought us Wendell Dauncey’s son.”

“My mother’s father was Italian, but married to an American. So I can claim only the bare quarter of Latin blood. But it seems to make me love Italy, and everything connected with the place – including Mark Lambert’s novels.”

“I am delighted to hear it. And it was this interest that drew you into Anthea’s society?”

“Well, sir – everything about Lambert certainly attracts me very much. And when I met Miss Lambert and learnt that she is Mark Lambert’s daughter—”

A pause, inserted with what Anthea felt to be abominable rhetorical skill in these ingenuous responses, gave Miss Shaxby an opportunity to intervene. “You at once began to find her interesting?”

“I began to hope that she would find me not too dumb.”

Miss Shaxby’s response to this was a very slight nod, such – Anthea felt – as a benevolently disposed examiner might employ in covert assurance of a candidate’s shaping well. Sir Charles reached hospitably among plates of scones and sandwiches. “And how,” he asked, “is your father? I am ashamed to acknowledge how much I have lost touch with everybody out there.”

“I’m sorry to say that I’m in no sort of contact with him. He shifts his quarters from time to time, and more often than not only the police and his bankers know about it. I had an address about six months back, but by now I guess he’ll be someplace else. Elusiveness is my father’s strong suit, as you no doubt know.”

“Indeed a most shy and retiring man. It has interfered sadly with the play of his talent – which is something in which I have always firmly believed.” Sir Charles, as if from a sense of ground upon which it was injudicious to linger, reached prematurely for a cake. “Shall you be visiting Florence soon?”

At this Anthea, who found herself in a divided mind over the campaign which this disturbing young man was plainly opening up, felt prompted to interrupt. “Mr Dauncey will tell you that we are to go out together – he and I.” She gave to the announcement a malicious relish about which she had the grace to feel an instant misgiving. “We are to take Miss Bave and the latest excavating machinery, and my father is to have a final tidy up.”

“You astonish me.” Sir Charles, disconcerted, glanced for guidance towards his sister, and found it in the decided chilliness with which she was enquiring into the state of Dauncey’s cup. “I had not understood that it was positively in the interest of professional research that Mr Dauncey had made your acquaintance. I am afraid he will hardly find it useful to cultivate mine.”

“It’s why I am cultivating his.” Rallying to the young man with a decisiveness which perhaps surprised her, Anthea made this declaration roundly. “I want to know much more than I do.”

“My dear Anthea, this is a change of mind indeed – and I am very sure that you deserve a holiday from your scientific pursuits.” Sir Charles was delighted. “It may be that the centenary has kindled your interest. If so, I shall consider it not to have passed in vain. But your Florentine project is, I own, obscure to me. What do you propose to find out?”

“Oh, all sorts of thing.” Anthea now spoke lightly. “For instance, about the girl on the Piazzale.”

“The girl on the Pizzale?” Sir Charles was at a loss.

“Perhaps you invented her?” Anthea’s malice took another turn. “Talk about artists seems always to hanker after being artistic itself, and mere truth has to play second fiddle all the time. And weren’t you, in your wireless talk, when you wiped the floor with all those wishy-washy young men, going all out to achieve a planned artistic effect? Didn’t it stick out at every cadence – at every however and indeed and moreover and nevertheless?”

Sir Charles rose to take Anthea’s empty cup. “To be sure, my dear. And what I said may therefore be remembered by some few people for some little while. Whereas the remarks of the young men you mention, although so much cleverer than anything I could offer, were certainly within no one’s recollection by the next morning’s breakfast time. That is what is meant by being artistic – simply being a little less unmemorable than usual. I hope Mr Dauncey will support me in this.”

“It’s not a bad working definition.” Dauncey, as he marked the growing good-humour of his host, let his glance travel conspiratorially to Anthea’s. “And as for the girl on the Piazzale Michelangelo, I’ve more than a notion that she was real enough.”

“Indeed she was. And my sister, as it happens, shares Anthea’s whimsical wish to know more about her. But as a research project—is that not the phrase?—I am afraid it is sadly without feasibility.”

“It is true that I should like to know what became of her.” Miss Shaxby applied herself to a spirit lamp on her tea equipage. “For is she not, as it were, one of your father’s lost heroines?”

Anthea shook her head. “I don’t know that, after all, her fate is very interesting in itself. But suppose my father had really written, and left us, some substantial piece of fiction the germ of which lay in his glimpses of the girl. And suppose that, in sober fact, she did have some sort of story – some involvement, veritably and in her own right, in what a novelist would condescend to call a situation. Would there be any real relationship between the two – between the facts and the fancies?”

“Any relationship?” Sir Charles was puzzled.

“We all enjoyed your beautifully literary evocation of the thing. Mark Lambert’s eye fell on the girl, and at once he was fascinated; he was inspired. I don’t doubt that things of that sort happen to writers. But what, if anything, do they mean? Is there any real divination, any sort of telepathy involved? There is the girl – and suddenly a whole story glimmers in my father’s mind. Is anything queer at work?”

Sir Charles appeared to be disagreeably affected by this line of speculation. “The creative imagination must always be mysterious. I don’t know that we can go further than that.”

Dauncey nodded. “I see there’s an interesting question. But I agree with Sir Charles that there’s no way of finding out.”

“Isn’t there?” Anthea was suddenly challenging. “Suppose for the moment that my father did actually record imaginings about the girl, it should still be possible to retrieve the facts about her, and then make one’s comparison. There’s usually a way of getting at facts, if only one organises properly. That’s what’s satisfactory about them. Yes, I think I really shall take Mr Dauncey to Florence, and Miss Bave and all her cleverest pupils too, and we shall hunt the girl down and have it out with her.”

Miss Shaxby was amused. “Dear child, you speak as if she were on the Piazzale still. But it would be your father’s version of her – granting him to have created one – who would have that sort of immortality; who would be there in almost the same way that Michelangelo’s David is there.”

“Well, the real girl is somewhere. Has the nasty Italian married her? Or has he had to be content with the mother?”

Sir Charles Shaxby shook his head in mild severity. “These, Anthea, would not, in real life, be pleasant things to start finding out about. They are scarcely the sort of facts that I should care to see Mr Dauncey and you organising – as you call it – a hunt for. I am glad to think that it is, in any case, impracticable. You have been speaking as if that girl were virtually your contemporary. Whereas, if still alive, she is old enough to be the mother of either of you. We must find, my dear child, some other field for this newly awakened literary curiosity.”

“Mr Dauncey believes that he has found one already. And I think you will be surprised to hear about it.”

“At least I shall be very interested.”

Whether or not Garth Dauncey judged this civil rejoinder encouraging, he appeared momentarily indisposed to accept the opening which Anthea had with some deliberation provided for him. Perceptibly, indeed, he hedged. “I expect Sir Charles hears too many folk airing talk on Mark Lambert these days. He won’t want another line of it from me.”

“By no means. Every sign of Mark’s restored reputation is, I assure you, delightful to me. And I may say that your thinking to come out with Anthea and discuss him with me is not the first of today’s pleasures in that regard. You perhaps know my old friend Stephen Brash and his admirable journal? Well, he has been so kind as to drop me a line about my little piece on the air the other evening; and he adds that to-morrow’s main article is on Lambert. It offers a radical revaluation. And the writer – for Brash let me into the secret – is Edmund Culpit.”

“Well – if that isn’t fine!” Dauncey received as with wholesome awe the name of his eminent countryman. “And everybody will know. It’s an unmistakable style.”

“Quite so. And there is another thing – not nearly so important in itself, but a sign of the way the wind is blowing. Somebody called Poyle, who is apparently quite well known among the younger writers, publishes a volume of essays next week. Brash, who has passed out the book for review, tells me that the opening essay is on Lambert. You know this Poyle, Mr Dauncey? He is a responsible critic? You see I freely confess my ignorance of what goes on nowadays.”

“I know Poyle, Sir Charles – but I don’t think I’ve come on anything of his that could be called criticism. Not, that is to say, literary criticism. But literary folk and artists are frequently among his exhibits.”

“His exhibits?” Sir Charles was at a loss.

“Rupert Poyle is generally reckoned a wit.”

“Dear me!” Sir Charles’s bewilderment was now tinged with alarm. “Let us hope that he behaves himself with reasonable decorum in the presence of genius. I have no taste for buffoonery in that neighbourhood, I candidly own. Still, it is all part of what one of those young men spoke about – Mark Lambert’s supper. And I may tell you, confidentially, of another step forward that I hope to see taken soon. Anthea, you have already heard of this. There is every likelihood of a new collected edition. It will be a great thing – and a very right thing, too.”

“Well, that’s certainly something to look forward to.” Making this very proper reply, Garth Dauncey set down his tea-cup and squared his shoulders. At the same time, what the witty Miss Chipchase had described as the empty stadium of his features began, as it were, to fill up – so that Anthea was almost prompted by the association to expect some sudden athletic performance: a rising on the toes, it might be, to plunge amid invisible waters. Yet all that came from Dauncey by way of justifying this was a question by no means urgently phrased. “I wonder, sir – would this new edition include the last major Lambert?”

 
Sir Charles Shaxby was puzzled. “But of course – most certainly. It is a complete Lambert that is proposed. And Lucia’s Changeling will certainly be there – I hope in its traditional two-volume form. My own first edition – with a generous inscription which I shall presently be weak enough to show you – is among my most cherished books. And I read it every year.”

“I shall enjoy very much seeing that. But I’m not thinking of Lucia’s Changeling. I’m thinking of a novel completed, or almost completed, before Lambert died, and still to be given to the world.”

“A novel!” Sir Charles appeared so startled that his poise was in danger of forsaking him. “Anthea, is this what you mean by saying that Mr Dauncey believes himself to have found a field for literary research into your father’s work?”

“Yes. And didn’t I say it would surprise you?”

“It finds me merely at sea, I am afraid.” With restored equanimity Sir Charles turned back to the young man. “I can only say that I wish you were not deceiving yourself. One would give much, surely, for an unknown Mark Lambert. And for something more from the inspired years one would give—well, almost anything.”

“One certainly would. But I’m not just imagining the possibility of some absolutely unknown and unsuspected work. I am supposing a manuscript that some people at least must know about – a completed or almost completed novel – which there have been reasons for not publishing. You, sir, don’t believe that anything of that sort exists?”

“My dear Mr Dauncey, had I reason to suppose that I could lay my hands on anything remotely answering to such a description it would be my duty to act in the matter most vigorously.” Sir Charles, perhaps because he had delivered himself of this with marked astringency, reached for a silver cigarette box and opened it courteously for his guest. “For I am in fact, as Anthea may have told you or as you may already have known, one of Mark Lambert’s two literary executors. I have knowledge, as a consequence, of a good many unpublished papers of his. Several are in this room now, and it will give me great pleasure to fish out some of the more interesting things – none has any very substantial importance – should you care to look at them. But I certainly haven’t a scrap of unpublished fiction. In Florence, it is true, there exist in manuscript two or three abortive short stories from Lambert’s early period, none of them carried beyond a couple of thousand words. And since he was not then the inspired artist that he later became, there would be little point, to my mind, in solemnly giving these to the world at the present stage. On anything faintly resembling an unpublished novel, whether of the great period or of the earlier, I can assure you that I have never set eyes. I am curious to know how the notion of such a work being in existence can have got about.”

Miss Shaxby intervened. “It is certainly altogether strange.” She accompanied this opinion with a glance of some suspicion at the girl beside her. “Anthea, you have not been amusing yourself with some tall story at Mr Dauncey’s expense?”

“Certainly not. I don’t need to think up tall stories in order to get entertainment from Mr Dauncey. His idea is entirely his own, so far as I know, and perhaps he will explain it now.”

There was a moment’s pause before the young man took up this reiterated challenge – a pause conceivably occasioned by an impulse to subject his host’s late utterance to a rigorous interior analysis. When he spoke it was sufficiently to the point. “There’s no notion going about – or not as far as I know. This is a hunch of my own. It comes partly from something my father has said to me, and partly from something that I’ve read. Each of these things, as you will presently see, draws significance from the other, and together they make something of a case.”

Sir Charles frowned. “Do you mean an indictment of some negligent party?”

“No, sir – that’s not what I’ve got cooking at all.” Dauncey, relapsing upon his defensive idiom, seemed warily conscious that he had not yet quite taken the measure of the possible touchiness of his entertainer. “I’m speaking in terms of a sort of literary detection or sleuthing.”

“I fear such a conception is unfamiliar and uncongenial to me. But I am of course interested in what you have to say. Indeed, there is a positive obligation upon me to attend to it most carefully. The written evidence of which you speak is in something of Lambert’s own?”

“Yes.”

“A published work?”

“Not exactly that. In something, as they say, privately printed.”

Sir Charles raised his eyebrows. “It can’t be, Mr Dauncey, that you mean—”

“I’ll say you’ve guessed it, sir. I mean the Settignano Memorandum Book.”

“You have seen that?” Sir Charles Shaxby was again surprised. “I had hardly supposed—”

“We have a copy at Princeton. I read it there, and felt very grateful to its editor.”

“It is kind of you so to express yourself.” Sir Charles appeared to be mollified once more by this civility. “And I am very glad to know that the Memorandum Book has been available to you. We printed, as you may know, only a score of copies, and entirely for distribution among Lambert’s most intimate friends. Nothing approaching publication was ever in our thought. In those days—thank heaven!—it would still have been held pretentious to offer to the world at large the working memoranda of a writer comparatively recently deceased. But there were reasons for doing something, and so the little private printing was arranged. It is very proper that copies should now be coming into the great libraries. Regular publication, indeed, may be desirable now that dear Mark’s work has been elevated so unchallengeably into the sphere of criticism.” Sir Charles paused with satisfaction on this august turn of phrase. “You agree with me?”

“Yes, indeed. And I hope that if that happens, sir, you will add a fresh introductory essay to your original annotations.”

“It would be a most delightful task.” Sir Charles’s further advance in cordiality was perceptible. “I well remember the day on which the box came up to Settignano from the binder’s on the back of a donkey. If you will come to the farther end of the room, I will show you both my own copy and some of the relevant correspondence. And perhaps Anthea will join us. She is not as practised a cicerone in this sphere as she ought to be.”

On this, however, Miss Shaxby proved to be of another mind. “Anthea and I will follow, Charles, when we have taken a turn in the garden. I have questions to put to her.” Miss Shaxby looked with some expressiveness at her American guest. “No doubt we shall be in time for Mr Dauncey’s revelation.”

“Then come along.” Sir Charles led the young man across the room. “I will show you what of Lambert’s I have. And then you must certainly produce from the Memorandum Book the basis of your mysterious inference. Now, here is Sargent’s portrait.” Sir Charles had turned into an arm of the apartment entirely lined with books except for a single painting above which he now proceeded to switch on a light. “It was left to me by poor Mark himself, so I need hardly say how much I value it.”

“It certainly is a very striking piece of work.”

“I can see that you do not care for it.” Dauncey would have been obtuse had he felt himself by any means to have fallen in his host’s esteem. “But if what disappoints you is an evident absence of the higher qualities of art, pray remember our latter-day weakness in this branch of it.”

“You’ve had John.”

“Very well – we have had John. But, behind him, there is nobody until one gets back to Raeburn.” Sir Charles as he delivered himself of this easy professional instruction was unlocking the doors of a small Renaissance armoire that stood directly beneath the portrait. But now, seeing his companion’s attention still engaged with Sargent’s vision of Mark Lambert, he for the moment desisted and stood back.

Dauncey glanced at him. “Did he look like that, sir, the day you took the stroll to the Piazzale Michelangelo, and you spoke of something hectic in his talk?”

Sir Charles received this obliquely. “I spoke too about the visitation of the Muse. The excitement of that must, one supposes, be of rather a frightening kind. Exaltation and terror doubtless mingle in the experience. One was aware of these things when in the presence of Lambert. Like Tennyson, he carried, so to speak, his singing robes about with him; he was distinctly a man inspired or inspirable. And Sargent can be seen to have gone after that. The portrait shows a man who may be visited at any moment. But is it by the Muse?”

Dauncey took time to distinguish this question as not merely rhetorical. “It might be by the police.”

“Precisely.” Somewhat surprisingly, Sir Charles appeared unperturbed by this sally. “The terror and the exaltation are both there, but each is of the wrong sort. Sargent has muddled up two worlds between which he moved, as a rule, with very tolerable ease. A financier controlling vast interests, but whom a powerful combination of rivals may at any time bring down: something of that sort—has it not?—has crept across the canvas. One thinks, in fact, of some of the painter’s worthies in the Tate.” As he offered this opinion Sir Charles glanced sharply from the portrait to his auditor as if to assure himself of the latter’s sufficient understanding and attention, so that Dauncey might have been a little reminded of those humbler members of his host’s confraternity who offer peripatetic lectures whether in the gallery just referred to or in Trafalgar Square. The scrutiny was apparently reassuring, for Sir Charles pursued his aesthetic way. “Sargent has attempted to compass his effect by exploiting a play of feature. It is always a hazardous thing to do, and is almost sure to render a portrait tiresome in the end. Think how one’s eye instinctively glances aside from Hals’s Laughing Cavalier in the popular print shops. You agree with me?”

Dauncey, although he may have suspected that to his host when in this ex cathedra vein agreement was not of the first consequence, nevertheless gravely offered it.

“You will understand, then, what I mean when I say that I could wish Lambert to have sat to Watts. Watts was far from a great painter, it is true; but he was one who understood the age to which the novelist essentially belonged – one, let me remind you, anterior to my own by as much as mine is to yours and Anthea’s. Watts, I say, would have caught the stillness, the concentration, the severe pressure of thought characteristic of the greatest—”

“Is that the Villa Pastorelli in the background?” It might have been distinguishable that Sir Charles Shaxby’s displeasure at this uncivil interruption – surprising as it was in so well-conducted a young man – magnanimously dissipated itself before the plain spectacle of absorbed interest which Dauncey’s gaze revealed. “Certainly. But you have no doubt been there?”

“I’ve walked up from the village and ventured to look over the wall.” Dauncey smiled a little wryly. “My father actually lived there for a good many years, I believe; and so naturally I’ve been interested. But I’m not sure that the present owner, Miss Lambert’s brother—”

“Quite so.” Sir Charles glided smoothly over what he appeared to regard as a point of some delicacy. “Well, here the Pastorelli is. The view is of the little cortile with the bronze fountain where Lambert loved to perambulate, and a description of which he introduces in some detail when giving an account of Mrs Temple’s villa in The Cosmopolitans. He was pleased that Sargent also took a fancy to it and used it in the manner you here see. It was no doubt what made Lambert prefer this portrait to the far finer one by Giovanni Segantini in the Uffizi – or even to your father’s delicate crayon now so happily in the National Portrait Gallery.” Sir Charles paused complacently on this courteous allusion. “One must admit, moreover, that Sargent has exploited those citron-tinted walls with considerable felicity. Remark the relationship with the sitter’s left cheek.”

“Did Lambert regularly haunt that Piazzale Michelangelo?”

This time Sir Charles was brought up short. “Haunt it?”

“I’m sorry to be so inconsequent and hark back. But I am very anxious to know whether or not Lambert went up there as a regular thing.”

“By no means, I should say.” Sir Charles glanced curiously at the young man. “It was simply something that he and I did once in a while – and perhaps not on more than three or four occasions, all told. There is that enchanting view, and the little restaurant is great fun. But the Piazzale, then as now, was very much a popular resort; and on the whole Lambert avoided such places. It is true that I was myself very little in Florence during his last years, the Kaiser’s inexcusable war having so tiresomely intervened. But I do not think it could have become a haunt with him. You will forgive me if I say that I don’t quite understand—”

“Then, sir, I’ll explain. I’ve never, you know, seen much of my father – partly, perhaps, because of a war more tiresome still. And certainly I’ve had very little talk with him. But he once did tell me something that has stuck in my head and teased it quite a lot. Lambert, he said, met—”

Dauncey broke off. Miss Shaxby and Anthea had returned from the garden, of which their inspection must have been perfunctory, and were entering the book-lined alcove. Miss Shaxby, whose heightened colour perhaps hinted at exchanges not wholly to her satisfaction, glanced at her brother. “Is the mystery resolved? Why, Charles, you have not yet even got out Mark’s notebook.”

“I was just reaching for it, Hermione.” It might have been guessed that there were occasions upon which, despite his somewhat pontifical manner, Sir Charles Shaxby was accustomed to be taken charge of by his sister. “I assure you that I am more curious than before to know what is in Mr Dauncey’s mind.” As he spoke, Sir Charles opened the armoire and brought down a slim quarto, finely bound. “Here it is.” With some solemnity he placed the volume in the young man’s hands. “Here it is – my copy of the Settignano Memorandum Book.”


SEVEN

 

In the summer of 1923 Lambert made what was to be his last excursion from Settignano, spending August in Siena. Such an annual sojourn had been customary with him as a young man, as indeed it was with a number of the Anglo-American residents in and around Florence. We may connect the impulse to resume the habit with the forebodings mentioned in several entries over the past year. Lambert was now seventy-three; and he had, in fact, four months to live. Although his sense of frustration, bewilderment and even anger at the surcease of his highest powers has been intermittently apparent in the notes for nearly a lustre, it is only at Siena and in this terminal phrase of the Memorandum Book that jottings of a reminiscent or merely ruminative sort begin to replace the long-familiar quest for situations and themes – the restless, urgent and indeed hungry quality which a felicitous critic has termed the “divine prospectiveness” of his mind. – C.S.

 
Palazzo Ravizza, Siena.

The house is cool, and in the little terraced garden a great horse-chestnut gives generous shade. There, by a clipped yew-hedge, on a curved bench flanked by unalarming lions, I look back across the valley towards Belcaro. The morning’s excursion was not without its rewarding glimpse of the ways of the old faith. Here in the city the Casa di Santa Caterina is accorded every consequence, but at the Castello three miles away – a place so significant in an astonishing life – the cult has not thought to establish itself, and cane mordace is all that greets the pilgrim. A little chapel shows only the bronze effigies of landed proprietors recently dead; its ceiling boasts grotteschi; and, in a sort of summerhouse adjoining, the artist responsible for these has exerted himself to supply a variety of small-scale erotic entertainments proliferating in the same fashion. But the view from the outer walls! This recompensed me for the fatigue of the walk – which I still, incidentally, to a degree of some alarmingness feel.

From there one sees Siena for what she is – a high-built galleon triumphantly breasting wave upon wave of Tuscan green; a ruddier Aphrodite than Botticelli’s born from a beating surge of oil and wine.

 
The city is noisier and motor-cars – here even more than in Florence – make walking tiresome in the narrow streets. Yet there is comparatively little change – nor has been perhaps since that August day sixty-four years ago when Browning delivered Landor, ‘travel-stained and weak’, into William Wetmore Story’s care. There is in Landor’s life what could be both a great panoramic novel and a moving tragedy, and I have more than once blocked out the phases of it. I often think of him now, but all without that fond creative hope. He, at least, had the right acrid words for his own dotages: Last Fruits off an Old Tree and Dry Sticks Faggoted by Walter Savage Landor.

I gather up my own old man’s paraphernalia to move indoors, and my eye is caught by the tiny red fleshy bells, tightly enclosing their jet black clappers, that lurk in the yew. At once I am a child again, hiding at the garden’s foot from some unloved pupillary occasion. But a child now—alas!—by whom no hopeful man will be fathered.
 

O for the spirit of that matchless man

Whom Nature led throughout her whole domain,

While he embodied breath’d ethereal air!

Tho’ panting in the play-hour of my youth

I drank of Avon too, a dangerous draught,

That rous’d within the feverish thirst of song,

Yet never may I trespass o’er the stream

Of jealous Acheron, nor alive descend

The silent and unsearchable abodes

Of Erebus and Night, nor unchastised

Lead up long-absent heroes into day.

When on the pausing theatre of earth

Eve’s shadowy curtain falls, can any man

Bring back the far-off intercepted hills,

Grasp the round rock-built turret, or arrest

The glittering spires that pierce the brow of Heaven?

Rather can any with outstripping voice

The parting Sun’s gigantic strides recall?

 
Landor being still in my mind, I read these lines last night – they open the third book of Gebir – and find them intact in my memory this morning. On my thirteenth birthday their author gave me tea, entertaining me first with a diatribe against Louis Napoleon and then with much mysterious discussion of classical prosody, illustrated from his own alcaics, which I was given to understand directed themselves against Louis Napoleon also. But he went on to read some of his English poetry too. Of this I have preserved no recollection, but I should like to think that the above was the passage – so poignant to me is the image of the eager and ambitious boy hearing with incomprehension then what so echoes in the old man’s heart now. The despairing invocation of the spirit of Shakespeare forms a dirge – but over what? Is it for the passing of the artist’s belief in himself? Is it for the passing of an era? I do not know. But I do assuredly know that I find it beautiful and moving.

 
Siena – August.

It is to be presumed a sign of tolerable success in my pursuit of what the old masters of this place called otium that August is as much as I know – or would be as much as I know did not the Torre del Mangia’s ingeniously informative clock officiously signal the day of the month as often as I cross the Campo. But what is otium if one does not sense, deep beneath its relaxations, the tautened muscles of the daemon, wrestling with the raw stuff of creation and urging it towards the light?

A note, this, on a depressed and sterile morning. But at noon comes a letter from Charles S., with a postscript by Hermione. The dearest, these, of my younger friends! It is likely that Charles will be offered, and accept, the N.G. At once there comes to me the shadowy story (lightly satirical?) of a man who brings to such a position a flair or specific faculty, wholly acceptable at first, for detecting the falsely attributed, the spurious, the counterfeit, etc. He saves the nation, or perhaps some great private donor, from spending oceans of money on a particularly specious fraud. The thing becomes a sensation, has international repercussions, etc. Then his suspicions (as to other similar authenticities and the like) begin alarmingly to proliferate; he distrusts himself but his distrust is invariably groundless; he charges himself with irrational obsession, but science (in the person of students of pigments, glazes, canvas and so on: all matter that would have to be got up) bears him out every time. Eventually . . . I don’t at all know! But the thing has possibilities, in however inept a role this sudden freak of mind may have cast poor Charles. The awkwardness is in the particular gallery, and the specific masterpieces therein that are to be exposed as spurious. Blank invention would be arbitrary and unconvincing; simple libel would loom uncomfortably close did one go to the opposite extreme. The generalised, the intimated would be the only road to take. I feel in this theme more of the old tug than in any that has come to me for a long time.

An excellent stravecchio at luncheon. Has anyone written a comprehensive monograph on cheeses?

 
Walking this morning to the Osservanza – a climb accomplished without undue fatigue – I noticed, not far beyond the Porta Ovile, an old man squatting in a hovel and beating out the seeds from a great pile of sunflowers. His buon giorno was notably cheerful – and moreover familiar. Thinking back, I realise that I have on sundry occasions over many years passed the same fellow so engaged. During the long interval since my last sojourn in Siena, therefore, he has presumably been doing nothing else – nothing but take up those dark heavy rotundities one by one and with a short rod go thwack, thwack, thwack. Does his excellent nervous tone proceed from a lifetime of mild sadistic satisfaction? There is a new psychology that would take this solemnly enough.

 
The above trivial reflection recalls by a simple associative process an amusing anecdote told me by H. G. W. Sigmund Freud, it appears, now has many disciples in Vienna. One of these makes a comfortable living by listening to the dreams of young Englishmen and Americans and then gravely pronouncing this diagnosis: Me in Freud, Sie sind wirklich Hamlet. Naturally, this seldom fails to convince and delight.

 
Villa Pastorelli.

I returned by rail (with a tiresome change at Empoli) and during the journey [1] read in some favourite places in The Awkward Age. Monotony is indubitably inherent in the strictly scenic method. Its rigours – no glimpse into any mind, but only talk, tiny indications of character through behaviour, and so on – can perhaps best be relieved by intermittent documentation. A letter, a fragment of a diary, something written for publication by a journalist or literary man: these may be used by way of unobtrusive relief. But with what infinite precaution always must one shuffle the cards! Of all human activities art, since it is a system of illusions, can least afford to be detected in a cheat.

 
Eliot, the young American poet, whose Waste Land made such a stir last year, has in his earlier volume an ineffective person called Prufrock who declares I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be. Did Freud’s disciple mentioned above, I wonder, read Prufrock’s words and see that there was profit to be made from reversing the verdict? Or was he merely exploiting what he knew to be a very common trick of the mind before imaginative writing? Is there not something to be made of this?

 
Yes! A man who seemed to find his own very innermost soul laid bare in a novel picked up by chance, and who sought out the novelist (a stranger) under the immediate impulse of this impression. But with what issue? All morning the little fountain has seemed to murmur the answer, but in tones too low to be distinguishable. No good going nearer. The strained-after words become mere tinkle and splash.

 
I strain indeed – and how different, oh how different, was it once! Remember how all, yes all, of Lucia’s Changeling rose up before me, as I stood in the thunderstorm at Sirmione and glimpsed the dark hair of a sleeping child.

 
If my novelist, when sought out in the circumstances here propounded, should prove – all-unexpectedly and upon the opening of a door – to be a woman; and one plainly not of a sort, or age, interesting to reviewers alone? Alas! when the questing fancy takes a vulgar turn like this the whole glimmering conception is only too likely to be quenched for good.

But say that my novelist (a man) in his turn discerns in his visitor not at all the supposed congruity with something he has already created, but the revelation of a (quite different) character towards which he is already obscurely groping for a future book.

 
Considerably later (as I suppose it must be) the novelist realises that he is in danger of presenting to his new friend (as his visitor must now have become) a positively lethal dose of truth. He therefore suppresses his now completed or nearly-completed work, and leaves his friend with the illusion which was the cause of their first acquaintance. Would there not be a vivid interest in recording the emotions attendant upon the foundering, because of personal complications, etc., of what might possibly be a chef-d’oeuvre?

 
The secretive phase persists with Anthea. I glimpse her in the cortile searching out with ingenuity fresh hiding-places for her playthings – herself the plaything of my own fantasy the while. What perversity, what morbidity frames for her in the silent theatre so many sombre issues, strange predicaments? Story of a writer who allows himself thus to spin destinies for his two children. He loves them equally, but is impelled to evolve for them strikingly contrasted fates, happiness and misery. They grow up and the predictions show signs of fulfilling themselves. The father watches with a mounting sense of guilt and superstitious horror. Then the twist or irony, the respective fates of the children being by some unexpected event interchanged. Extremely tricky. And must it not be this final exhaustion of old age that now so largely confines my imagination to stories of writers and painters?

