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PART ONE

THE SLEEPING PRINCESS


CHAPTER I

 

Oxford, England, was the address on the label that hung from Quail’s suitcase. It hadn’t caught his eye on the steamer; he noticed it for the first time now, when the lurch with which the train left Paddington set the label swaying on the opposite rack. The label was an old-fashioned leather affair. It suggested – the thought came suddenly to Quail – a muzzle, through which the white slip of inserted cardboard showed like two rows of threatening teeth.

Quail reminded himself that Oxford, England, was a perfectly proper address on the baggage of a citizen of the United States. There was no reason why the sight of it should set him to the manufacture of alarming images. A quickened pulse, indeed, was natural. Even an Englishman, elderly like himself, would own to that when making again after many years this once so pregnant journey. Long ago, these quiet reaches of the Thames had been exciting because of all the things one largely conjectured might happen at the end of them. If they were exciting now, it was simply because of the memory of that. Nothing but reminiscences, ghostly re-enactments, was in question. When past fifty, a return to one’s university – to one of one’s universities – rings up no curtain except in the interior theatre and upon a costume piece. There couldn’t, as a man might say, be a story in it.

Yet he was coming to Oxford not merely in the nostalgic mood. That, taken anything like neat, was something he would distrust. He didn’t expect contemporary drama, but at least he had a present design. His visit would have a result – so he allowed himself to hope – on the practical plane. It would conclude, if all went well, with an event which could be registered on the simplest of instruments – say a pair of scales. There would be a small but definite movement of physical objects in space.

No doubt there would be a need to take new bearings. Oxford couldn’t be quite unchanged. The social revolution in these islands – commonly referred to by his peregrinating countrymen with sombre reticence as “the conditions” – must have marked the place. But it didn’t appear greatly to have marked the environs of London. As the train moved out through the grimed hideous tenements here and there beflagged with uncertainly cleansed washing, Quail had a sense of time standing still. And this sense was strengthened by his more immediate surroundings. It was donkey’s years since he had been in an English train, for none of his more recent transatlantic trips had taken him outside a capital into which he had been directly dropped, more or less, from the stratosphere. Now, a single wriggle assured him that what he reposed upon dated from Great Western days. This first-class carriage stuck to the pre-scientific approach to comfort. There was an assumption that physical ease could be managed without push-buttons and levers. The compartment had the smell not of medicated air but of smoke and dust and tobacco – the expensive tobacco of prosperous businessmen. If anything had changed, it appeared to be the speed at which it was proposed to travel.

England, never exactly fast-moving, was decidedly slowing down. Of this proposition, which he frequently enough heard advanced, here seemed to be a present instance. For Quail remembered that when, a serious and expectant Rhodes Scholar, he first made this journey, the train had abbreviated his suspense by breaking the hour. Nothing of the sort was promised today. On the other hand, that far-off train had been crowded – he had come up, he recalled, on the Friday immediately preceding Full Term – whereas this one had space to spare. In his own compartment, there was only one other passenger. And even he appeared to need some explaining. Perhaps it was the social revolution that had put him here. But Quail doubted it. Egalitarian movements are not largely on record as doing much for tramps. And he supposed this passenger to be that.

The tramp had dropped straight to sleep. His mouth was open and his eyes were closed. This was as much as Quail, seated diagonally across the compartment, allowed himself to notice. Egalitarian feelings of his own would have made him dislike being detected in what might be misinterpreted as a challenging scrutiny. Indeed, he now reached for a newspaper he had bought at Paddington, his idea being to get well behind it if the ticket-collector arrived and vindicated the sanctity of first-class travel by turning the old creature into the corridor. But having effected – in a full consciousness of its ignobility – this tentative precaution, Quail found himself looking at the old creature’s boots. One of them was puzzling. The sole had come away from the upper – a state of affairs orthodox in a tramp. But an ingenious repair had been contrived by means of a sort of swaddling operation with a lavishly used roll of transparent cellulose tape. Moreover, on the seat beside the tramp lay a hat. It was, Quail realised, a black hat. His first impression of it as being a green hat was owing to a pervasive incrustation of mildew or mould. But this object had also been resourcefully cared for. The brim was at one point severed from the crown. And a repair – effective even if unusual – had been achieved through the deft application of a small but powerful spring paper-clip.

Quail now ventured to shift his gaze to the principal garment in which the tramp was enfolded. This struck him as having less the character of an overcoat than of a decayed, yet still formidable, fortification. In the main an affair of massive abraded surfaces, it had here and there recesses and subsidences, which suggested some slow shrinkage of the life within, and in which one somehow expected grasses to have taken root and the nests of wild-fowl to have niched themselves. Not that it could be called ragged. Apart from a tendency of the lining to depend in strips from its lower circumference, it might have been described as in tolerably good structural repair. But there was no doubt that it was grubby. Just over the slumbering tramp’s left knee, in particular, there showed a large irregular brown stain. It suggested a mishap with a cup of coffee in some railway refreshment-room very long ago.

The brown stain disturbed Quail oddly. He was inclined to suppose that this could be accounted for only upon esoteric psychological principles. The particular shape of the stain must have touched off some sinister process of association in his unconscious mind. There was a technique, he believed, of investigating nervous distresses by determining the sufferer’s imaginative responses to a series of blots. What this blot suggested to him was the continent of Australia rotated clockwise through an angle of ninety degrees. The discovery was not enlightening. Australia, he was convinced, was an area of the world’s surface with which his subliminal self held no conversation whatever.

Suddenly, and with the effect of a forgotten name or date slipping back into the mind, he realised that what was troubling him was not a trick of association but an assertion of previous acquaintance. He had seen the brown stain before. This discovery was immediately followed by the familiar but uncomfortable sense of knowing just what was going to happen next. The tramp was about to wake up, reach into a capacious pocket, and produce a crumpled paper bag.

 
Precisely this now happened. The tramp peered into the bag, inserted a finger and thumb, and then glanced swiftly across the compartment. Quail became aware of a small lively presence lurking behind the folds of the grey battered overcoat, the impression being of a preternaturally ancient squirrel counting its acorns as it peered out between the limbs of a tree. And almost at once the squirrel spoke. It was like an irruption from the world of Beatrix Potter. The voice was high, quavering, cultivated, and curiously gay. “Ginger nuts,” it said.

Quail’s disturbance of mind evaporated. This was – of course it was – old Dr Stringfellow. Dr Stringfellow had been that – to Quail’s young mind quite unequivocally old – long, long ago. And his overcoat had been old too. Quail had often noticed it, coffee stain and all, during chilly lectures in Hilary Term, when it had regularly appeared beneath Dr Stringfellow’s equally old gown. It had changed less than its owner. And the biscuits surely represented a major innovation – a concession, it must be feared, to the passing of the years. For Quail seemed to remember that the paper bags had formerly contained – or at least been reputed to contain – a small but succulent species of pork pie.

“Good afternoon, Quail.” As Dr Stringfellow produced, in a manner wholly casual, this incredible feat of memory, he hospitably extended the bag across the compartment. “Do you take the four forty-five as a regular thing?”

“Good afternoon, sir.” Quail, having accepted a ginger nut, found himself surprising Dr Stringfellow by cordially shaking him by the hand. It was one of the points – he now remembered – to remember. According to one school of Oxford thought, you sometimes shook hands during the vacation but never during term. According to another, you shook hands with any given individual once in a lifetime and once only. Perhaps Dr Stringfellow was of this second persuasion. But at least his surprise was genial – as might be that of an anthropologist with whom a Hottentot had deftly contrived to rub noses. “The four forty-five?” Quail essayed a nibble at his ginger nut before taking up the question that had been addressed to him. “It’s a long time, I’m afraid, since I’ve taken any train to Oxford at all.” He made a second attempt on the ginger nut. It was adamantine. He had a fleeting fantastic suspicion that it was cast in metal – which would mean that his companion had entered a second childhood delighting in explosive cigarettes, rubber spiders, and rapidly soluble spoons.

“You’ve gone down? But of course you have. I remember very well. A pity. You wouldn’t think of changing your mind?” Dr Stringfellow, who had now put on a pair of ancient steel-rimmed spectacles, glanced at Quail with sudden extreme sharpness.

“It’s rather late in the day for that.” Quail was amused. “It happened, you know, twenty-five years ago.”

“Exactly.” Dr Stringfellow was unimpressed. “Twenty-five years. I’d have put it at twenty-six. But I recall the occasion. We were hoping that you might remain. And then off you went in a great hurry.”

“That’s true.” Quail was astonished at the accuracy with which this antediluvian scholar was able to mark, on a map itself now grown, as it were, shadowy beneath the Deluge, so minute and evanescent a spot as a stray American student must constitute. “It was certainly in a hurry, and I deeply regretted it. But my father had died, you see, and there were responsibilities. A business to take hold of. Several businesses, as a matter of fact.”

“Quite so, quite so.” Dr Stringfellow spoke dismissively, as one who converses daily with those controlling industrial empires. “And are you in a hurry still – or are you coming into residence with some sense of leisure?” Dr Stringfellow again contrived his effect of sudden sharp scrutiny. “Are you a bachelor?”

Quail found himself at a loss. It had not occurred to him to dignify his present pilgrimage to Oxford as any sort of coming into residence. And the second question struck him as awkwardly ambiguous. It might be directed to his marital status. Or it might merely be designed to settle whether or not he had ever taken a degree. On this last point he ventured a guess. “I’m not married,” he said, “and my time is, to a reasonable extent, my own to command. But I don’t know that I shall stay very long. It depends on how things go.”

To this Dr Stringfellow made no reply, applying himself instead to mastication. The ginger nuts gave him no difficulty; he might have been chewing gum. As the silence continued, Quail wondered if he had spoken too casually. It was certainly true that his stay need not be extended. The history of his second encounter with Oxford could be short. On the other hand, his project was scarcely to be put through quite with the celerity – nor yet wholly in the spirit – of a business trip. It was his consciousness of this, it was his desire to get into the right, the decent tempo, that had brought him to England by water, and that was responsible for his having in addition to the suitcase in front of him, a sizeable trunk in the guard’s van.

“How things go?” Dr Stringfellow’s silence had been meditative. It was during a thoughtful scrutiny of Quail’s clothes that he propounded a further question. “It’s the railways, I think, that you and your family own over there?”

Quail laughed. “Not quite all of them. But I’ve certainly had a lot to do with railroads since I saw Oxford last. Shall I find the place much changed?”

“I fear, my dear fellow, that you may.” Dr Stringfellow took another peep inside his paper bag, and his tone grew sombre. He might have been reflecting that even a ginger nut is a poor substitute for a well-baked pork pie. “There is, if you ask me, a growth of intolerance among the younger men – the younger dons, that is to say. They tend, it appears to me, more and more to congregate in corners, plotting petty subversions and sharing small primitive jokes. It is a pity. The atmosphere of what, at school, we used to call the junior day-room is scarcely conducive to good general conversation.”

“I suppose not.” Quail glanced curiously at his companion. “But in any society, I guess, people tend to sort themselves out according to age. I don’t see that it constitutes intolerance.”

“It leads to their wanting to change things. Instead of making knowledge, which is confoundedly hard, they propose, you know, simply to shove things around. And that – whether it be a question of an examination statute or a common room bookcase – is a good deal easier, if you ask me. It is surely to be deplored that scholars should adopt the attitudes and admit the passions of bishops and civil servants. You agree with me?”

Quail, who felt that the passions of bishops, at least, was a subject taking him well out of his depth, offered a noncommittal murmur.