 
Imperfect Artists:

 
Two species are of particular interest to me:

1. The writer no sentence from whose pen is without its pungency, felicity, near perfection; whose page however lacks something of purposiveness, vitality; whose larger conception, from which the work as a successful totality must proceed, is tenuous, fluctuating, or non-existent.

2. The writer whose donne has magnitude and complexity; who must struggle to select and isolate even the grand elements of his design from amid an embarras of soliciting possibilities; whose page is awkward and whose sentences throw up the sponge!

 
There was never any doubt where my own danger lay. Like Coleridge – with whom, indeed, in too great kindness my friends would sometimes compare me – I could claim kinship with the Surinam – if, 1 hope, with no other – toad. This creature secretes its eggs dispersedly about its person, and when these hatch they afford the spectacle of a toad sprouting toads all over. To the life-cycle of this strange creature, if shown in accelerated motion, my imaginative processes, such as they have been, might well be assimilated by a whimsical spectator. Toads sprouting toads sprouting toads! And only a few of them, I might myself well add, getting enough to eat, so that they were always prone to turn awkwardly cannibal. A sea of projects; or, better, a whole menagerie of manuscripts prone to raven each on the other: as such I can look back upon my middle time, and wonder that ever I got through. A tiny spot of creative ferment, a harassed novelist living amid a muddle of unfulfilled intentions – the spectacle can have been scarcely of an order the most impressive. Yet it did – it did all sacredly and wonderfully – miniature for me that great creating nature so grandly imaged by Milton as ‘quite surcharged with her own weight, and strangled with her waste fertility’.

 
A morning so still here on the terrace that I have waited almost with a sense of mounting tension for the familiar midday gun and the answering bells. Gino and his boy spray the vines. I can see nothing else moving – not so much as the dart of a lizard. The cypresses in ones and twos stand on the hill slopes like presences. Toiling upward to join their massed fellows on the ridge, they might have halted to mark the passing of some supersensible but mortal thing. The olives too are interested in the invisible cortege: the old olives strain to bear up the young olives in their arms. All my thoughts drift to the endings of things. I would do better, no doubt, to consider their ends.

W.D. came up yesterday, and we had a little talk, much in this lugubrious key. He spoke, I thought perversely, of friendship, maintaining that in his own country—but how can he, after all those years, know anything about it?—friendship is becoming entirely a function of contiguity. He means that one’s best friend is by definition the man who works nearest to one at the bench. Change benches and you change best friends. But this, he declares, is not to say that friendship has been replaced by mere acquaintance. The sentiment can be strong and the relation close. There is merely an importation of discontinuousness. I did not care for this talk. D. and I have never been mechanics intimately linked by what is called, I believe, a conveyor-belt. But we are assuredly friends who have drifted apart. The realisation of this always pains me. Seeking another topic, I asked whether he had news of young Garth, who must by now be eight or nine – by five or six years Anthea’s senior. But at this he fell merely silent. I tried his work – having marked with pleasure that he had brought up a portfolio under his arm. But he would show only one sketch – the mere ghost of a sketch – showing the head of a beggar-boy indecisively placed upon a large available picture- space. It came to me that D. is supremely the other sort of imperfect artist described in my note of a day or two ago. He could not draw an ugly line – and he has scarcely ever completed a picture.

I urged upon him a project that came to me shortly before my departure for Siena. Across the Piazza della Santissima Annunziata – surely the most coherently lovely of the Florentine squares – there still comes daily from the Spedale degli Innocenti the little toddling band of orphans, marshalled by the good nuns to the intent of saying a pater noster in Michelozzo’s stately church. In summer these little worshippers are in blue and white – and in the spandrels above their heads as they file from under the colonnade are the blue and white medallions bearing the divine children of Andrea della Robbia. The hospital, I suppose, has sent out the same small moving file for just five hundred years, and for almost as long the immortal babes in their swaddling-clothes have presided over the scene. Here, I had felt, was the perfect blending of an imaginative with a purely visual or plastic appeal. I grew warm no doubt in urging my proposal, and D. heard me in silence. But not quite in silence to the end. I was halted by a strange sound. It was not repeated. But when I looked at him it was to see that my old friend’s eyes were filled with tears. Turning away, he murmured whimsically that I was no understander of daubing and sketching, however surely I could penetrate to a dauber’s or sketcher’s heart. It had always, he said, been literary conceptions – and of the grandest – that I had propounded to him; and the true fire was in me still.

Need I hesitate to confide to this private page how touching and how saddening this strange little incident has appeared to me? He feels having achieved nothing. And there – I thought when I had bidden him good-bye and was watching his light, almost wraith-like progress downhill to our wretched little tram – there, but for the grace of God, goes Mark Lambert.

This morning [2] I awoke to the immediate knowledge of great physical weakness. During much of the day – spent in bed – I believe my mind to have been clouded; now, with evening, an answering phase of clarity has set in. It seems to me that for a long time I have been only an automaton, going through mechanically (or as a mere matter of conditioned reflexes in the current phrase) pursuits, engagements, gestures which were once a living man’s. This notebook, for as far as I care to turn back the pages, I suspect of being a simulacrum, a dream of what it was, and – in its character as a prospectus of future achievement – but a flattering index to the direful pageant of my physical and mental decay. Some degree of intellectual infirmity, indeed, may have been a lurking guest with me these many years – or at least my mind has long borne small areas of confusion allied to the pervasive confusion in which much of today has passed.

 
Later:

Timor mortis conturbat me. That, Lord help me, looks like the shabby truth. Wishing to confide in none here, and acting upon impulse, I have sent Gino’s lad along the ridge to Fiesole on his bicycle, bearing a cable begging C.S. to come out. I have an urgent sense of many arrangements to make; of much to tell him; of practical problems of some intricacy if my books are to continue for a while to bring even some small income to those I shall be leaving. Here, thank God, are considerations both sensible and with some grain of manliness. An awkward sentence – but I have not the strength to mend it.

 
I have been up and about—but only from a compelling sense of the need to make various dispositions which decency and order seem to require. For after much deluding of myself the truth has come to me; and this morning, looking down from the terrace on the beloved city, disposed like a dull red wheel round the hub of the Duomo, I looked, too, straight through the dark portal that must lead me to oblivion. I shall quite soon be dead—at one in the dust with many, many artists who have toiled to add something to that ideal order of which, for me, Florence itself has always been a symbol unchallenged and supreme. Among them what name shall I leave?

There is a mass of papers which I have little hope of reviewing, and to which Charles and my agent must attend as they may. But there are some things that I can and must do.

I rise painfully, pass through the loggia and take a turn in the cortile – glancing round as if with some reason to be ashamed, fearful that the household should observe the extent of my weakness and take alarm. What stock of courage do I possess? I have loved life and dealt with it variously and fully in my time, heaven knows. It has brought me in its multitudinousness puzzles enough – but nothing as puzzling as The End of It All. Perhaps Charles will help. I don’t know what, if anything, my family guesses; or what degree of shock the truth will bring. I am, after all, an old outmoded man, who may well exaggerate the interest anybody takes in him.

 
What dismal stuff is here! I have shaken off what I believe to have been a bad chill, and it is likely that I shall be back at work before the end of the week. Can anything fresh be done with the old theme of the sick man (or woman), who, contrary to expectation, does not die? James once confessed to me having toyed with the idea of giving Milly Theale’s story this twist in The Wings of the Dove: the designing young man – rather the designed-for young man – would marry the mortally sick heiress, who would promptly recover as a result. James dismissed the notion as vulgarly ugly. And so in his large and noble world it well might be. But perhaps we must not all be so fastidious.

There starts up in my mind another way of taking it. X is a great painter, but comparatively unproductive – his canvasses being so scarce, indeed, that they fetch figures comparable with the cost of Old Masters. X falls sick; his lungs, say, are known to be gravely affected; he is reduced to a skeleton, carried off to a Swiss sanatorium, and so on. In consequence his work is sought after more than ever, the great collectors and collections enter the market, there is hectic competition, etc., over what exists. But A’s disease has an unexpected effect upon him. He paints furiously. (I believe that, were it consumption that was in question, this might be made plausible even to my medical readers – if I have any.) The dealers and collectors are in despair, for X has never worked better, and shows every sign of rivalling the productivity of Rubens before he is through. This, with some light-hearted resolution of the imbroglio, would make 15,000 words. For a novel, further involvement would, of course, be required – an artificial plot, with perhaps an element of deception or imposture about A’s belated foisonnant phase.

I am much pleased with the above little idea, and on the strength of it have walked as far as the chapel beyond the Castello di Poggio. Beneath that unassuming roof I took shelter for a while, the afternoon being warm and the behaviour of my heart not altogether satisfactory to me. It was delightfully cool and I lingered, grateful to the good lady whose restoration of the place is recorded on the walls. I should find it hard to imagine any spot more inviolate, less susceptible of other than the gentlest touches from the hand of time, than this small consecrated place with its unremarkable Madonna, set amid cypress and ilex in a fold of the Fiesolan hills. I wish it could be my burial place. It would surely grant a peaceful sleeping, undisturbed even by that most thorough-going species of tourist who finds his way to the old protestant cemetery on the Piazzale Donatello.

 
Another story about an old and famous painter comes to me. Into his last work there has crept a puzzling symbolism of stone and ice. This much disputed over by critics, disciples and such. He dies. State of his nether limbs, etc. If virtually no circulation, might there be for weeks, months, sensation of no sensation (Keats: the feel of not to feel it) other than that, perhaps, of deathly cold? Technical information needed. 5000 words. A little macabre thing. Suggested by feeling unaccountably chilly today – perhaps the result of having lingered injudiciously in the little chapel, with the consequence of a mild recurrence of my recent trouble. A cable from C.S. that he is coming out. I can trust him to be forbearing when he finds me flourishing and at my desk.

 
The above are Mark Lambert’s last written words of other than purely private concern. Reproduction of the Memorandum Book has been continued thus far in order to show that something of the old fecundity remained to the last. It will not have escaped the reader that Lambert, although for some time intermittently anxious about his health, contrived to view the first definitive symptom of the end simply as a hint towards “a little macabre thing”. — C.S.


EIGHT

 

“We went too far.” Sir Charles Shaxby closed the Settignano Memorandum Book, and it was clear that he would be more at ease when it was returned to its shelf. “Intensely interesting as these last pages are, they constitute, even in the very limited currency here given them, an undoubted invasion of privacy. This is brought home to me by the odd situation in which I find myself.”

Anthea took this up. “You mean looking over it with Garth and me?”

“Yes.” Sir Charles turned to the young man; and at the same time discernibly took a moment to consider this use of his Christian name. “I hope my sister and I may be allowed to call you Garth too. Anything more formal would appear inappropriate to the son of a very old friend.”

“Yes, indeed.” Hermione Shaxby backed up her brother with becoming graciousness. “But the situation is odd; even a little sad. You are indeed the children of these two very old friends, and we meet over this record of some estrangement between them, and of a last meeting in which the consciousness of that would appear still to have been present. But I disagree with Charles about the Memorandum Book, and think it was right to print all except the terminal entries.”

“And they wouldn’t do at all?” Garth Dauncey presented this question to his host with some firmness.

“They wouldn’t do at all.” Sir Charles took him up roundly. “Yet not, my dear boy, for any very sensational reason. Quite simply, they are concerned with matters in which only his physician, or a member of his family, could take any proper interest. There are jottings about symptoms – some of them detailed and distressing. There are further jottings about financial affairs, concerning which he clearly felt much anxiety. Mingled with these is the expression of an answering anxiety about Anthea’s brother Raymond, who was then twenty-two. This was natural and even inevitable since – as I need not conceal from you – the young man was scarcely developing on satisfactory lines. But the salient point is this: that in those final two or three weeks before poor Mark became unable even to put pencil to paper his notebook had ceased to bear any literary character, and become merely a very sick roan’s private and fragmentary diary. It is often difficult to decipher, being little more than a faint scrawl.”

“I clearly remember, Charles, how you worked over it with the minutest care.” Miss Shaxby struck in as if vindicating her brother’s stewardship. “Nothing of literary significance could have eluded you.”

Garth received this with proper respect. “I’m very sure, ma’am, that the reasonable conclusion is just that. And of course it was right to stop printing at the point where the artist in Lambert disappears entirely behind the sick man.”

“The process is already apparent while Mark is at Siena.” Sir Charles lightly tapped the volume in his hand. “In the entries made during that holiday, and progressively in those that follow, there is a tell-tale carelessness in small things – the minutiae, for example, of punctuation and grammar. The manuscript, in fact, needed a little editing.”

“Editing?” Garth’s question was so sharp as to be disconcerting. “The text printed here is by no means a literatim reproduction of what Lambert wrote?”

“It makes no claim to be.” Sir Charles spoke with both surprise and asperity. “We were preparing a memorial for Lambert’s intimate friends, and not a definitive edition for students.”

“Doing what Lambert himself might have done had he been preparing his manuscript for the press?”

“Precisely. I saw no advantage in reproducing small failures of mere notation in the private jottings of a sick man. Perhaps I did wrong. Please remember that I am only a very humble historian of art, with no claims to the enjoyment and exercise of a professional literary scholarship.”

“I am sure, sir, you did absolutely right.” Garth retreated in alarm before this heavy barrage of irony. “Bui you’ll forgive my saying that the point may be important, after all. Indeed, I hope to show that it is. Could you tell me what was Lambert’s habit when writing down Latin or French or Italian words – or short quotations? Did he underline them?”

“Yes.” Sir Charles paused in an effort of memory. “But – particularly in this last phase – not consistently. It was one of the conventions which we regularised.”

“And the same would be true of the titles of books – his own and others?”

“Certainly.”

“What about his capital letters, sir? Are they readily distinguishable from his minuscules?”

“His minuscules?” It took Sir Charles a second to run this learned word to earth. “No, indeed; they are readily confounded with the capitals – and particularly in those last scrawled notes. All this, no doubt, is the literary detection of which you spoke. I assure you that nobody will be more disappointed than myself if nothing comes of it. So pray press on.”

“Then here goes.” If Garth heard continued irony in his host’s tone, he gave no sign of it. “I’ve said that I’ve been rather haunted by something my father remarked to me on one of the rare occasions we’ve had any talk at all. It was three years ago – the last time I was over on this side – and I had managed to arrange myself a couple of weeks in Florence.” The young man hesitated. “The difficulty is to get this across to you folks as it came to me. I’ve just never tried to tell it – not even to Anthea.”

“I see.” Sir Charles, although perhaps prompted by this turn of phrase to exchange glances with his sister, in fact kept his eyes courteously upon his guest. “Remember that both Hermione and I used to know your father very well. In any sketch that you are kind enough to give us we shall no doubt find the pleasure of simple recognition as well as of increased knowledge. There is the context, I mean, of our personal experience into which to fit your own reminiscence.”

“Fine.” Garth seemed unresentful of this ponderous caution. “Well, I can’t do it like your radio talk. But, just like your talk, it closes on what one might call an enigmatic note. And, what is more, it too brings in the Piazzale Michelangelo.”

“My dear Garth, our curiosity grows apace. Proceed.”

 
“It was September, and I found my father, after some summer peregrinations about which he was entirely vague, lodged just beneath the roof in a large villa on Bellosguardo. There was, of course, a view, and conceivably he had chosen his situation on account of that. But if he had simply been looking for something melancholy – which may have been the actual state of the case, I guess – he couldn’t have done better in or around Florence at that time. Most of the houses perched on that once prosperous hill had been used as billets by several successive armies, and some looked to have been fought through with small arms and hand grenades. Certainly it was a long time since anybody had got round the majority of them with a can of paint – or had taken a hoe, for that matter, to the garden paths or a scrubbing brush to the garden statuary. Some of them were being turned into offices for industrial concerns and improbable boards and obscure committees, for all the world as you’ve become so fond of doing in England. The dismalness of the district was increased by the fact that it was only those disgraced and degraded houses that were being aggressively smartened up. The others, with hopelessly impoverished owners still lurking in them, were in a bad way. You could stand at the top of a great cypress avenue and see them tumbling rapidly downhill in every sense.”

“Very sad – very sad, indeed.” Sir Charles shook his head. “But I gather you judged all this to be congruous with your father’s mood?”

“That’s what came to me in an obscurely intimated way. Actually, he was so withdrawn in upon himself that a mood was something more positive than one could positively attribute to him. He lived in a single small untidy room—”

“Untidy?” Sir Charles was sharply surprised.

“Very untidy – a litter of books and portfolios and plates and knives and forks. But the untidiness stopped short of his person. That preserved a finish and an elegance – although a pervasively faded elegance – that I found more of a barrier, somehow, than anything else. He was my father – but here was something that belonged to no world of mine.”

‘To be sure – it is often those little things that most divide the generations.” Sir Charles seemed sufficiently aware of his own elegance – which was of an order to be described less as faded than as delicately bleached – to deliver himself of this generality with a shade of self-consciousness. “Your father, you say, had just this one room?”

“No, sir. He had a large studio as well, which appeared to occupy most of that top floor. But he kept it locked, and the key in his pocket. I’d say that key was about the only material object in the wide world of which he preserved any very-sharp awareness. It belonged in his pocket – at least when there was company about – and was going to remain there. I never saw the inside of that studio.”

Hermione Shaxby sighed – and as she did so leant forward to extinguish the little silver lamp on the tea-table before her. It was a gesture of almost symbolic effect. “I can well believe it. Even from the first, Garth, your father was quite desperately shy about his work.”

“Or about his lack of work.” And Garth Dauncey nodded uncompromisingly. “I’ve often heard that.”

“And he was, and remained, equally shy about you?” Anthea asked. “The awkwardness was in that, rather than in his being just uninterested?”

“Again, it’s hard to say. His manner to me could have been called formal – if it wasn’t so fined away, so rubbed and abraded, as not to be very distinguishable as a manner at all. When on that trip I visited him for the first time, he made about as much sign as if I’d strolled across the street for a casual neighbourly word. It’s true that he once or twice took me about, got me into places that casual visitors have only a slim chance of making, and showed me restaurants where the food and wine weren’t expensive – but were out of this world, all the same, compared with what I’d been finding for myself.”

Sir Charles nodded. “Cuisine is something on which your father always possessed knowledge. I have several times benefited from it myself – without, I recall, ceasing to regard it as a somewhat unexpected trait.”

“Sure. But he never made much conversation – and I could count the questions he has ever asked me on the fingers of one hand. He struck me as being pretty poor, by the way; and it was embarrassing that, when one of those rare excursions ended, I always turned out not to have spent a nickel of my own. Sometimes I felt it – and in spite of little things like that – as all having the appearance of my being a complete bore and sheer encumbrance; and Anthea knows that it’s something about which I can feel a bit crassly resentful. Yet I couldn’t be sure, and I had a kind of instinct that it mightn’t be altogether a kindness in me just to make off to someplace else.”

“You were very right.” Unexpectedly, Sir Charles advanced and laid a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Your father, I suspect, is one in whom the waters run very deep. Your attempts at a normal filial relation, although so undemonstratively received, may in fact be a keen pleasure to him.”

“I’d like to think so.” Garth paused as if to collect himself. “One can’t tell what the mere bond of blood will do. But at least I can’t kid myself that I at all touch his imagination. Why should I? And I can remember very well the first of those few questions he has ever fired at me. It was when I talked about Landor and he gathered that literary scholarship was going to be my profession. ‘Do you write?’ he asked – and of course there was no mistaking what he meant. I replied that I had no thought of commencing poet, novelist or anything of the sort. It would be inaccurate to say that his interest dropped, because there had been such small sign of it in the first place. But I felt that a possible channel of communication – perhaps one of the very few he acknowledged the existence of – had been explored and abandoned.”

Garth paused again, and the momentary silence was broken by Anthea. “How very much you are under the shadow of this elusive and unsatisfactory parent, Garth. You’d be prepared to hold forth on him for hours.”

The young man flushed. “Perhaps so. But I guess I’m just trying in my plodding way – not at all an artist’s way – to clear the ground for my story. And, make no mistake, it’s your father and not mine that constitutes the whole point of interest in it. And now I must come to the painting.”

“The painting?” Sir Charles was swiftly interested. “Despite the locked studio, then, you did see something of your father’s work?”

“No, sir. This painting I’m speaking of, although it starts the story off, hasn’t really much to do with the matter. It’s a painting in the Uffizi – an enchanting old thing by somebody whose name I’ve forgotten, showing hermits swarming as thick as monkeys in a fantastic landscape.”

‘To be sure.” And Sir Charles smiled indulgently. “There is no doubt about what you mean: the Anchorites of the Thebais, at one time attributed to Starnino.”

“The little men?” Anthea spoke as from sudden vivid memory. “The little fierce bearded men in sentry-boxes and dog-kennels and tiny boats? With one beating off a fox that has killed a hen, and another riding on a leopard, and a third teaching a bear tricks, and a fourth involved with lions, and a fifth ringing a bell for breakfast?”

Garth laughed. “Yes – that’s it. And, as it happens, I know—”

“I could describe dozens of those little men. But that’s got nothing to do with the case. So go on with your story, Garth, for goodness’ sake.”

 
“Perhaps it has something to do with the case – as you’ll presently see.” Garth glanced cautiously at Anthea.”What happened was this: simply to make conversation, I’d been giving my father some account of my wanderings in the Uffizi – and I think he was, in fact, mildly amused by what was no doubt the naivety of my observations. But when I mentioned those fascinating anchorites and the pleasure I had taken in them, he went off – well, much as Anthea has just done. It was obvious that he could see the whole densely and whimsically populated landscape in his mind’s eye as he spoke; and he described it with much the same sort of humour as is, I fancy, inherent in the painting itself. Then from description he passed to embroidery: what the little men were reading in their books, and what they were cooking for supper. I was in the presence of a Wendell Dauncey I hadn’t before glimpsed; and when I had ceased merely gaping I said the obvious thing: that with such a commentary he would absolutely enchant any imaginative child. At once he fell silent, and for some moments looked at me quite queerly. When he spoke again, it was in a new tone. ‘I have enchanted a child,’ he said. ‘I recall it as a recognised and acknowledged success. And it’s natural that I should so recall it. For I haven’t, you know, had many such.’ At that I was myself prompted to say – and pretty stupidly, I suppose, since, as you know, I had been removed from the Florentine scene in mere infancy – ‘I’m afraid it wasn’t to me that you introduced it. If it had been, I can only hope that I wouldn’t have let you down.’ I had hardly spoken these words before I regretted them, for they were unmistakably reproachful – a bubbling up of what Anthea calls my sense of having been disinherited or expelled. And I could see that my father was agitated. ‘No,’ he said presently, ‘it wasn’t, I’m afraid, you. As a matter of fact, it was—’” Garth paused. “But you can guess?”

“I can guess.” Anthea spoke soberly. “Although I don’t remember a person – only the painting of the anchorites, which I grew to like more and more.”

“My father’s words were simply, ‘It was poor Mark’s little girl.’ Oddly enough, I hadn’t, for some moments, any notion whom he meant.”

“But this is surely delightful.” Hermione Shaxby took the situation firmly in hand. “Neither before or after Mark’s death was your father, Garth, really substantially cut off from the life of the Pastorelli. And, Anthea, he must have taken you on expeditions to the galleries from time to time.”

Anthea nodded. “I wish I could remember him; it’s the least I ought to be able to do, since he has managed to remember me. But I just don’t. He can’t have kept it up until I came away. For by then, you know, I was ten.” She turned to Garth. “And then what happened?”

“My father jumped to his feet, and for a moment I thought he was so upset that he intended to turn me out. But it was nothing like that. He reached down a large brown-paper bag from a high dusty shelf—”

“He produced a document?” Sir Charles asked this question in what appeared to be some alarm.

“Nothing like that.” Garth was amused. “He produced a spotless panama hat, planted it with a nicely calculated negligence on his distinguished head, and led me by the arm from the room. He had odd drifts, I should tell you, of what might be called spontaneous and perfectly normal paternal feeling. This was far the most notable of them. We strolled down the hill through those crumbling houses, across the wooden contrivance that passed – and probably still passes – for the shattered Ponte Santa Trinita, and were presently in the Uffizi. The thing might be called our golden morning, our glimpse of each other as father and son. And Anthea – or rather the memory of Anthea taking her first steps in artistic appreciation – had done the trick.”

There was again a silence. Sir Charles – a thing unusual with him – bore some appearance of being at a loss. “It was an occasion,” he presently ventured, “in which, my dear Garth, you must have taken considerable satisfaction.”

“It had the satisfaction attending any substantial discovery. Mark Lambert, I discerned, had been the true emotional centre of my father’s life. It was only Lambert and what was Lambert’s – a small daughter, say, round-eyed before those fierce and busy little men – that touched him at all poignantly.”

“Isn’t that rather an extreme inference?” Sir Charles was swiftly urbane. “Although the two, as I well know, were very close friends indeed.”

“It was less an inference than an intuition, sir. And the point is that it led me to another. We looked at the anchorites together and were highly delighted – my father affecting to be mortified because he had forgotten one of the old men lurking in a tree. And after that we spent an hour or thereabouts in two or three of the adjacent rooms. I had never done that with a painter, so perhaps I formed an exaggerated impression of something that, in my father, appeared to approximate to a special power. It was less critical power proper – the ability to analyse and assess the specific works before us – than an almost uncanny feeling for what I’d call their genetics: what the painters had been after, and the stages by which they had arrived at their goal.”

“I am with you entirely.” Sir Charles spoke with professional gravity. “That sort of swift and intuitive sympathy is – in the sphere of art, at least – a rare thing. And your father has it, without a doubt. It may not, however, be altogether a blessing to an artist.”

“It’s something I’d like to have inherited from him, whether in one sphere or another. But my point is that our morning in the Uffizi loosened us up for a time, my father and me. We had lunch together – in a quite shocking place—”

“A shocking place?” Miss Shaxby was puzzled.

“He has a perverse streak in him—isn’t it mentioned in those last pages of the Memorandum Book?—and particularly when, so to speak, he does at all emerge from within himself. He affected to believe that I was longing for what he called real home cooking, and took me to a place where we had Southern fried chicken and waffles and heaven knows what. There was a notice on the door asserting that one could get the best meal in Florence upon simply mentioning some Boston paper.”

“Which I hope you did.” Sir Charles was unexpectedly amused. “And this, too, is something which, in your father, I quite clearly remember: a freakish strain which his extreme shyness commonly inhibited him from exercising. But the vein didn’t last?”

“Only during the meal, and through part of the walk that we took afterwards. While it held, I tried to get him to talk of Mark Lambert. I hadn’t ventured on it before. But I was tremendously curious.”

“We can readily believe it.” Sir Charles permitted himself to deliver this somewhat drily. “And did you have any success in your attempt?”

“Very little. It turned into my doing most of the talking myself. Looking back on that walk now, I see it as in a sort of comical contrast to your walk – the one, I mean, that in your radio talk you described yourself as taking with Lambert. Yours was a reasonably planned expedition amid the tranquillities of San Miniato; and at least you heard what Lambert said. This was an aimless prowl through the hubbub and jostle of the city; much of what one of us designed for the other never reached its destination; and I was a good deal distracted by wondering how my father could have survived for years his particular way of taking the traffic of the place. He treated it as if it wasn’t there – as no more it was, I suppose, when Florence was new to him. Still, despite all this, something did get through.”

“But largely, you say, from you to him?”

“He said a little about Lambert, but in a reticent way and with every indication that pressing the subject would drive him into his shell again. On the other hand he did seem prompted to draw me out, and as we pursued our restless course up the Tornabuoni I must have talked with a good deal of enthusiasm about the novels. At first he seemed content with as much of this as reached him; and that, as I’ve said, was not a great deal. But presently our wanderings took on a hint of purpose, and eventually we came to rest in the Piazza di San Marco. In that jaded month it was a dusty place, but we accepted such refuge from the trolley-buses and Vespas as its scanty trees afford. And there my father heard me out – on The Cosmopolitans and Lucia’s Changeling particularly, for it was these that were freshest in my head. I didn’t figure it, by the way, that his old friend’s novels were particularly fresh in his head; indeed, he seemed vague about them, and I guessed that any pleasure he got from my talk consisted in its calling up things he had once enjoyed and since denied himself. I didn’t, perhaps, do too badly. When I had finished, he paid me a compliment.”

“A compliment?” Sir Charles did not dissimulate his surprise. “Then, whatever it was, it was the more prizeable, I am prompted to say, for being something out of the way. Your father is too modest a man to pay compliments unless strongly moved. He would regard ninety-nine out of a hundred such things as impertinent. But my dear fellow, I need not instruct you on his almost painful degree of sensibility.”

“Which we can’t be sure that Garth doesn’t inherit.” Anthea offered this to her host with gravity. “I’ve found that it takes a world to draw him out. And is he going to repeat the compliment? I doubt whether he can bear to.”

Sir Charles, whom a vein of this sort had evident power to discompose, found a resource in passing the cigarettes again. “I hope,” he said, “to hear about this encounter just as much as Garth will tell.”

“I can certainly tell you what my father said. It was simply that I mightn’t write, but that I could read . . . And then he said something about the little girl.”


NINE

 

“The little girl?” Anthea Lambert was puzzled. “He didn’t mean—”

“Yes – you. He said that your brother Raymond showed small sign of regarding the novels as a patrimony, but he thought the girl had been one who would receive such a dowry with understanding. I felt him to be speaking on the strength of your response to that painting in the Uffizi long ago.”

“And I suppose it was then that you made your note to look me up?” Anthea has turned a little pale. “How, Garth, did you picture me? As an elderly spinster in a private hotel in Bath, fond of lending her dear papa’s books to the other old ladies? Or did your intuition tell you at once that I was a renegade person mucking about in a lab?”

“I didn’t need to make a note, and I wasn’t for long at all at sea about your age. I certainly made up my mind to find you. I felt at once that you would be—well, a very great curiosity. Was that too bad? I’m sure that Sir Charles, in my position, would have done the same.”

Sir Charles, thus impassively appealed to, took refuge in the manipulation of a silver match-box. His sister, who discernibly shared his uneasiness before the obscure duel in which their young visitors intermittently engaged, found nevertheless a readier response. “Anthea might have been equally curious had rather similar circumstances first brought her an account of Garth.”

“Anthea can’t escape her heredity, after all.” Garth Dauncey appeared determined to talk this particular problem out. “In that aspect she will still be a very great curiosity to me – even when I have come to know her very well, and for a very, very long time.”

Perhaps because this was a remark upon which a pause of silence seemed only too likely to succeed, Anthea made haste to follow it up. “Isn’t it for a very, very long time that you’ve been promising to arrive at some point you haven’t, in fact, yet brought us in sight of?”

Making one of his sporadic raids upon the unexpected, Sir Charles Shaxby burst out laughing. “How true it is that heredity will break through! Anthea, you may work in a lab, but you can turn a phrase that would be wholly right for Lucia herself – or even for my own most adored of all your father’s creations, Edith Saltire. And, as with them, what you say is to the point. Garth has evidently yet some way to go. Isn’t it from San Marco to the Piazzale Michelangelo – or at least to the prospect of it?”

 
“Yes, sir. My father and I sat on for some time, mostly in silence – or mostly in silence after one more thing had been said. ‘I’m afraid,’ he murmured, ‘that I have nothing of the sort which I can leave you.’ He had brought a walking-stick out with him, as well as that panama hat; and for some time had been tracing a dim but elaborate design on the patch of mere dust – for it was that – in front of us. As he spoke, he obliterated it with a rapid zigzag movement. It wasn’t a symbolism requiring much elucidation, I guess – but he did say one further thing. ‘You must just reflect, Garth, that there are limits to the advantageousness of being able to point back to a parent of genius.’ And on that we sat mum for a time. There was probably something I ought to have said, but I just didn’t find it. I’d put in a lot of time as a kid, you see, rather feeling that to have a dad would be pretty good on almost any terms – even, say, if he was the sort they kept pretty permanently in gaol. But I’m sure it never came into my head to pine for a genius. So there seemed nothing neat or satisfactory to say, and after a couple of minutes I quit trying to find anything. We got up, finally, and walked on to the Porta alia Croce, and from there to the Arno.

“It looked as if the curtain had rung down on the abortive little play of our resumed relationship. For one thing, mere topography was against its continuance, for we were following the river on a pavement which you’ll remember as scarcely fit to accommodate a cat; and even when moving in single file and with all a cat’s circumspection, one uncomfortably feels the wind of the passing street-cars stirring, as one might say, in one’s whiskers. Again, there was enough of devastation in that view to depress any old inhabitant that loved the place: the bridges all blown except the Ponte Vecchio – and round about that, sufficient confusion to suggest that two monstrous aquatic creatures, flailing their way ruinously from up and down the river, had met there as if in some outrageous encounter at a barrier. The image is a muddle – but so, in a way sufficiently profound to be alarming, was the scene. Destruction slapped out blindly and instantaneously by the same species of being that had put a millennial labour into building the place: it had an ugly effect on the mind, like a first premonitory symptom, say, of one’s own approaching madness. Of course life was with a large obviousness triumphantly going on as usual and people were doing the old familiar things: shovelling sludge endlessly through sieves, fishing for lord knows what, contentedly washing clothes in a rich solution of mud. And there was reconstruction going on too, for they had begun rebuilding the Ponte alia Carraia. It was a remark of mine about this that prompted my father to that day’s final and – as I think you’ll agree – tantalisingly problematical sequence of utterances.

“I said – or rather I shouted forward into his ear between the whisk of one street-car and another – that this rebuilding was getting on well. I offered this, I suppose, by way of an endeavour to elevate our common nervous tone by calling attention to one of the more cheerful features of the scene. As such, it didn’t get very far, for my father replied – turning momentarily in a sort of dim gloom to do so – that he judged the design thin. 1 rejoined that it looked as if the final effect was going to depend upon the colour of the stone.”

“Quite right.” Sir Charles Shaxby, who for several minutes had been listening with eyes somewhat disconcertingly closed, opened them to the accompaniment of an emphatic nod. “You had undoubtedly discerned the intended emphasis.”

“I don’t kid myself it was an artistic perception at all out of the way. That whole scene gains half its beauty, obviously enough, from a kind of restricted palette which achieves immense variety while keeping everything within so many tones or shades of plain Arno mud; and in that aspect the stone of the new bridge locks the whole composition together in a very satisfactory manner. Well, this remark of mine, for what it was worth, had the effect of bringing my father to a halt, and for some moments we leant over the embankment and idly scanned the farther bank. When my father spoke, it was to ask a question clearly prompted by my late excursion into aesthetics. ‘And you don’t paint either, Garth?’

“I said I did not – and ventured to remind him that it was an activity less often in the forefront of life in Texas than in Tuscany, as he must once have known. He paid no attention to this, and I noticed that his glance had shifted upward a little from the verge of the Oltrarno – to the eroded stump, I concluded, of the Porta a San Niccolo, upon the top of which the afternoon sun was at play. But, although there was a long silence, his theme remained with him. For presently he spoke again. ‘Raymond Lambert has come to nothing. But what, I wonder, about the girl? Do you know about her? Would she do anything?’

“Naturally I had, at that time, no answer. If I had been able to announce that Anthea Lambert occupied herself with studying the behaviour of air streams upon cambered surfaces, or whatever it is, I’m afraid my father would not have accepted it as ‘doing’ in his rather special sense – although he might well have regarded it as less hopeless than the activities he associated with an embryonic professor of literature. By this time I guess I was a trifle irritated, and I said I knew nothing of Lambert’s daughter, but that there was some statistical probability that she was married to a doctor or a lawyer or a civil servant, had two children, very little money, an impossible house in an English provincial town, and enough guts to make a damned good job of it,”

“Thank you very much.” Anthea was amused. “It was a generous conjecture, Garth, and I’m sorry I don’t measure up.”

“There’s plenty of time for something roughly of the same sort.” Delivering himself of this, Garth disconcerted Miss Shaxby by offering her the ghost of a wink. “But my father certainly saw no charm in statistical probability. In fact it reduced him to what might unkindly be called his dimmest dismalest, and he murmured that it was all only too likely. At that I let him have it.”

“You let him have it?” It was Sir Charles’s turn to be startled.

Garth nodded. “Of course he was oldish – round about seventy – and you might think it hopeless. But I was becoming fond of him, I think; and I had to acknowledge that he was doing his best to take some interest in me. I didn’t see why he shouldn’t be shaken out of all this golden age gone by and talents given in vain stuff, and do a little downright living and enjoying in his declining years.”

“There!” In rash triumph Anthea turned to Sir Charles. “You see there is a lot of sense in Garth, in spite of his melancholy calling.”

“No doubt, my dear. But I wonder whether that was his father’s conclusion. You spoke, Garth, at some length?”

“I said that gentle restrospective melancholy in an ivory tower ought to be regarded by artists as no better than measles, and had better be left to cultivated old—”

Very understandably, Garth stopped and blushed. Sir Charles was highly amused. “To cultivated old fogies, my dear boy, and retired gallery directors? There is almost everything to be said for that point of view. But to your father – and thus fired off at him at the end of your little jaunt – it may have come as rather a large proposal? He did not quite instantly concede your case?”

“He certainly did not.” Garth had a cheerful grin for this refined banter. “My father’s Weltanschauung was pretty well unaffected, I have to admit. But my proposition did stir him up to say one or two things more.”

“Oh!” This time it was in indignation that Anthea turned to Sir Charles. “With Garth it’s a regular and abominable technique. I met it in my first half-hour with him – which wasn’t, by the way, so long ago as his talk might lead you to suppose. He makes you furious and then snatches a trick.”

“I shall be interested to see whether he ever brings that off with me. But did you, Garth, in fact succeed in making your father furious?”

“Not exactly that – and it’s only Anthea’s notion that I had any such object. But he certainly didn’t like the ivory tower – which for that matter is a counter with a cheap side to it, no doubt. He asked me – for the argument was shifting, as such arguments commonly do – whether the artist’s calling was not overwhelmingly one of contemplation. I said that no great artist – poet or novelist or painter – could afford to get more than intermittently out of touch with vehement real life. He asked if a painter ought to paw his models. It was all very absurd, no doubt: the old wraith-like artist, so sad, so distinguished, so futile, and above all, somehow, so secret, badgered by his unnatural Texan progeny, with the Arno beginning to take on its early evening lustre beneath them, and behind them the clattering street-cars and chattering Vespas and hurrying, timeless city. But if the son was taking in these various picturesque accessories in turn, the father still kept his gaze pretty constantly in one direction. And what it was bent on was not the Porta a San Niccolo, but something higher up – in fact, the Piazzale Michelangelo.”

“If any of us is likely to ‘do’ something it’s certainly Garth.” Anthea offered this interruption decidedly. “For was ever the novelist’s instinct to keep it up more intolerably exercised? Wendell Dauncey may have begotten him, but I pronounce him to be Mark Lambert’s spiritual son.” She turned to Sir Charles. “By the way, is he like his father?”

“Physically – and his bodily one?” Sir Charles was amused. “Garth is not wraith-like or sad; and he will forgive me if I assert that there is a certain gulf between being good-looking and being distinguished. Yet I don’t think my memory tricks me when I fancy that I glimpse in him something of his father’s looks.”

“Or is it rather his father’s air?” Hermione Shaxby was amiably whimsical. “Do I at all see the father in the son? It is a little puzzle in which I have been taking pleasure for some time. Our progress towards the Piazzale has seemed the shorter for it.”

“We really are almost there now.” Garth paused to glance with some caution at Sir Charles. “My father asked me if I knew how Mark Lambert had whipped up the material of his novels. I can see that the expression strikes you as odd – but odder still was what followed. I replied that I had no notion. ‘Then I’ll tell you,’ my father said. ‘It was by jumping in and splashing around in it.’

“I don’t think I found the sense of this altogether bewildering. It has, after all, been asserted before now that Mark Lambert built with uncommon immediacy and directness upon the basis of his own experience – say even his own involvements and implications. What puzzled me was the bearing of this upon my father’s general argument. And I tried to get it clear. ‘But doesn’t that,’ I asked, ‘count decidedly against the ivory tower? It goes to show the intimate relationship between life fully lived and life fully realised in a great art.’ But I got no reply to this, and when I looked at him I saw that my father’s thoughts were wandering. It came to me that he was perhaps older even than his years, and that his mental processes had ceased to take any very settled account of logic. I resolved to let up on my attempts to reform him – at least for the time. You’ll congratulate me on having at length arrived at so much modesty. But for the moment it was, in a sense, too late. My father let me have it.”

“But this is capital.” Sir Charles bore every appearance of being delighted. “Your relationship was coming alive again – even if in a ding-dong fashion.”

“There wasn’t much more that you could call give and take. He said that jumping in and splashing around might by some miracle lead to a Lucia’s Changeling now and then, but that its more common consequence was to provide doctors and lawyers and civil servants with commonplace wives, or to populate American colleges with solemn young donkeys.”

“Dear me!” Sir Charles modulated deftly into dismay. “That was too bad. But there is no denying that your father’s is a somewhat erratic temperament. I hope, my dear Garth, that you didn’t feel positively hurt by so odd a pleasantry.”

“I just hadn’t time, I’m glad to say, for anything of the sort – and, anyway, the proposition had its unchallengeable aspect of a general truth. For my father continued to develop his thought – at least I suppose it was that, although the transitions were a little hard to follow. He had been told, he said, that assistant professors and other learned persons now had the trick of discoursing largely in quarterly journals upon the sources and channels of artistic creation. But, he asked, did they always take care to provide themselves with an adequate knowledge of the facts? Mark Lambert, he said, had been his most intimate friend – and here was I, who knew no more of the man Lambert than I did of the man Lucretius, prattling innocently of the relationship of his life and art. In this, I hope you’ll agree, my father was being not quite fair; I had really said very little about the man Lambert; and my only motive in prattling was the hope of getting something better in exchange. And I was getting it – although after a decidedly disconcerting fashion. I knew, my father said, about Lambert’s great decade. But did I know how it began? And did I know about the end of it all? And it was then that he pointed – pointed upwards and across the slow, shrunken river to the Piazzale Michelangelo.”

“This is most extraordinary.” Sir Charles was genuinely perturbed. “I have no conception of what it can lead to.”

“Some queer emotion had got hold of him, sir, and he was trembling and almost incoherent. ‘You’ve been up there?’ he asked me. ‘You’ve seen the statue?’ Clearly, he meant the David; and I muttered some affirmative reply. ‘It’s the monument,’ he said, ‘to Mark Lambert’s Waterloo.’

“I was uncommonly troubled for a moment, since it occurred to me, not unnaturally, that my rash talk had in some mysterious way sent my father off his head. And certainly I managed to do no more than repeat his words stupidly. ‘Mark Lambert’s Waterloo?’

“He gave a queer, passionate nod. ‘Just that,’ he said. ‘There can be one plunge too many, believe me, into what you call vehement real life. An artist must have an inviolate self, my boy – and, if that plunges or topples, the resulting header may be into nothing better than vehement real treacle.’ He paused, banged with his stick on the broad stone balustrade before us, and then raised it to point once more at the Piazzale. ‘And an eleventh-hour Waterloo. Perhaps the finest conception of the lot – and even the mere executing of it nine-tenths achieved. What was required, you may ask? No more than a resolution, an explication; virtually, indeed, a mere epilogue. Succeed in doing that with an expanse of life, succeed in beating painfully upwards on the wings of art to that empyrean from which it can be viewed dispassionately and as a whole: succeed in that, and the last madness, surely, is to flop down and wallow in it.’

“My father paused again; and I have little doubt that I was staring at him open-mouthed. Of what he could be talking about I hadn’t—at that moment I hadn’t—a ghost of a notion. I remember being glad that I was his son.”

“Glad that you were his son?” Sir Charles permitted himself to register cautious bewilderment.

“What I mean is this: that I had a strong sense of my father’s being carried away towards some confidence that it was not really his business to divulge and which he might presently regret, but that our close relationship made it slightly less uncomfortable. Well, however that may have been, there was still a little more to emerge. For my father turned to me with what seemed an obscure appeal. ‘The situation, Garth, must at once have become impossible. It was not merely—was it?—a matter of the right relationship of the several powers and faculties of an artist to his materials, to his artistically relevant materials. No – there was the whole new tangle of personal relationships as well. Look at it, Garth, as one may, one sees it—does one not?—as quite inevitably the end of the end of it all – and of much else as well.’”

 
There was silence. It became quite clear that upon his last odd phrase Garth Dauncey conceived his narrative to have come lucidly to a close. Sir Charles Shaxby, more at a loss than he had yet been, protracted the business of stubbing out a cigarette. His sister, rising from her place by the tea-table, found momentary occupation in drawing a curtain across a window now too generously admitting the late afternoon sun. It was Anthea who first spoke.

“Quotation marks?”

Garth nodded. “Sure – or say italics. Your father’s last novel – of which he had written nine-tenths before some disastrous interruption occurred – was to have been called The End of It All.”

“I don’t believe a word of it!” Sir Charles was actually on his feet. “I see no shred of reliable evidence pointing to the existence of anything of the sort. Even if your father asserted in so many words the fact of such a novel’s existing, I should have to discount it wholly, extremely painful though that would be. He was devoted to Mark; he is, after all, something more than elderly; and the only sound conclusion would be that he is confounding substance and fantasy.”

“So I should have been inclined to say myself, sir. And that is why it was a bit of a shock to read the Settignano Memorandum Book.”

‘The Memorandum Book? I can’t see—”

“Well, the thing is elusive, I admit. The title comes in with an odd ambiguousness at the point where Mark Lambert’s own end is pretty immediately in question. And there is further that matter of weakness having reduced his writing to a very sketchy and imperfect notation. But that the reference is there I can’t doubt. He was clearing up his papers, anxious to make the best possible disposition of them from a financial point of view – and The End of It All set him a pretty puzzle, as I don’t doubt that it had once, for some unknown reason, done long before. He had an idea that you might be able to help.”

“You are suggesting that a novel with this title – an unlikely title, as it seems to me – had been all but completed long ago and then for some inexplicable personal reason suppressed?”

“Just that. There’s another late entry in the Memorandum Book, you may remember, that gives something like additional colour to my supposition. Lambert thinks of a story in which the suppressing of a novel would be a feature; and asks if there would not be what he calls ‘a vivid interest’ for him in the attempt to chronicle emotions attending the foundering of such a thing because of personal complications.”

Sir Charles’s reaction to this was to surprise his sister, and conceivably himself, by an exclamation more indicative of impatience than was wholly civil. Having thus committed himself, however, he spoke out. “1 cannot take this seriously, Garth. It is like stuff from a roman policier.”

“But does that quite dismiss the matter?” Miss Shaxby was at once concerned to soften her brother’s asperity. “I have been told that very acute reasoning is sometimes put into books of that sort. And much the same kind of reasoning is doubtless valuable in literary research. We must not hold it against Garth that he is presenting himself somewhat in the character of a Sherlock Holmes. He believes himself to have found certain clues”—Miss Shaxby paused in innocent pleasure at having achieved this technical term—”and it will be proper, Charles, that they should be examined with every care.”

“My dear Hermione, you are indubitably right.” Sir Charles’s expression would scarcely in itself have suggested the lack of dubiety thus predicated. “Perhaps, Garth, you would like to question me?”

“No, sir. I’d be very interested, I need hardly say, in any comment you had to make. But it wouldn’t come to me to question you.”

The high propriety of this, if mollifying, was given little time to take effect, for Anthea spoke at once. “It would – and does – to me. For there is one enormously interesting question that it is clear you can answer. My father has no sooner set down in his notebook this problematical phrase or title than he adds ‘Perhaps Charles will help.’ That, of course, means you – who put us all so much in your debt by coming out to Florence and taking up a great part of the burden during my father’s last illness and after. Well, did you help – in any way, I mean, that could be remotely connected with a nearly completed but eventually for long suppressed novel?”

“No.” Sir Charles was decisive. “Your father never hinted at the existence of such a thing. This is something, surely, that I need hardly assert. Were it otherwise, my whole attitude in the matter would certainly be different.”

“In that case, what my father meant was this: that nothing he had met during his life puzzled him so much as the business of taking leave of it. If you were to help there, it was as a sort of spiritual director. Did he make that call upon you?”

Sir Charles – perhaps as being sorely tempted to stigmatise this forthright question as merely scandalous – took a turn up and down the room. “My dear Anthea, we are here on delicate ground, and ground in part obscured – and that not wholly regrettably – by the effluxion of time.” Sir Charles paused – conceivably to admire these politic generalities – before continuing with equal deliberation. “It is certainly in my memory, however, that your father was troubled in more respects than one. There was the worry about money, for instance. It turned out in the end to be largely unfounded. His books, it is true, had never earned much, and at that time were earning virtually nothing at all. But such investments as he possessed were, in fact, soon to do rather well. He had, therefore, less cause for anxiety here than he supposed. But there were other perplexities. Your mother’s health had for long been delicate, and there were responsibilities which she was – to speak plainly – very little fitted to undertake.”

“Raymond?”

“Raymond, certainly – and in a sense yourself. We discussed these and similar matters as effectively as your father’s growing weakness permitted. Of graver things you will realise that it is less easy for me to speak without some risk of falsifying the picture. It was long ago; the circumstances were painful; and if my memories lack confidence and definition, I believe this to be a reflection of a certain bewilderment in which I had to acknowledge myself as standing at the time.”

“You mean that you were puzzled?”

“Perhaps I merely felt inadequate. Your father knew that he was dying, and his capacious intellect was naturally preoccupied with pondering the deepest issues of life. It may be that he expected from me – so much younger and so much smaller a man – insights and a support that it was not mine to give. I ought to say that my own religious convictions, unhappily, were then unformed. Your father, certainly, had none.”

“But you talked about—well, about that sort of thing?”

Sir Charles frowned – whether in disapproval or in an effort of recollection was not clear. “In your father, as in many great artists, a strain of egotism has to be admitted. If he was disposed to canvass the riddle of the universe, it was as miniatured in his own complex personality and remarkable career. I think he was inwardly engaged in holding what might be termed an inquest into both. Is it not natural, perhaps inevitable, that a profoundly serious man, to whom great talents had been given, should be prompted, when dying, into just such an anxious inquisition into his stewardship? Certainly he was profoundly troubled. But if the manner and evident depth of this baffled me – left me helpless, even – at the time, I believe that later I came to an understanding of it. Your father, although his achievement came late and thus lies comparatively freshly behind us, belonged essentially with an older generation – the first generation of English, or English-speaking, novelists to assert the high seriousness and elevation of their calling.”

“That’s very true.” Garth Dauncey, who had been silent for some time, appeared stirred by professional interest. “And they learnt it, I suppose you would say, from an uncommonly serious and elevated lady.”

“Precisely. But there was for long, you know, a doubt. For George Eliot the novel was substantially an instrument. There were other models – continental models – in which the novel was an end, a sheerly artistic achievement, carrying its own justification. Mark Lambert’s retrospective perplexities, I came to conclude, lay here. What troubled him was an ethical issue: the too much or too little of moral accent, moral intention, in his writing. But even to this we never came explicitly in those last talks. In sum, Lambert appears to me to have carried his artist’s travail with him to the grave; and it would be untrue to say that he died at peace with himself. But I am very sure that this was not any consequence of an inability to decide what to do with an unpublished work. In one aspect, Garth’s supposition appears to me to be altogether in excess of anything the facts warrant. In another, it is inadequate to them. Poor Mark’s last hours, I fear, were spent in rather deeper waters.”

 
Sir Charles as he finished speaking made a gesture. It was no more than to indicate his invaluable cigarette box, but nevertheless conveyed his sense that a subject had been closed. The ensuing silence was in process of passing from the meditative to the awkward, and Miss Shaxby might have been divined as hesitating between the rival claims of Covent Garden, the Royal Family and the weather, when Anthea reached for her gloves and spoke in a manner altogether matter of fact. “Allow, for the moment, that there are two possible interpretations of the facts we have been considering; and that the existence of an important manuscript is an open question. What is the first thing that Garth and I had better do?”

“I think I can answer that.” Sir Charles, however he judged of the alliance thus definitively propounded, spoke indeed with gravity but without irritation. “Consult your colleague Miss Bave – whom I recall that you have already mentioned. She has more experience than Garth can yet have of the sort of research you have in mind – a sort, remember, possibly involving the actions and reputations of persons still alive, or only recently dead. I do not personally believe that an important and undisclosed manuscript by Mark Lambert exists. But if you do so believe, it is perhaps right that you should pursue the matter. Indeed, Anthea, I may say that both Hermione and I rejoice to see you thus concerning yourself with the furthering of your father’s reputation – although it may occur to us, indeed, to speculate obscurely upon what has occasioned such a change of disposition.” Sir Charles paused to glance from Anthea to Garth, and it was apparent that he had endeavoured to lighten his admonitions with a sally of humour. “But are you really resolved to go out to Florence?”

“Certainly. We must see Garth’s father. He may be less cryptic about the Piazzale Michelangelo this time.”

“Possibly so.” Sir Charles again took a turn about the room, and even paused to dispose to his better satisfaction a group of small archaic bronzes on a bookcase. “Suppose that under one title or another an unknown novel by your father does exist. We should, of course, have to consider the question of publication. And until we had an opportunity to do that, the utmost discretion would be essential.”

“Discretion?” Anthea considered the word. “You mean that the mere fact of the thing should be kept dark?”

“Assuredly. The copyright is, of course, in my own control as your father’s surviving literary executor and trustee. That, as you will realise, is a substantial safeguard. But if word of such a thing’s having been discovered got about there would be great pressure upon us at least to give some account of it.”

“Would there be any harm in that, sir?” Garth ventured this question with all proper respect.

“Probably not – almost certainly not. And yet on your own showing, Garth, there is obvious need for caution. The book – if there be a book, which I repeat I don’t believe – remained unpublished not, it would seem, because it failed to satisfy poor Mark artistically, but because of some obscure personal consideration. That consideration may be valid still at this moment.”

“It may indeed.” Anthea had got to her feet. “What Garth’s father had to say was very vague, but it did seem conceivably to point to things that would not be altogether edifying. Garth and I are not such asses as to be unaware of that aspect of the matter. If we do discover anything, we promise that you two, and Miss Bave, will be our only confidants.”

“Miss Bave is thoroughly reliable?” Hermione Shaxby, who perhaps credited learned ladies with an itch for publication, asked this as she too rose from her chair.

Anthea laughed. “That is one point, at least, about which there need be no apprehension. Miss Bave is as discreet as the grave. There could be nobody better for sitting tight on a deadly secret.”

“I am glad to think that it is not at all likely to be quite that. Indeed, I am not sure that Charles is not a little alarmist in his views.” Miss Shaxby lightly touched her brother on the shoulder as she firmly took this independent line. “The book – which I agree with him is most unlikely to exist – may still be implicated with impossibly delicate or embarrassing matters. But it can scarcely be an infernal machine. It will be safe enough in, say, the British Museum.”

“That is very true.” Sir Charles evidently found this consideration heartening. “The B.M. might be the very thing. Such a manuscript could quite properly be deposited there, under seal of secrecy for fifty or a hundred years. And I think I can undertake that neither the director nor the trustees would make any difficulty. An excellent plan.”

“Very well.” Anthea gave Garth a glance indicating her persuasion that the moment for a propitious departure had come. “We shall find the manuscript, peep inside, and tip it straight into the Museum’s darkest cellar if it proves unfit for present daylight. So there will be no harm done.”

“Sure – not a scrap.” Garth, standing before Miss Shaxby to take his leave, was cheerfully emphatic. “But later—”

“But a hundred years later”—it appeared to come to Anthea like an inspiration—”there will be a bicentenary. They can publish then. Mark Lambert’s supper will come out of the Museum’s deep freeze, and the world can partake with a clear conscience. For there will be nobody left whom any of the ingredients could offend.”

 
It had been one of those lengthened tea-parties which leave, in an augustly ordered household like the Shaxbys’, no more than comfortable time for the rituals which must precede dinner. This being so, Sir Charles had no sooner waved his young visitors courteously down the drive than he turned to seek his own apartments. But on the staircase his sister intercepted him – a proceeding of an effect sufficiently unusual to testify to some perturbation of mind. “Charles, dear – whatever is one to think?”

“About those impetuous children and their proposed research? Decidedly that they will not find what they are looking for. By that, I mean, of course, what they are looking for in combination, or as a team. What they are looking for severally and reciprocally is a different matter, and one on which I turn to you for enlightenment. You had a little talk with Anthea in the garden? Dear girl – how beautiful she was.”

“I certainly had a little talk. She was, after all, virtually our ward for a time, and we must acknowledge a responsibility. I was as tactful as I could be.”

“The young man has declared himself to be in love with her?”

“Yes. Either directly or by implication he has certainly done so – and at uncommonly short notice.”

“You’d say he’s honest about it?”

“I am sure he is, Charles.”

“So far, so good, I suppose we ought to say. At least I should not like him to have the appearance of being after Anthea when he was really only after his damned, mythical manuscript.” Sir Charles was unusually forthright. “And she? Is she after him?”

“That is what I got snubbed for seeking light on. But she was, as you have remarked, in quite exceptionally good looks. And one will often learn more from that than from what a girl acknowledges.”

“Is that so?” Sir Charles seemed to accept this as a belated accession to his stock of worldly wisdom. “I don’t know that he’s much of a parti.”

“I entirely disagree. He winked at me.”

“Winked at you, Hermione?” Sir Charles displayed understandable astonishment at this inconsequence. “And the action prompted your approval?”

“Certainly. I have never been winked at before, except by Lord Scattergood – and he is as old as the hills. If a young man can wink at an elderly woman in her own drawing-room without being inexpressibly vulgar it must be admitted at once that he is thoroughly well-bred. I was a little startled, I am ashamed to say. But I like Garth Dauncey. And as he is making his way in a respectable profession and is to all appearances reliable, I would approve the match.”

“I don’t disagree with you. My point was merely that there would decidedly be nothing glittering about it.” Sir Charles sighed. “Think of his father – such a dim fellow, and without an ounce of the real thing.”

“I would rather think along more practical lines, Charles – for instance, as to whether there be any action that it would be prudent for us to take.”

“You are perfectly right, Hermione. I will write to Miss Bave. If she is really disposed to keep an eye on the precious investigation, it will be an excellent thing. I apprehend no sensational disclosures, much less the recovery of a masterpiece. But it would be well that there should be a mature judgment on the spot.” Sir Charles hesitated. “In some ways, you know, the Pastorelli was a queer place.”

“Yes, Charles. I have my own memories of it.”

“I can imagine the old creature, if once launched, giving what might positively be an alarming account of the life there.”

“The old creature?” Miss Shaxby appeared to find some difficulty in accommodating herself to the more colloquial vein upon which her brother had entered.

“Wendell Dauncey. It’s a little hard to remember, perhaps, that he is that now. It’s a thing not easy to remember about ourselves, my dear. But consider. Mark, if alive today, would be a hundred – amazing though it seems. That means that Anthea’s mother – poor, dear Mary Lambert – would be nearly seventy; and it follows that Wendell Dauncey must be about seventy-five. During his domestication at the Pastorelli, you know, he and Mary were like brother and sister, and one might have taken Mark to be the father of both of them. It was part, that, of the certain effect of queerness which, as I’ve said, the place could give. But my point is that old Dauncey, although still as a general rule uncommonly mum, does at times apparently produce some very odd talk. I should not like our young people to get – whether from him or from any other picturesque survival that they may dig up – a view of things distorted to the extent of – well, positive alarm. 1 repeat that I don’t fear any distressing discovery; but I am a little troubled about possible misapprehension and uncertainty.”

“On the part, you mean, of Anthea and Garth? But they are competent and level-headed, surely?”

“I gladly agree. It is true that they are not, in fact, children. However they may appear to us, their absolute juvenility is behind them. But they are both at a quite unusual remove from the generation of their parents. And that, to my mind, makes it the more undesirable that they should go hunting after that vanished life. They may have foisted upon them a picture of it which they have little power to assess, and which may be irresponsibly or viciously drawn.”

“By Wendell Dauncey – the young man’s own father?”

Sir Charles shook his head. “Dauncey would not be vicious, I am sure – even in absolute senility. But there are other possibilities. Think of Raymond Lambert.”

Miss Shaxby obeyed this injunction for a moment in silence, and apparently to some effect. “Write to Miss Bave,” she said. “Do it after dinner.”


 

 

Part Two

ITALY


ONE

 

On a huge hill,

Cragged, and steep, Truth stands, and hee that will

Reach her, about must, and about must goe;

And what the hills suddennes resists, winne so . . .