“Yet intolerance is decidedly something one must be tolerant about.” Discovering this ultimate in liberal sentiment, Dr Stringfellow regained his buoyant nervous tone. “And particularly in the junior people. A measure of intolerance, after all, gives them what they need – their cutting edge. Only one doesn’t, indeed, care to be cut oneself – in either sense. And I myself have been coming – just lately, you know, I have been coming – a little to feel the approach of unregarded age. How is it that Shakespeare describes it?”

“In corners thrown.”

“Just that. One might, I discern, come to bear the character of a picturesque survival, a slippered pantaloon about the place. In my own case, I can see the possibility of its beginning to happen quite soon – say in twenty, or even fifteen years time. There goes old Stringfellow, I can hear them saying, the last of the true Oxford eccentrics. You follow me?”

“I think I do.” Quail offered this reply soberly. Dr Stringfellow, he realised, could not in fact have been, all those years ago, a grand old man about the place. But he had contrived that impression – perhaps it was one of Oxford’s queer roads to prominence – and now at last the real thing was catching up on him. He was like a capable actor who, having long specialised in senile roles, eventually sees the threat of being adjudged past them. Quail was far from certain that he found this perception amusing. The measure of comedy which it held was of the savage order. His literary studies reminded him that academic comedy had frequently been like that.

“Not mark you, that there isn’t a sufficient insurance in the matter.” Dr Stringfellow selected with apparent care another ginger nut. “Keep your teeth.”

 
“Your teeth?” Quail was startled – the more so because his companion had accompanied this prescription by smartly biting his rock-like biscuit in two. This had the effect of making uncertain whether the conversation was proceeding on a literal or a figurative level.

“Keep your teeth – and show them from time to time. When the exigency to which I have been referring turns up – as I say, in fifteen or twenty years – that is the precept which I propose to remember. I suppose you came in an aeroplane?”

“I came by sea.” Quail was less surprised by this abrupt change of subject on Dr Stringfellow’s part than by a change in manner and appearance which accompanied it. The squirrel had vanished – so it might have been phrased – and a badger had appeared instead: an old grey badger incomprehensibly driven to fight.

“You astonish me, Quail.” Dr Stringfellow’s eyes, suddenly revealed as rheumy and bloodshot, took on a glare distressing to entertain. “Haven’t your countrymen elevated virtually all the amenities of life into the empyrean – where you must pursue them, surely, if you are to do yourself at all tolerably well?”

Quail was puzzled. “You mean that air travel is the luxurious thing?”

“Certainly.” Dr Stringfellow gave what was now a malign chuckle. “Gracious living—a notable phrase, is it not?—is to be sought more than ever only in high life: about four miles high, they tell me. When I was a young man there was a song that looked forward to the time when pigs should begin to fly. Now, it is not only the pigs, I understand, but the truffles as well.”

“I don’t know that I was ever offered truffles on a plane.” Quail, uncertain about the direction of the obscure animus suddenly released in his companion, took refuge in literal consideration.

“But a Latour ‘24, my dear fellow – or at least a sound Mouton-Rothschild? Poor Keats, ignorant lad, associated vintage wine with the deep-delved earth. But now it is carried per ardua ad astra and served free of charge to persons smoking cigars and wearing bowler hats.”

“Bowler hats?” Quail burst out laughing. He saw that this dip into acrid badinage was not prompted by hostility to either his country or himself. Dr Stringfellow, having been moved to think about his teeth, was simply assuring himself that they were in tolerable working order. And no doubt this was only a mild taste of his quality. The badger could do better if he chose. “Bowler hats?” It was entirely amicably that Quail repeated the words. “No—I guess I never saw just that. It’s true that I’ve had to submit pretty freely, now and then, to the fashion for hurrying round, and of course the air’s the natural place to do it. I’ve even been constrained to a fairly regular consumption of those vintage wines served free. But I’ve clung, I can fairly plead, to a dim persuasion that the near-sonic is not the pace designed by God for that sort of tipple.”

“Ha!” As Dr Stringfellow uttered this exclamation, the glare departed and the badger faded. He was again applying himself with the squirrel’s contentment to his paper bag. “Do you know,” he said, “that there are only two left? And no chance of picking up anything at Reading – although as a town you might describe it as one vast biscuit-tin. This train doesn’t stop there. Another instance of hurry-scurry. And you yourself, my dear Quail, are doing no more than coming and going? A pity.” Dr Stringfellow was now again mildly gay and wholly benign. “You will find it regretted. There is admiration, you know, for how you manage it.”

“For how I manage it?” Quail, for the first time in years, felt himself flush. His fellow-traveller’s words appeared to him incredible – and yet it would be affectation, he supposed, to deny at least some vague understanding of their reference. “You mean for how I’ve managed a little to keep up with old interests?”

“For how you’ve managed to look after all those railways, and so on. I know no instance of a scholar contriving to control large business interests in his spare time. It’s a remarkable achievement, Quail – a most remarkable achievement.”

“But I’m not a scholar in the remotest sense!” Quail was distressed. “It’s a total misconception. I’ve scarcely talked to academic folk, or walked across a campus, a dozen times in twenty years.”

“My dear fellow, we do of course know that you have remained a Privatgelehrter, as our Teutonic friends say. Heaven forfend that it should be otherwise. For who, that could escape, would be furnished with undergraduates, research students and a lecture-room? No, no! But of your standing there can be no question. My old friend Gibson of Keble was mentioning The Early Years only the other day. He recommends it, as a model of ordonnance, to the young people we quaintly term the Advanced Students.” Dr Stringfellow paused to chuckle over this. “But I think you said the length of your stay would depend on how things go? You mean, I suppose, how quickly you get through some planned reading in Bodley?”

“I certainly have some reading I’m reckoning to do there.”

Dr Stringfellow appeared to feel that a little time might profitably be given to perpending this answer. He fell once more to mastication, and his next question was unexpected. “I suppose the railways are all right?” As he spoke he turned his head and took an appraising glance at Quail’s suitcase. The effect was somehow to endow that wholly unremarkable receptacle with an appearance of almost indecent opulence. “All that sort of thing does very well over there?”

“Tolerably well. We have our ups and downs.”

“Quite so, quite so.” Dr Stringfellow offered this as might a man of the largest financial views. “And have you any other plans while in Oxford?”

Quail hesitated. “As a matter of fact—”

He broke off. The ticket-collector had entered the compartment. It was evident that he was in no doubt about the status of Dr Stringfellow, whom he saluted with respect. Dr Stringfellow, after some thought, produced his ticket from inside the upper of the more reliable of his two boots. Quail had been equally methodical but less idiosyncratic. He brought out his billfold, opened it, and found his own ticket. As he did so his eye fell on something tucked away behind it: a ten-dollar bill.

There is nothing precisely overweening in a ten-dollar bill; and this particular one it had merely not come into Quail’s head to part with when doing business with his English banker that morning. But now he found himself glancing from the bill to Dr Stringfellow, who was engaged in returning his ticket to its place of security. He received the fleeting impression that Dr Stringfellow dispensed with socks; and it struck him that the entire appearance of this venerable person was of one to whom ten dollars and a full command of what he had acidulously called gracious living were each as remote as the other.

Quail had, indeed, more than a suspicion that personal eccentricity rather than national penury was on exhibition before him, and that Dr Stringfellow’s state of extreme disrepair was not to be considered as of a piece with that rather pervasive absence of fresh paint of which the modern explorer of Europe is so soon aware. But despite these rational reflections it was something of a symbolical quality that he appeared to detect as glinting out from the bill when his eye went back to it. And it was this that dictated his next words.

“Other plans?” He spoke as soon as the ticket-collector had left the compartment. “No; I don’t think I can mention anything else that I particularly want to do.”



CHAPTER II

 

It was to a sense of anti-climax that Willard Quail woke up in his hotel next morning. He had cherished, for one thing, the fond supposition that what would draw him out of slumber would be the sweet insistent chime of collegiate and matutinal bells. In point of fact, he was roused by the passing of a convoy of heavy vehicles belonging to the United States Air Force. When he got downstairs, it was to breakfast among compatriots who were pausing only to bolt their orange-juice before piling into the largest of hireable English cars and making rapidly for Cambridge or Stratford-upon-Avon.

But in all this there lay nothing really disturbing. Quail could candidly claim to have very little of the expatriate psychology; and upon challenge he would have declared that it is only the English who are rendered noticeably uneasy upon brushing up against their countrymen when abroad. If Quail was indeed not wholly happy now, the reason lay in his consciousness of having made a disingenuous start to his enterprise. Like most cultivated Americans, he owned a slow and ruminative mind, and this instrument gave itself with some insistence during breakfast to canvassing the propriety of his having been, on the previous afternoon, rather close with old Dr Stringfellow.

Quail’s father had owned a sufficient mission in life in an activity which he was accustomed to phrase as getting horse-trading right off the railroads. Quail had himself found, it is true, that nothing effective could be done in the way of keeping up this family tradition without a frequent large recourse to guile. But in Oxford, he felt, it was not even to the most laudable ends that guile would at all do. He judged it chargeable that he ought to have been more candid with his yesterday’s travelling-companion. But at least the encounter had been a warning against adopting an unbecoming deviousness in the small and surely not culpable enterprise ahead of him.

He was conscious of this interior debate as enhancing the dubiety with which he presently ventured upon the streets – streets leading past colleges and churches to not all of which he found that he could instantly put a name. At one level, the visual, his walk was all delighted recognitions and surprised bumpings up against novelty – and he felt, indeed, at times as bewildered as a ball making its first traverse of a partly reconstructed pin-table. There were sights, moreover, that aroused emotions whose threatening massiveness was embarrassing; but at least he experienced no awakened feeling that he would have felt it beyond his power tolerably to define. With his other senses it was different. Oxford has a good many characteristic sounds – the bells which he had missed earlier were not altogether silent during the morning – and it has even more in the way of characteristic smells. Many of the colleges possess semi-subterraneous offices giving upon one or another public road; and it seemed to Quail that from each of these in turn – whether kitchens, wash-places, or butteries – came odours at once unique and unchanging. Balliol still suggested an odd contiguity of boot-polish and pickles, and in the bathrooms of Oriel, they remained faithful to the old brand of soap. All this was again no more than a matter of recognition. Yet the experience was of a different order to any channelled through the eye; and there were moments when Quail felt more than ever, as one might say, knocked sideways. It was as if a giant hand took him as he passed and whipped him through not space but time. After an hour of these assaults he had an inspiration, and took shelter in Mr Blackwell’s shop.

It is perhaps only in the field of fiction that a majority of the books published aim with any deliberation at a sedative effect. But on this occasion Quail found himself notably tranquillised, at least, after turning over a dozen or so volumes of an entirely miscellaneous character – so much so that he would presently have bought something and resumed his walk, had not his eye chanced to fall upon a wholly familiar object. Mr Blackwell was offering for sale a copy of the revised edition of The Early Years of Arthur Fontaney.

There was nothing remarkable in this. Quail knew that the English reissue of his book had appeared only within the last few weeks. What was perhaps a little impressive was the position of the copy he had here come up against. Mr Blackwell’s is a large shop. It has one shelf that is much shorter than any of the others – that is no more, indeed, than what, in a domestic context, would be called a book-slide. This exiguous receptacle is traditionally given over to what are adjudged the really important new books. Into it, Regius Professors and other ripe scholars have been detected endeavouring to convey, from less prominent corners of the establishment, lately published labours of their own. And Quail’s book was here.