 
Miss Rachel Bave recalls the lines not at all as apposite to her own present situation. It is true that she is looking down on the summit of Mont Blanc and that she has only to turn her head to look down on the summit of Monte Rosa. But no honest sweat has gone to the attaining of this lofty station, since the familiar world has simply abased itself until there is little left to hob-nob with, and the process has been as effortless as that by which an adequately noble youth might be elevated to a bench of bishops or a college of cardinals. It is a pity, Miss Bave reflects, that territorial grandeur is no longer much the go. The aeroplane provides a matchless means of taking one’s provinces and duchies at a coup d’oeil. A flying monarch could indulge deliriously his sense of property. And the Prince of the Air, correspondingly, need never be without the broadest grounds for covetousness and envy.

Miss Bave picks up her book – and then wilfully continues in unprofitable speculation. Much that is exalted in human feeling seems ill-accommodated to heights. One cannot look down upon a dozen English counties and feel the least patriotic. Surveying all Lake Leman and a whole camp of mountains beyond it furthers no sense of relationship with Calvin or Gibbon or Voltaire. Nor decidedly are feelings of awe and sublimity to be commanded here with the facility attaching to barley-sugar, route-maps, untaxed drinks, and light refreshment on neatly compartmented trays. For the spectacle, like the price of drinks, has been drastically reduced; it is a scale model that is exhibited; were Hannibal’s elephants to appear suddenly upon the Alps beneath, dun amid the snows, their great bodies would jam the passes, whole glaciers would crumple under their feet, and the lonely tarns, deeply green or glinting like scattered foil, vanish on the instant at a whisk of their syphoning trunks.

Miss Bave is again aware that she has abandoned her book for irresponsible fantasy. No doubt this is because the book displeases her. Indeed it is the book that has called Donne’s verses into her mind. On a huge hill, cragged and steep . . . Rupert Poyle strikes her as having very little sense of truth’s habitual station at the end of a stiff and circuitous climb. For him the austere divinity is no virgin of the farther snows; rather she is a wench behind a haystack, and a sufficiently smart feint will bring him within reach of her smock. Or at best she is an Atalanta and Poyle’s pockets are stuffed with apples – toffee-apples, Miss Bave opines – by which her bright speed may be checked, the race won, the zone loosed. But either figure is fallacious. The goddess neither runs nor dodges, but stays put. What mainly characterises her is the generous cut of her black robe, and Poyle’s skill is in running his head into it every time.

The plane banks – having decided that Italy lies not precisely in the quarter it had supposed. In consequence Mont Blanc, a crumpled white cowl incongruously tipped with a saucy feather of cloud, rises up and makes Miss Bave a bob; and Miss Bave is thus conveniently provided with something to scowl at. She scowls – but only because her mental processes displease her. She must have a bad head for heights. Another couple of thousand feet, and she will be spinning images as industriously as her colleague Miss Chipchase.

Miss Bave curbs her fancy – and finds that, when considered without metaphor, Poyle becomes even more distasteful to her. He is neither a scholar nor one who attends to scholars. He builds airily upon impossible chronologies. He considers “Victorian” a useful descriptive term and he spells “judgment” with two e’s: both horrid errors to Miss Bave’s way of thinking. Anybody twenty years older than himself he assumes to be dated, and anybody thirty years older than himself he concludes to be dead. This last is the only characteristic of Poyle’s writing that Miss Bave regards with some satisfaction. It may get him into trouble one day.

There is a horridly gleeful essay on Gissing. Miss Bave reads it through doggedly and then, on a deep breath, allows herself another glance through the window. The prospect, if inhospitable, strikes her as amazingly clean. For the moment it consists, as far as the eye can see, of bare black fangs of rock islanded in a tormented ocean of foaming cloud. No bird can ever soar here, not the hardiest seed quicken amid these frightful clefts. It looks very silent; certainly it is too remote from the busy hum of men ever to attract the notice of Rupert Poyle. Detecting herself as taking satisfaction in this inconsequent thought, Miss Bave realises that she is a fanatical old woman, who has come to attach excessive sanctity to that among the several means of human communication which consists in contriving conventional signs on paper. To use the printing press with any other end than the exploration of reality and the furtherance of knowledge is the sin against the Holy Ghost: this is the bleak and unorthodox theology that – humourless wretch – she waddles and wheezes along with on the painful last stages of her journey through a variously beautiful world.

Contriving to view herself in this unsympathetic light puts Miss Bave in better humour, and she turns back to Poyle’s new volume of essays with the resolve to be tolerant, to be charitable, even to try to be amused. For Poyle is clearly resolved that his readers shall be a moment merry; and this is an ambition wholly laudable in itself. So Miss Bave turns to the first essay in the book. It is the one with which she has some immediate reason to be concerned, and she has been lamentably weak, she feels, in shirking it so far. The title – Distraction at Settignano – is uninformative, although it probably embodies some sort of quip or pun. Miss Bave guesses that the essay is unlikely to gratify Mark Lambert’s admirers, or to concur in that recent movement of critical opinion which has so favourably revalued his work. But this is of very little moment. It is another expectation that is causing her some anxiety.

In the Settignano Memorandum Book – to which Poyle may or may not have gained access – there is a single paragraph committed to it upon a mildly surprising occasion: that of the birth of the writer’s only daughter, Anthea, an event which took place in his own seventieth year. Miss Bave considers the printing of this paragraph to have been an unwonted indiscretion on the part of Sir Charles Shaxby. Lambert is abundantly aware that the small pink object just exhibited to him is indeed the child of genius as well as of old age. And he has been led by this consideration – the expressing of which in a private notebook is decent enough – to certain brief but large speculations on the pink object’s future. They are, indeed, speculations decidedly romantic in cast. Miss Bave fears that if they have come under Poyle’s eye they will not have passed unexploited, and that an impertinent irony will have been extracted from the fact that the pink object’s veritable subsequent path has been through the soundless sightless scentless universe of the higher physics.

But neither – Miss Bave reflects – is all this very serious. For some time Anthea Lambert has had an increasing grip on her job. And now she has what may be baldly described as an increasing grip on Garth Dauncey as well. It is extremely unlikely that Rupert Poyle has the power to perturb her.

Miss Bave reads. While she does so, her exalted conveyance proceeds steadily across the Alps towards Milan. She will be in Florence by dinner-time.


TWO

 

DISTRACTION AT SETTIGNANO
 

Towards the close of the present century’s first lustre the friends of Mark Lambert noticed an interesting change in the appearance of that indefatigable novelist. It has long been a commonplace that Lambert’s expression, like his talk, proclaimed the largest inspiration. Little else indeed seems to be recalled of the man in his habit as he lived. The curious phase of his ten years’ bewilderment – for the change was to nothing less than that – has passed unrecorded. And yet there is one circumstance attaching to it which would appear to invite the liveliest speculation. It was as Lambert grew steadily more bewildered that his books became progressively less bewildering.

One may judge that Lambert was not altogether singular in this; that in the most refined arid efficient human chemistry there is a steady by-product of uncertainty and muddle which must somewhere or other be dumped. Only to the supremely intelligent and favoured – a Goethe, say, or a Hume – is unflawed clarity of perception accorded. The rest of us have a measure of confusion in our portion (some of us indeed have little else) and must cope with it as we can. With Lambert, this drifting shadow, as it may be conceived, had long settled on that part of the mirror of his mind which he was accustomed to direct upon the outer world in the pursuit of his professional purposes. The result was a long series of novels best described as pertinaciously chaotic. Then, perhaps fortuitously, came some shifting of the retorts, some rearranging of the tubes. The by-product was drawn off and spilled over elsewhere – upon that area of his consciousness, we may conjecture, which reflected, and reflected upon, the man Lambert himself in his personal and diurnal relations. Hence the new Lambert upon whom his friends commented. Correspondingly and contrastingly, his work gained clarity and ordonnance. From there in fact the shadow had lifted. He wrote and published The Cosmopolitans.

 
Thus, it appears, might a psychologist set about explaining that odd quirk or eddy in English literary history which Lambert’s admirers have taken to calling his golden decade. But psychologists are speculative folk at best, and we ought not to apply to them until we have exhausted the unassuming aid of mere chronicle. Lambert’s decade is sufficiently remarkable; but it need surprise us less than it surprised, for example, Henry James when in 1905 it first announced itself. Many artists, even in their pronounced maturity, have undergone personal experiences, or come under intimate influences, by which their work has been transformed, enriched, distorted, or destroyed. And there is nothing preternatural about The Cosmopolitans. The novel is neither quite so good, nor in Lambert’s earlier work so unheralded, as it has now become fashionable to assert. The constituent parts of the contrivance – its cogs and shafts and springs and cylinders – are familiar. Only here they have been put together so as to work, and considerable power is generated as a result. Is there any known influence, public or domestic, we may ask, to which this happy but by no means phenomenal unclogging of Lambert’s artistry may be attributed? We may answer that there is such an influence, but one emanating from an agent so dim and tenuous as not readily to be descried. For the authentic if scarcely massive gilding upon Lambert’s significant decade is indubitably due to the unobtrusive arrival in his circle of a new friend, an unsuccessful painter named Wendell Dauncey, little known in his day and long since dead and forgotten. Dauncey’s influence, if in a fashion a little savouring of the ludicrous, was artistically beneficent; and the degree of his attachment to the novelist, if finally less ludicrous than phrenetic, was remarkable and even moving. Certainly it moved Lambert – moved him many steps up the queer ladder of literary reputation. And that slight but persistent air of bewilderment is susceptible perhaps of an explanation less laboured than I have sketched. It was occasioned by the reflection that the artistic felicities after which he had so long and vainly – in every sense, vainly – laboured had at length been placed within his grasp through the vague tutelary presence of a humble creature whose first impact, if it could be called perceptible at all, had been the occasion of embarrassment and annoyance rather than of gratification.

 
There is abundant testimony that an admirer was always pleasing to Lambert; and as a writer who still in his early fifties lingered in the outer precincts of the temple of fame he was probably prepared to welcome in that character a Sioux or a Cherokee. Dauncey, although somewhat remote in conception from the Noble Savage, had in fact a touch of these primitive associations, having drifted into Florence some years before, paint-box in hand, from spaces of an openness and blankness beyond ready computation. Only it was not as an admirer of Lambert’s that he now presented himself at the Villa Pastorelli. There can be little doubt that it was as an admirer – even, one seems confidently to discern, a former suitor – of Lambert’s wife. He was older than the lady by only a few years. He was younger by a quarter of a century than her lord.

In what spirit the future Mrs Lambert had first received and rejected the addresses of her artistically-minded cowboy is unknown. It was certainly with humanity, for she was a woman refined in spirit as well as by breeding; and upon this reappearance of a yet more etiolated Dauncey, the slenderness of whose talent as a painter must have depressingly revealed itself almost synchronously with the degree of his ineffectiveness as a lover, she appears to have taken the initiative in receiving him into her new household somewhat in the character of a waif or stray. It had been as the merest girl, it should be remembered, that she had first known him; and when he thus entered her home, Mrs Lambert had been but a few years married and was in her early twenties still. Her motives were virtuous at the beginning and her conduct may conceivably have been wholly so to the end. But, as there are some women who will be satisfied only by a demon lover, so may there be others who realise too late that they would be best accommodated with some mild apparition or gentle ghost. It may be concluded that the acknowledging, even if at a profoundly unconscious level, of a fatally mistaken marriage choice was the ultimate motive of Mary Lambert’s action. The curiosity of the succeeding story is enhanced when we reflect that both her husband and her protégé, surely, must have come to some awareness of this.

It would be misleading however to picture the Villa Pastorelli in those years as presenting any striking appearance – even the most morally innocuous – of a ménage à trois. The Lamberts were hospitable and entertained a great deal; it was their habit to have friends constantly staying in the house, often for considerable periods; and Dauncey’s occasional departure upon wanderings through or glidings over Italy were sufficiently frequent to lend him at least some formal appearance of belonging with these. Lambert’s own absences, if briefer, were more frequent; and little was said of them save that they were to be regarded as in some undefined manner incident to his vocation. All in all, the Pastorelli exhibited a household no more out of the way than did perhaps the majority of emigré establishments in Florence at that time.

Beneath the surface however a remarkable situation was growing up. Whether or not Dauncey continued to adore Mary is unknown; but it is certain that he quickly came to adore Mark. This, if unexpected, will yet prove upon reflection to be explicable; and science will no doubt declare that it was only in terms of such a bold transference that, in the circumstances, any stable relationship was likely to be established. And stable, as such things go in the world, it was. It endured for ten years, and perished, as will appear, only through overreaching itself.

That Dauncey, diffident, defeated, and acquiescent in the role of a mere hovering domiciliary presence, should have adored Lambert is one thing; that he should have attained some ascendancy over him is quite another. We may wonder at it – as Lambert himself to that point of evident bewilderment did. And yet at bottom the explanation is both simple and respectable. If Dauncey was a mere shade, he was thereby the more fit to be a ghostly counsellor. And that indeed is what the younger man with sufficiently striking success became. He possessed, it is clear, not the slightest vestige of artistic talent, and he had filled the resultant void with a high and serious conception of art and the artist. This, no doubt, was what had lured him out of whatever western wildness bore him; yearning for aesthetic revelation, he had been of those who, in his celebrated compatriot’s words, believed that it was only necessary to embark and imbibe. Baffled in practice, he fortified himself in precept. He would have been a terrible bore, and therefore would assuredly have got nowhere with Mark Lambert, but for two things. He possessed great personal beauty and a vast indisposition to speech.

At first it is clear that he only listened. But this itself was a step. Lambert’s was a talkative household, frequented by a talkative society. And Lambert was himself in a special sense a talkative man. From his early manhood he had enjoyed a reputation for especial brilliance in this most ephemeral of human accomplishments. To many of his friends it appeared that he was unlikely ever to attain to great distinction at anything else; and these declared that the relationship discernible between his writing and his conversation was commonly that between ash and flame. Thus it came about that Lambert’s talk was widely regarded as a form of minor artistic achievement in its own right. When he began to speak there was at once generated very much the sort of attention which an immediately succeeding generation was to accord to the caperings of Mr Nijinsky. The expectation was of a performance – and of a performance which, while evincing a high degree of virtuosity, was plainly situated upon one of the minor frontiers of human accomplishment. When Lambert talked, Lambert – as the young people now say – was “putting on a turn”.

Than this manner of regarding the loquacity of the novelist nothing could in fact have been more inept. Lambert’s talk was not a matter of entrechats and pirouettes; it was rather a powerful and blundering assault, under a generalship mysteriously chaotic and uncontrolled, upon the impregnable citadel of the novel conceived as a major literary form; it was such an assault, perpetually repulsed and perpetually renewed. It has been well remarked by Sir Charles Shaxby, whose graceful meanderings in the recent past are not frequently lit by such perspicacity, that bafflement experienced almost to the point of madness was the deepest note sounded in Mark Lambert’s restless and hungry rhetoric. Lambert was doubtless a vain man. But his conversation was not directed to eliciting applause; it had no thought, even, of giving pleasure. And this Dauncey appears to have understood.

There is no reason to suppose that this cloud-like personage was more intelligent than Lambert’s other friends; indeed it seems very likely that he was rather stupid. But he did, together with his silence, bring a superior seriousness to the purposeful, if for long so obstinately un-nutritious banquet of the novelist’s talk. More important still, he brought faith. Entirely devoid of literary taste or sophistication, he had, at first at least, no notion that the God of his idolatry was, or had ever been, other than a highly significant writer; and no notion that Lambert’s talk represented other than a majestic, ordered and invincible advance upon the next outlying citadel of artistic achievement. He listened with all the awe, all the essential incomprehension, and all the inexhaustible patience of a child. And here was one reason – if not yet the chief reason – why the mild little miracle occurred. Lambert talked on, undistracted at last by the presence of inept expectations. And, as he talked himself out, the bits and pieces began to dispose themselves, for the first time in his career, into a dynamically effective order. The springs compressed and decompressed themselves in appropriate tensions, the valves opened and closed when they should, the pistons pounded and the wheels were ready to revolve. At length one sees the great moment come. The Cosmopolitans, a full-scale express, moves majestically from a platform on which stands an awed small boy – or something, perhaps, as unobtrusive, as cloudy, as an awed small boy’s ghost. This ghost, the spiritual form of Dauncey, sees the great engine as a glory beyond his ken, its impetus no more of his creating than is that of a planet in its orb. He has no motion that in the intricate chemistry that gives motive-power to the machine he has himself acted as an obscure catalyst.

At first, I say, it is clear that Dauncey only listened. In the relation that we have so far considered, indeed, it is unlikely that he ever did anything else. He was young still, and he possessed, as has been remarked, beauty – although his beauty, like the rest of him, was elusive and insubstantial, having always, one senses, something of the character of a pleasing apparition haunting the mere fringes of a dream. With intellect he was not endowed; and his acquaintance with any technique of imaginative creation was confined to his own quite unsuccessful endeavours to learn the art of spreading pigments speciously upon canvas. Aesthetic disquisition or specific critical appraisal from young Dauncey could scarcely have been other than disenchanting. There was however another aspect of Mark Lambert’s activities upon which any honest man might speak. And Dauncey appears to have spoken.

It is always to be regretted when the image of a person distinguished in the arts may not be transmitted to posterity in the colours of a full moral rectitude. But so too frequently it is. Often indeed criticism may here be silent without incurring reproach, since the frailty of the man and the achievement of the artist need have little to do with each other. With Lambert however it is otherwise, since his art and his conduct were bound together by a perverse aesthetic of his own creating. In part his theory (if it is to be called that) may have derived from Zola, who believed that the writer is helpless before any territory which he has not himself actually visited with a notebook. In part it was influenced by a not very perceptive attention to the methods of experimental science – which was to be the actual sphere, it may passingly be remarked, of one of Lambert’s legitimate children. And in part it was simply a rationalising of impulses obeyed at the prompting of a strong native sensuousness and sexuality.

Experimental science requires guinea-pigs; and a scientist may at times act as his own guinea-pig with an intrepidity deserving every commendation. Broadly put, Lambert’s persuasion was that the novelist too ought to be his own guinea-pig more often than not; that he should write not simply out of his generalised experience as an enjoying and suffering human being, but upon a basis of actual participation in specific situations holding promise as the raw material of his art. He was always on the look-out, as it were, for some current table-d’hôte of human hopes and fears and passions upon which he could drop in with more than a merely artistic appetite; nor does he appear to have held that any marked digestive pause need delay his presenting a rifacimento of these feasts to the novel-consuming public. Emotion was not to be recollected in tranquillity. For, like electric power, it could not really be effectively stored. It must be used even as it was generated. What was not dissipated in the heat of actual experience could be turned into that full and clear illumination of life that we call the novel.

The absurdity of this scheme was apparent in the artistic nullity of the result, for upon its basis Lambert produced that mass of confused, shapeless, undistinguished and patently improvised fiction which constitutes his early work. It is important that its absurdity must already in fact have been obscurely known to him, since this renders more intelligible what was presently to happen. And that it was so – that he was never wholly without a lurking sense of artistic irresponsibility and moral indiscipline – is apparent in those occasional sonorous tributes to the impersonality of great art with which he was accustomed to edify his acquaintance from time to time. Yet his better understanding can never have been more than very partial. He must have read, it is certain, those great fables – “The Lesson of the Master” chief among them – in which his infinitely more perceptive friend Henry James so movingly shows that the artist must be dedicated always to intellectual and not to personal passion, that his noblest wine comes from the broad vineyards of his contemplative habit, and can only be contaminated by the attempt to fortify it with the hard spirit of raw and immediate experience. But reading, Lambert was inattentive or unconvinced. The Master, massive in intellect and majestic in art, taught him no lesson. The task fell upon Dauncey – the dim domiciliary presence, the ghost.

We must suspect that it was as a moralist rather than a literary critic or theorist that the excellent creature first viewed the situation. Into the vagaries of Lambert’s private life we need not, fortunately, with any particularity enquire. It is certain that the licence accorded to it by his singular theory of professional study was intermittently a matter of distress in his household; and it is likely that to Dauncey, the rapt admirer of both Lambert and Lambert’s wife, such a state of affairs would be doubly painful. When moreover Dauncey became aware – as even in his large artistic innocence he must eventually have done – that Lambert’s life was bedevilling his art, was grotesquely jostling with it to effects of intolerable banality and confusion: when Dauncey, I say, became aware of this, Dauncey acted. He acted with startling and long-sustained success. But how? Lambert was fifty-three, with a positive and indeed powerful personality, long since firmly set in its ways. Dauncey was under thirty, and already little more than a walking or gliding or hovering system of inhibitions, reticences, withdrawals and evasions. How did this shy, sad and shrinking soul effect what he did? He possessed, it is true, that inexhaustible capacity for sympathetic listening that was itself, as we have seen, to be no inconsiderable factor in the clarifying of Lambert’s art. But he also changed – or at least for long modified and deflected – Lambert’s course of life. How was this done?

 
Married comparatively late, Mark Lambert was as yet the father only of a single infant son. On this child – such is the vanity of human wishes – large hopes were doubtless centred by his parents. But he was not yet conversible – it can hardly be maintained that he ever became so – and Lambert was of an age at which it is natural for a man to have sons and daughters of his own inches around him. Did Dauncey perhaps step into this gap, and more effectively indeed than a shade might be expected to do? Such a development is not improbable. Or did a more complex sentiment – and one from the most ancient times frequently more productive in the field of art – establish itself, if only hoveringly, between the older and the younger man? Because he was a little aside from the human, I have more than once called Dauncey a ghost. But at times he may have had some appearance of a visiting angel taking form of air: at least to the making of such an impression there was his beauty to help him. If Lambert did develop for the youth a feeling at once strong and purely contemplative – and it can hardly have been other than that – he may therein have found a stepping-stone, as it were, to a better and more significantly productive relationship with his art. Certain it is that, for nearly ten years, this better relationship, this more truly seminal mode of feeling, prevailed. The golden decade was the Dauncey decade. It came very oddly to its end.

I am acutely conscious that, if the full strangeness of this conclusion is to be conveyed, a more vivid image of Wendell Dauncey than has here been contrived is desirable. But this desideratum approximates to a contradiction in terms. For how to be vivid about one whom every surviving testimony suggests to have been less a man than a mist – a vapour, faintly luminous perhaps and not without a lurking hint of possible warmth, but long ago resolved, dissipated, imperceptibly melted away without anywhere or upon anyone having achieved any recorded sharpness of impression whatever? To speak of anything so positive-sounding as the salient traits of such a being must appear a wanton straining of language. Yet, as sometimes we see a cloud that’s dragonish, so in Dauncey can we with fair confidence descry, not indeed a vapour like a bear or lion, but one fairly consistently suggestive of a dove or sheep. Of the profoundly pacific cast of the phantom there can in fact be little doubt. It was a gentle ghost – yet decidedly not affable or familiar, since it spent much of its time in seclusion upon employments which, if presumably artistic, were yet appropriately nebulous. Dauncey in fact was pathologically shy – and in particular of women. His adoration of Mary Lambert, whether or not it was still an active force within him, had been, and was clearly destined to remain, a unique event in his life. The ladies of Lambert’s circle, even more than the men, found him elusive. Did one of them make any approach towards intimacy, she would find the very wrack dislimn, and the residual phenomenon show indistinct as water is in water. Yet the end of Dauncey’s absorption in and ascendancy over Lambert came about through what has all the appearance of a sudden sharp sexual rivalry. They fell out over a woman. And Dauncey married her.

It is a thousand pities, surely, that of a story so beguiling scarcely even the broad outline survives. In filling it out we have no more than here and there the merest hint to help us; and it must be admitted at once that, on our present knowledge, no reconstruction can be more than speculative. He who penetrates to the Chiostro Verde of S. Maria Novella, and there would fain trace out the drama of Uccello’s Deluge upon a wall more pervasively stained and shadowed by the hand of time than ever by the artist’s, has a measure of the bafflement it is possible to feel before the sadly obscured action now confronting us.

But it is at least certain that the catastrophe – itself something of a Noah’s flood in its obliterative effect upon Lambert’s interesting talent – was intimately involved with an actual literary work upon which he had engaged himself at the time. It would appear (and for this there is excellent authority) that he had for some months been labouring, rapidly and abundantly as was his habit when his imagination had once quickened, upon a painful theme. It can be recapitulated concisely enough.

A young woman of high spirit and great beauty, the daughter of a long since deceased Italian nobleman and an American mother, is discovered moving confidently and as of right in the best Roman and Florentine society. Believing all the world to be before her, and animated by a romantic spirit of perfectionism such as Lambert frequently delighted to depict, she rejects a suitor whose qualifications in every direction she acknowledges to herself as falling very little short of the ideal. Another suitor appears. He too is strikingly eligible – although, to her refined perceptions, not quite the near-paragon represented by the first. For this second suitor she finds her mother disposed to take considerable interest. Nevertheless she rejects his addresses too, and he is succeeded by a further aspirant – one by no means impossible, but showing nevertheless as of a decidedly limited attractiveness when set in comparison with the young men already turned down. For his acceptance her mother is yet more urgent. She again refuses; and this process, with certain variations of’ circumstance, is several times repeated. Suddenly the quality of the suitors absolutely deteriorates. The girl realises that her mother is penniless; that she has herself long without knowing it been exposed upon a calculating marriage market; and that she is now so cheapened that society is unlikely to afford her other than the most miserable, even the most revolting, match. How the story was to close is unknown; nor is light to be found in the enigmatic title proposed for it. The novel was to be called The End of It All.

Such then was Lambert’s not uncharacteristic theme; and there can be little doubt that he communicated his progress with it to the faithful Dauncey. But there was something else that Dauncey, however secluded, could scarcely have failed to learn as well. Florence itself at that moment was witnessing the progress of just such a sombre story. The intuition of Mark Lambert had distinguished it in its early stages, followed it with attention, and constituted it the theme of a novel now far advanced towards completion. We can readily picture the manner in which the farther implications of this state of affairs dawned upon the alarmed Dauncey. The scene is set before the Villa Pastorelli at evening, and from the plain below, filled with the light of evening, the city seems to float up like some long-sunken treasure now mysteriously rising through a sea of gold. It is close; to Dauncey’s sense threateningly close as he watches his friend pace restlessly up and down the terrace, talking – wonderfully, absorbedly – of his theme. For there, as it seems but a stone’s throw away, there in some cheap pensione in a dusty square, is an actual disgraced and desperate mother, an actual tragically disillusioned and still beautiful girl. And Lambert’s gaze – Dauncey can be sure of it as he sits in the deep two-arched loggia and studies something at once brooding and predatory in his hero – is travelling down to Florence in a manner for long blessedly unfamiliar, but in a manner that Dauncey well remembers from long ago.

Facilis descensus Averno! Easy, alas, the plunge from that serene and gentle slope, sacred to the creative contemplations of the young Michelangelo and the venerable Landor, to the hot, hurried, passionate city; to the squalid contriving of chances and surprises and persuasions; to the prostituting of the great capacious intellect in carnal stratagem!

Dauncey was in despair. The excellent creature’s native morals, virtually unimpaired despite their long expatriation from the wholesome simplicities of his native wild, were outraged; his acquired artistic perceptions, although still perhaps scarcely recondite, were apprehensive before the likely fatality of his hero’s so plainly regressive step. For Lambert had regressed. He had recklessly picked up a fable virtually on his own doorstep; and now he was all too clearly prompted to erupt upon it in person in the old disastrous way – if indeed he had not already done so. The consequence must be a potential masterpiece confounded and destroyed. The baleful distraction had returned to Settignano. Dauncey was distracted.

Even in venturing thus far I may be taxed with passing a shade beyond the bounds of secure inference. Yet is there not one further small supposition which both biographical art and psychological science seem not only to permit but even to enjoin? We know that there was a dispute: an actual affair of raised voices, high tempers, threats, defiances, conceivably even blows. This astonishing climax rumour variously locates in a restaurant, during a rural walk, and – very scandalously – at some interrupted assignation in the favouring gloom of Or San Michele. Dauncey’s marriage almost immediately followed. Whether it was successful or not we cannot tell; and whether it might have remained or become so we shall never know. Within little more than a twelvemonth Dauncey’s bride was dead. If she died regarding her husband as a veritable St George she was not far wrong. But if she believed that it was herself that he had been minded to rescue she was in radical if merciful error. For it was Mark Lambert, assuredly, that the dim domiciliary presence had turned warrior to preserve from the dragon. This is a queer conclusion enough, but no other makes sense. We reflect mournfully that the sacrifice, which may have been a grievous one, was in vain. Dauncey had defeated that first symptom of relapse in the God of his idolatry by decisive action – but it was action all too decisive. The breach it occasioned was perhaps in some sense repaired. But Dauncey’s puzzling ascendency was over. For the first time in ten years, Mark Lambert ceased to look bewildered; returned, indeed, to looking inspired. And his writing responded as we might expect. Even before the dangerous Mrs Dauncey was dead, it had become once more the old muddied and muddled stuff.


THREE

 

Miss Bave closed Rupert Poyle’s book and examined the window by which she sat. It was her rather vague supposition that it might let down with a strap and thus permit the jettisoning of a piece of property which she had no desire to retain. But no strap was in evidence; and Miss Bave, recalling that she was warm and breathing normally while many thousands of feet in air, concluded that access to the outer atmosphere was impracticable, and that she and this most disagreeable writer were effectively encapsulated together until the end of the journey. But at least this was not now to be long delayed. Ahead, and having the character of a gathering inundation about to wash away the Alps forever, was a surging ocean of cloud which gave every appearance of extending to infinity. Into this Miss Bave’s machine presently hurled itself upon a bold diagonal, and with such impetus that infinity was traversed as she gazed, to be succeeded by bright sunshine and the prospect, almost directly beneath her, of a small, red-roofed Italian town half encircled by a winding river.

Miss Bave gathered her possessions about her. She even, upon second thoughts, stuffed the offensive volume in her bag – a receptacle which might have been likened to its owner in combining a worn, puffy and distended appearance with the obstinate suggestion of an article decidedly superior of its kind. The theme of distraction at Settignano was by no means done with. Miss Bave was making this journey in order to keep a discreet eye on it. For purposes of reference, at least, she might require Poyle’s deplorable essay yet. It might indeed be prudent to attempt a brief retrospective analysis of it now.