For a moment he wondered if The Early Years was a good biography, after all. He had written it in the first instance, he knew, out of a vast inexperience alike of literature and life. But he had been lucky with his materials, and Fontaney – the young Fontaney – had virtually written himself. Quail’s memory was vivid of his own sense, as he worked, of being no more than secretary to that remarkable mind in its swift unfolding amid the aesthetic aridities of Mid-Victorian England. Fontaney had been foolproof – at least in that regard he had been so – so the book had perhaps its points, after all. It might even have a touch of the high merits of order and clarity, which was what Dr Stringfellow had courteously implied when at his most amiable on the previous day. But certainly The Early Years wasn’t positively and flatly good. Quail was sure of that. For one thing, it was only half a book. The story simply broke off. The farther reaches of the prodigal unlikely building sketched themselves uncertainly in air, beyond a perfunctorily run-up blank surface diversified only by here and there a hopefully protruding brick. But for this effect of opera interrupta there had been, of course, reasons conclusive enough.

Quail was looking at the spine of his book. On the front of the dust-cover, he knew, was Millais’ portrait. Familiar as it was, he was prompted to look at it. But he found himself hesitating to put out his hand – a sense of mild indecency must always attend the proposal to pick up a work of one’s own in a book shop, unless indeed one’s scholarship is of the ripest order – and in this brief irresolution, he became aware that close beside him stood another student of Mr Blackwell’s important books. The newcomer was an undergraduate, wearing a commoner’s gown stuffed round his neck like a muffler. He was looking at the important books with an expression which Quail interpreted as of disappointment or disfavour – and so young did he seem, so pink and white was his complexion and so untouched were his features by any hint of the pressure of adult experience, that it was Quail’s impulse to attribute his present displeasure to the absence from the shelf before him of the latest recension of The Wonder Book of Trains. But this thought had no sooner entered his head than he heard the undergraduate give an exclamation of satisfaction, and saw him reach out, pick The Early Years from its place, and walk off with it to the cash-desk.

 
This incident took Quail out into the street again. It had moved him – and it continued to do so, even when he told himself that his day was threatening to become an orgy. In some twenty years, he had been so venturesome as to offer the world three rather quiet books. They had been decently received. He sometimes noticed them in the houses of his friends. But he couldn’t remember ever before actually detecting a prospective reader buying a copy. The sight of anybody at all so doing would have been an event. Yet he knew – crossing Broad Street in the bleak October sunshine – that had this customer of Mr Blackwell’s been to his certain knowledge the most eminent of living men of letters the thing would have made no more impact upon him than it ought to make upon any sensible man. And that, of course, would be very little. Yet he was a sensible man – it was one of the facts he could assert about himself at once with confidence and undisturbed modesty. Pondering this as he passed through the short tunnel that pierces the Clarendon Building, Quail saw the necessary conclusion. To the place around him – or to memories of it, or perhaps conceivably to the idea of it – he had reserves of attachment, the sum total of which his conscious mind would have little notion of how to set about totting up. Perhaps it amounted to what they now called a fixation. Perhaps it was no more than commonplace sentimentality. There was a possibility – he glimpsed – that it put him in a category of menaces.

He was again in open air, and on his right stood the Sheldonian Theatre. He stopped in dismay at the sight of it. In Oxford, the material fabric of learning is always in dilapidation. River vapours steal upon it nightly with an effect as mysteriously corrosive as that of a caress in some morbid work of the Romantic Decadence. Everywhere there are buildings crumbling and buildings being refaced or re-edified – to an effect that may be aesthetically displeasing but which yet remains un-alarming, since there is rendered a general sense of a community vigorously occupied with other matters, yet giving a reasonable eye to patching up and making do. Of this impression, pre-existing in his mind, Quail had already felt the lively reinforcement. But the present spectacle operated differently.

The structure before which he stood at gaze has more than the unassuming and commodious dignity of much in the streets around it – architecture honestly domestic in key and making only here and there any augustly institutional gesture. The Sheldonian asserts a high elegance which sometimes prompts young people to announce that it is irrational and hideous. And now, lately pounded to a peeled and pied condition by masons concerned to knock away the more ruinous surfaces, it presented a forlorn face only to be lined – Quail thought – by the most bizarre analogy. It was like the surviving stern of a tettered galleon, immemorially imprisoned and supported by a Sargasso Sea. Or – and this was much better – it was like Dr Stringfellow in his town clothes. But whatever fancy-picture one might paint – and with Quail such flights were unusual, and yet another symptom, surely, of the excitement of the day – it remained true that at this point the pervasive flaking and crumbling of Oxford grew ominous, as if throwing out a hint of secular and Roman decay. As he walked on, Quail frowned. His mind, mounting another flight of the grotesque, had glimpsed his own image as a fossicker amid ruins – a small acquisitive figure in a large Piranesi drawing.

The bells were at it again. But this time they summoned him to practical response. Pausing in Radcliffe Square, he took out his watch and checked by it the large syllables pulsing in the air above him. Then he walked on more quickly. Within a space of minutes that need not be recorded, his own old college was before him.



CHAPTER III

 

Quail’s recollections of the Warden were tenuous. He hadn’t even remembered that Charles Jopling was a clergyman. Perhaps, in those days, he hadn’t been. It was possible that clerical habiliments, and even some appropriate dilution of sacerdotal function and pastoral concern, were still required by the college of its Wardens as a regular thing. Certainly the old Warden – Quail’s Warden – had been in Holy Orders. But then he had been an archbishop’s son and married to the daughter of an earl who was a bishop as well – so his dog-collar had been no more than a congruous part of the general scene. Jopling in that vanished spacious era had certainly been a law tutor – Quail didn’t recall ever having been addressed by him – and he continued, surely, to publish books on jurisprudence from time to time. There was no reason why a clergyman should not do that. And yet as Jopling stood before his ranks of well-tooled leather, alert in an admirably preserved later middle age, cordial after a fashion that yet suggested itself as accustomed to keep office hours, he wasn’t at all Quail’s idea of a priest.

But from this – Quail reflected – it didn’t even tenuously follow that he wasn’t God’s. Jopling had an odd trick of mildly profane ejaculation, indeed, which Quail associated with a certain sort of old-fashioned laymen rather than with clerics. But this was perhaps a matter of his own obstinately New Worldly quality; and anyway it was nothing to pause over. At least the Warden was being civil. Itinerant old members must be two a penny in every Oxford college, and Quail had rather anxiously debated with himself, the pros and cons of making his presence known in advance. Deciding to do so, he had despatched a letter expressing the hope that he might at some convenient time be allowed to call. Even as he licked the envelope, he had known this epistolary effort to be comically formal; and he had dropped it into the mail-box only on the thought that one might as well strike at the start, one’s own authentic if archaic note. The reply had been immediate, and charmingly easy. In the matter of striking his own note, the Warden had clearly no difficulty at all. And his letter had fixed this lunch.

“Old members?” The Warden took up Quail’s suggestion, made over a glass of dry sherry, that these must indeed at times be inconveniently thick on the ground. “It is very pleasant, I assure you, to meet them again as individuals. Commonly they come in swarms – to Gaudies, and affairs of that sort. And—by Jove—they are old at times. I’ve met military ornaments of this place that you’d swear must have fought at Waterloo. But they’re nothing to the crusted old lawyers. Last year I had sitting by me an eminent barrister who was ninety-five if he was a day. Yes, I’ll swear he had been a Q.C. first and a K.C. afterwards.” The Warden paused, set down his glass, and softly rubbed his finger-tips each against each. “Do you know what he said to me? ‘Warden,’ he said, ‘you can have been only a very junior tutor when I came up.’ He said it rather accusingly, you know. It was the deuce of a shock.” Reaching to replenish Quail’s glass, the Warden laughed the laugh of a man impervious to any shock whatever. “Yes, it was quite a staggerer. When I rose from High Table I felt that the butler ought to be handing me my crutches . . . I take it you’re at Harvard still?”

“Dear me, no.” Quail found the switch to this odd question puzzling. “I’m not quite ninety-five yet, Warden. Nevertheless Harvard is very much past history with me.”

“You must forgive me. All my information is dreadfully out of date. Our men win all sorts of distinctions that I just can’t keep my hands on. I’ve been quite sure that it is at Harvard that you hold your Chair.”

“You mean as a professor?” Quail looked at his host in astonishment. “I’m not a professor and never have been. My business is with railroads.”

“Railroads? Dear me, how very interesting . . . how very interesting indeed.” The Warden took up his glass again and canvassed its depths with apparent concentration. Quail supposed him to be wondering what on earth could be said by way of further conversation to a man of whom one knows nothing whatever except that railroads make the mainstay of his diurnal occasions.

There was a silence. Quail was faintly embarrassed – not the less so for guessing that the Warden himself was not. Jopling was far from being the sort of person who is stumped in uncouth company. But the light suggestion of in fact being so, was something that it amused him to sketch into the situation for the moment. As a whimsy this was scarcely gratifying. But at least Quail was finding himself in the position of being genuinely unknown; and here he was pleased. He saw nothing flattering, indeed, in being taken for a college professor. His weakness for the pursuit of learning carried him not quite to that. But life had so dealt with him that he was by the stiffest standard a wealthy man, and any approximation to anonymity was always welcome. He had been not without a sense that, as far as his old college went, he might well be, so to speak, down on a list; not perhaps in the grossness of black and white, but at least in the prudent awareness of those charged with the future material welfare of the society. Old Dr Stringfellow, even if amid the largest practical innocence, had sufficiently known what was what in railroads. But old Dr Stringfellow – as well as being a man of almost preternaturally extensive knowledge – belonged to another college. Here, if the Warden was to be trusted, Quail was no more than a presentable former Rhodes Scholar who had turned up again as Rhodes Scholars often do.

To be received with an amiable courtesy on just those terms seemed to Quail the pleasantest thing in the world, and he was far from resenting in the Warden’s manner any tenuous overtone of irony. One could take that indeed as flattering; as a shade of behaviour offered for one’s amusement because one had been adjudged a person to whom shades are perceptible. All in all, Quail’s reception was reactivating the shadowy sense of guilt that he had brought with him to Oxford. He wondered whether he ought to offer a short explanatory speech to Jopling here and now. But if he did, Jopling might make little of it. And this would be merely awkward.

“Railroads . . . yes, to be sure.” The Warden glanced covertly at a clock, and Quail wondered if anyone else had been asked to lunch. “The terminology”—the Warden’s bland features deftly simulated sudden inspiration—”the terminology is so interestingly different on your side. Chair-cars and flag-stops and grade-crossings and check-rooms. All unknown to dear old British Railways . . . ah, here’s my wife.” He turned his head – a handsome head with rather freely flowing hair – towards a lady who had just glided in a somewhat serpentine fashion into the room. “My dear, this is Mr Quain.”

“Quail,” Quail said.

“I know Mr Quail very well – by his books, that is to say.” Mrs Jopling put out a hand, and Quail had a sense of just managing to take it without uncourtly hesitation. This had merely been because Mrs Jopling possessed a habit of quick darting gestures, which somehow prompted the feeling that at any pronounced movement she might vanish behind a bookcase or beneath a chair. She was giving her husband a swift look now. “Yes – at least we know Mr Quail by his publications. They are much en l’air.” It was with a considerable and unexpected assumption of grandeur that Mrs Jopling delivered herself of this gratifying although scarcely accurate statement.

“Ah, yes – to be sure. His books, of course.” The Warden turned aside to provide his wife with sherry. He might have been conjecturing that Quail’s publications presumably consisted of some superior species of time-table.

“Such a deep understanding of a wonderful personality.”