In visiting Italy Miss Bave had never before employed her present mode of conveyance. Nevertheless she was well aware that it was not anything in the novelty of her airy situation that had several times in the last half-hour reduced her to a physical condition only to be described as tremulous. Anger, not funk, had been at work. Miss Bave, who believed in thinking twice before crossing the boundary between respect for good scholarship and indignation against bad, was annoyed at discovering herself in this emotional condition. It was true that there were places where Poyle was entirely intolerable: in the reiterated facetiousness, for example, of his references to Wendell Dauncey’s transatlantic origins, or in his mention of Anthea as “one of Lambert’s legitimate children”. Nevertheless the general tone of the piece was less offensive than it might have been. Its main trespass was a very common one, which in one guise or another Miss Bave held professional reckonings with every week of her life. Bad historians are less concerned to arrive at the authentic relations of the persons they study than to get them where they want them. In Poyle’s case, this was in a posture that could be represented as steadily if mildly ridiculous. Poyle’s vision – it occurred to Miss Bave – bore out Aristotle’s opinion that the ludicrous is a species of the ugly.

Yet Poyle’s essay might have been uglier than it was. Miss Bave was conscious that she had finished it, even if in much distaste, yet with a certain obscure sense of relief. But in this itself she recognised something ominous. She was aware of several doubtful matters about which it was possible to have a somewhat urgent sense of the necessity of arriving at the truth. And to take Poyle’s specious structure to pieces was perhaps the first necessary step.

The essay contained two elements that were readily distinguishable. There was a substratum of authentic fact: matter of common knowledge and known provenance, the accuracy of which could be checked by anybody who cared to do so. And there was a top-dressing of unashamed fancy: this Poyle dignified with the title of “speculation”, but it would be simpler to describe it as invention pure and simple. So far, the picture presented no difficulty. But there was also a third element, and this vastly complicated the business of deciding just where sheer invention began. Poyle had enjoyed access to fresh facts. He had probably distorted them; certainly he had carefully brought them forward in a manner making it hard to detect where reliance upon them stopped off and mere fancy began. But there could be no doubt as to their existence. One point proved this clearly. There was no sign that Poyle had ever seen a copy of the privately printed Settignano Memorandum Book; indeed he could not have done so, since it contained matter with which he could have made considerable play. And he had certainly never had the benefit of any contact with the acute perceptions of young Garth Dauncey. Yet he revealed to the world – for the first time in print – that Mark Lambert had once nearly completed a novel to be called The End of It All. How had Poyle come by this information?

 
The question upon which Miss Bave had thus arrived accompanied her to earth at Malpensa and served substantially to distract her mind from the horrors of the autostrada upon which she presently found herself. It may however have been some species of nervous rebound from the extravagant aggressiveness of that advertisers’ elysium that presently brought the dimly conjectured figure of Wendell Dauncey insistently before her imagination. Was he not a probable source of Poyle’s information upon the existence of The End of It All? Was he not indeed the only person from whom Poyle could have derived the perplexed and unedifying circumstances with which the essay declared that ill-starred novel to have been implicated?

The elder Dauncey had been born in the early eighteen-seventies; and if Poyle had not, in fact, come into contact with him, it would be quite in Poyle’s manner to assume that he was dead. But if Poyle had met him? Miss Bave scowled at a succession of gigantic sewing-machines which were hurtling past her bus at this moment. Suppose that in the last few years the elder Dauncey had declined sufficiently far into senility to make him substantially vulnerable to impertinent curiosities? This, after all, was a supposition more or less in line with what Miss Bave had recently been told about the old painter by his son. Three years ago, standing on the Lungarno and pointing across river at the Piazzale Michelangelo, Wendell Dauncey had been prompted to let some sort of cat out of the ancient bag of his personal memories. Suppose that Poyle had had the good fortune and unscrupulousness to come upon and exploit such a weakness: would this not very precisely account for the sort of information which he had retailed and no doubt fantasticated in the essay now ignominiously buried in Miss Bave’s bag? And having successfully extracted from old Dauncey a story which could, with more or less of additional colouring, be used to depict him in an absurd light, might Poyle not have seen a pleasant stroke of additional humour in the bland assertion that he was long since dead and forgotten?

The industrial skyline of outer Milan was before her while Miss Bave was still canvassing the various implications of this question. The source of Poyle’s knowledge was perhaps of no great moment, although she rather hoped that old Dauncey would prove to be a bad guess, and the truth lie in another direction which, upon reflection, seemed conceivable to her. More important was simply the story itself and the fact of its publication. It was just the sort of thing that Anthea Lambert and her young man – as she understood the matter – were now in Florence hunting after; and it was certainly a sufficiently disagreeable exemplification of what she herself had done her best to represent as the injudiciousness of their proceedings. Perhaps one such piece of picturesque but faintly malodorous excavation would be enough, even though it had been achieved by a spade other than their own. Perhaps the young people would now give themselves to other employments. It was of course possible that the lure of unearthing The End of It All would compel them to go on; Miss Bave herself acknowledged considerable excitement in the thought that a virtually complete Mark Lambert of the mature period might really exist. But Miss Bave was hopefully sceptical about the depth of Anthea’s, and even of Garth Dauncey’s, literary interests here. It was her persuasion that for them Mark Lambert and all his works had been fulfilling a function which for most of their contemporaries was represented by a river-picnic, a tennis-party or a ball; that a force more powerful than the mild genius of antiquarian scholarship had in fact taken them firmly in hand from the start. Reiterating this conviction to herself cheered Miss Bave up wonderfully. When the unassuming façade of La Scala came into view she greeted it as an old friend, and was presently addressing herself with a good heart to the painful business of extricating herself from her bus and inserting herself into a taxi.

The End of It All – thought Miss Bave, resuming her reflections as she jolted towards the railway-station – The End of It All had undeniably started something. Whether the manuscript turned up or not, it had already done that. Poyle’s account was sufficiently striking to prompt a certain amount of curiosity in the literary world at large. And an odd consequence was already apparent.

It was Garth Dauncey, far more than Anthea Lambert, who now seemed likely to figure as what Anthea called an animated footnote in English literary history. Poyle’s story might be grossly distorted, but it had not the appearance of an entire fabrication. It tied up too neatly – if still enigmatically – both with the young man’s story of his father’s impulsive communication and with the reminiscence of which Sir Charles Shaxby had so innocently delivered himself over the air. Of the first of these Poyle still could know nothing. The second had certainly not been public property until after his book was in the press; for Sir Charles, it appeared, had never committed to print anything but a very general impression of Lambert’s personality and conversation. Poyle’s story, then, must be founded upon some species of fact. And as it stood, it represented Garth Dauncey’s mother as the original of the heroine in the missing novel. It also represented her as a girl whose painful and humiliating history had culminated in the occasioning of a grotesquely motivated quarrel between Mark Lambert and the obscure person who was presently to marry her. If these facts were true they would stand, for as long as Lambert’s memory endured, as constituting one of the oddest episodes in English literary history. And, as between the two young people, it was decidedly Garth Dauncey’s affair. Indeed, Anthea Lambert had no place in it at all. While these obscure events were transacting themselves her birth still lay several years ahead.

An eye less ungenial than Poyle’s might view the situation in a humorous rather than a ludicrous light. Indeed, this was perhaps the discreet course to adopt. It was a light, perhaps, that flickered somewhat uncertainly upon certain corners of the exhibition. But – Miss Bave firmly told herself – there was nothing lurid in it; and, where Anthea was concerned, it played with an effect of lambent irony. For, in her heart of hearts, Anthea was a little in love with herself as a footnote. She had even a lurking hankering after some species of involvement in her father’s imaginative world; and rather fancied, even while she claimed to have resented, that former amiable disposition of her elders to cast her in the role of an ill-starred Lambert heroine. And now if she married her young man – Miss Bave reflected as she grimly climbed the tiresome steps at the top of which Milan keeps its trains – she would have to admit that the more striking connection with the Lambert legend was all on her husband’s side.

Only the elettrotreno, it appeared, would bring Miss Bave to Florence at the time she had planned, and for this there was nearly an hour to wait. So Miss Bave, who disliked partaking of food when in rapid motion, and who had today been obliged to do so once already, decided to employ the interval in simple and stationary reflection. She therefore made her way to the restaurant, followed by her luggage on a trolley, and delivered herself in careful Italian of precise directions as to what should be set before her. It was when she arrived at a glass of milk and soda water, un bicchiere di latte con aqua di soda, that cries of recognition made themselves heard. She turned to confront two of her colleagues at St Cecilia’s, the Sub-Dean and Miss Chipchase.


FOUR

 

The situation in which Miss Bave thus found herself is one, in the nature of things, frequently recurrent in the lives of all members of a widely-travelled community. Yet Oxford people, although their preparations for foreign pilgrimage are often elaborate, extending from the purchase of insecticides to the committing to memory of such essential information as the names of the five principal Sienese families of the quattrocento, are commonly caught unawares by these, in general, thoroughly predictable occasions. There is a moment of horror, and then the common forms take charge.

They took charge now. Miss Bave was presently listening with civility to the experiences of her unexpectedly encountered friends. These appeared to have been chequered. In Arezzo the ladies had been totally unable to obtain hotel accommodation – and this for no better reason than the descent upon Vasari’s unoffending city of Signor Togliatti and the entire secretariat of the Italian Communist Party. This had really been too bad. The travellers had reached San Sepolcro, it was true, and there viewed Piero’s Resurrection; and in Arezzo itself they had with great enterprise – which Miss Chipchase celebrated in some detail – penetrated into a sort of lumber-room containing the same painter’s Madonna della Misericordia. But Monterchi had eluded them, and it was entirely the wretched Togliatti’s fault.

Miss Bave sympathised. Monterchi, inaccessibly harbouring the artist’s supreme masterpiece, was a sort of cultural Everest of the day, and it must indeed be humiliating to Miss Chipchase to have failed in her assault upon it. Miss Bave turned the conversation to Florence, where it was more likely that her colleagues had sojourned with unflawed satisfaction.

But in Florence too things had not gone entirely well. The Sub-Dean, for example, had been disgracefully hoaxed. Having remarked to a fellow-resident in her pensione – a youth from Magdalen, of acceptable manners and address – that she was to have the privilege of taking tea with an American connoisseur and collector for long resident just outside the city, she had been earnestly counselled on no account to fail to ask if she might see his Vitamina Lorenzini. This the Sub-Dean – obscurely conjecturing, it may be, a Tuscan forerunner of Angelica Kauffmann and Vanessa Bell – had duly done. But Vitamina Lorenzini, it had appeared, was neither old master nor old mistress, but simply a patent medicine. The incident was the more vexatious in that it was impossible subsequently to rebuke the young man without giving herself away; indeed, she had even had to suffer from him in silence the subsequent advice, given with a wealth of corroborative and picturesque detail, on no account to miss the little hill-town of Vietato Fumare, to which Messrs Thomas Cook and Son would be delighted to conduct her any day of the week. It had been, the Sub-Dean remarked, an extremely childish form of humour, and not at all what one might expect of a Magdalen man. She would be inclined to speak to the President about it, were it not only too probable that his only response would be to guffaw loudly into his horrible old beard.

Miss Bave, prompted to some interest and approval by this vigorous turn of phrase, pronounced with authority that the Sub-Dean’s anecdote was of a kind that had best not be ventilated further. She then enquired if her friends had run into Anthea Lambert.

 
“We did, indeed. And Anthea was extremely kind.” The Sub-Dean, it seemed to Miss Bave, was rather touchingly pleased to be able to make this announcement. “Anthea took a great deal of trouble.”

“That was entirely like her,” Miss Bave pronounced – and was conscious that behind this conventional response she felt at once mild surprise and obscure relief. She had no reason to suppose Anthea Lambert other than a good-hearted girl. Nevertheless an Anthea who went out of her way to give pleasure to this particular brace of wandering colleagues was an Anthea upon whom the sun was shining. Perhaps even – Miss Bave reasonably conjectured – an exalted Anthea. And this conjecture led her at once to enunciate, “And Mr Dauncey?”

“Yes – her fiancé was with her, and she introduced him to us. They had only just become engaged – although no doubt it is not news to you. Mr Dauncey appears to be a most estimable young man. I recall indeed coming to that conclusion when first noticing him in the University Parks.” The Sub-Dean paused. “I am so glad. They are both young enough – just young enough – for it to be perfect. And in Florence!” The Sub-Dean had faintly flushed – and now, as if aware of this, turned her attention sharply to her plate. “I regard the Milanese risotto as a sadly over-rated dish.”

Miss Bave, to whom human nature was even more beguiling than literary history, listened with satisfaction and was then prompted to experiment. She turned to Miss Chipchase. “And you?” she asked. “You regard the young man as desirable?”

“I can see no objection to him – no objection to him in himself, that is to say.”

“For my part, I can see no objection to him at all,” the Sub-Dean interjected – and jabbed with unnecessary violence at her plate.

Miss Bave perceived with interest that she was in the presence of conflicting opinions. She turned to Miss Chipchase. “But you feel that for Anthea . . . ?”

“I feel it decidedly queer to choose Florence.” Miss Chipchase’s impassive face began to take on its familiar appearance of a large open field upon which her eyebrows meaningfully manoeuvred. “It is a place holding strange associations for each of them, to say the least. There occurs to me the picture of a man spreading out a banquet—or is it no more than unpacking a picnic?—in a dusty, even perhaps in a verminous family lumber-room.” Miss Chipchase, as of long habit, paused upon this. But the silvery laughter of the Sub-Dean did not succeed.

Miss Bave continued to find such a rift in the lute intriguing. It was perhaps this circumstance that enabled her so far to mitigate her indignation as to proceed on no more than a note of simple interrogation. “A lumber-room?”

“Precisely.” Miss Chipchase was triumphant. “I see you haven’t heard of Rupert Poyle’s discoveries.”

“No. I can’t say that I have.”

“In a book published only the other day. They are absorbingly interesting.”

With some deliberation, Miss Bave reached into her bag and produced the offensive companion of her recent flight. “It isn’t possible,” she enquired, “that you mean this?”

“Certainly I do.” Miss Chipchase was disconcerted.

“I am surprised.” Miss Bave’s tone was level and grim. “There is no single piece of fresh information in the man’s essay of which he offers any authentication whatever. And this, Chipchase, must have eluded you. You used, I think, the word ‘discoveries’. I am at a loss.” Miss Bave fixed a cold blue eye upon her colleague. “Or have I misunderstood?”

Miss Chipchase gulped. Her eyebrows might have been described as in disorganised retreat. The Sub-Dean appeared to judge that tactful intervention was necessary. “The Carmine,” she said rapidly. “It was in the church of the Carmine that we met Anthea and her friend, and that they were so very kind. We were doing the Carmine and they were doing the Carmine.”

“Doing the Carmine?” Miss Bave found this slightly odd. “Anthea and Mr Dauncey were sight-seeing?”

“Yes. We must all be frank trippers in Florence, must we not? And the young people caught us out as being singularly inefficient in that role. We had forgotten our guide-book. And in the Brancacci Chapel, of all places.”

“Of all places?” Miss Bave was a little at sea.

“It is particularly difficult. On one side, you may remember, there is an Adam and Eve by Masolino. And on the other side there is an Adam and Eve by Masaccio. Masaccio’s is of course altogether superior in every way to the earlier work. But, not having a guide-book, we were naturally in doubt as to which was which. And Anthea lent us her Baedeker.”

“Which no doubt settled the matter.” Miss Bave, conscious that this was perhaps discourteously dry, added hastily, “You had the impression that Anthea and Mr Dauncey were giving their time to the churches and galleries and so on?”

“Yes – to that, and to excursions round about. What could be more delightful for them? It often seems to me that the surroundings of Florence are like a great garden.”

“An Eden, perhaps.” Miss Chipchase, who had been silent while digesting her late discomfiture, struck in with what was plainly malign intent. “They might be described, you know, as playing at Adam and Eve. Their kindness had rather the quality of being directed upon the beasts of the field.”

“No doubt they would be a little wrapped up in each other.” Miss Bave paused and eyed her colleague narrowly. “It is to be hoped that they encountered no serpent.”

“Nor came across any undesirable tree.” Two small spots of colour had unprecedentedly appeared on Miss Chipchase’s cheeks.

They had been propelled there, Miss Bave curiously conjectured, from very considerable depths. “Florence may have its apple for them, if you ask me.”

“Its apple, Chipchase?” If Miss Bave had been grim before, she was stony now. She had arrived at some glimpse of what was prompting this unpleasing talk.

“An apple of most inconvenient knowledge. The relationships of their parents having been as we now know them to be, anything might emerge.” The spots on Miss Chipchase’s cheeks deepened. “Anything at all. But they appear to take no interest in their family history; none whatever.”

“No interest?” Miss Bave was startled.

“None. I asked Mr Dauncey if he had been in the habit of visiting Florence long ago, when his father was alive. His only response was to look at me in a species of mild surprise.”

Miss Bave put Poyle’s book back in her bag and closed it. “Mr Dauncey,” she said, “was possibly entitled to some astonishment. And as for family history – well, it is surely natural and pleasing that for the present they should be less interested in that than in each other?”

“That’s a question, if you ask me.” Miss Chipchase leant forward in what Miss Bave characterised as a covert and unwholesome excitement. “If you ask me—”

“But Anthea at least maintains relations with her brother.” The Sub-Dean again intervened. “She is staying, you know, at the Villa Pastorelli. She had not intended to, I understand. But perhaps she has thought it best in the circumstances. Of her engagement, that is to say. It is proper for members of a family to draw together on such an occasion. And her kindness extended to introducing us.”

“To the villa?”

“And to her brother, who is of course quite an elderly man. We had naturally been most anxious to see Mark Lambert’s home. It is older than most of the villas there, and has a hint of the grand style one associates with some of those on the Fiesolan side.” The Sub-Dean, who clearly felt that she must talk for some time if an undesirable tension was to be relieved, barely paused for breath. “The novelist’s study has been preserved as in his lifetime. There is a remarkably fine writing-table, said to have been used by Monteverdi. Or was it perhaps by Macchiavelli – or even Savonarola? I really forget. But I shall certainly not forget the view. There is a most remarkable view – as of course you might expect.”

“And Mr Lambert – you found him agreeable?”

“I judged him a little cynical, I confess.” The Sub-Dean hesitated. “He appears not to have lived any sort of useful life, and I much doubt whether his habits are at all orderly. It was an impression that a little spoilt the pleasure of the visit. But that of course leaves Anthea’s kindness unimpaired.”

“I thought Raymond Lambert very entertaining.” Miss Chipchase, although sulking, could not resist breaking silence to contradict her travelling-companion. “He gave us a most amusing account of old Mr Dauncey’s funeral.”

“An account of old Mr Dauncey’s funeral?” Miss Bave was again startled.

“Yes. It was a sort of macabre comedy, it appears; and took place in 1934.”

“Did it indeed?” Miss Bave grimly asked. “Then it must have been rather an old joke.”

“Mr Lambert was also very entertaining about a number of more recent events.” Miss Chipchase paused in recollection. “For example, he gave a most lively sketch of his interview with Rupert Poyle early this year.”

For Miss Bave this was at least a break in a decidedly cloudy sky; and at the same time corroboration of a possibility which she had been debating with herself not long before. It had not been from old Wendell Dauncey, declined into garrulous dotage, that Poyle had extracted his bizarre story. It had been from Raymond Lambert. In the light of this fact Miss Bave was now disposed to proceed with some vigour. “You gathered,” she inquired of her colleagues, “that what purports to be new in Mr Poyle’s essay was derived from the interview which Mr Lambert described to you so entertainingly?”

“Certainly. Nothing could have been clearer.” Miss Chipchase was confident this time. “And one could hardly have a source nearer to Mark Lambert than his own son.”

“Perhaps so. But we must consider, must we not, that Mr Lambert could not have been more than eleven or twelve years old at the time of the events represented as having culminated in Mr Wendell Dauncey’s marriage ? He would hardly have been entrusted, surely, with an account of such a situation as we are asked to believe in?”

“Possibly not.” Miss Chipchase spoke impatiently. “But a boy of twelve, I don’t doubt, might pick up a lot, either at the time or subsequently.”

“He might make up a lot too – especially if disposed to malice, and in the presence of those who relish it. But perhaps you have no reason to suppose him fond of making up malicious and absurd stories?”

“None whatever.”

“I have.” Miss Bave enunciated these monosyllables with precision rather than emphasis. She then paused to negotiate with the waiter for her bill and the summoning of a porter. “I have,” she then repeated. “It may interest you to know – I am prompted to say that it may instruct you to know – that the elder Mr Dauncey had no funeral, comically macabre or otherwise, in 1934. He was certainly alive three years ago, and I have no reason to suppose him not alive now. The miscellaneous malicious rubbish with which Mr Lambert entertained Mr Poyle clearly included this particular piece of malicious rubbish with which he appears to have diverted you.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“You would do well to exercise your capacity for disbelief elsewhere.” Miss Bave paused on this with some force. “Mr Lambert, it seems, not content with providing Mr Poyle with material for exhibiting the Lambert family history in a light at once disagreeable and ridiculous, set a species of booby-trap for his guest by committing him to the statement that Mr Wendell Dauncey was no longer alive. Whether that renders Mr Poyle open to some troublesome experience of the law of libel, I don’t know – although I certainly hope so. But I do know that throughout this business we are in the presence of a species of testimony to which no credence can reasonably be given.” Having somewhat eased her mind by the delivery of this salutary speech, Miss Bave glanced at her watch and rose cautiously to her feet. “Is Mr Poyle’s worthless book on sale in Florence?”

“Certainly it is. I bought a copy there.”

For a moment Miss Bave considered this brief answer in silence. The Sub-Dean had produced a notebook and appeared to be recording in it the recent disbursement of sundry small sums of money. This was perhaps merely because she was pre-eminently a woman of order and method. But it was conceivably because a point had come at which she was sharply prompted to dissociate herself from her fellow traveller. Miss Bave, perceiving this, and perceiving too that the spots of red had returned to Miss Chipchase’s cheeks, was prompted to a further question. “You have it still?”

For only a fraction of a second Miss Chipchase hesitated. “I gave it to Anthea.”

“You gave it to Anthea in the expectation that she would derive pleasure from it?”

“I did what I judged to be my duty.”

“Your duty, Chipchase?”

“Certainly. It is only right that these young people should face the facts.”

“Facts?”

“The possibilities, if you prefer the term. Rupert Poyle’s account of things is most amusing – and charitable.”

“Charitable?”

“That is certainly the word. For isn’t there a less fantastic – but by no means less discreditable – reason why the useful Mr Wendell Dauncey should suddenly find himself married to the girl Mark Lambert had been stalking?”

During a moment of expressive silence Miss Bave picked up her bag and made a sign to her attendant porter. “I am afraid my train is waiting. And indeed I must not detain you. No doubt you are going to the Brera, where you will find another Piero della Francesca. The saints and angels are rather wooden, and even the Madonna is not as striking as the one you missed at Monterchi. But it remains a work of exalted feeling to which you will certainly respond at once.”

Miss Bave picked up her stick – a tiresome object to which she had lately been obliged to reconcile herself – and with a nod to the Sub-Dean went on her way.


FIVE

 

On the northern outskirts of Fiesole there is a small restaurant with a large view. The giardino – which is in fact an arbour of mingled rose and vine – perches deliciously above a tumble of dark red roofs and innocently exposed domestic privacies; and these in turn overlook the boldly sculptured valley of the Mugnone, with wooded hills beyond, and in the farthest distance a stupendous cemetery just peeping into view. In Tuscany mere geology everywhere evinces a plastic intention, and man has only to add here and there the last touches of art. The cemetery is one of these. Sitting in the giardino with his wine before him, the wayfarer may set his imagination roaming through its acres of monumental atrocity, and so gain a memento mori sufficiently sharp to give savour to his feast.

Here, lightly screened from the warmth of the early afternoon, Anthea Lambert and Garth Dauncey sat at luncheon. Their companions were an enormous waiter, an enormous cat, and a little old man playing a guitar. For some minutes Anthea had been gazing far down the valley, and it was perhaps with simple distance that her eyes were swimming when she presently turned them gravely upon the young man. Then her lips parted – for the purpose, it would have been conjectured, of some utterance too intimate for chronicle. “Is it possible,” Anthea asked, “that we can have eaten that whole steak?”

“Every pound of it – barring a square inch that went to Sandro.” Garth stretched out a lazily luxurious arm to stroke the tawny creature as it slumbered on the stone balustrade beside them. “Every pound, honey – and a litre of chianti as well. And when we’ve had a peach and a cup of coffee we shall get straight to our feet and walk for miles and miles and miles. Middle-aged folk, too. It must be the air.”

“It must certainly be the air.” Anthea, conceivably because of her scientific training, took a deep breath. The test proved satisfactory, for it was with an effect of considerable contentment that she breathed it out again. “The air does a lot.”

“The whole job.” Garth uttered this with sober awe. “Or say the Florentine light and the Fiesolan air together. They’ve done us proud.”

“The whole job?” Anthea, skinning her peach, took up the phrase in challenge. “Isn’t that, in a sense, what, so far, we’ve rather notably failed of?”

Garth laughed. He was always delighted when she faintly mocked the cadences of Mark Lambert’s ladies. “I’ve a dim memory of what you mean. Indeed I’m still, I assure you, the literary pilgrim at heart.” He raised his arm and pointed past Sandro’s whiskers to the valley beneath them. “Do you know who once walked there – and met whom? Can you stand an examination on it?”

“Martin Alleyne – and he met the Principessa, driving down to call on some battered old noble family in the city. But there are no princesses in the lanes of Tuscany now.”

“None at all.” Garth was emphatic. They looked at each other in silent amusement. The little old man with the guitar judged the moment favourable, and advanced in dignified mendicancy. He received five hundred lire – Garth had all his countrymen’s incurable vagueness about foreign currencies – and at once struck up the Blue Danube. His discernment having failed him, he had concluded his patrons to be Tedesci. Indeed he had feared that they might prove Tedescume, and was delighted to find them so decidedly Tedescotti instead. But the young people, unaware of these accuracies of Latin discrimination before the nation of Goethe and Hitler, heard the music with satisfaction. Strauss must have composed it, after all, not without some thought to persons in their condition. Only when it had ended did Garth say, “It’s true that we haven’t dug up a lot.”

“I feel I’ve been feeble with my brother. There’s no doubt in my mind that he believes the missing novel to exist or to have existed, and that he even knows its title as well as we do. But Raymond is evasive – and of course one can’t establish with him the common ground of any serious interest or intention. I have an odd feeling, by the way, that he is conscious of having done something rather foolish – something he’s now uneasy about.”

“From what I’ve seen of him, I’d guess that’s likely enough.” Garth stirred his coffee. “But you don’t suppose he knows anything about my father’s whereabouts?”

“I think he’s uneasy about him too. But I’m almost sure he has no notion of where we might find him.”

“There’s nothing surprising in that – or in the failure of our own efforts to run him to earth. My father has the habit of vanishing. It may be into another part of Italy, or it may be inside Florence itself. He may of course be ill, but my guess is that one day soon I shall just walk into him. I wish you were in a position to recognise him if you saw him. It would increase the chances.”

Anthea shook her head. “I’m certainly not that. But, do you know, I believe I’ve discovered another memory of him? It has to do with a painting again. Somebody taking me by the hand into a small dim place, and a light being turned on – and there in front of me was an iceberg.”

“An iceberg?”

“Yes – but with palms and orange trees sprouting from it, and behind it a landscape of little Tuscan towns, and winding through it a train of camels and horses and all the most gorgeous people in the world.”

“Gozzoli’s Magi.”

“It must have been. And my guide – whom I can’t remotely see – told me a story. I don’t think it had anything to do with the story in the Bible. But it was long – as long as that wonderful procession itself – and I thought it more beautiful than anything I had ever heard. It’s a dim memory, but I’m surprised to have recovered the first trace of it only the other day.”

“It fits in with the little men in the Uffizi. My father must have made quite a thing of getting you around. He must certainly be at our wedding.”

“So he must.” Anthea looked out over the landscape again in what might have been momentary hesitation. “And that reminds me – you’ve never told me anything about your mother. I know she died when you were a baby. But what do you know about her?”

“I know her family name – quite a famous one in Italian history, although her branch of it was in a thoroughly ruined state. Her father – he was a prince, by the way, and would probably have gone well enough into a Mark Lambert novel – her father married a promising American lady, who turned out in some mysterious fashion not to have a nickel after all. He was so chagrined that he just lay down and died. And that’s about all I know.”

“Shall we do some research there too?”

Garth shook his head. “Haven’t we enough on our hands? And I guess my mother’s history wouldn’t help with Mark Lambert. On the other hand, if you’d like the noble families of Italy at that wedding, I dare say it might be a way of rustling them up. For I must be a sort of great nephew, oddly enough, to the whole lot of them.”

“I’m not sure that you don’t carry a lick of it about with you.”

“Is that a compliment?” Garth beckoned the enormous waiter. “I should add that I’m a lineal descendant of Charlemagne.”

“So am I, if it comes to that.”

“You?” Garth was largely scornful. “A mere barbarian? Stuff and nonsense.”

“I doubt whether there’s a soul in Western Europe who isn’t descended from Charlemagne – and from every single one of Charlemagne’s contemporaries as well. Mere arithmetic will tell you so.”

Garth laughed. “How many pounds to a turbo-prop? But I’ll allow you your arithmetic. It’s swell to feel that we’re kind of related.” He paused frowning. “Say! It looks to me you’d better check on the arithmetic of this bill.”

Anthea checked – and then, under some surveillance, let Garth pay. In the tumble of houses below them everybody and everything seemed to have gone to sleep, and in the valley beyond she could see nothing stirring. As they waited for change she leant forward and stroked Sandro, and the great tawny creature responded by purring like a powerful and smoothly-running machine. The sound brought home to her suddenly how far she had travelled from that lab which had seemed her only reliable refuge from Mark Lambert’s centenary. “Garth,” she asked, “don’t you possess anything of your mother’s? It seems strange.”

“Nothing at all – except a diary she kept as a girl, when on a visit to Spain. I’ve possessed that ever since I can remember. How it came to me, Won’t at all know. There’s decidedly nothing out of the way in it. But I’m glad to have it, all the same.”

They rose to go. Climbing the steps that led up from the giardino, Anthea became aware that her lover was no longer just behind her. She turned to look, and saw that he had paused to thank the guitarist for his music. The elder Dauncey, she reflected, might have done that, for artists can acknowledge each other over considerable gulfs. But she suspected that she was glimpsing something that came to Garth from his mother’s father’s side. She watched, fascinated. Garth’s manner was egalitarian, and spoke perhaps of Texas. His instinct was aristocratic, and surely stemmed from the nobleman who had so incompetently married the lady without a nickel. And then she realised that her own fascination had in it something hereditary too. It was just such scraps of observation that the author of The Cosmopolitans had so often found seminal long ago.

 
They walked as far as Santa Margherita a Saletta and then, turning back, took the path that curves round the ridge to Settignano. The air was dry, aromatic, very still; they looked down through cypress and ilex and oak upon the small scattered poderi, asleep in sun-soaked glades. Nothing moved. Even the olives, brown-skinned savages writhing helplessly each within a silver cloud of stinging insects, had been frozen as they pranced and flailed. Here and there a thin column of smoke rose like a pencil-stroke scored perpendicularly on the blue of the sky; bonfires of vine-shoots, Anthea said, that were suspected of some blight. These woods and terraced valleys had been her playground, and she moved confidently from minor landmark to minor landmark. Her ability to predict, round this or that corner, the small topographical facts of the place gave them both extraordinary pleasure.

They walked close together, murmuring. They parted on individual explorations, disputing paths and venturing small scrambles, so that the woods rang with their voices raised in summons or challenge or triumph. They passed an old man carrying a scythe and an umbrella, and the fact that this was a combination which neither of them had ever observed before or might ever observe again struck them as a circumstance both delightful in itself and of a profound philosophical significance. They found a point from which they looked sharply down upon a small green level littered with enormous pumpkins interspersed with gigantic wilted sunflowers. It was like a fantastic croquet green. They persuaded themselves that with concentration it was possible to conduct a game by a species of remote control, and for some time they argued over an imaginary whacking of pumpkins through sunflower-hoops.

Because they had found something inviolable, and knew it, their talk was interspersed with long silences. In one of these they were moving with all the soundlessness of a dream – for here there was a carpet of pine needles underfoot – when Garth pointed ahead. “What gates are those?” he asked. “And there’s a kind of barn.”

Anthea rapidly took her bearings. “It’s the drive going up to the Castello di Poggio. What you call a barn is a chapel. And it’s important.”

“Important?” Garth knew at once that it was not any matter of archaeological or artistic significance that was in question. “Can we look?”

“Yes – let’s go. For one thing—don’t you remember?—my father wanted to be buried here.”

“I remember. It’s the place he walked to that day – when he thought he was recovering from his illness.”

Anthea nodded. “No spot more inviolate, more likely to grant a peaceful sleeping.”

“Yes. And he wrote too that there could be no spot less susceptible of other than the gentlest touches from the hand of time.”

Anthea stopped to look at her lover. Suddenly she kissed him. “I like his having written that,” she said. “And I like your remembering.”

“You used to come too?”

“Yes – alone. When I was being religious – very privately religious – I used to come up here and say my prayers.” She paused. “I think I could do it again.”

They had left the path and were approaching the chapel. She had given him her hand. She was coming back to something full of significance and was taking him along. Mysteriously, he had a place now even in her childhood, and he felt the large simple wonder of it almost to a point of pain. He sought to safeguard the moment with a question deliberately prosaic. “Anything much inside?”

“Don’t you remember that too?”

He thought for a second. “An unremarkable Madonna.”

“There’s just that. For a time she was very remarkable to me.”

It was an undistinguished oblong building, still partly obscured from them by trees. The quiet of the place was such that they found themselves treading softly even on the soft carpet beneath them, and speaking in lowered voices. “Does it seem to have grown smaller?” Garth asked.

“Much smaller.” She looked at her lover as if he had achieved a profound perception, and then laughed at her own absurdity.

“It would do for a hermit – for one of the little hermits in the Uffizi. I believe one of them may come out at any moment, for a chat with a lion or a ride on a leopard or to teach a bear tricks.”

“Or to ring a bell for his dinner?” Garth halted suddenly. “He was wrong.”

“The hermit?”

“Your father, I’m afraid. He wouldn’t have had an undisturbed time of it at all. The roof’s gone. Bombed.”

It was true. They passed through doors that still swung on their hinges and found themselves in an empty and desecrated shell. For a moment Anthea looked about her unbelievingly. “Yes,” she said slowly. “There was fighting in the hills, I know. It must have been used as a strong-point, and a plane was sent in to wipe it out . . . I never hated an aeroplane before.”

Garth said nothing. They moved together across a broken floor littered with rubble and dead leaves. Anthea paused and pointed. “The unremarkable Madonna.”

Garth looked at the abandoned altar. The remains of some small dead creature lay on it. Perhaps it had perished there. More probably its carcass had been so disposed by an enlightened contemner of pretismo. Beyond, the wall showed a single vivid patch of blue, answering the sky that was now the only vault above them. The patch represented a robe – and this, used as a guide, presently made possible the tracing out of an almost obliterated fresco of the Virgin and St Anne. Across it had been scrawled in black paint a political exhortation: Donne! Per Vavvenire de vostrifigli votate Partito Comunista.

“Industrious folk,” Garth said – and his tone was carefully neutral. “I can’t believe that many donne come in. And oughtn’t it to be Comunisto?”

For a moment Anthea was silent, so that he supposed she had not heard. Then she pointed to a wall near the door by which they had entered. “It’s the same there. Scuola Comunista.”

Garth studied this further scrawl with attention. “But that’s with a feminine noun.”

“Yes. But I know it’s right with partito too. Italian grammar’s queer.”

Unbelievably, they were uneasy and at a loss with each other. She glanced overhead. “The sky,” she said mechanically. “It’s a little darker, seen like this.”

“Let’s go.” Garth took Anthea by the arm and led her out through the door. “Of course it’s horrible – and a highly compressed sample of modern history.”

“It reminded me of another unexpected discovery we once made.”

He looked at her quickly and without speaking. They regained the path and walked on in silence. It was a rather different sort of silence now. Anthea, Garth saw, was more troubled than he had at first realised. “Yes,” he ventured presently. “It’s a nasty thing to have happened to a place one knew as a kid.”

She shook her head a shade impatiently. “It’s not that. Wouldn’t you have tipped my father as right?”

“About the undisturbed future of the chapel? I suppose I would. It’s sufficiently out of the way, surely, for the world to be likely to pass it by. But you never can tell.”

“That’s it. You can’t!” Anthea spoke with sudden odd vehemence. “A tremendous convulsion shakes the whole of Europe. Vast powers hurl themselves against each other, prompted by inordinate ambitions and enormous fears. We are all tiny components of the process, helplessly involved. People like myself, sitting over drawing-boards slicking it up with bigger and quicker turbo-props, as you like to say. And quite without wanting to. Yet one feels that there’s some single dynamic to it. Get right above the nationalities and policies and defeats and victories and one would see it as a single outpouring of force. There’s something majestic about it. But it takes time off for little insidious jobs. Sweeping its armies up and down Italy, it makes a dive into the Fiesolan hills and brings off a tiny deft irony. It levels kingdoms and decimates peoples – but it doesn’t forget to take a passing cock-shy at the Settignano Memorandum Book.”

“I see what you mean.” Garth glanced at her cautiously. “But I’ll never say again that scientists are incapable of taking a holiday.”

Because she was unable to laugh, and knew that she was meant to, she put out a hand to him quickly. “There are perceptions, aren’t there, before which science leaves one merely helpless? Or not so much perhaps perceptions as feelings, intuitions.” She paused, frowning ahead, as if the physical terrain before them had grown unfamiliar and treacherous. “A thing like that”—her hand made a quick backward gesture—”makes me feel in the presence of a force so powerful that monkey-tricks should be beneath its dignity. But they’re not. It may sweep across a continent, but it enjoys planning potty little tactical operations by the way. There may always be something coming.”

“Of course there may.”

Although there was nothing portentous in the tone of Garth’s reply, it pulled her up on a long breath. “You came!”

He laughed – on a quick surge of the confidence that he realised it was his to create. “For what I’m worth.”

“Yes – for what you’re worth.” She took her long breath again, like a diver breaking the surface.

“It’s like the simple sort of history books we have in America – and I guess you have them too. Good things and bad things are always coming along. In that sense we’re a cock-shy, sure enough. We can do a bit of dodging and a bit of grabbing – although not, I agree, as much as in our more complacent moments we suppose. But sometimes we know we’ve grabbed what makes most things else not matter.”

She put out both her arms to him; and for a time their walking was ended.


SIX

 

“Garth, if you’re to meet Miss Bave’s train we must go on.”

“Oceans of time, honey. I’ll drop you at the Pastorelli and walk down to the street-car that end.”

“At that end. And a trolley-bus isn’t a street-car.”

“Aw, sister – give us a break.”

“You’re a fraud. You can’t really talk it at all. You couldn’t even moo convincingly to those Texas cattle.”

He made a dive for her, and they scuffled in bracken. He scrambled to his knees and picked the fronds from her hair. They dusted each other, breathless and laughing, and went on their way. But as their path doubled back on itself before dropping down to Settignano Garth saw that the frown had returned to Anthea’s face. He took her hand. “Worried still?”

“Everything comes too soon.”

“Too soon?” He was puzzled. “Wastefully late, I’d say. When I think why we didn’t meet years ago, it makes me mad.”

She shook her head. “I don’t mean that. I mean the ups and downs, and the turns on the paths, and the farms, and the places where there is a view. They have all contracted – just as that chapel has.”

“It’s become a whole landscape for the little hermits?”

“Yes. Look at that place on the right. It’s la Morte – the Podere la Morte.”

“Well, that’s not very cheerful, I agree. But I don’t see—”

“It ought to be farther away. And its oaks should be larger. I know it’s the effect when one returns to childhood scenes. But that’s the point. It’s as if the world were suddenly closing in on me.

“It’s opening out.” He looked at her anxiously, seeing that there was something persistent in her change of mood.

“I know it is. But that’s the future. The past never opens out; it only closes in. And I don’t know that I like mixing them. Settignano and Raymond and the bells of Florence and that chapel and all the rest of it squeeze me up. And then you give a great tug, and the universe grows vast, and I have to grow vast with it. I feel like a concertina. Presently I shall begin to produce the most excruciating wails.” She came to a halt. “Let’s get away. Let’s go to Rome.”

“To Rome?” He looked at her in astonishment. “Just ourselves? Now?”

“Yes!” She turned on him in passion. Then, seeing his face, she burst out laughing, kissed him, and stood back. “Or you can bring Miss Bave, and cable for the return of the Chipchase and the Sub-Dean as well. Only, let’s just try Rome.”

“What if we had a chance of finding The End of It All – finding it perhaps within the next twenty-four hours?”

“Oh – that!”

Garth’s surprise increased. “I really believe—”

“Let’s try Rome. The Forum, if you like. Real excavations. And excavations that have nothing to do with us.”

“You mean you’d rather not find it?”

Anthea walked on. “It’s the last thing we should be thinking about, if we take it in one sense. For isn’t the very sound of it ominous? Can’t you imagine a novel of my father’s – another novel – in which two people who should be at the beginning of it all, not the end, muck about after just such a sinister-sounding thing? Would you plan our honeymoon for the Podere la Morte?”

Garth, although he perhaps felt his experience of feminine mutability to be growing at a confusing rate, replied to this reasonably. “The Mark Lambert heroine,” he said gently. “Do you know, it’s a real bogey with you – a goblin sitting quite deep down in your mind? Having started in on all this, we’d do much better to go right ahead, I guess, and clear things up.”

“But we don’t go ahead. Whether for good or ill, we don’t go ahead at all. Raymond is shifty and your father has vanished and we just haven’t a clue.”

“It certainly looks that way. But I’m not sure I haven’t got a clue. You remember how in the Memorandum Book there is a pointer to the novel’s title, and that I tumbled to it? Well, I have a kind of glimmering notion that I have a pointer to its whereabouts as well.”

“Then why haven’t you told me?”

“It doesn’t sound as if you’d be all that interested to know.”

He saw her flush as he spoke, and he realised with horror that the possibility of a first quarrel was before them. “That’s not the point,” she said. “It’s true that I don’t, in a way, any longer very much care. Perhaps the Mark Lambert business was useful in making a grab at you.” Anthea’s flush deepened as she went off at this wild tangent. “And perhaps now I feel it can be chucked—”

“For pity’s sake quit talking nonsense.”

“Is it nonsense?”

“If you don’t make me mad!” Garth was in sober fact blessedly angry. “Haven’t we had all this out already? Don’t we agree that you’d have had less interest in this missing novel if I’d been an old creature with a beard, and I’d have had less interest in it if you’d been Miss Chipchase?”

“Yes – of course.” They found that they were both trembling and both staring at each other in astonishment. “Do you mind telling me”—Anthea’s voice had grown comically meek—”just where I’d got to?”

“You were saying that something wasn’t the point.”

“Yes. It isn’t the point whether or not I any longer feel hotfoot on this scent. It’s that you know something – anything in the world – and haven’t told me.”

“This is where we make it up.” Garth heaved himself up on the breast-high wall by the roadside and surveyed his agitated beloved with sudden cheerful mischief. “Could I give you a pearl, which I know – quite certainly know – to be on some particular spot at the bottom of the sea? My pointer to the novel’s whereabouts is no more than that. I don’t know. Not consciously. But, at any time, things I do know may sort themselves into some significant message. It’s a way my mind has. And that’s why I mentioned twenty-four hours. I do obscurely feel that I may have The End of It All in my hands before they’re out.”

Anthea pulled him from his perch. She might have kissed him again had their situation by this time not been moderately public. But they had only to look at each other to pursue their way downhill for a time in silent contentment. Then Anthea spoke again. “But your clue, Garth, may be either to where the novel is or to where the novel was!”

“That’s true enough. The scientific mind is coming into its own again.”

“Don’t be intolerable. And explain yourself.”

“Well, until I identify the clue – supposing it to be really there – I shan’t be able to tell. It might, for instance, help us to trace the novel for a time, and then fade out. Or it might bring us to a point at which there was conclusive proof of it’s having been destroyed. One can’t be in the least confident. It’s just that I have a hunch.”

“You can go on having it – in Rome.”

“Fine.” Garth instantly took this reiteration as final, and looked at her gravely. “I’ll fix it tonight.”

 
The Villa Pastorelli was now directly beneath them – an irregular building of the sort that has grown intermittently through some centuries without ever attaining to imposingness; a sprawl of red tiles and dusty pink walls falling so much away into courts and verandas and loggias – all in much dilapidation – as to be only approximately demarcatable from outbuildings and terraces and gardens which in turn faded indistinguishably into the vineyards and olive-groves surrounding it. The young people approached it in silence – without awkwardness, but as if each were taking a fresh measure of the other’s thoughts.

“Finds reads.” Anthea had spoken quite suddenly.

“Say?”

“Don’t you know ‘Finds keeps’? Well, it must be the same with The End of It All. If it comes into the hands of either of us – either of us independently, I mean – the one of us must take it away and read it. Without a word. You understand?”

“I understand. You don’t commonly fail to make yourself clear. But why?”

Anthea shook her head. “I don’t at all know. Perhaps it’s just that hunches aren’t bred exclusively of watching the cattle down Mexico way.”

“Very well – it’s an agreement.” Garth walked for a moment frowning. “By the way, and talking of reading, what was that thing the Chipchase gave you like?”

“The Chipchase?” Anthea was puzzled.

“The book by Poyle, with an essay on Mark Lambert.”

“How very odd – I quite forgot. There was something in the woman’s manner – and even, I think, something she said – that rather disgusted me. I shoved the thing away.”

“Something the Chipchase said?”

“About a disagreeable duty, or some such rubbish. I suppose this man Poyle takes a poor view of my father’s talents, and she wanted me to know it. It seems a pretty dim sort of pleasure, poor soul. However, the book’s in my room and I’ll read it tonight. But I’m not much, you know, on modern masterpieces of critical appraisal.”

“Poyle won’t have produced that. He chatters. And gossips. In fact, I ought to have thought of him. It’s always possible that a gossip has something you want to know. So when you’ve finished him, put him in the bag for Rome.”

“Very well.” They were skirting a high stone wall, sufficiently massive to be stable even in decay; and by a small shabby door inset in this Anthea now stopped. Through its rusty grille could be seen part of a decayed cottage, up the low facade of which there was trained an ancient vine. “I’ll go this way. Are you coming in?”

Garth looked at his watch. “I’d better go straight down.” He rubbed his finger on an illegible inscription set beneath a broken wrought-iron bell-pull. “What does this say?”

“Only Giardiniere. And there really is one still. But he sleeps in the village.”

“I don’t blame him.” Garth peered disapprovingly through the grille. “The cottage looks damp and mouldy, if you ask me. And I’d say that goes for the whole place as well.”

She smiled. “Mouldy? That’s the effect of the copper sulphate they use on the vines. Everything’s falling to bits, I agree. But it’s certainly not damp.”

“I didn’t think much of the drains.”

This time Anthea laughed aloud. “You’d be no good at following in the footsteps of your expatriate papa, any more than I should be with mine. Your speech may be adulterated, but your deepest instincts are American to the core.”

“All right, all right.” He grinned good-humouredly at this teasing. “But is it really agreeable, putting up in the old place? I thought your brother horrible.”

“I know you did, and I don’t think I’d care to settle down for a long spell. But as we’re leaving, dear boy, it doesn’t make any odds.”

“O.K.” But he still hesitated, suddenly obstinately solicitous. “But who looks after you?”

“Looks after me?” Anthea was amused. “Do I need it?”

“In no time, I’ll be getting on the job myself. But meanwhile—”

He was so serious that she achieved sobriety. “There’s Maria. As a matter of fact, she is doing quite a lot of it. She even found me, of all things, a rubber hot-water bottle. It has entirely perished, but she was terribly proud of it, all the same. She thinks it’s just the thing for the English in high summer. I’ve been pretending to revel in it.”

“Is that the old woman with the cast in her eye?”

“Yes. She was virtually my nurse from infancy until I left for England, and she makes a great thing of it – of my being here, I mean. She’s really why I decided I must stop at the Pastorelli.

“I once . . . ” Anthea broke off. “Garth Dauncey, you’re not even listening to me!”

He looked startled. “I was kind of thinking – although I don’t know of what.”

“Of Miss Bave, I suppose. The lover panting for his hour.” They smiled at each other – this singularly childish joke having established itself firmly between them. “You’d better catch your street-car.” She paused, and was suddenly wholly serious. “But remember. We’re off.”

“We’re off.” He confirmed it with a nod which, if entirely acquiescent, was slightly puzzled. “You almost make it sound as if we must clear out before it’s too late.”

“Nonsense!” She was gay again. “How could it be too late? It’s just that I’m through for a bit with the old. I’m through forever with it – through with the entire universe as it existed before—”

“Before?”

“Garth – you’re like that great creature Sandro.” She was suddenly mocking. “I can hear you preparing to purr. But there’s no more steak today. Do you hear, sir? Off with you! Shoo!” She opened the door, made him the gesture of a kiss, and vanished.

He took a long breath, turned, and swung down the hill to Settignano.


SEVEN

 

Grappa before dinner constitutes a milestone in the expatriate life. That the road tilts all one way thereafter is a commonplace observation touched wonderfully to pity and terror in a chapter of The Cosmopolitans – it is the penultimate chapter of that intricate and ordered masterpiece – which records the degeneration and death of old Lord Quentin Saltire. Raymond Lambert knew this chapter well – he claimed, with some justice, to know his father’s great things by heart – and it is conceivable that he took a sombre satisfaction in going the same road as the brilliant and aberrant scion of an ancient Scottish house. Certainly the grappa was before him now – and had been before him at this early evening hour for many years. He sipped it slowly and steadily. Through long intervals there would be no sound in the villa except the tinkle of the little fountain in the cortile and the answering chink – a double or treble chink – as Raymond set down his glass uncertainly on the marble table beside him.

He sat under the high two-arched loggia, westward facing, which caught still an agreeable warmth from the declining sun. Before him, the valley fell straight towards the city – a valley down the slopes of which the cypresses made scattered sorties from their stronghold on the higher ground, advancing through the olives like a dark soldiery amid the vicious spurt of small grey explosions. To the right were his own vines, gnarled fingers desperately clutching at what would presently be reft from them; to the left, beyond a ridge which in part concealed it, lay the village. In this loggia his father had often worked, a figure majestic and absorbed, surrounded by a litter of papers, while he had himself sat idly in a corner, ineffective before some lesson to be prepared for the perfunctory attention, in two or three days’ time, of a professor of the most pronouncedly “visiting” sort. Raymond’s education had been conducted entirely by persons of this itinerant persuasion, and to an effect so singularly inappreciable in its early stages that two English public schools had expressed themselves with regret as totally unable to receive him.

He considered that he had thus been given no chance. The chances, he was persuaded, had mostly gone to his father; and a few, long afterwards, had gone to Anthea, the child of his father’s old age. These were facts upon which Raymond Lambert reflected a good deal, particularly when drinking grappa. They were responsible for his most prominent characteristic: that of bearing – and particularly in family matters – no consistent or settled mind. He was freakish and veering. The learned might have described his attitude as ambivalent. It was certainly uneasy.

Uneasiness was apparent in him now. It was the first thing remarked by Anthea as she came out to join him. Physically he was very like their father – or at least like that portrait of their father in which Sargent had approached the novelist on a disquieting side. He rose to his feet – unsteadily but formally – as she came out on the loggia, and moved forward a chair. Whatever had gone wrong with Raymond’s breeding, and whatever refining contacts with a larger world he had been denied, there was nothing boorish about him. He stood before her now – cold, even perhaps hostile, but courteous and alert. “What you drink is Cinzano, I think – and without gin? Then lemon peel is essential, and ice and a dash of soda water. But I must fetch them. Everything is neglected, you know. And usually there seems to be nobody here.”

“I’d just as soon have nothing, thank you.”

But he had gone – to return with a tray which shook alarmingly in his hands. “Will you help yourself? Giovanni used to be good at mixing these things. He did it at parties – in the days when anybody came. But Giovanni has left me, no doubt for one of those abominable great hotels. And the others never seem to be about – or only Maria.” Raymond’s voice had gone peevish, and he turned to recover his glass. “My own servants boycott me. As for society, it simply never comes. I sit up here under an ostracism, occasionally suffering wandering scribblers and schoolmistresses. Our own people never come. The Fernalls, for example, and the L’Estranges: they haven’t been up here for years. Nor sent me a card nor made me a sign.”

Anthea looked at her brother in wonder. “But they never came back after the war! All that society, as you call it, has gone – and probably forever.”

“I live in the past, you suggest? Certainly I enjoy singularly few opportunities of luxuriating in the present. What if I returned to England? Should I be received? Or ought I to aim at taking lodgings in Oxford, and making my way through such contacts as you are good enough to afford me with the dons? I have two friends among them already, after all.”

“You mean those I brought to visit you – Miss Chipchase and our Sub-Dean? I’m sorry if they bored you.”

“Not at all, not at all. They entertained me. And I entertained them. In the afternoon, when I took them about the place, I enjoyed telling them about Poyle.”

“About Poyle?” Anthea was puzzled – and the more so because she caught in her brother’s glance something suddenly apprehensive and watchful.

“Never mind, never mind.” Raymond made an evasive gesture which she had come to recognise as habitual with him. “And your young American friend too – I am charmed with him. He is not perhaps quite so witty as Tim L’Estrange, and certainly he has nothing of Basil Fernall’s knowledge of wine or—”

“Raymond, you really can’t help him to contact his father? It seems so curious that Wendell Dauncey should just disappear, and his whereabouts be unknown even to you. I think that his son, although he has seen very little of him, is attached to him and is uneasy. He feels that his father may be ill—”

“Or dead?” Raymond’s interruption was accompanied by the same oddly apprehensive glance. Indeed, for the flicker of a second he seemed almost shamefaced. “Another drink?”

“I’ve hardly begun this one, thank you. You didn’t much keep up with Wendell Dauncey? It appears – although I hadn’t known it – that he was our father’s very close friend.”

“No doubt. And I have had little to do in life but cultivate such old associations – is that it?”

“You have had your life to use as you would, I suppose – just as I have.”

“Thank you.” Unexpectedly, Raymond had flushed darkly – and now he reached with the evident sense of a gesture for the brandy bottle. “I revered my father’s genius too much – revered it or feared it. And I never got away, from it or from this. Don’t be alarmed about the bottle. I remain fit for the society of ladies – even learned ones.”

Anthea bit her lip. “Why, Raymond, when you allow yourself a little of the truth, do you shy away from it on a bad joke?”

“Truth is invariably humiliating, and frequently dangerous. If I had a son, I would advise him to form the habit of giving it as wide a berth as possible.” He paused. “You are not amused. Tim, now, would have been delighted. And Basil – well, he would at least have drunk brandy, and not vermouth.”

“On the other hand”—Anthea flashed this at him—”Tim and Basil appear to have abandoned you. I’m here. And I wish I could help.”

“Am I in so evident a plight, my dear sister?”

“People must find you very difficult, I should say. I’m not surprised that you have few regular visitors.”

“Untouchable – is that it? I grant you my emblem is to be seen on every electrical installation in Italy. Haven’t you noticed? A death’s head. And beneath it, Chi Tocca Muore. Keep off, Anthea! Don’t touch. I might even kill you.” He laughed at her – a queer nervous laugh. “This is the point at which you rise and leave me, declaring that I am hopelessly in liquor. Shall I obligingly fall under the table?” He looked at the small marble-topped affair beside him. “Tavolinaccio!” he exclaimed suddenly, and gave it a kick which brought it with a crash to the marble pavement.

Anthea sat still and said nothing until her brother, muttering, had set the little table upright again and got himself another glass. “You really are in a bad way, Raymond. You must be—mustn’t you?—to put on a silly turn like that.”

“I apologise. Sometimes I have an irresistible impulse to upset things: a tavolina, an apple-cart, anything that is about. But here is Maria. Somehow, there is always a meal of sorts. Nothing upsets that. And a Frascati.” He had risen, and now stood beside her as if their entire exchange had been of an unflawed urbanity. “I think I can offer you a rather notable Frascati tonight.”

 
They passed from the loggia, now in dusk, through the near-darkness of the cortile. It was that part of the Pastorelli of which Anthea’s memory was clearest. She could still, she believed, find her way about it blindfold; indeed she had often played just such a solitary game there as a child, running with tightly closed eyes from statue to statue in a sort of frozen tig, or feeling her way, with cautiously outstretched fingers, amid the giants and ogres and monsters – sarcophagi and cistae and canopic urns – of her father’s Etruscan collection. They were all there still; and so – it was the only presence certainly benign – was that bronze boy astride the spouting dolphin, laughing and with wind-blown curls, which had been the first object of her devoted love. But Raymond, she suspected, was capable of cutting off the fountain and melting down the boy for grappa. What else he was capable of, she scarcely knew. But she felt, as they sat down together in a sort of ruined stateliness in the great dusky dusty peeling and flaking sala, that he was a figure grown suddenly sinister in her imagination, and that this dinner at the Pastorelli must be her last.

 
Whether notable or not, the Frascati appeared to her, from what little she drank of it, to be a potent wine. Nevertheless, together with the meal, it sobered her brother. He made more effort than he had hitherto done to be agreeable. Their coffee had come and gone, and she was thinking that soon she might reasonably go to her room, when it struck her that this effort of Raymond’s had an object. Some curiosity that he had restrained during the earlier days of her visit was alive in him. He was seeking – with his curious uneasiness he was obliquely seeking – for information.

She had not, after all, been very explicit about the objects of her visit to Florence; and it even occurred to her that what she thought of as his characteristic evasiveness might be in part the reflection of some lack of forthrightness on her own part. And yet she now found herself disposed to remain reticent. She was anxious only that this should all be over. Why it should be so, why a change of disposition should have come upon her, was something that eluded her even to a point of perplexity and an effect of uncivil preoccupation. “The centenary?” she heard herself saying. “It has worked in with a revival of our father’s reputation that was already under way. But you will have heard of all that.”

“I’ve heard of all that. A cigarette?”

He smoked only cigars, and was about to light one now. He had thought, then, to buy cigarettes for her, having observed her smoking her own during the preceding days. She was almost touched by the small accommodation, and it came to her that to possess an elder brother in some substantial sense had always stood in her mind as a desirable state of affairs. “Yes, please.”

He rose to give her a light. “Mr Dauncey,” he said, “I mean young Mr Dauncey – is a professional student of literature?”

“Yes.”

“And he hit upon this that you lately mentioned – there being an unpublished novel of my father’s – some time ago?”

Anthea nodded. “Perhaps three years ago, title and all.”

“That’s very queer.” Raymond took a nervous pull at his cigar. “You must explain it to me.”

“But you knew too.” The instinct of wariness was growing strong in Anthea. “You knew about The End of It All. And yet you have never revealed it. Isn’t that queer? And how did you come to know?”

“It was something I picked up.” Raymond was in his turn noncommittal. “It didn’t come to the young man from anything he quite recently read?”

“Certainly not.”

“And it hasn’t been confirmed – for either of you – by anything of that sort? You’ve neither of you yet—” Raymond broke off. “I can’t expect you to drink grappa. But if I might find you . . . ” He had risen even while speaking, and before Anthea could intervene he had hurried from the room. When he returned, with a dusty bottle of some liqueur, he was talking again as he entered the door. “I gather that you and the young man would like to find the novel; and so, of course, should I. Unfortunately there is no reason to suppose that it still exists. I remember very well, you know – what isn’t surprising, since I was grown-up at the time – the whole business following my father’s death. Charles Shaxby, together with some fellow that my father employed as an agent, turned the place upside-down in the determination to possess themselves of every scrap of what they called literary property, and very disagreeable it was. There was a notion, I remember, that manuscripts, and even annotated typescripts, might bring money. The twenties were a great time for nonsense of that sort. Shaxby – it was most offensive, I’m bound to say; and I resent it hotly down to this very moment – Shaxby as good as insinuated that I had made away with a number of such things myself with the idea of selling them on the quiet. And he conducted a regular inquisition, as he was legally entitled to do. It was uncommonly disagreeable, as I’ve remarked; but it did leave me fairly confident that nothing had been overlooked. No, The End of It All must have been destroyed by my father long before. The way he spoke of it “

“He did speak of it?”

“Not more than two or three times, and almost inadvertently at that, if in a way that set me on the scent of the story.”