“Precisely.” The Warden was peering in discontent at the decanter. “Manzanilla, my dear. I’m not sure that you care for it.”

“Fontaney.” Mrs Jopling, who appeared to fulfil in the Lodge the role of a pertinaciously prompting intelligence, pronounced the name distinctly. “A wonderful personality, indeed.”

“Not a doubt of it.” This time the Warden looked at the clock openly. “Perhaps we had better be going in?” He moved across the room and then paused. “Arthur Fontaney.” He uttered the Christian name with authority – much as if he were standing at the font with the wonderful personality in his arms. “I am tremendously interested in Arthur Fontaney. Always have been. We must talk about him. Yes—by Jove!—a wonderful opportunity. Quail – as I very well know – is absolutely the man. Some time we must have a talk about Fontaney. Some time when we both dine in hall—eh? It’s a pleasure I positively won’t be denied . . . nobody else coming, Alice? Then we must certainly go in.”

Mrs Jopling touched Quail on the arm. “Sans façon,” she said grandly.

 
The Warden’s butler was morosely removing a fourth set of knives and forks. He had all the seediness – Quail noted it with pleasure – that had been a pervasive and endearing characteristic of the college long ago. It was one of the clever things about the old Warden and Lady Elizabeth that they had never even in the Lodge departed far from that ubiquitous accent. The great drawing-room itself had been a little shabby – owning a discernible cousinship, so to speak, with the murkily commodious dungeon which the fellows called their senior common room. It was one up to the Joplings if they had kept in that swim.

“Such a pity about dear Michael.” As she sat down, Mrs Jopling stabbed the air in the direction of the empty place. “Of course, I only asked him at the shortest notice. One doesn’t try to make long-standing engagements with Michael. He has de l’imprévu. And he is a great deal in demand.”

“Michael not coming? Too bad.” The Warden turned to his guest. “Just one of our undergraduates. But a kinsman – quite a close kinsman – of my wife’s. You’d like him.”

“You would certainly like him.” Where the Warden had been casual, Mrs Jopling was enthusiastic. “Unfortunately he had promised to lunch with a friend – a House man. He was charmingly au désespoir.”

Quail crumbled a roll and murmured suitable words. The House, of course, was Christ Church. But you didn’t talk about a House man. You said “a Christ Church man” or “a man at the House”. He marvelled that after all these years this tiny aberration in Mrs Jopling was as patent to him as would have been a proposal to gobble soup from the point of her spoon. It was not the sort of thing one could take any credit for remembering over a quarter of a century. Quail wondered how much of his young energies he had then wasted on grasping the place’s more useless social shades. But there was no doubt that now they were all part of that nostalgic complex he had detected in himself.

He was aware of silence. The conversational initiative appeared to have been passed to him. “You must take great pleasure in the Lodge,” he said. “I see I’m not wrong in having remembered it as being delightful inside as well as out.”

“You’ve been inside the Lodge before?” Mrs Jopling’s tone hinted displeasure, and for a moment she stilled her darting head to a majestic immobility. Perhaps she disapproved of references invoking a former regime. Possibly she had constructed for herself the myth that Lady Elizabeth had exercised only the most scandalously scant hospitality. “The Lodge is very fine,” she added more graciously.’ ‘But, under modern conditions, difficult to run.’’

“I admire this room – and particularly the Adam fireplace.” Quail felt that this stiff strain was the best he could manage at the moment.

Mrs Jopling turned with her saurian movement to examine the object referred to. “Yes, it is very good – very good, indeed. There is a similar one in the Judge’s Lodging – only not so handsome.”

Quail offered a murmur indicative of accepting this comparative judgment unreservedly although necessarily upon trust.

“But this one is extremely extravagant.”

“Extravagant?”

“The grate. It simply eats coal.”

“I see.” At present, Quail supposed, the voracious grate had been put on a strict diet. A gloomy smouldering process was just observable in its recesses.

“And there is the carrying of the coal, you know – a great strain on the servants. Only the other day I found Michael—”

“My wife’s young relation, as I mentioned.” The Warden threw this in parenthetically.

“I found Michael giving a hand at hauling scuttles of coal up from the cellars – just by way of helping poor old Roberts out. It was not quite en règle – but charming of him nevertheless. Coal fires ought to be a thing of the past, as they are in your country, Mr Quail. I tremendously admire American progressiveness in matters of that sort. It makes up for everything.”

“I’m very glad you think so, ma’am.”

“Actually, there is a project among the fellows for having central heating all through the college. But—would you believe it?—there has been never a word of including the Lodge, which is no more than seventy-five yards away, across the garden. I sent Roberts out to measure it the other day. And it’s not, Mr Quail, as if we didn’t play our part. Charles and I entertain a great deal, although under present conditions it is a costly and often exhausting thing to have to do.”

“I suppose so.” Quail found that poor old Roberts was gloomily offering him a dish of peas. He took a spoonful with misgiving.

“And it isn’t even as if the Lodge had been at all well appointed when we moved in. There were things that would surprise you. And virtually nothing provided except pictures. Scores of enormous pictures – former Wardens and animal-studies and so on – and none of them worth twopence. I had a man down from London to find out. He described them as falling into the class of good furnishing pictures. But you can’t feed off pictures, or even stop draughts with them. The biggest expense was curtains for the drawing-room. You will see them presently. The stuff cost nearly seven pounds a yard.”

“I’m sure it must be extremely handsome.” Quail, conscious that the conversation had reached what must surely be its very nadir, rather awkwardly caught the Warden’s glance. It surprised him. Quail had for a good many years indulged himself in the sporadic picking-up of works of art, and a certain consequent frequentation and employment of professionals in the field had made him aware of what he categorised as the connoisseur’s eye. It was precisely this that he found himself glimpsing now. The Warden might be appraising, as if for possible acquisition, the little conversation-piece constituted by his wife and this wandering American.

An extravagant notion like this was shocking to Quail, and it resulted in his addressing his host with the first words to enter his head. “Coming down—I mean up—on the train yesterday, I found myself travelling with Dr Stringfellow. I never did more than attend his lectures and, for a term, a small class in his rooms. But he recognised me at once, and spoke to me. I was astonished.”

The Warden laughed. “Stringfellow? His memory must go back a great deal farther than you. He is getting on, you know. And I think I can tell you that, over there”—and the Warden gave a large leonine nod which appeared to indicate some locality on the farther side of Oxford High Street—”over there, he has had more than a hint that it is time to go. They can’t turn him out, of course. Comes under old statutes. There for life, if he chooses.”

“It must be a delicate matter, surely, to have to give a hint about.”

“No doubt, no doubt.” The Warden was genially amused. “Only last week, as a matter of fact, I heard rather a good thing in their common room. Somebody was twitting the old boy, you know; smoking him, as the phrase used to be. ‘Stringfellow,’ he was asked, ‘what does it feel like to have attained to the dignity of being a survival?’ ‘My good sir,’ he replied, ‘I have long since ceased to be a survival and become an anachronism; and I propose in the fullness of time to attain the status of a crying scandal.’” The tips of the Warden’s fingers came together. “Rather good, eh?”

Quail was preserved from the necessity of finding any comment upon this anecdote by the interposition of Mrs Jopling, who appeared to have taken in no more than a single prompting word in the foregoing talk. “I am sorry to say, Mr Quail, that there is much that is positively scandalous in the life of the college today. And it is entirely attributable to Mr Tandon.”

“G. S. Tandon?”

“Quite right.” The Warden, interrupting with this, gave his wife what had to be interpreted as a cautionary glance. “Gavin Tandon is now Senior Tutor. He and I are exact contemporaries, and it once looked as if we should be running for All Souls together. But I withdrew when I got my offer here, and he came on three years later. So I was always senior to him, so far as standing in the college was concerned.” The Warden gave his easy amiable laugh. “Poor Tandon – not what you would call a clubbable man. Know him?”

Quail shook his head. “Not personally.”

“Naturally not.” The Warden’s laugh, this time more resonant, echoed for a moment in the large formal room. “There isn’t, really, a person to know.”

“Of course I am familiar with some of his work.”

“Is that so?” The Warden was momentarily vague, and then confidently emphatic. “But you would be. Yes, indeed. I’m sorry about this Moselle. It’s 1949, and quite authentically Beeren-Auslese, as their jargon is. But the vineyard’s not one I know, and it has too much of the slate, if you ask me. Remember 1921?”

To the best of his ability, Quail talked Moselles and Hocks. The Warden, he supposed, was not minded that his wife should discourse at large on Gavin Tandon. Nevertheless, over coffee, and against a background of what were presumably the ruinously expensive curtains, Mrs Jopling returned to the subject with emphasis. “On the fourth Saturday of Trinity Term there is always the ladies’ luncheon, given by the fellows in common room. It has become quite traditional. Afterwards, there is a little croquet in the garden, and then everybody comes here for a cup of tea. Strawberries, too, if they have come down by then.” Mrs Jopling paused, giving Quail time to reflect that she was, after all, a woman of agreeably simple mind. “I find the tea a convenient way of playing our part, so far as entertaining the fellows and their wives is concerned. Tea is so pleasantly informal – whereas dinners, and more particularly luncheons, so frequently produce constraint.”

“I can’t believe, ma’am, that constraint ever lasts long in the Lodge.”

Mrs Jopling flushed. Quail realised, with mingled relief and shame, that it was entirely in gratification. He didn’t dare to look at the Warden. He guessed that the connoisseur’s eye was at play again.

“The ladies’ luncheon is so well established, Mr Quail, that some formality about reserving the common room has long since ceased to be observed. And last year Mr Tandon took advantage of this in a disgraceful manner. Imposing upon the inexperience of a new servant over there, he reserved all the available accommodation for a luncheon party for some outlandish conference. Things were so thrown out that the ladies’ luncheon never took place at all. And later, Mr Tandon was heard saying to a colleague – it was when they were both going into chapel, which to my mind makes it much worse – that he had dished the tiresome women. You will agree, I am sure, that a remark of that sort is not at all comme il faut.”

Mrs Jopling had one of her stately immobile moments. Quail realised that comment was expected from him, and that the Warden was not minded to help him out. “I suppose,” he offered largely, “that misogynists are always likely to be found in what were for so long wholly celibate societies.”

Now the Warden did speak. “Tandon is undoubtedly that – but only in a negative sort of way. He would think it a waste of time, if you ask me, to apply his mind at all consciously to disapproving of women. And I don’t believe he planned that affair as a coup, even if he did fleetingly take credit for it as that afterwards. His mind moves without respite on quite another plane. Tandon is every inch a scholar.” The Warden paused upon this generous note. His finger-tips again softly sought each other. “Unfortunately I am constrained to add that he is every millimetre a bore.”

Quail felt his eyebrows stir – and in the same moment enjoyed a brief vision of himself as a dim prim person carrying round an almost infinite capacity for disapproving surprise. And yet it hadn’t been altogether for the sake of seeing the wandering American betray disapprobation that the Warden had expressed himself with some lack of propriety about a colleague. Real rancour was involved; and it lay clear that in the Lodge it wasn’t only Mrs Jopling who disliked Gavin Tandon. Quail, because he happened to have some interest in the unknown Senior Tutor, might have reconciled himself to a little fishing in this muddy water, if a glance at the clock – and the Lodge, it struck him, was full of large and rather loudly ticking clocks – hadn’t suggested the superior attractiveness of taking his leave. So he praised his hostess’s flowers – there was a mass of purple cyclamen in the great square grey-mullioned window – and then rose to go. The Warden was not noticeably long in reaching a door. But Mrs Jopling – it struck Quail with some surprise – was disappointed at his departure, and she held him in conversation for a couple of minutes more. Her manner still had its considered grandeur. One might have guessed her to be apprehensive that, if not distinguished as the presiding presence in this stately chamber, she would be inadvertently classified among creatures liable to dart within the chinks of its panelling or the interstices of its outcrops of fretted stone. But the misgivings she now expressed about Oxford’s hotels, and the particularity of her enquiries in the matter of eiderdowns and hot-water bottles, were like the belated appearance of a kind-hearted woman who would have appeared to greater advantage in simpler surroundings.

Quail followed the Warden down the Jacobean staircase. The good furnishing pictures here consisted of an alternation of florid ecclesiastics with large still-life compositions in the Flemish taste – pyramids and mountains, for the most part, of game and vegetables and fruit glimmering dauntingly out through darkened varnish. Quail glanced at his host. He, too, was florid in a healthy sort of way. None of these Flemish larders would hold any terrors for him, one supposed, were he required to sit down and eat his way through.

Not that Jopling was a gross man. He carried himself with a buoyant unobtrusive ease that matched his urbane and confident talk. The talk was continuing now. “Poor Tandon’s untimely conference!” he was saying. “I had quite forgotten that odd affair until my wife mentioned it. He didn’t mean it a bit. Nothing wrong with him at all. Unless you hold it against a man that he never had a nursery, if you follow what I mean.”

Quail, who did follow, said nothing. In his own country, he had to reflect, nurseries do exist. But they are seldom made the subject of just this sort of articulate sentiment.

“Of course, manners can be acquired subsequently – but not if a fellow takes no interest in them. And as it’s scarcely a field in which to make exciting discoveries, and get in before the next chap in some learned journal, it isn’t to be expected that Tandon should ever have turned his thoughts that way.” The Warden laughed softly, and brought his hands out of the pockets of his jacket. “And it must be admitted that he has a flair for doing the wrong thing even in situations you would guarantee as foolproof. It might be called”—the Warden’s finger-tips came together—”a genius for dropping bricks without straw.”

Quail, who found himself noticing this witticism rather than responding to it, felt a dismal stealing persuasion that he himself must be a dull and awkward person. The Warden, however, continued charmingly easy; and he paused for some moments in a dark high hall to talk, wholly without animus now, of people still in the college whom Quail might remember. Then he opened a door upon the outer world.

A light mist was creeping over Oxford, but the autumn sunshine still pierced it and made it faintly luminous. The Warden, as one who would make sure that the air is sufficiently clement for the egress of his guest, stepped over the threshold into the quiet road. As he did so, a large car went past, holding a single young man. The Warden gave him a wave, and then turned to Quail. “The lad who couldn’t come to lunch,” he said in his most casual manner. “Lord Michael Manningtree. No genius – but a very nice boy.” He was shaking hands with Quail, and at the same time looking at him with an effect of quizzical kindliness. “Such fun, seeing you again—such fun. Good-bye . . . good-bye!”

The Warden stepped back within his doorway, and at the same time raised a hand in farewell. It was a delightful little wave – but not quite of the sort that had been directed at Lord Michael. It seemed to suggest a quayside, a broadening stretch of water and a liner carrying one more American pilgrim home.



CHAPTER IV

 

Quail turned north. Just beyond Hertford he ran into a miniature procession. Two elderly persons, gowned and capped, trudged in single file from New College Lane, each carrying a silver mace. Behind them came the Vice-Chancellor, venerable, active, long-limbed, and impatient of the shuffling dignity to which he must accommodate himself. Quail took off his hat. The Vice-Chancellor responded in solemn form, at the same time avoiding with practised agility a youth pounding past in a track-suit. Traffic lights winked and released a swarm of bicycles; a lorry rumbled round a corner; the procession had vanished – alarmingly, but presumably without actual disaster. Quail walked on. To his right the King’s Arms faded no less indeterminately than of old into Wadham; on his left the garden of Trinity, glimpsed through its grille, needed only a blob of scarlet – a Doctor of Divinity, perhaps, getting up an appetite for muffins and éclairs – to echo Corot’s palette in its every tone.

In the University Parks, young men were playing hockey and lacrosse. Quail stopped to watch and listen. The eyes of the players were bright with concentration and their breath was coming fast, but they chopped or tossed the ball with an appearance of desultoriness and leisure, calling to each other in their clear English voices as if – Quail thought – it was all a game. If Lord Michael Manningtree was a relation of Mrs Jopling’s, were all these lads, he asked himself, second cousins to Jopling himself – the kinship consisting in the smoothly arrogant assertion that everything worth doing can be done with ease? From behind Quail there rose a sudden hubbub, and he turned to discover its cause. In one of the games – perhaps it was no more than what they called a knock-up – something absurd had happened. And the scattered players, jumping and waving where they stood, were sending peal after peal of laughter across the pitch. It was not, Quail noted with an obscure contentment, at all like Jopling’s laughter.

A whistle had blown and the young men were chopping away again. The clop of stick on ball was faintly muted, for the mist was growing thicker and soon it would be a fog. Looking beyond the players, Quail could see only the bleakly rectangular outlines of large new laboratories. They might have been a massive fortification thrown up by the ancient university with some notion of protecting its northern flank. Quail turned and moved on. Ahead, the mist was thinner. The sun, striking through, cast washes of uncertain gold over the high gables of Norham Gardens.

He looked at his watch – for his notable day held yet another engagement – and changed the direction of his stroll. As he passed close by a touch-line, a hockey-ball rolled his way, and one of the players, running to save, skidded, lost his balance, and came down with a bump straight in front of Quail’s feet. He sprang up, apologetic and smiling. Quail smiled vaguely back. For the moment a mingled smell of mud and sweat and leather had blotted out all his other sensations. There must, he thought, be something canine in his constitution. The lad who had taken the tumble was running back into the game. There was a trickle of blood down one of his calves. Another of the players was cheerfully jeering at him. Two girls, bespectacled and serious, swung past, earnestly talking. They had been told by their tutor, Quail frivolously conjectured, that in the Thames Valley, intellectual distinction eludes those who fail to take physical exercise. But they were young, and their vigorous progress gave them more pleasure than they knew.

Although he was himself by no means of a sedentary habit, Quail became aware at this point that his own gait lacked elasticity. No doubt there were other middle-aged persons, both male and female, sedately strolling on the paths around him. Nevertheless, he felt isolated as he had not yet done. If one lives out one’s life in Oxford, he reflected, one is no doubt comfortably convinced, decade by decade, that it is precisely to one’s contemporaries that the place primarily belongs. But if one comes back to it in maturity one sees that its ownership is vested in some seven thousand people whose average age is round about twenty-one.

With a gesture not habitual to him, Quail shook his head as he walked. He was far from proposing to encourage in himself the attitudes of an ineffectual revenant. He was in Oxford in pursuit of an interest proper to his years – one on the mild antiquarian fringe of the life of passion and imagination. Youth had the privilege of creating, and age the duty to conserve. There was a poem of Yeats’s that treated the relationship devastatingly – and yet it wasn’t altogether true that the old fellows could do nothing more to the purpose than cough in ink. Young men tossing on their beds were often careless with such rhymes as their despair achieved; and indeed all through their lives, the greatly gifted had a trick of being negligent in matters in which posterity might with some show of reason assert itself as having a claim upon them. From which it followed that a useful function . . .

The apologia faded out of Quail’s mind, doubtless as being too familiar to pursue to its close. It had exerted an effect, however, upon his immediate conduct. His engagement was in Norham Gardens. But he was now walking towards the Bradmore Road.

 
He was doing, in fact, what he had rather undertaken with himself not to be so absurd as to do. Presently his contact would have to be made. But he could scarcely, here and now, walk up and ring the bell. And to reconnoitre or prowl appeared to him far from seemly. It would emphasise, somehow, the inescapably appetitive aspect of his adventure.

Yet here he was. He couldn’t plead that his sense of the topography of the district had grown hazy. It remained distinct in his mind. He had deliberately if not wholly consciously turned this way – and his good sense told him to pocket his scruple and enjoy himself. For there was, at his years, an actual enjoyment in so rare a sensation as that of mounting excitement. He had felt it, very faintly, on the train yesterday. That, in itself, had been novel. It was still his business from time to time to confront large issues at their heightened moment, and at a word to resolve for good or ill some crisis on which many fortunes depended; but it was a long time since he could remember these occasions as having much effect upon the chemical constitution of his blood. Now, in this quiet road with its unremarkable if lurkingly fantastic houses, he felt his heart pounding. Had he looked down and seen in his hands a boy’s first gun, jeans on his legs, and in front of him a hunting-ground bounded only by the distant broad Potomac, he would scarcely have been altogether surprised. But what in fact lay before him was this short curved vista of variously Gothic villas, built in Victoria’s middle time for the first generation of Oxford’s married tutors.

Sundry eminent persons, he reminded himself, had lived in the Bradmore Road. For instance, there had been that most serious of Matthew Arnold’s nieces, Mrs Humphry Ward. And there had been Walter Pater. For Pater, oddly enough, had for some years lived within a stone’s throw of Fontaney. That had been Pater’s house. And so here—he glanced at a numbered gate-post as he walked straight on. Yes – that was it.

There was somebody on the other side of the road. But Quail didn’t turn his head. His own footsteps seemed to him unnaturally loud, and he was aware of holding his body with constraint. He might positively have been a burglar, it occurred to him, making off after deciding that the right moment hadn’t come. And he didn’t find the absurdity of this at all funny. Such images don’t start at random to the mind. But now, he saw, he had got to the end of the Bradmore Road. He walked for some yards at random and then paused, irresolute. He looked absently at the house before him. It had all the muted strangeness of the neighbourhood, being like a small blurred Palazzo Pisani, executed in a brick recalling public lavatories and railway stations. He could either proceed by a devious route to his proper destination or turn round and walk back as he had come. It was this second course, he saw, that represented the proper way of taking himself in hand. And he would have a good look, this time, at the house in which Arthur Fontaney had lived and died. He wouldn’t hesitate, even, to draw conclusions from the state of the paint or the curtains. There was certainly something not quite delicate in just this manner of spying out the land. But he wouldn’t, after all, be learning anything that he wouldn’t learn as soon as he did call.

Armed with this reflection, Quail returned up the Bradmore Road. He was about to do all that he had promised himself – and had got so far as to remark that the place showed no extravagance of disrepair – when his attention was diverted to the other side of the quiet thoroughfare. There was still somebody standing on the foot-path.

The circumstance ought to have been altogether unremarkable. What was startling was Quail’s instant persuasion that here was another burglar. There was little that could rationally suggest such a notion. A certain meagreness of form, indeed, was the first impression that the stranger gave. One might open an illustrated Dickens – Quail weirdly thought – and come upon him making a grab at a pastry-cook’s window. His clothes, it was true, didn’t altogether fit in with this picture, for although a policeman might not have cared for them, they would at once have reassured a tailor. This, however, was a subsidiary impression, since the stationary stranger was a good deal more notable than anything he was dressed in. He had been looking intently – there could be no doubt of it – at Fontaney’s former dwelling; and now, just for a second, he was glaring intently at Quail. The intentness might be in part a trick of his features, which were dominated by a thin forward-thrusting nose; and the glare was certainly to some extent the work of pebble-shaped glasses in a glinting frame. He was on the farther fringe of middle age, and – whether or not he was a burglar – he was certainly a don. The species does not, in a mere quarter of a century, at all notably change.