“The story?”

“He spoke of it, in any case, as of something that would have to be destroyed. And destroyed it was, I haven’t the slightest doubt.” Raymond paused – but it was only to relight his cigar and continue in uncomfortable haste. “So I’m afraid your professional association with young Dauncey – if that is it – will bear no fruit.”

“I don’t know that I really mind, Raymond. Another great Mark Lambert would be a wonderful thing, I suppose. But it has occurred to me that, if it were only a little less good than the greatest we possess, its appearance in the world now would be something of an anticlimax. Of course, I know Garth doesn’t feel that way.”

“Garth?” With what could only be affectation, Raymond presented himself as one at a loss.

“Mr Dauncey – young Mr Dauncey.”

“Of course . . . I suppose it is that?”

“Is that? I don’t understand you.”

Something had gone badly wrong with Raymond Lambert’s cigar. He had taken it from his mouth and turned it round for study. It trembled queerly before his face, so that Anthea had a sudden vision of a desperate man turning some lethal weapon against himself. “I mean,” he said after a moment, “that yours and this young man’s is a professional association? He has got hold of you as Mark Lambert’s daughter, and you have been amiably seeing whether it is possible to do him a good turn?” Raymond hesitated. “I got rather a different notion from something one of those two women said as they went away. But that would be how it is?”

Anthea looked at her brother for a moment in silence. Whether it was the grappa again or not, he was in an odd state; his mouth, deprived of its cigar, was twitching; there were what appeared to be beads of sweat on his forehead. Unaccountably, Anthea felt within herself what she identified as a sudden stab of fear. It made her answer absolutely. “We are to be married.”

“I see. The young man is to be congratulated. I hope you will be very happy.” The phrases came – correct, colourless and with a strange effect of automatism – while Raymond got up and fumbled somewhere in the room’s farther darkness for another cigar. He came back to her. “Soon?”

“Soon.”

He smiled at her brilliantly – and with the effect, for a moment, of being a creature of imagination and power. And again Sargent’s portrait rose before her. More distinctly than before, she could fancy to herself that she glimpsed her father in Raymond. But she disliked the vision. Raymond with that brilliant smile was assuming, spuriously and repulsively, some bizarre connoisseurship in human futility, human agony, to which he was not entitled. She preferred him uneasy and indecisive. “You will call upon me?” he was saying. “You will call upon the head of the family for the usual offices? I shall have to come to England after all?”

“Nothing like that.”

“Of course – nothing like that. You are quite right. Nothing like that at all.”

Just as before she had experienced sudden fear, she experienced now sudden anger, for she felt him treating her as not a person but a thing – as a card, a counter, an element in some private and shoddy joke. While uneasy and evasive, he was a moral being – although a weak one. Like this, he represented substantial evil, so that obscurely she felt she ought to challenge him. But her sense of this was mastered for the time by a powerful impulse simply to get away. She got up. “I shall go to bed now, Raymond. I had a tremendous walk, and I’m more tired than I thought. Good night.” She gave him a level glance that meant more than this neutral speech. And then she left him.

 
She had the impression of a chill on the worn stone staircase – a chill that deepened in the high dark corridors, studded with doors closed like forgotten occasions or broadening into cavernous disregarded saloni, shadowy with lumber and musty with old hangings. In her own room she found that Maria had kindled a small fire, and for this she was grateful, although she suspected that it was nothing in the temperature of the air that was affecting her. For a long time she sat before the warmth, mute to herself, and seeing no pictures in its flame and flicker. The room had been her own long ago, and still held some former possessions: those of her first books which had been judged unworthy or unsuitable to accompany her to England, a collection of pebbles to which she could attach no memory at all, a portfolio of pressed flowers and grasses, a violin upon which all expertise had notably eluded her. Outside, by some pond or cistern, frogs were croaking and plonking; the sound prompted her to glance once wanly at the abandoned fiddle, and some old association made her faintly smile. When at length she got up it was to shake off her clothes quickly and impatiently, as if with them there might fall away a preoccupation or presentiment. Ready for bed, she hesitated, and then began to move swiftly about the room, packing her suitcases. The operation was nearly completed when she noticed, tossed into a window-embrasure, the grey-and-green cover of Rupert Poyle’s volume of essays. She recalled her promise to Garth – and recalled too, with a quick frown, something that her brother had said, or begun to say, about the author.

She crossed the room, picked up the book, and brought it back to the fireplace. She stirred the embers, and began to read.


EIGHT

 

She found her brother in the garden next morning, idle and brooding among the oleanders. He was not commonly visible so early; and she counted it as a good mark to him, although one but faintly etched upon the great dark plate of the day, that he had come out in the knowledge that he must face her. She dropped Poyle’s book on a bench beside him. “Raymond, you gave that man what he has written here?”

He nodded, and her sense of any conceivable good mark for him faded. He was ugly and cornered – and struggling to find some attitude that might serve him against self-knowledge too humiliating to admit. “Rupert Poyle?” he asked. “Yes. I told him a few things I know.”

“Know?” Everything she had suffered in the night went into the lash of the word. “Do you claim to know that Wendell Dauncey died in 1934? His son saw him three years ago.”

Raymond gave a tremulous laugh. His attitude was coming to him. “I’m not responsible for the unburied dead.”

“How much of the rest of it is lies too?” Anthea pointed at the book. “All of it – or all of it except the statement that any hope our parents had of you, Raymond, is an instance of the vanity of human wishes?”

He flushed darkly – making thereby a high contrast with her own absolute pallor. “The dirty little hound – to get his blasted copy from me and then go off and write that!”

She stared at him incredulously. “Perhaps that should be our only cause of displeasure with the essay?”

He laughed again – this time more harshly. “Take it all as a sour draught, child, if you will. But be thankful it has physicked you in time.”

“You stand by this story – and by everything it makes possible?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Mustn’t there be an area of doubt? Shall we ever know? Is anybody left except the old dotard Dauncey – if he is left?” Raymond paused, curiously breathless.

“And mayn’t there have been circumstances which he would be the last man to be informed of?”

“The word for that, to my mind”—and again she pointed—”is a smear. And it was you who invented it – not that wretched little man. You invented it about your own father – and mine.”

“And who else’s – isn’t that the question?” He gave her a look from which she fell back as from a blow. “You know nothing about our father. I do. I learnt about the world – I learnt about the stark facts of procreation, girl – from spying on his women. There was material enough.”

“You are abominable.” Anthea found that she was trembling.

“The world is that. And my father, I tell you, hunted women until he died. That was when I was twenty-two. I know what I’m talking about.” Raymond’s voice had cracked. “The old lecher took my own first—”

“Stop!” She spoke with an intensity that silenced him – that drove him back momentarily upon his more authentic disintegrated and uneasy self. For seconds she held him with her eye, while mastering her own mind; compelling it to clarity. “Poyle’s story is plainly fantastic. As I read him, he isn’t making any serious claim to credence. He is trying to be amusing, and his idea of that is to take any likely facts he can get hold of and twist them into an absurdity.”

“I agree.” Raymond was quieter now, but this only served to reveal that some hidden source of venom had opened within him. “And isn’t it as well? He makes up – or I make up for him – a comical interpretation of the facts. Wendell Dauncey is a restraining influence upon the amorous proclivities of his talented friend. What rot! But it is agreeable comedy, all the same. Rather than let his talented friend relapse, and so endanger a masterpiece, Wendell Dauncey himself carries off a dangerous young lady in the nick of time – carries her off triumphantly, mark you; and marries her, although he is himself to an ultimate degree not the marrying sort. Unutterable rubbish – but as a piece of literary slapstick funny enough in its way. But consider the sober probabilities, Anthea – consider them.”

“I can’t.” She came out desperately with this. “Not without somewhere knowing what is truth and what are lies.”

“The truth is simple enough, surely. My father had this girl – this waif of a ruined nobleman and a bogus American heiress. Then something troublesome happened.” Raymond paused on this, and looked at Anthea with a wolfish grin. “Something troublesome happened. And my father – our father – found himself quite upset. It was all over – by weeks, even by months, perhaps – but he discovered himself still to have some fondness for the lady. He was growing old, you must remember, and turning a bit soft. So he shouted in Dauncey. For the dim devoted creature no more would be needed than that. He shouted in Dauncey and told him whatever story came into his head. It must have been one of those occasions upon which being a professional novelist had its conveniences. He persuaded Dauncey that here was a nice virginal girl, hideously harried by a horrid old mama, whom it was Dauncey’s duty and indeed privilege – as an artist, a gentleman cowboy, and so forth – to marry there and then. That’s all.”

“All?”

“Isn’t it enough?” Raymond’s whole body was shaking – but whether with excitement, rage or shame it was impossible to tell. “I’d go and talk it over – eh?”

“Talk it over?” Anthea just heard herself thus dully echoing her brother.

“With—what shall I say? With our estimable young kinsman, my dear.”

 
She turned and ran from the garden – ran down the long bleached road that scored the hill like a cicatrice, between the grey olives, the straggling lines of parched houses, through the small dust-coloured square with its dry fountain and hideous statue. Her throat was dusty and dry. The dust rose in clouds from her shoes as she ran and smarted in her eyes, settled on her hair. She ran, dry-eyed and through a kind of white glare with no meaning. In the lower piazza she sensed rather than saw that a trolley-bus was turning. She boarded it and within seconds, sufficiently composed to be feeling for her purse, was rolling down the hill to Florence. She watched the city fixedly, swinging clockwise and anti-clockwise round the pivot of the Duomo as the bus turned this way and that on the winding road.

She was unaware of another bus that passed hers on a bend, climbing slowly. When this second bus reached Settignano the first passenger to alight was Garth Dauncey. Intent and pale, he strode rapidly up the hill.


NINE

 

His hope had set itself – irrationally, he knew – upon the lost novel, had so set itself in the very moment, less than an hour ago, that he first took the possible measure of the situation.

On the previous evening Miss Bave had arrived fatigued. He had done no more than conduct her to her hotel, and there leave her with a promise to present himself again at breakfast time. The occasion had discovered her partaking sparingly of caffe latte and crumbling a roll; and the things he had first found to say she received silently and with an expression that could only be called severe. Misunderstanding, he had apologised. The particular occasion of their tryst in Florence had proved abortive; his own investigations were so far fruitless, and now Anthea no longer had a mind to the matter; they must all find – as they so readily could – other occasions of association.

Miss Bave had continued attentively listening and he had grown easy with her, divining that she was wholly well-disposed. And where – he had eventually easily asked – where in Rome, whether in a Consulate or an Embassy church, did her superior knowledge of continental usage suggest that an American and a British subject might get themselves married? Miss Bave had opened her bag and brought out a grey-and-green covered book. Of the significance of what it contained, the train of speculation it might open up, Anthea and he – she had soberly said – must judge.

He had read, and left her on a word. Her advice, her judgment might presently be invaluable, but for the moment the one necessity was to go to Anthea. The crisis was – peculiarly and to a point of strangeness and of possible horror – very much their joint affair.

His father must be found and must speak. This, as he strode up the hill, was sufficiently clear to him. But first he must have the book. What was fantastic in this persuasion – what was fantastic in the spectacle of a man seeking in a suppressed work of fiction such factual certainty, one way or another, as he must now imperatively have – exhibited itself to him vividly enough as he climbed. But he had by instinct and training a high faith in the Word. It boiled down – through and despite all the novelist’s preoccupation with concocting a yarn it boiled down – to the faith of chronicles and the truth of feeling. If The End of It All existed, and was indeed a work prompted by the writer’s intimate personal experience, then translucent through all its contrivance certain crucial veracities would announce themselves to the trained sense. At least they would be a basis, provide a presumption upon which to proceed with the odd awkward business of tackling his father when he was found.

He scanned the upper piazza, remembering Anthea’s fondness for wandering about the place and fearing that he might miss her. It was almost deserted. In the centre, under an oleander, an old woman offered peaches to a community discernibly without purchasing power, and near by a group of children exercised sun-browned dust-coated limbs in some tumbling skylarking game. From behind the facade of the Trinita chapel, which rose high and scalloped from adjacent green-shuttered domesticities like the white poop of a galleon, came a great clattering and banging, accompanied by song. He crossed the open space and went quickly in; some task of rebuilding was going forward and as a preliminary everything was being knocked to bits. The workmen, shirtless and bronzed and profanely singing as they wielded their mallets, might have been pagan divinities in trousers, rejoicing in the destruction. For further reassurances he crossed the littered floor and glanced into the church itself. There was no sign of Anthea. He came out and went on rapidly up the hill.

 
The Pastorelli, when he reached it, seemed at first to be deserted. But a second peal upon the bell presently produced Maria, who approached along the side of the house carrying a basket, as if the summons had reached her ear when she was in the act of setting out on her marketing. The Signorina, she announced, had shortly before departed for the city – hastily, as if she had remembered some appuntamento for which she would be late. Maria had conjectured that this must be with Garth, and she expressed herself volubly on the shame it would be had some misunderstanding resulted in their missing each other. The Signore Raymond was absent too; only a few minutes ago he had whistled up his dog and departed in the direction of Terenzano. This meant that he would be absent for at least a couple of hours, perhaps longer. Would Garth wait? She herself was on her way to the macelleria, having heard hopeful news of vitelletto of exceptional promise. But the giardiniere and his boy were both working close to the house, and would do their best to provide any service for which he might call.

Garth thanked her and was about to say that he must return to Florence – for it seemed plain that, as with himself, Anthea had been prompted by some urgent need of communication. If however he went back now it was conceivable that they might again miss each other. And along with this thought there came to Garth another. It was not striking in itself, but for some reason his pulse quickened at it. He remembered that Anthea had spoken of this old woman as virtually her nurse from infancy. Garth paused, frowning, on this. As he did so, he remembered something else, something from Mark Lambert’s Settignano Memorandum Book. And that decided him. “Staro a vedere la signerina,” he said.

“Resti servito.” The old woman was delighted, and for ten minutes she talked with a rapidity which often left him helpless. But much of what she said he followed, and his own stiff Italian was adequate to the questions which – it had come to him like a revelation – he must ask. They were about Anthea’s childhood. It was a subject upon which Maria was fortunately disposed to consider it as highly proper that he should be informed. When at length she left him to make her way to the butcher’s it was in the cortile – the cortile which indeed, she assured him, had been Anthea’s principal playroom since she began to walk.

It was still cool in the high shadowed place, and even the square of clear blue sky overhead looked as cold as water. He was alone and yet among presences. The bronze boy on the dolphin, it was true, ignored him; the boy had caught some trick of being happy for ever and had no wish to get acquainted with mortals. Nor did the statues that stood here and there in niches or under arches much impress themselves. Either after the antique or undistinguished originals of the Seicento, they were only decorative objects, without the suggestion of either threat or promise. But on the north side, where the pillared and vaulted space deepened under a whole wing of the villa, it was otherwise. Here were the Etruscan things. Garth eyed them and they eyed him.

He took a slow turn round the cortile. He was utterly an in-trader, yet he was entirely resolved to act in the light of what had come to him. In itself, his inspiration had been very simple. Suppose the manuscript of The End of It All had been something about which, in his last weeks and even in his last days, Mark Lambert had been unable to bring himself either to speak or to make up his mind – suppose this, and what would it be reasonable to conclude he had done with it? Might it not be something less rational than would readily occur to a man of sound body and clear mind?

Suppose then that Lambert were simply prompted to conceal the thing. Well, here in this very cortile – there was his own word for it in the Memorandum Book – he had been accustomed to watch other things being hidden; hidden by his daughter Anthea at the prompting of that secretive impulse in her that he had remarked. And now an impulse to secretiveness had come upon Lambert himself. He had something to hide away, to hide away like a broken toy or doll.

Garth stopped short in his perambulation. It had come to him overpoweringly, and in circumstances which made his excitement wholly painful, that he was standing at this moment within a few paces, even within arm’s reach, of what he sought. At his feet now was a bronze cista, about two feet high, with a lid the handle of which took the form of the nude backward-arched body of a boy. Garth stooped, and then shook his head. At the time he was supposing, Anthea was still a small child, habitually playing here. Nothing to which a curious child could penetrate, and nothing which an adult might well be prompted casually to open, would fulfil the conditions which he sought. On the other hand, Lambert had been in his seventy-fourth year, and a sick man who had judged it a notable feat to walk to the little chapel beyond Castello di Poggio. Nothing requiring marked physical strength could be in question. This narrowed the field. There was an alabaster sarcophagus with a reclining female figure for the prizing open of which there would probably be needed a crane. There was another in terracotta upon the top of which a well-dieted gentleman appeared to be lounging at dinner. Garth gave a heave at this and found that it entirely failed to budge. That left the urns. Some of them had grotesque heads as lids, and some had whole figures; they were all, he concluded upon a little experiment, beyond the powers of a small child to handle.

One in particular arrested him. It was an almost spherical affair, meant like the others, he supposed, to contain human ashes. Across its surface two arms had been moulded in the gesture of one who placidly supports a belly distended to repletion. The head, thick-necked and massive, showed features fixed in a mocking archaic smile. It was impossible, Garth for the moment felt, that mockery so coldly cruel could be meant for anyone in the world except himself. He took a step forward and wrenched at the head. It fitted like a cap over the wide orifice of the vessel, and seemed immovable. He wrenched again and it gave slightly, emitting as it did so a dry grating sound like a faint scream – the scream of a mandrake, it might be, as it was torn from the earth. He found that the head was loose in his hands – heavy, but otherwise like some grotesquely formed balloon. He set it down and plunged an arm deep into the urn. He expected nothing, anything – bones, ashes, dust. But the nature of what his groping hand actually encountered he knew at once. It was papers, papers in a substantial sheaf. With difficulty – which was increased because his hand was trembling now – he edged his find through the neck of the great gross jar. Where he stood it was too dim to distinguish clearly. He moved, dazed and unsteady, to the centre of the cortile, where the bronze boy laughed at him still and the little fountain seemed to chuckle malignly. What he held was a thick gathering of typewritten foolscap sheets, stapled together and with a small pocket of what appeared to be manuscript material at the back. He flicked over the pages. They were dry, discoloured, rather brittle, but entirely legible; and he saw that they were in places annotated or altered in what he recognised as Mark Lambert’s hand. He looked at the beginning. Scrawled across a blank sheet in the same bold hand he read:
 

THE END OF IT ALL

 
Garth glanced back at the decapitated urn, and experienced a sudden overpowering sense of having committed an act of violation from which no good could come. It was a feeling, while it lasted, having all the quality of a sinister premonition, and he braced himself to throw it off as a man might struggle to rid himself of an intolerable physical burden. However the matter might have looked only a few hours ago, it was certainly not as an outsider that he had possessed himself of the enigmatical supper over which the arms of the great-bellied archaic creature had so complacently lain. From the marble floor the head still mocked him – severed yet vital, like a conjuror’s horrible illusion or some invulnerable creature slashed at in nightmare. The typescript felt unnaturally heavy in his hands, as if its substance was no longer paper but base metal. The moment ought to have been golden, holding no more than a promise of triumphantly captured intellectual delectation, but he found it weighing on him like lead. He looked again at the canopic head and saw it now as a tumbled Aunt Sally on some fair-ground of a nether world. But that was wrong. The cock-shy operated in the other direction. And no one – he had admitted to Anthea – could do as much dodging as he imagined.

Finds reads. He would stick to that. Garth thrust the last Mark Lambert under his arm and hurried from the cortile, hurried through the garden and out upon the long dusty road. He climbed the hill. Above him the cypresses waited in their darkness, with here and there a villa islanded among them like a single pale face turned backward in a concourse of averted mourners. On the hill slopes, scraped and clawed into brown clods and ribbed with gesturing vines like a forgotten musical notation, the small fires were still burning. Their smoke, straight and insubstantial as the ghosts of poplars felled long ago, quivered in a heat other than their own. The whole landscape quivered in a fierce heat, as if it lay in some crucible which should dissolve it to its elements. Only the lizards, darting on the hot dry walls, seemed alive – salamanders feeding on fire. He turned once, before plunging among the trees, to look down on the city. The red roofs, quivering in heat within their enfolding hills, showed like blood in a cauldron, with the great dome of the cathedral like a rising bubble in the middle. He could see San Miniato, and beneath it a little horizontal grey line that he knew for the long balustrade of the Piazzale Michelangelo. He plunged into the trees and made for the ruined chapel – Anthea’s chapel, the chapel in which Mark Lambert had imagined an undisturbed repose. He had no notion of manufacturing an irony. Brute circumstance, seemingly, could be trusted for a sufficient lavishness at that. He wanted simply the most substantial shade available. When he had got himself within this he sat down and read.

There could be no doubt of what he had possessed himself of. The opening sentence was alive; it held a faint but unmistakable pulse such as one might feel deep within a great slumbering bird.

 
Sentence succeeded sentence and the bird stirred, preened its feathers, fluttered its wings, became a creature made for air and sifted through and through by light. The nobly shaped paragraphs extended themselves like pinions, the creature poised itself and then, with sweep upon sweep of powerful wings, took majestically to the skies. Before Garth had turned half a dozen pages he knew the spectacle to be definitive. Here was all the fused felicitousness and strength of the master. The recovered book was mature Mark Lambert.

He thrilled to the thought as he read – thrilled to it in spite of the bizarre exigency of which he could never for a moment sink the sense. And there was soon no doubt about the fable. The novel, he guessed, was to have above all things high lucidity, a pattern declaring itself early, a reliance perhaps much on suspense but not at all on surprise. Those innermost recesses of the technical mystery upon which Mark Lambert had dazzlingly discoursed to his edified friend Charles Shaxby long ago were here to be explored – Garth knew it even as he turned to the second chapter – to their last crevices. It was true indeed that, if anything like the whole novel was in his hands, The End of It All could have nothing of the magnitude and richness of The Cosmopolitans. Nor did it seem to hold promise of that clear poetic vision which had prompted many of Lambert’s’ admirers to liken Lucia’s Changeling to The Tempest. But it was at least next to these two acknowledged masterpieces of the novelist that the new work gave promise of standing.

And it was about his mother. Rupert Poyle’s account of the story of The End of It All, however come by, proved itself substantially accurate as Garth continued to read. Here was the young heroine, exquisite in sensibility, ignorant of life, dangerously charged with high romantic feeling. Here was the desperate American lady, relic of the sadly misinformed Italian nobleman; and here was the degenerating train of suitors Garth read on and on, while the sun climbed until he was left with only a strip of shade in the chapel. Outside, the lizards panted like small noiseless bellows, the vines clutched avidly at the downpouring light, the dark pools of shadow crept beneath and islanded the olives.

It was a dispassionate book. The heroine was finely realised and her plight rendered as deeply moving; nevertheless she stood in a full clear light of objective appraisal, like the creation of a deeply penetrating feminine intelligence. The author had learnt from Jane Austen and George Eliot – Garth had his professional glimpse, as he read, of the utility of The End of It All to one who would expound certain of the grand continuities of fiction – but there was far more than a matter of literary derivations involved. Sir Charles Shaxby’s vision of his illustrious friend as one painfully and finally disciplined to contemplative life had here its full vindication. The emotion was sharp and precise, but distanced, as if mediated through a wholly disengaged intelligence.

Realising this fully, Garth took a deep breath and read on. The story approached a crisis in the girl’s realisation that her current suitor, an upright and distinguished but elderly man, was her mother’s former lover. The simplicity of the situation only underlined the art with which it was presented, and for a time Garth was carried straight forward on the strong steady stream of the narrative. So absorbing was this that the change was upon him – was all about him, like suddenly risen waters – while he was yet unprepared.

 
His first awareness was simply of a shift in the character of the typescript. What he now had in his hands was plainly a first draft, composed directly upon the machine, and without manuscript corrections other than impatient pencil scorings through rejected words and sentences. But something else, hard to define yet of unmistakable significance, was happening: a troubling of the stream. Still deep, it was no longer clear; nor was its temperature now constant. Intermittently at first, and then to an effect of complete transformation, extraneous emotion flowed in. Page by page, uncertainty, perplexity, confusion spread over a surface hitherto pellucid and unflawed. There came a point at which a critic, unprovided with any background to the book, might have turned from it baffled. Garth, possessed of large but uncertain information, read on grimly. And presently the novel took on a new urgency and power – yet these were of a kind that chilled him as he read: The writing had become raw, painful, tormented and imaginatively null. Whenever the girl entered all artifice and consideration went out, dropped away indeed to a point of sheer embarrassment, as before the spectacle of garment after garment inopportunely shed. And in place of the former clear cool light there played about all the picture a hot naked flame in which every atom of illusion was presently consumed. What was left might have been a boy’s inept and agonised attempt to fictionalise love or lust. And yet this was not quite all. There were certain pages – almost the very last pages of the unfinished book – which had another character. They were again artistically inept. Indeed, they had almost precisely the thwarted chaotic quality of Lambert’s earliest work. But although themselves uncertain, baffled, even despairing, they obscurely suggested experience to which none of these qualities attached. What the writer ought to have been attempting – here was the truth that Garth finally glimpsed – was an epithalamium. And of the experience, whatever it was, which had disrupted the novel and led to this, the girl was at the heart.

 
He had set down the book, and was staring sombrely at the defaced virgin at the far end of the chapel, when he remembered the loose manuscript papers, tucked into a flap of the limp cover in which the typescript had been cased. He lifted these out and unfolded them. There were less than a dozen sheets, and they were covered in Mark Lambert’s bold hand with what appeared to be his first working notes for the novel. The effect was of a synopsis or scenario, sparsely sketched. In the middle, as if inadvertently folded up with them, was a small envelope. Scrawled across it, again in Lambert’s hand, were five words: The letter from Wendell’s wife.

Garth was aware of himself as looking at this for a long time. He was aware too of feeling cold, and he glanced overhead, almost expecting a suddenly clouded sky. But above the ruined walls there was only the soft Tuscan blue. About the chapel – he thought – there is the empty chapel, only the wind’s home. And again he looked at the envelope. Whatever lay within it his mother had written.

He had no doubt that it contained some sort of certainty. Everything so far had been speculation, inference – perhaps no more than aberration, passing madness. Everything so far had been fiction or the fringes of fiction. The envelope contained fact. He opened it, and saw that it was brief. The writing was certainly his mother’s; he recognised it from the little diary he possessed. This letter was only the second memorial to her that he had ever held in his hands.
 

Dear Mark Lambert,

The child is a boy. He is strong and well. So I am very happy, even although I have discovered something they won’t tell me. I am going to die. Our secret will be safe, then, so far as I am concerned! But it would be that, I think, even if I lived to be an old woman. I always dreamed, oh how I dreamed, of greatness and beauty and what is immortal in art. And the child has his birthright, even if nobody knows of it. For me it is enough to know in my heart that the father of my child was the writer of The Cosmopolitans and Gareth’s Folly and Lucia’s Changeling. When he grows up, surely himself to be an artist, how proud the day will be, how happy it will be on which he learns – if he ever does learn – the truth. But do please believe me amply content that the secret should be for always.
 

Isabella Dauncey.
 

You and Wendell are to come together again. Please. It is my wish.

 
As if the insolent stroke, like a deft flick at a bug or beetle, had tossed him through space to an unknown terrain, Garth found himself in some farther fold of the hills where everything was unfamiliar to him. He walked through vineyards and past the small sleeping poderi until he found himself halted before another ruin. It had been a direct hit. Italians, Germans, British or Americans had achieved it; had in a flash turned one more quiet farm to ash and rubble; had fired their shell, dropped their bomb; gone on their way, killing and destroying, until eventually instructed to desist and turn from warlike to peaceful occasions. And the vision of the total anarchy, the vast disruption, the people in their cities and nationalities uprooted, driven out, blown in myriads like mere dead leaves hither and thither across the face of Europe, had suddenly for him its insidious and terrifying argument. The thing has happened, he told himself. It has happened a hundred, a thousand times. Brothers and sisters, fathers and daughters. There were old romances in which such confusions stemmed from shipwrecks, piracies, the machinations of wicked stepmothers. But all the western world had been a shipwreck, thousands upon thousands of relationships obliterated or confounded. Not that convulsions were necessary. In settled communities it happened too. At the English Restoration Court, throughout English aristocratic society during the Regency, who had been certain of what? Or who had cared, so long as the in-heritance of property was unendangered? And was not that rational enough? Must one accept taboos which had their origin in primitive tribal necessities?

Garth asked himself these questions perforce. They were the questions any educated man would ask. He was asking them still at his next halt – a halt that puzzled him, like a jumble of meaningless sensations, until he cleared his head sufficiently to render it intelligible. The fresh heat, the small flicker and flare in his face, the acrid scent in his nostrils: they came from one of the small fires of vine-trimmings that were burning all over these valleys. This one was untended. He had turned off some small distinguishable path and veered towards it, like a moth to a flame. He stood before it now and gazed into the fire, a small unspectacular fire but intensely hot at the core. Under his arm still was his discovery. Typescript and letter, they were his discovery alone.

Garth gazed long at the fire, and wondered that the drops of sweat trickling down his cheeks and forehead were as cold as ice. At last he turned and walked away with his burden, back into a landscape which had been taken from him, but which he could never cease to possess. It had all seemed to take a very long time. But as he breasted a final rise and saw the Villa Pastorelli beneath him he heard from the city the dull reverberation of the midday gun and then the pealing of many bells.


TEN

 

“And Garth?” Miss Bave asked.

“He missed me, you see. He missed me a second time. So he left”—Anthea braced herself—”he left The End of It All and the letter in my room with a note. I was to read them, the note said, and then come to you.”

“I see. Well, it’s happened before.”

Anthea was startled. “You mean—?”

“No, I don’t. I mean young women turning up on me under that sort of injunction from a young man.” Miss Bave paused on this, frowning. The effect was of her being concerned to reconsider what she had just said in point of English grammar. “And where is Garth now?”

“He has gone away. He says in his note that he thinks it the best thing to do.”

“You mean without an address?”

“Yes.”

“I see no sense in it.” Miss Bave was testy. “No doubt, with a coup de théatre like this on our hands, we don’t all want to be rubbing elbows and jostling shoulders without a break. But I see nothing, but disadvantage in the man’s going off into the blue. I must set about finding him, I suppose.” She reached for her stick. “The aeroplanes – are they running now?”

“I believe there’s some sort of service during the summer months.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.” Miss Bave painfully rose. “And you had better be doing something too.”

“About finding Garth?”