Even as Quail came to this conclusion, the stranger turned and walked away. He walked rapidly, but with steps that were too short for the length of his legs. His hands were buried in his coat-pockets; his shoulders were thrust far forward and his nose was thrust forward farther still; he had the appearance of cutting his way through some resistant fluid. With this curious movement, and in his respectable but utterly neglected garments, he ought to have been decidedly comical. In point of fact, he carried a certain outré dignity about with him. Following slowly, Quail watched him round a corner. He quite forgot to look at Fontaney’s former dwelling. In the small incident, there had been something he found disturbing.



CHAPTER V

 

The house in Norham Gardens was large and lofty. It rose massively through the gathering fog in a confusion of variegated brickwork and carved stone to a turret the purely mediaeval suggestion of which was impaired by its having been made the terminus of a spiral iron fire-escape. The windows, all of them lurking like small wary eyes beneath pointed arches and between columns crowned with conscientiously diversified capitals, were so numerous and so irregularly disposed that a profusion of exterior plumbing subsequently added to the fabric was obliged to crawl with a tortuous obliqueness over its surface. The whole structure, designed to evoke in cultivated Victorians nostalgic thoughts of Murano or the Grand Canal, in fact achieved a different marine suggestion, that of some vast barnacle-encrusted object in the clutches of an answeringly gigantic octopus.

From a low brick wall fronting, the road iron railings had been removed during a war-time drive for scrap-metal, and were replaced by a line of uncertainly poised hurdles. These were at least sufficiently in a state of decay to be congruous with the looming Venetian fantasy beyond. Quail judged them pleasingly rural in effect, as hinting the poet’s wattled cotes. But they prevented any glimpse of the lower part of the house until one passed through a gate; and when Quail negotiated this, it was to pause in perplexity.

There could be no doubt of his having found the right address. Nevertheless, a good deal in the immediate prospect struck him as totally unexpected. Before an elaborately gloomy porch, with a low roof supported on stumpy stone pillars, two prams were standing like gondolas at the water-gate of a magnifico. In one a purple- faced baby was screaming itself into what had all the appearance of a fit. In the other – even more alarmingly – hung a second baby, upside-down, inert, and evidently self-strangled in the toils of a complicated harness. Inside the house, and to an effect of requiem for this untimely fatality, somebody was playing subtly and sadly on a flute, undisturbed by a number of powerful voices, seemingly mechanically reproduced, which could be interpreted as offering the world morceaux choisis of French classical drama.

Quail looked farther afield. To his right a profusion of washing had been exposed, in bold defiance of the dank air, on clothes-lines straggling across a large untidy garden. In front of this, with an even more surprising disregard of climate, three Ethiopians were walking up and down, seriously conversing. When their eyes rolled and their teeth showed it was as if holes had been punched in their faces and the sheets and pillow-slips were showing through.

As Quail surveyed this scene in continued uncertainty, a bell rang imperiously behind him. He stepped aside just in time to let a small boy on a tricycle shave past his legs and brake sharply in front of him. Here seemed to be a possible source of intelligence. It was true that the small boy was rather ragged and rather grubby. Quail conjectured that he belonged to what might be called the care-taking and house-keeping section of the community. But this was no reason for his not possessing the information required. “Can you tell me,” Quail asked, “if Lady Elizabeth Warboys lives here?”

The child gave this a moment’s serious consideration.

“I’m most frightfully sorry,” he said, “but I’m afraid that I really haven’t the slightest idea.” The child’s tones were cultivated, courteous, and deprecatory – like those, Quail thought, of a professor of Biblical Exegesis who has been appealed to about the destination of a street-car or the result of a ball-game. And now the child, having delivered himself of his mature reply, rang his bell again, reversed sharply, and vanished. But at the same moment, from round a corner of the house, a whole army of children appeared. Mounted on bicycles, tricycles, scooters or toy motor-cars, jeeps, and tanks, they swept past Quail in some intent pursuit of their vanished companion. Many had high bumpy foreheads, or surveyed the world with severity through round studious lenses. It was evident that they were, in fact, the progeny of the surrounding academic society. But they certainly had no claim to be called quiet children. Held up by the bottle-neck of the garden gate, they were jostling and pummelling each other, ramming vehicle against vehicle with passion, and at the same time yelling the place down. The uproar encouraged the screaming baby in a pram to increased effort. The strangled baby, abruptly resuscitated, joined in.

As the greater part of the tumult died away, and as Quail was about to approach the house, a young man appeared from the road – striding in at the gate so confidently that Quail at once turned to him and renewed his application. As he did so he saw with some surprise that this was the youth whom he had observed buying The Early Years of Arthur Fontaney in Mr Blackwell’s shop that morning.

“Yes, this is Lady Elizabeth’s.” The young man’s complexion was as clear as a girl’s, and his features were as softly moulded. Yet he was wholly masculine, and might have tumbled straight out of one of the hockey-matches

Quail had recently been skirting. “I’m a relation, Robin Warboys. Dr Warboys was my great-uncle. Or he would have been, that is, if he hadn’t died a little before I was born. Lady Liz always calls me cousin. It sounds rather absurd, don’t you think? But I suppose it was the old-fashioned thing.” The young man paused and flushed faintly, as if feeling that these explanations had been too elaborate to supply before some ritual of introduction had been performed. “Are you Mr Quail? Lady Liz said I was going to meet you.”

“I’m Willard Quail, all right.” Quail shook hands and smiled. “Was it because you were reckoning to meet me that you bought my book?”

It was a question no sooner uttered than regretted. Robin Warboys didn’t appear to Quail to be materially older than the infant on the tricycle, but this was no excuse for such an abrupt familiarity. The young man, however, seemed far from offended. “I say, sir – did you see me? What fun! And that is rather why I bought it – though lots of people have told me it’s frightfully good.”

“It’s shockingly expensive however.” Quail propounded this gravely.

“Yes, appallingly.” The young man checked himself, and looked at Quail in candid reproach over this little trap. “But, of course, one expects to have to pay a lot for absolutely tip-top books. And with Lady Liz, you know, one has to mind one’s p’s and q’s. She can be pretty stiff.”

Quail remembered that Lady Elizabeth could be pretty stiff. “And this really is her house?” he asked. “I was a bit doubtful about it.”

“This is it, certainly.” Robin Warboys seemed surprised. “Haven’t you been here before?”

“Never. I’m terribly a stranger to Oxford, I’m sorry to say. Your great-uncle and Lady Elizabeth were still in the Lodge when I was here last.”

“Good Lord!” The young man was impressed, and Quail would not have been surprised to feel a strong arm put out to guide his tottering steps. “They must have moved across here about the time of Noah’s flood. But it’s only recently that Lady Liz has moved up.”

“Up?” Quail was startled. “You mean that Lady Elizabeth lives right at the top of this monstrous house? Is there an elevator?”

“There’s this – and it’s the quickest way, so come along.” Much amused, Warboys led the way to the fire-escape. Quail followed, rather flattered at being supposed capable of some agility after all. “Have you been in college, sir? It’s my college too, I should say. I’m in my second year there.”

“I’ve lunched with the Warden and Mrs Jopling. Perhaps that’s not quite being in college.”

“I don’t think it is.” Warboys, who was now climbing, turned round to grin cheerfully, as if at a suddenly discovered contemporary. “Still, it’s something to have got a meal out of the Lion and the Lizard. Did they talk about our delightful Micky Manningtree?”

“He was mentioned.” Quail made this reply discreetly. “But why do you call them—?”

“Omar Khayyam. They say the Lion and the Lizard keep the courts where—”

“I see.” Quail felt that he had been dull over this.

“It’s a family joke, not a college one. And the Lizard isn’t too bad an old soul, really – although her conversation expresses such a love of French culture, and all that. I wonder if my great-uncle drank deep, like Jamshyd? I expect so.”

“The old Warden was a very temperate man.” Climbing almost vertically upwards behind this buoyant youth, Quail spoke with some severity. “But I’ll grant you that he gloried – and that Lady Elizabeth did too. The Lodge was a very remarkable place in their time – or at least that’s how it struck a young American. There always seemed to be undergraduates there – and not just the presentable ones.”

“But all Americans are presentable.” With the largest innocence, Warboys enunciated this as something having value as an encouraging social truth. “Although, of course, I don’t know about long ago.”

Quail stopped climbing, the better to indulge himself in laughter. This had tickled his fancy greatly. “As a matter of fact, Mr Warboys, I wasn’t thinking of Americans. I was thinking of some of your own English undergraduates, from what were still probably called national schools. There they would be, at Lady Elizabeth’s table, and they might have to talk to the Prime Minister, or a famous philosopher, or a young German musician or a French poet.”

“I hope they made a better show than I should, sir. And I think the young German musician would be the worst, don’t you?” Warboys’ voice floated down from above, cheerfully mocking. “But it’s at least not so alarming now. At the Joplings’ you won’t meet the simpler classes of society who are so abundantly among us in these days, and you won’t meet the Prime Minister either. Only that oaf Micky Manningtree, supposing he consents to turn up. But won’t you agree, sir, that we’ve got the present occupants of the Lodge neatly named?”

“I can see something of the lizard in the lady, I confess. And your Warden has a sort of mane. But I didn’t hear him growl.” Quail was having to raise his voice. The yelling babies and the flute had both a little faded, but the French voices were reverberant through windows they were now passing. “Does Lady Elizabeth hire out this whole place in apartments?”

Warboys nodded. “During the war she had it filled with evacuees and people like that. And afterwards she decided to divide it into what you call apartments. They’re known as flats here.”

“Ah, yes – flats.” Quail accepted this instruction becomingly. “But she’s not—?” He hesitated. The thought of Lady Elizabeth as conceivably being in reduced circumstances was shocking to him.

“Oh, I don’t think she’s broke, sir. No more than everybody else. But the place would only be useful to her if she could keep a lot of servants and entertain in the ancient way. It’s sensible of her, I think, not to have gone on living like a mouse in a cathedral. There’s a great deal of embalming goes on hereabouts.”

“Embalming?”

“Old parties quietly settled in on the job of mummifying very slowly.” Warboys spoke with the inoffensive callousness of the young. “This part of Oxford has some pretty weird survivals in that line. Relicts of deceased scholars of tremendous eminence, living alone, or perhaps in couples, in large decaying houses. Existing on the gas-ring and the tin-opener. In the end the tin-opener gets a bit beyond them, and then I suppose it’s just tea and biscuits.”

Quail thought of old Dr Stringfellow’s paper bag. “It’s not a very cheerful spectacle.”

“It’s quite horrid. I think in former times, you know, there was more sense of family responsibility.” Warboys produced this with an air of suddenly opening a store of ripe sagacity. “Nowadays it seems to be felt that it’s up to the state to run places for the aged. But that’s not awfully nice, either.”

“No, it isn’t. As a matter of fact, I’m wondering whether I shall find something like the conditions you describe—” Quail hesitated and broke off. “But here we are?”

“Here we are, sir.” Warboys had opened a door between two chimney-stacks. He turned and smiled charmingly. “I don’t expect we’ll find the Prime Minister. But Lady Liz usually has somebody about.”



CHAPTER VI

 

The room in which Quail presently found himself was undoubtedly an attic. It sprawled in irregular bays and alcoves over a large area of the house below, with a ceiling so sharply pitched in places as to menace the heads of unwary explorers. The furniture showed an unconsidered mingling of the elegance of Louis XV with sundry large objects evidently retrieved from the workroom of a nineteenth-century scholar: book-cases with convoluted tops, massive mahogany desks and writing-tables, unlikely lecterns, smaller book-cases hazardously designed to revolve in the manner of office chairs. There were photographs everywhere – scores of unidentifiable aristocratic persons, presumably relations of Lady Elizabeth’s, in small silver frames; and interspersed among these, signed and on a larger scale, the intellectually or artistically eminent: Tennyson in a cloak, Huxley pointing to a microscope, Bishop Wilberforce examining a Bible, Darwin palpating a skull. Despite what Robin Warboys had said, Lady Elizabeth was alone among these presences.

Her letter, awaiting Quail at his hotel, had been in the handwriting of advanced age. That was inevitable. A quick reckoning had assured him that she would quite soon be a centenarian. He had never, in fact, known her other than as an old woman; and he was reposing some faith in this as likely to mitigate any painful impression which he must receive now. To meet after a quarter of a century a woman enshrined in one’s memory as thirty-five would be to become pretty sharply aware of mortality. But at the extreme verge of life, Quail conjectured, it might be rather as with the thermometer in the tropics – a hundred and fifteen in the shade being not very perceptibly different from a hundred.

He was almost prepared, then, to find Lady Elizabeth unchanged. It might have been to relieve him of any pious effort to persuade himself that it was actually so, that she received him standing before Herkomer’s portrait of her husband. His impression was immediately of overwhelming age. Lady Elizabeth was upright still, and she had her old habit of immobility except when she was moving to some definite purpose. But she might have been the mother of the old man in the frame behind her. The flesh had fallen way from her face in some way that seemed to modify the bony structure beneath, so that even her nose had not the contour he remembered. To turn from his image of her to the present fact was like exchanging an earthly for a lunar landscape. Only Lady Elizabeth’s eyes were unaltered – or showed even darker amid her grey pallor and beneath the lace cap perching where her silver hair had wound in its abundant coil.

“How long is it since you came to tea with me?” She had a stick in her hand, and was stepping forward with a careful confidence to greet her guest. “I wouldn’t forgive you—never—if I didn’t know how well you were going to talk. But don’t think too much of yourself.” It was her old quick mockery – or at least some moving ghost of it. “Almost any American would do.”

“Almost any American would try.” Quail was in these first moments not at ease. He had to shake off an irrational feeling of there being something unnatural – an automatism, a trick – in the remembered speech coming from this ruined face. It was speech changed in pitch and volume, indeed, yet recognisable – like a familiar voice making a long-distance call. “And you have been so kind,” he went on, “to so many. There must have been tremendous bores among them.”

“Only poor Mr Russell Lowell.” Lady Elizabeth made this pronouncement with all the old authority, so that one instantly felt there was no appeal from it. “I can’t remember a single other one. And that was partly because Mr Lowell had been an ambassador – to have been an ambassador is always stultifying – and partly because on the day he called on me, they had been giving him an honorary degree. A man requires a good dinner before recovering from that.”

“I’m sure he does.” The little joke came to Quail like an echo from very far away, as if here were something which had once been said on some apposite occasion to Meredith or Browning. And Lady Elizabeth’s manner had become curiously expository. She spoke with the gentle clear emphasis of one habitually engaged in explaining the world to small children, so that second childhood appeared less a quality inherent in herself than a condition that she discovered progressively in those around her.

“But that reminds me.” Lady Elizabeth arrived with deliberation at this. “There are several people coming to tea. Robin, put on the kettle – the large one.”

“Oky-doke, Lady Liz.”

“And don’t, Robin, use that horrible expression. Mr Quail would not use it. Mr Quail’s son would not use it.”

Quail laughed. “You’re right only about me. If I had a son, he’d certainly use it.”

“You didn’t marry?”

“No.” Quail was a little struck by the tense in which this question had been cast. “No – I never did.” He paused. “You still see a good many Americans?”

“A great many delightful boys I know nothing about – and just occasionally somebody’s grandson or great-nephew. There was an Adams only last term. And a year or two ago there was an Eliot – a quiet young man, interested in poetry. But Mr Emerson was surely your best poet. My father took me to visit him at Concord. He gave me a book.”

“I should very much like to get around to seeing that, some day.” Quail perceived that time no longer preserved quite its normal dimensions within the mind of Lady Elizabeth. “It is kind of you to have invited this young man to meet me.” Quail had noticed that Robin Warboys was still absent from the room, being presumably in attendance upon the large kettle. “He is most entertaining.”

“He is quite deplorably uninformed. I have been giving some thought to prescribing a course of reading for him.”

“So I’ve gathered. And I think I can tell you that he reads the books you suggest. Or at least that he gets hold of them.”

“I’m glad to hear it. And I believe Robin can be useful to you. While you are here, you must a little get in with the young people.”

“You really think so?” Quail recalled with what trepidation one had ventured to demur to any injunction of Lady Elizabeth’s. “I don’t know that I’ll be here for long.”

“But certainly you must. Otherwise you will simply dine at high tables, and drowse in common rooms, and leave us with no more stimulus than if you had made a round of dreary London clubs.” As she delivered herself of this extravagance, Lady Elizabeth smiled. It was startling – as if one of Rembrandt’s sad old women should suddenly light up with joy – and Quail felt his heart leap, like a child who sees a rocket soar over some impassable space. With Lady Elizabeth in her seventies, it came to him, he had been a little in love. And now she had made him sit down. “Have you seen anybody yet?”

“I haven’t yet met the President of the Union, or the captain of rugger, or the stroke of the varsity boat.” He looked at her swiftly to see if she understood this teasing, and concluded that she very well did. “But on the train yesterday I ran into old Dr Stringfellow.”

“Old Dr Stringfellow?” For the first time, Lady Elizabeth appeared bewildered, indeed almost distressed. “But surely not. Surely—”

“No – it’s a fact.” Quail was puzzled. “He had what I’m sure you must remember: his paper bag.”

“Why—you mean Tommy Stringfellow!” Lady Elizabeth’s delight was unfeigned. “I thought you said old Dr Stringfellow. And I was quite certain that Tommy’s father died years ago. Indeed, I clearly remember reading his obituary in the Oxford Magazine.”

“I see. I didn’t know that Dr Stringfellow, so to speak, had a father.”

“We were not so clear as we ought to have been, I am afraid, that Professor Stringfellow had a son. Tommy was such a quiet child, and quite commonplace. Whereas the professor, of course, was one of the Oxford figures of his time – a notable eccentric, as well as an eminent Assyriologist.”

“But isn’t it the son who is the Assyriologist?” Quail put this question with proper circumspection. “He has certainly published books on the subject.”

“Oh, very possibly. He picked up a little from his father, no doubt. But one’s chief memory of Tommy is of the small boy with the perpetual paper bag. The sweets appeared to be made mainly of liquorice.”

“The bag contains biscuits now.”

“Ah—but so it did then!” Lady Elizabeth’s memory pounced on this. “There were biscuits as well. Tommy’s sole distinction was to have secured the acquaintance of Oriel Bill – a thing very rarely achieved except by Oriel men. And it was the biscuits that did it. Robin”—Lady Elizabeth glanced at Warboys, who had returned from attending to the kettle—”have you ever heard of Oriel Bill?”

“Oh, yes, Lady Liz. He’s their waterman, isn’t he?”

“Impossible boy! Oriel Bill was Mr Wootten-Wootten’s delightful bull-dog. You must add Mr Phelps’s memoir to that reading-list, cousin.”

“Very well, Lady Liz.” Warboys clearly took this injunction as mandatory. “A memoir by someone called Phelps of this Wootten-Wootten type?”

“Certainly not. Nobody ever thought of writing a memoir of Mr Wootten-Wootten. The memoir is of the dog.” Lady Elizabeth turned to Quail. “Do you recall Bill? But I don’t know that you would. He became too much addicted to the pleasures of the table, and died in the same year, I remember, as Mr Gladstone.”

“1898? It was before my time.”

“But I think I have a photograph.” Lady Elizabeth moved across the room. “And poor Mr Dodgson of Christ Church, who wrote those odd books for children, died in that year too. So did Mallarme.”

“Is that so?” Quail now vividly remembered the alarming quality of Lady Elizabeth’s information. There were, no doubt, a score of ancient persons in Oxford who could assert that Gladstone and Lewis Carroll died in the same year. But Mallarme, if not Oriel Bill, would be beyond their range.

“I think this is it.” Lady Elizabeth had picked up one of the silver photograph frames from the top of a grand piano and was looking at it with her dark clear eyes. “I think this is certainly Bill.” She handed the photograph to Quail. “Is it?”

He hesitated. “Well—no. This is somebody in glasses.”

“But Bill was several times photographed in spectacles – and in football dress, and in cap and gown.”

He was rather awkwardly silent, for he had realised that she must be nearly blind.

“No doubt you are right. My husband used to say that Bill, unlike Mr Pater, was almost human. He always took a hansom, I remember, on returning from football matches. Bill, that is to say – not Mr Pater, who was uninterested in sport. I must find Bill’s photograph another time. Robin, make the tea.” As if she had divined Quail’s embarrassment, Lady Elizabeth talked easily as she moved back across the room. “I hear people coming. But it won’t be Miss Fontaney quite yet, I think. I asked her for a little later.”

 
Quail had his teacup in his hand before he took courage to express his alarm. “You’ve asked Miss Fontaney to tea?”

“But most certainly. I know you must have corresponded, and I know you’ve never met.” Lady Elizabeth paused to call out to Warboys concise instructions on opening a tin of biscuits. The visitors, so far, were all contemporaries of the young man. They had come tumbling in as freely as if into a schoolroom, and for the moment formed a gossiping group where their formidable hostess had disposed them across the room. “You must, after all, meet at least one of Arthur Fontaney’s daughters sooner or later. I have no doubt that your business interests set you a brisk pace. But your negotiation with Eleanor Fontaney will at least require a meeting. Or so I should suppose.”

“It’s shocking you should have to guess that I propose business with Miss Fontaney. I’m ashamed that I didn’t put it in my letter to you. But it was only with some idea that I ought to consult you—sound you—before deciding whether I ought to think of anything that could be called business at all.” Quail made this explanation not very happily. His full reason for having said nothing in his letter had turned upon the melancholy conjecture that Lady Elizabeth might be past making anything of his project, or at least past pronouncing any reliable judgment on it. Now this was proving a long way from the truth. It was even uncomfortably possible that she was capable of guessing the entire movement of his mind.

“It needn’t quite be called a guess,” Lady Elizabeth was saying to him with a touch of asperity. “I keep, you see, an eye on the calendar – on the years and even on the months. I do that because I am interested in whether or not I shall live to be a hundred.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“My dear man, I don’t seek encouragement. By interested I don’t mean concerned. That would be foolish.” As Lady Elizabeth said this, Quail received, more pronouncedly than before, the impression of being one who undergoes instruction in the nursery. “Think of Dr Hercus. He was very undistinguished, I’ve been told, and totally without ambition until he entered his nineties. He then began to entertain the resolve to dine in college on his hundredth birthday – something which there is no record of any fellow of a college ever having achieved. His temperament had always been equitable, but now, year by year, he agitated himself more and more about this. Eventually he couldn’t keep still, and fell down and broke something and died when no more than ninety-seven. So one sees that it is foolish to make a point of the thing.” Lady Elizabeth fell silent, and Quail noticed a fine tremor in the hand holding her cup. She had tired herself, he supposed, in the effort to entertain him; and her remarks, although owning their own cogency, had drifted away from the subject originally prompting them.

At this point more visitors arrived: two elderly ladies who subsequently remained effectively anonymous, and a bearded old gentleman who turned out to be the grandson of a Victorian novelist. It was only after yet further mature persons had joined these that Lady Elizabeth was free to return to her first guest. It immediately became clear that she remembered just where they had broken off. “I keep my eye on the calendar, as I’ve said. And I didn’t take it for a coincidence that you proposed to turn up in Oxford just before the date mentioned in Arthur Fontaney’s will.”