“About finding his father, of course.” Miss Bave was impatient. “Wendell Dauncey ought to have been found long ago.”

“Will it do any good?”

“Probably not.” Miss Bave snapped out the words with every appearance of being at her most unfeeling. “But you started this investigation – at least, your young man did – and I see no reason for not concluding it. Give me that letter again.”

“Here it is.” Mechanically Anthea handed over Isabella Dauncey’s letter. “I’ve been wondering whom it belongs to.”

“It belongs to your father’s trustees. The copyright probably belongs to Garth’s father. Are you thinking of publication?”

The gruff question was a queer challenge to her strength, and Anthea managed to take it with a smile. “There’s been enough published, I’d say.”

“And prematurely.” Miss Bave was grim. “Without all the facts. This is a fact, no doubt.” She handed back the letter. “Wendell Dauncey is a fact, too. You must find him. You must cover all your sources and authorities, you know, and not stop off in the middle of them simply because something distracting has turned up.”

“Distracting?” Anthea repeated the word dully. “You’re right, no doubt. But isn’t it rather academic?”

“And are we not academic?” Miss Bave was suddenly formidable. “But take it we’re simply human. We do badly to settle down to suffering while we can at all still act.”

“I know that.” Anthea had turned away to stand in the tall hotel window and stare out over the Arno. Now she faced round in sudden naked desperation. “But act how?”

“Finish your research.” Miss Bave was stony. “Confirm or qualify your preliminary findings.”

Anthea took a long look at her friend, and as she did so her pallor, which had appeared already absolute, grew. “You can’t,” she whispered, “think there’s any hope that—”

“No, Anthea – no!” Unaccountably, briefly, Miss Bave had the girl in her arms. “Put hope out of your head, whatever you have in your heart. And find Garth’s father.”

 
There was only Raymond with whom to begin. He must at least know possible channels of enquiry. And he would do what she wanted him to do. His weakness was something she had taken the measure of. He had a strange futile lust for that sort of power over living people which his father had exercised imaginatively over phantoms. Hence the streak of what appeared maleficence in him; it was a kind of aping of that in Mark Lambert which had contrived so many sombre predicaments for his thronging creation. But before any sort of resistance Raymond crumpled. He was abject now. He would find Wendell Dauncey if he could.

 
The afternoon was hot and the streets were jaded. In the Signoria tourists in staggering numbers stared up at the Palazzo Vecchio, read to each other out of guide-books, rummaged through the bronze and marble lumber of the Loggia dei Lanzi. She passed among them like a spirit charged with a mission beyond the world of men – her features immobile and her glance never turning to left or right. She had received instructions from Miss Bave and was obeying them, but she realised that she was in no shape to investigate anything. The Duomo and the Baptistery as she walked between them were vague ornate objects which she would have had to collect herself to identify; and the Cavour which she presently traversed seemed to split and flow past her in hurrying insubstantial forms, like a street viewed through the eye of a travelling movie camera. And it was a silent movie. She heard nothing except her own inner voice, as if very far away, repeating at long intervals Garth’s name.

The trolley-bus was just vanishing as she entered the Piazza di San Marco, and she turned to seek a cab. But none was to be found – she supposed because more tourists, still reading to each other from guide-books, were driving round and round in them. She hesitated before a cafe, but the thought of the dark espresso revolted her, and she crossed to the centre of the square and sat down in sparse shade. There would be another bus in fifteen minutes. And she could consider how Raymond was to be tackled.

In front of her in large false grandeur was the statue of some nineteenth-century military personage, covered with a film of dust. Dust was all around her. Dogs basked and children played in it. And like the statue she had her own film of dust. She could feel it on her scalp and between her toes. A line of verse came into her head. And dust forbids the bird to sing. It repeated itself monotonously, taking the place of the name she had been reiterating before. And dust forbids the bird to sing. A small boy tried to sell her chewing-gum and an old woman parched flowers. On a seat opposite her own, two nuns conversed earnestly and with difficulty from within deep starched hoods. Florentine idleness and Florentine energy mingled all around her. Some buses came and went in a great hurry. Others remained mysteriously immobile, and into these people would climb, sit contentedly for a time, and then contentedly come out again. An old man with a stick hobbled up to Anthea’s bench, sat for a few minutes in similar contentment and then drifted away. Beside the statue two soldiers were exploiting every resource of voice and mime in an interminable argument. Anthea looked through it all, and knew only that she could see nothing on its farther side. She told herself that a time would come when the world would again be vivid to her – or at least vivid to another self, with hopes and fears and determinations of a sort, which in some fullness of time would be born from this present death.

But even now it was no use missing the bus. She rose as she saw it turn into the piazza, and as she did so she looked down at her dusty frock, her dusty shoes. She looked at the dusty ground. And dust forbids the bird to sing. She looked again – and her heart seemed to stop. The dusty surface in front of her bench, which had been smooth when she sat down, was etched into a dim precise design.

For a moment she thought that the piazza had begun to sway around her; then she knew that she had simply turned, with instinctive certainty, in the direction taken by the old hobbling man. In front of her was San Marco – the church to her left, the monastery to her right. There was little reason to suppose that he had entered either – but if he was in neither he was irrecoverably gone. He was an old man, and that, in Italy, suggested the church. But he was also – unless her sudden piercing conviction was false – a painter. She ran. There was an angry shout, a scream of brakes, but she was safely in the vestibule of the Museo, impatient before the turnstile, a couple of hundred lire notes in her hand. In a moment she was in the cloister – the Dominicans’ cloister, Fra Angelico’s cloister. He would be with the Fra Angelicos.

She glimpsed St Thomas, Doctor Angelicus, Doctor Universalis; she glimpsed Christ as a pilgrim, with the two Dominicans receiving him. And then she was in the Hospice. It was deserted except for a single copyist, sitting at his little table before the tabernacle of the Linaioli. He was an old man, but she looked at him in sudden doubt. Her glance went to the floor. Beside him lay an old but immaculate panama hat.

Her heart was beating now, was pounding. This was Wendell Dauncey. He was copying in miniature one of the small angelic musicians that are the surrounding glory of the piece. On a little cushion beside him were two or three further miniatures, exposed for sale. He was doing what, in Florence, the humblest painters do. For a second she stood quite still. He had turned and was looking at her, but she was unable to see his face. He was in shadow. She realised that she, correspondingly, stood in a full light. Suddenly he spoke – spoke with conviction, but without emphasis or surprise. “You are Mark’s daughter,” he said. “Mark Lambert’s daughter.” He rose and turned, so that the light fell on his worn face. She had managed to nod; but now, seeing him, she stood transfixed. He put down his brush. “I wonder,” he asked, “if you know Garth?”

“Garth?” The name just breathed from her lips.

“Garth Dauncey. My son.”

 
Perhaps he never knew. Raymond had said something like that – that there were things which he would be the last man to be told. She walked beside him round the cloister to its eastern side, where warm sunlight still fell. She was thankful when he made her sit down, for there was no strength in her limbs. He had dusted the smooth stone – unobtrusively, with grave courtesy – and now he stood before her. She saw that he had become very, very old. But she did not think his wits were gone. His eyes were clear in his finely lined face. He had the air of one who has kept an appointment, who is in command of a situation. She had in her pocket what might be a kind of death to him. But it must all come out. Quietly, suppressing all urgency, she began to speak.

Presently he sat down beside her. He was so still that she wondered if he heard – or if, hearing, he understood. But when she said that she had promised to marry Garth he took her hand for a moment, and she saw that there were tears in his eyes. She pressed on. And at length he had the letter in his hands.

He read it carefully – but for this, she saw, he had no emotion. In the end he folded it and handed it back to her. “You must keep it.” he said. “It is now doubly yours.”

After all, he had failed to understand. His memory, his mind were indeed gone. And although touched, moved, he was in truth very remote, withdrawn – as Garth had described him. She heard herself give a strange sound: half sob, half cry of despair. And then, mastering herself, she was speaking again – frankly, fiercely explaining, with the letter still in her hand.

He was puzzled, troubled – and then suddenly uncontrollably agitated. He stood up and drew out an old watch, elegant and as thin as a leaf. It trembled like a leaf in his hand. “I must tidy up,” he said. “I must tidy up. Leaving things about – they don’t like it.” He made a gesture, courteous still, inviting her to rise. They walked back together to the Hospice. “Anthea, there is something you must know – a secret. Nobody has known. Nobody except my wife.” He was silent until they stood again before the great Fra Angelico. “It is the secret she speaks of to Mark in that letter.”

She wanted to cry out that she did know; that it was plain; that their agony might now end. But it was only at a second effort that she managed to speak at all. “Please, please, let us stop. I understand. Indeed I do.”

“I think not.” He paused, busied himself with what he called his tidying up, stuffing away in a worn case the little humble copies with which his livelihood must now be eked out. And then he looked full at her, and she remembered that he had possessed great beauty. “It’s a very simple and small secret, after all; though I had hoped to take it to the grave with me. I wrote The Cosmopolitans for poor Mark. And his later books too.”

The Pilgrims’ Hospice swam round Anthea. “You—” Her voice died helplessly.

“Yes. He was a very great genius – the very greatest and best man I have ever known. But, you see, he couldn’t write. And I discovered I could. I can’t paint, you know. My life has been as nothing because I can’t paint. But as for writing – well, I discovered I had the trick of that.”


ELEVEN

 

Miss Bave had insisted on bringing a Continental Bradshaw – thus adding considerably, Garth maintained, to the labour of the ancient horse that had hauled her, together with old Mr Dauncey, to the Piazzale Michelangelo. And since her meal was frugal and her mood uncommunicative, Miss Bave had ample leisure for research. She had announced the possession of a sister living in Austria and a schoolfriend who conducted a seminary for young ladies at Grenoble; and with these among other objectives she was now constructing for herself an elaborate timetable. Anthea, finishing her coffee, looked curiously at her friend. “But won’t you,” she asked, “ever fly again?”

“I think not. My generation was brought up to find romance in travel – by which was meant not merely the several places visited but also the journeying between them. But the air is for the most part no more romantic than the twopenny tube. I found the word for it on my flight out.” Miss Bave paused in recollection. “It was encapsulated. Chipchase, with her wonderful flair for an image, might be reminded of those odd pneumatic pipes in the large shops. But you interrupted me when I was trying to find a rapido from Cremona to Turin.”

“I’m very sorry.”

“You and Garth had better go and look at something, and leave Mr Dauncey and myself to digest our luncheons in peace. Not that I shall disturb Mr Dauncey”—and Miss Bave might have been detected giving a swift and wary glance at the old man—”for I have a good many trains to look up still.”

“Yes, Miss Bave.” Anthea got up obediently and Garth did the same; they were like well-disciplined children who have been told to vanish. “But what shall we look at?”

“San Salvatore – straight up between the cypresses.” Miss Bave scarcely lifted her nose from her Bradshaw.

Wendell Dauncey, who had been gazing out over the city in what seemed the remotest of dreams, turned his gaze momentarily upon his companions. “San Salvatore?” he said. “La sua bella villanella. It was a description Mark loved to quote.”

“And then go on up to San Miniato.” Miss Bave was like a resourceful parent, resolved upon an hour’s quiet. “They are a remarkable contrast. You may read about it in the guide.” She returned again to her investigations, but looked up as the young people were about to move away. “I think you said you are to be married before Christmas?”

“Yes.”

“Then don’t neglect to write to the Principal tonight, resigning your lectureship. Nothing much can be done in the vacation, it is true. Nevertheless it will be convenient that she should know.” She waited until Anthea and Garth were gone, and then turned to old Mr Dauncey. Aware of her scrutiny, he gave a small vague bow and an apprehensive glance. He looked, it occurred to her, as the man in the moon might look if confronted with a rapidly approaching meteor. “Where was I?” she asked.

He made a great effort of concentration. “A rapido,” he said. “You were anxious to find a rapido from Cremona to Turin.”

“Thank you.” Miss Bave gave a brisk nod, produced a pencil and made a note.

She flicked the pages of Bradshaw; he returned to his dream; there was a long silence between them. At their back was Poggi’s Loggia, scored and notched by high explosive. In front, beyond the David and a steep fall of oleander, tamarisk and ilex, the red roofs of the city ran in endless horizontals cut by the line of the river and relieved by the great landmarks: the naked brick of Santa Croce, the ornate and enormous Duomo. Wendell Dauncey looked out over it for a time, but presently his gaze travelled elsewhere – travelled to an empty corner of the open air restaurant where they sat. “It was here that I did it.” He spoke almost to himself. “And Mark, actually, was looking on.” He was silent again for some moments. “It was here that I did it – did what I shall always regret.”

Miss Bave glanced at him cautiously. “But hasn’t something come of it – the most important thing of all?”

“Life has come of it, I suppose.” He looked at her questioningly. “Yes – there has been that.”

“Garth and Anthea today: you don’t regret them?”

“I am very happy about them – as must indeed be apparent to you.” His pale lunar smile softened the already mild rebuke. “It has always been rather a dream of mine that they might meet and marry. Simple human happiness is there for us to rejoice in. We may at least say, I suppose, that it is well enough. But a great art is another thing.”

“An incompatible thing?”

“In our particular instance, yes.” He smiled at her again. “Did I say a great art? I ought not to call it that – but at least it was in some such terms that I was coming to dare to think of it. And here I broke it forever.” He made a long pause, and his next words were hesitant. “When must it all—well, appear?”

Miss Bave put down her Bradshaw. “The manuscripts you let me read this morning – the series of Mark Lambert’s letters and notes during your association – will be one of the greatest literary discoveries, I suppose, of the twenty-first century.”

His face lit up. “It needn’t be before then?”

“Certainly not. Let them work it all out in a hundred years’ time – your strange and potent collaboration.”

“Yes – our collaboration.” He had seized on the word. “But Mark’s, you know, was all the genius.”

“Let them argue about that – the scholars like your son and myself. And then let another Lambert – or another Dauncey – go on to discern the fable in it.”

“The fable?” The old man looked at her with a quick vivid interest, so that she had the sensation of being really noticed for the first time. “You see that? Mark would have seen it. In a fashion, I think I saw it myself at the time. It began with Mary.”

Miss Bave said nothing. Nor did she move a muscle. She might have been a waxwork – a waxwork gone slightly puffy, slightly out of shape under the strong Tuscan sun.

 
“It began with Mary Lambert, who was a woman full of love and charity, and who sustained me in the really bitter time – the time of my realising that I could never be more than a mediocre painter. But soon I was deeply attached to Mark too. The bond between us was established, I think, before we at all realised what it consisted in: a common acknowledgment of bafflement, of near-failure.”

“Lambert knew?” Miss Bave was curious. “He held a just estimate of all his early work?”

“Assuredly he did. He had written much and made himself some sort of name; but he understood very well that any mastered art had eluded him. Mark was a full-lived man hungering to be an artist, and the very fullness of his living was the mischief. But it was a long time before it came to me as that. At first I saw him simply as a being of the largest vision and most magnificent conceptions, between whom and his own just and merited achievement there lay some inexplicable chasm. We came to talk about it a great deal.”

Wendell Dauncey’s voice faded, and he stooped to pick up his panama hat. It looked as if, at this crucial point, he was minded to rise and take his leave. He would bow, set the hat carefully on his head, walk away across the Piazzale and while doing so – Miss Bave thought – very conceivably dissolve into air. But her estimate of his intentions proved mistaken. The old man set the hat on his knee and talked on.

“Into that inexplicable chasm we may be said to have peered together a great deal. But we never quite acknowledged it as that. Our discussions were always in terms of one or another specific technical problem before which Mark conceived himself to be maddeningly halted. I used myself, in solitude, to brood over these problems, for my hopes were all bound up with Mark’s success. I had failed as a painter, and I was the more deeply concerned that my friend should succeed as a novelist in the end. But one needs a pen in tackling such things and presently I found that I was using one. You understand?”

Miss Bave allowed herself the faintest of nods.

“I need not retail the stages of our progress; indeed, I do not think I could do so now, even if I were minded to. The important point is my own growing understanding of the underlying facts of the situation. In myself I was nothing – and never had been. People spoke of me, I know, as a kind of wraith. And they were right. And yet I was something. Put it that I was simply that part of Mark which Mark himself lacked. And what he lacked was sufficiently evident. It was the power, having filled his arms with life, to withdraw into the world of disinterested creation. My arms were empty. But that world was mine.”

There was a long silence – so long, that Miss Bave felt obliged to speak. “I understand,” she said gently, “the help you brought him. But I wonder a little – as in time many people will wonder – why you were not both prompted by these circumstances to a more formal and open collaboration.”

The old man flushed, and for a moment she feared to have raised an issue that would silence him. But presently he went on.

“I don’t want to speak of my own temperament. People are always tiresome when they do that. But I was a painter, not a writer. Moreover I was shy. It is a silly little word, is it not? But it can cover extraordinary pain at any hint of prominence in a position felt as delicate or equivocal. No – my temperament forbade anything of the sort you suggest.”

“And perhaps Lambert’s temperament forbade it too?”

Miss Bave felt this as temerarious even as she uttered it. But Wendell Dauncey took it up squarely. “At first – yes – there was vanity. Mark, like many another genius, was a great egotist, I suppose. At first I had to be very tactful. I was the friend who is lucky enough to hit upon the right succeeding development, the happy phrase, the best final polish for this or that. But later—”

He broke off, with the air of one who almost visibly consults the past. “Soon I was no more to Mark than—how may I put it?—an accustomed extension of his own faculties. It was not unfair, for it was something of the sort, after all, that I had made myself. And then there was a further stage. We can all of us, you know, draw at need upon the most amazing reservoirs of self-deception.” Again he paused, and this time it was with a glance in which she seemed to recognise for a small miraculous moment the man who had actually written Gareth’s Folly. “Eventually, I believe Mark didn’t really know.”

“He knew at the end.” Miss Bave was uncompromising now. “When dying, he asked himself what name he should leave behind him. It was a literal question. He meant his or yours. And he wanted to speak. But he was ill and weak and he didn’t.” She stopped to consider. “Yet he must have fully known—how could he not?—when the crisis came, the grand turn in your fable.”

He nodded. “It was a turn; indeed, a complete peripety. In a sense, Mark entered more and more deeply into a state of delusion about the making of the books. But at the same time he came to see more clearly where his own actual weakness lay. The man Poyle is nowhere farther out than where he tries to sketch my eventual anxieties.”

There was a silence which, this time, was not quite wholly a silence; and Miss Bave realised with an effect of some surprise that what she heard was Wendell Dauncey’s laughter. “Poyle gets it the wrong way round?” she asked.

“Just that. Of course Mark was still in the deepest sense the full-lived man. He was avid for the actual world. Nevertheless he learnt spectatorship – and learnt it in the end even to a point of moral perversity. But I – and it is here the irony lies – was prompted the other way. Finding that I had the power to create and resolve action on paper, I developed the desire to do so in the world as well. In the end the reversal was, I say, complete. Mark was the active man turning at last to contemplation; I, the contemplative man hankering after action. I express it crudely, you will see. But you cannot mistake the outline.”

“I don’t think I do.” Miss Bave took a moment to reflect. “When Mark Lambert brought you, hot from Florence, the situation that was to be the core of The End of It All, it was he who was for mere aesthetic spectatorship and you who felt some human impulse to interfere?”

“Indeed, yes. I worked for weeks, for months, at the novel we had hammered out; but all the time the actual predicament of the living girl haunted me. You will forgive me if I avoid endeavouring to recall the succeeding events in detail? Isabella’s was a noble nature, and she was very beautiful. My love for her was like a new dimension in me. I married her – carrying her off, indeed, in circumstances of some little drama, of which I know a glimpse has been given you.”

“And Lambert?”

“We did after a fashion come together again. It was my wife’s last wish. She knew – as you have learnt – the secret of the books; and she was willing that it should be preserved, if only thereby the process might continue. She was a good wife for an artist. And yet, how fatal . . . ” The old man paused, and for the first time his expression was wholly sombre. “Be that as it may, Mark found my marriage hard to forgive. In terms of our life’s work, he had disciplined himself, after a fashion. And I had collapsed into licentiousness. It was a fair judgment. Mark’s judgments were always fair.”

“That I think is for posterity.” There was a hint of familiar grimness in Miss Bave’s voice. “And the novel?”

“I tried for Mark’s sake to finish it, but I never could. And there, you see, lay the fatality. I had left that withdrawn world and filled my own arms with life. I found that I could not return. No, not even when the bounty I had taken went so swiftly to the grave. I have been outside ever since. As an artist, I must consider that the price was too high to pay.”

“You expressed yourself with some vehemence to that effect three years ago.”

“Three years ago?”

“I see you don’t remember.” Miss Bave’s tone was cautiously dry. “It was to your own son. Fortunately for the poor boy’s feelings at the time, he had no idea what you were talking about.”

“I do remember – and even some of the words I used. I have, you know, often thought of my action, here on the Piazzale, as Mark Lambert’s Waterloo. It was the end, that is to say, of the real Mark Lambert. I mean the Mark Lambert who was neither Mark nor myself, but the creator of The Cosmopolitans and Lucia’s Changeling.”

The old man was silent, and she saw that so much talk had exhausted him. “Shall we call a cab?” she asked.

But he was looking at her curiously; and now, disregarding her question, he spoke in a new tone. “I have sometimes wondered – wondered, here in my isolated situation – whether anybody knew, or guessed. Will you forgive me if I put that question to you, who have so profound a knowledge, it is clear, of modern literature? Had you guessed?”

She shook her head, smiling. “If I had, Garth and Anthea would have been spared something. But I had, of course, wondered.”

“Wondered?”

“Rather as Henry James does, in a letter you may know, when Mark Lambert’s The Cosmopolitans comes at him out of the blue. Looked at closely, Lambert’s golden decade is a decidedly odd piece of literary history.”

He shook his head, puzzled. “I must accept what you say. But I don’t know why it should be so. Mark so evidently possessed genius. Everybody saw it in him.”

“Perhaps so. But there’s another thing. Have you ever studied the last few pages of the Settignano Memorandum Book? They are full of projects still. Nobody will ever be able to deny Mark Lambert those. But here at the end of his life the projects nearly all involve writers or artists. And a surprising number of them touch upon literary or artistic deception.”

Wendell Dauncey made a swift gesture of distress. “But please! That is not a word—”

“I am sorry.” Miss Bave felt real compunction. “But what most interests me is what I have called the fable. It illustrates—does it not?—a simple truth. The artist who would see life whole must always distance it. That is what, at the close of The End of It All, you were failing to do. There are things in Lucia’s Changeling that remind me of Shakespeare’s sonnets. But in The End of It All you run into feelings that are immediate and therefore intractable. What I thought of as I read it was Meredith’s Modern Love.”

“Ah, Meredith!”

He had wonderfully smiled. It was as if a cloud had drifted away from before some mild radiance – and she thought, oddly, of Galileo, waiting in these valleys for just such a moment, patient beside his glass.

“Meredith was the favourite poet of my later boyhood – and how strange, how pleasing, to hear any one speak of him now. On Modern Love I agree with you. But what shall we say of The Woods of Westermain?’

 
When Anthea and Garth returned from San Miniato it was to find two old people placidly talking outmoded poetry. They stood for a moment, disregarded; then they glanced at each other comically and stole away. They ran down the steps together, making for the river. At the bottom Anthea came to a sudden halt, and turned to him. “Garth,” she said, “shall we really go to Rome?”

He looked at her seriously. “Indeed we will. Isn’t it the eternal city?”


Endnotes

[1] Lambert’s return to Settignano appears to have been on the twenty-eighth of August. — C.S.

[2] The ninth of September—and the day immediately following the visit by “D”. — C.S.
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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.










	[image: Cover image]
	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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	Andrew and Tobias


The Feltons are a family with a long lineage stretching back beyond the Norman Conquest. They now have a daughter, Ianthe, but prior to her birth Tobias, or Toby, was fostered and then adopted as their heir after he had miraculously survived the sinking of a refugee ship by a German U-Boat. Then, someone who is clearly Toby’s twin turns up as an under-gardener. He had been fostered by a Scottish couple, now dead. There is now general and disturbed confusion on everyone’s part – including the boys themselves. Stewart explores magnificently the nature of the complicated relationships, including those from outside of the family such as Toby’s lover; the irony of the situation; and the many ramifications of class and culture in the absurd situation the characters find themselves.
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	Avery’s Mission


Bannerman is a schoolmaster on his way to Florence to do some research. On the plane, he meets a recent pupil, Avery Brenton, who is travelling to see his divorced father. However, Avery is young and naïve and is being unwittingly used by his domineering mother. Bannerman finds himself being drawn into matters. Avery’s father is working on a lifetime study of Italian art and is not that pleased to see him. Enter Mrs Mountpatrick, a friend of Avery’s mother, along with another youth who is helping his father. Very soon, a delightfully entangled and complex situation develops, only to be exacerbated by the arrival of Avery’s mother, a dominatrix who uses sex-appeal and a natural upper class manner to exert her will. The tale is told by Bannerman as narrator and is full of suspense to delight the reader right up to the unexpected end.
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	The Aylwins


This novel yields high comedy and mystery surrounding an Oxford College, told by a schoolmaster narrator, and written by J.I.M. Stewart, himself an Oxford Don and master of dry wit and surprise. Supported by his wife, Arthur Aylwin’s desires to be Provost of the College – so much so he is prepared to give up a University Chair so as to achieve it - but there are family scandals and other prejudices and situations to deal with. The reader is drawn into the closed, but convivial atmosphere of college life, described by Stewart himself as ‘impressively circumstanced in relation to the outside world’. The finale nonetheless takes place in Perugia, after an unexpected meeting.
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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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	Cucumber Sandwiches


In ‘Laon and Cythna’ scandals are to be avoided following the death of Lord Lucius, but what emerges is more mysterious – the legend of a past relative who fell in love with a peasant girl, and a more recent deathbed confession by the heir’s mother. This is a ‘ghost’ story in the best traditions of that genre. In ‘Cucumber Sandwiches’ an Oxford don’s researches put him on the trail of a youthful indiscretion of a famous Victorian novelist. In ‘The Men’ we meet another don who strays into what he perceives as the alarming world of young people, whilst in ‘A Change of Heart’ strange and macabre events follow the grafting of a finger and thumb, from another patients amputated arm, when Michael Firth awakes in hospital after a car accident.










	[image: Cover image]
	The Guardians


Willard Quail, an American citizen, re-visits Oxford many years after leaving the University so as to look after railroad and other businesses following the death of his father. Now, he meets old acquaintances, such as a former tutor, old Dr. Stringfellow, and comes into contact with a convoluted and seemingly connected bunch of people as he pursues the Fontaney Journals. Quail’s motive and purpose in making the journey may not be immediately apparent, but with his usual wit and skill J.I.M. Stewart leads the reader to the story’s satisfying conclusion. As for Quail? Well, he returns to New York. Mission accomplished?
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	The Man Who Won The Pools


Phil Tombs’s wins almost a quarter of a million pounds. Many try to take for a ride and relive him of his new found fortune, but Phil is no fool, and he makes an enterprising and amusing hero as he learns the social nuances and the power of money, going from one adventure to another with what has been described as ‘proletarian gusto’. In this entertaining novel, J.I.M. Stewart depicts the social pitfalls for an ordinary person assuming riches and how basic instincts and sense prevail so as to permit him to weave his way through.
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	The Man Who Wrote Detective Stories


In ‘The Man Who Wrote Detective Stories’ an emissary from Scotland Yard visits Freddie Seston in Venice, who happens to have bumped in to an old school friend, now a QC. Freddie is the supposed secret author, under a pseudonym, of a string of novels. Now, a murder has been committed using the same methodology as in one of the books. The only problem is, that title has not yet been published …. In this, and three other stories within this volume, J.I.M. Stewart does not disappoint, writing with his usual clarity and wit, along with the mystery and surprise readers have become accustomed to through the titles published under the his own pseudonym of ‘Michael Innes’.
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	Mark Lambert’s Supper


Mark Lambert, one of the finest authors of his generation, is dead and his final masterpiece is missing. Dauncey and Lambert’s daughter both believe it to be in Italy, but in an effort to recover it there they face adventure and secrets never dreamed of. How far away is danger? This is a masterly work from J.I.M. Stewart, with all of his expected twists and turns for the reader, right up to his usual satisfying end.
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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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	The Naylors


George Naylor, an Anglican priest, has doubts about his faith. He goes to stay with his brother’s family, who unfortunately regard religion with some disdain and George as a bit of a joke. Enter Father Potter, sent by the establishment to regain their wayward cleric. There then occurs a series of adventures including the discovery of a secret research laboratory which is conducting testing on animals, and the prospect of George and Father Potter being involved in a protest rally which includes nuclear disarmers and anti-vivisectionists. All is brought to a hilarious conclusion in this fine example of Stewart’s witty writing.
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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.
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	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.
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	A Use Of Riches


Rupert Craine is a wealthy, cultured banker, who treats problems of high finance and additions to his collection of paintings with equal seriousness. He is aware, however, that his wife’s first husband, who was killed in the war in Italy, was a brilliant artist. Something strange occurs when drawings by the latter suddenly appear on the market and a telegram summons Craine and his wife to Italy. There, the past grotesquely and irresistibly explodes into the present. ‘The author manages to depict the English social maze through his hero’s intrigued and piercing gaze.’
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	A Villa In France


Penelope, the daughter of a local priest, is lured to a villa in the south of France where she is the victim of a cruel hoax. As to how she came into the situation, we are first introduced to her as a child and the background is set out with Stewart’s usual wit and highly descriptive writing. Fulke Ferneydale, now a rich novelist, knew Penelope then – indeed, in her later teenage years he suddenly proposed to her, but she turned him down. At the time, he had something of a chip on his shoulder as his father was ‘in trade’, which is something Penelope’s father looked down upon in a snobbish manner, although it didn’t affect her. Accordingly, Ferneydale went off and married Sophie, although he subsequently managed to enjoy a string of mistresses and young boys. Penelope married Caspar, but he is withdrawn, scholarly and boring, not to mention materially unsuccessful. So what is to become of her in France? There are many twists to this tale, not least the final surprise.
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	James Joyce


The definitive biography of James Joyce by John Stewart, himself a successful and wide-ranging writer and critic, who was also a tutor and reader of English Literature at Oxford University. Stewart covers both Joyce’s life and works and gets to the heart of the influences in each of the various ‘periods’ in his writing. There is also included an extensive bibliography for further reference.
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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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