Quail was increasingly aware that Lady Elizabeth’s voice was monotonous as it had not used to be. But for the easy authority it unconsciously carried, the cadence of it would merely have lulled the ear, like the prattle of a crone in a chimney-corner. As it was, this only made more impressive the alert mind behind it. “Certainly there’s no coincidence,” he said. “And I don’t feel too good, I guess, appearing in Oxford like this, all ready to pounce.” He hesitated, and then with some naivety added: “Do you think, Lady Elizabeth, that there’s anybody got ahead of me?”

Lady Elizabeth received this obliquely. “It might a little depend,” she said. “You haven’t tried to get ahead of yourself? You haven’t written to Miss Fontaney with any preliminary suggestions?”

“Certainly not.”

“Then I think you’ll be ahead of anybody who has. I understand there was an expression in the will that the daughters – or at least Eleanor, who is the one who counts – have wished to interpret very strictly.”

Quail nodded. “’Entertained’ was Fontaney’s word in the instructions he left to his executors. No proposal was to be entertained until this date that is coming along – actually next week. And clearly one ought not to advance a proposition on people who are enjoined not to start considering it. I repeat, I don’t feel all that happy, getting set and ready on the mark like this. But when the date does come, it wouldn’t be sense to let others get ahead – if there are others.”

“There won’t be others with your command of money, or anything like it.”

“I suppose not.” It was like Lady Elizabeth, Quail thought, to arrive immediately at this forthright appreciation of his position. “But do you think that Miss Fontaney—?”

He was interrupted by the grandson of the Victorian novelist, who came toddling up to his hostess with a teacup balanced at the level of his meticulously trimmed white beard. “Mr Quail and I,” Lady Elizabeth said at once, “are talking about money.”

It was an old trick of hers, Quail thought, thus to push a stiff conversational fence under the advancing nose of a guest; and to be true to form she ought to have slipped away and left the two men confronted. But on this occasion – perhaps only because she was less mobile than formerly – she remained seated between them. And the old gentleman appeared amused. “Money?” he said. “It’s much more important than the weather. But I’m no authority – no authority in the world. I could never come by it, somehow, except in a very small way, and none of my children appears able to come by it at all. Fortunately my grandfather came by quite a lot. He caught the ear of the public, you know, he caught the ear of the public.” The old gentleman laughed rumblingly in his beard, as if here again were something extremely diverting. “Thackeray once said to him, ‘How, my dear fellow, you do catch the ear of the public.’”

The old gentleman laughed once more, but this time it was absently, and Quail saw that he had himself been caught – but less by the ear than the eye. The youngest generation of Lady Elizabeth’s acquaintance, when not employed in handing tea, continued to have a centre of their own at the other side of the room. Among them, leaning over what appeared, rather surprisingly, to be a shove-halfpenny board, was one girl with fair hair and a particularly striking figure. The old gentleman studied her for a moment, and then advanced his beard confidentially into Quail’s face. “Remember,” he murmured, “those stunners Shakespeare described on Cleopatra’s barge? They made their bends adornings. And there it is. Wonderful poet, eh?” He turned to toddle off in the direction of this new attraction. Then, seeming to feel that this was rather abrupt, he paused for a moment. “I was going to tell you,” he said, “of a remark Thackeray made to my grandfather. But another time.”

Quail watched him go. “He doesn’t think much of money,” he said to Lady Elizabeth. “But then, probably, he has never had to consider it. And I was going to ask you if you think Miss Fontaney—”

“Badly off, without a doubt.” Lady Elizabeth was incisive. “But I don’t know whether it’s a matter of the coal-cellar and the larder. With a good many people, certainly, it is just that nowadays. I blame Mr Lloyd George.” Lady Elizabeth paused, leaving Quail in doubt whether here was a flicker in her sense of time or a back- ward-reaching historical hypothesis. “But how any consideration of the sort will affect Eleanor and Marianne Fontaney, I can’t say. My acquaintance with them is far from intimate. And they may be very unaccountable young people, for all I know.”

“Young people?” Quail’s glance was on the novelist’s grandson, who had now comfortably established himself beside the attractive girl in Robin Warboys’ circle.

“As I think of young people, must I say?” Lady Elizabeth was amused. “Of course Marianne is the younger by many years. She is possibly your own junior. And Eleanor can be little more than sixty. As yet, she may by no means bear a very settled disposition.”

If Miss Fontaney was flighty at sixty, Quail supposed, it was scarcely likely that a further span of years would bring her the philosophic mind. But to Lady Elizabeth he said: “I wish I just knew her disposition to me. There was no difficulty when I first brought out my book on Fontaney’s early life. Permission to use various things was given me readily enough, and Miss Fontaney was always civil in her letters. Her final letter – after, I mean, the thing came out – wasn’t expansive; but I had no reason to suppose my picture of her father had offended her.” Quail caught in his own voice as he spoke a note that told him he was seeking to reassure himself. “And, of course, what’s in question now isn’t primarily biography. There is still something of a story untold, you know. But it will come to an end – whatever it is – well before Fontaney’s marriage. It’s clear that what the later journals record, in the main, is just the progress – I guess it should be called the astonishing evolution – of a mind.” Quail hesitated again. He was aware that, as this tea-time hour wore on, his eye was going rather anxiously to the door of Lady Elizabeth’s attic drawing-room. “So I don’t see that Miss Fontaney could have any motive—”

“The underlying attitude of children to distinguished parents is often very surprising.”

“I know that. And then, of course, there’s what one might call the national consideration. Miss Fontaney, in spite of her American mother, may feel that everything should remain here in Oxford, and that it should be British scholars who get to work on it. I should have to respect a feeling like that.”

“Should you?” Lady Elizabeth appeared to think little of this. “The woman’s not, so far as I know, a fool – except that she doesn’t seem able to keep an eye on the clock.” ‘

“I think there’s somebody coming now.” This was true. In a moment a fresh visitor had appeared. But it was not a lady. It was the man whom Quail, only an hour before, had remarked lingering opposite Miss Fontaney’s house in the Bradmore Road. And at once Quail was confirmed – if by no more than a bizarre intuition – in his former notion of a significance which that encounter had held. Here was somebody else who was “after” Arthur Fontaney’s remains. Quail’s project, his mild little learned adventure, had entered its first phase of complication.



CHAPTER VII

 

You could tell at once, Quail thought, that the stranger would be an uneasy guest in any drawing-room. It remained clear that he was a scholar, the awkwardness seeming to consist in the fact that he was uncompromisingly nothing else. He advanced upon Lady Elizabeth with a bleak impersonality, as if she were less a human being than a catalogue; and the hand which he held out might have been felt to carry the suggestion not of salutation but of a proposal to pull from the old lady’s person some little drawer packed with ingeniously skewered index-cards. Since it is only in surrealist paintings that the vertebrate creation is ever equipped in this way, the effect was not pleasing. But if Lady Elizabeth was for a moment at a loss – as Quail judged her to be – it could not have been because any such impression had come to her. A true explanation appeared when Robin Warboys spoke hastily from across the room, addressing the new arrival by name and promising to bring him a cup of tea on the instant. The interposition was designed, Quail discerned, to enlighten Lady Elizabeth, who was thus revealed as relying upon her young cousin’s vigilance for identifying or bringing to her notice visitors whose voices were unfamiliar to her. But Quail himself – and to a rather more startling effect – was enlightened as well. The newcomer was Gavin Tandon.

Here then was the Senior Tutor whom Mrs Jopling, with her high command of the niceties of the French language, would doubtless call her bête noire. Here was the wrecker, whether by mere inept inadvertence or of malice, of the ladies’ luncheon. And here – more pertinently – was the man who, being a well-accredited authority in Quail’s own particular field of interest, had been found lurking, in what could only be called a sort of learned hunger, opposite Miss Fontaney’s unremarkable front gate.

But Quail himself had been doing much the same thing, that gate having by no means lain on his necessary route this afternoon. There had, surely, been something like a mutual discovery of predatory intention. It was highly absurd; and now, it appeared to Quail, one burglar was deliberately engaged in keeping an eye on the other. For there was something not casual about Tandon’s arrival at this tea-party. Being a fellow of the college over which Dr Warboys had presided, he unchallengeably possessed, indeed, the right to call; and he was being received with proper cordiality by his venerable hostess now. But it was apparently a privilege that he exercised sparely – tea- parties being not, so to speak, his cup of tea. The inference – mildly shocking if it wasn’t laughable – seemed plain. Tandon had dogged Quail to Lady Elizabeth’s; had then taken a dubitative walk round North Oxford; and had finally decided to present himself as he was now doing. What further followed from this was certainly his knowing something about Quail already. And behind this, if it were so, there appeared to lie some little mystery. It looked as if it hadn’t been Lady Elizabeth alone who had tumbled to Quail’s intentions.

But now Quail had no more time for reflection on this new situation. As he was still standing beside Lady Elizabeth it naturally happened that the introduction of the two men to one another was accomplished immediately. And this time their hostess, with what motive Quail didn’t know, moved away at once. Conceivably she simply had Tandon in her head as heavy going. He looked that sort of man.

What ought first to pass between them, it occurred to Quail, was some small cautious signal: an acknowledgment that if there was a game to be played out between them it might take at least its preliminary tone from what was frankly amusing, even if embarrassing, in the implications of their earlier encounter. But a glance at Tandon told him that here was not a man given to any very ready awareness of the humorous. Quail was casting about in his mind, therefore, for some safe generality with which to break a disquieting silence, when Tandon abruptly spoke. “What did you think,” he asked, “of that thing in the last number of The Modern Language Review?”

This, if surprising, was at least easy to answer. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen it. I go through journals of that sort once a year, in a group.”

There was a moment’s further silence, during which Quail had the impression that Tandon was looking at him with indignation. He quickly discerned, however, that this was not so. Tandon’s eyes were slightly protuberant; they glittered behind lenses that increased their prominence; and they had the trick of remaining steady. The effect was of an angry glare. But it was possible that Tandon was the mildest of men. His fresh fit of silence was perhaps occasioned by an effort to get the range, so to speak, of one whose habits with learned journals were so unorthodox. “Addison’s influence on the aesthetic speculations of Kant,” he presently said. “Intensely interesting.”

“I shall certainly look forward to reading that.”

“But some careless slips. The writer is a young man called Grant.”

Quail nodded. “I think I know of him. He was at Harvard for a time. Isn’t he a lecturer in Leeds?”

“At Leeds. In philosophy.” Tandon, who was looking steadily past Quail’s left ear and across the room, was clearly one who didn’t let careless slips go by. But that he meant no offence by this rapid magistral correction seemed attested by his next remark. “I’ve had the new issue of your Early Years. The appendix on the Gottingen period is a real accession to our knowledge. I realised at once that it opens up a wide field of reference.”

“Thank you.” Quail, although gratified by the conjecture that Tandon’s last pronouncement was in the nature of a resounding testimonial, could not help adding: “But I expect there are a good many slips?”

Tandon glanced at him swiftly – and with the consequence of Quail’s recognising that this elderly man, if a pedant, was not of the sort that is wholly self-absorbed. He would take implications and shades. “Slips?” he said. “I noticed only a few. They’re in the post to you now.”

“Thank you for that, too.” Quail felt that he had lost a round. “I think I’ve managed to follow, in my amateur way, most of your own work,” he said. “And I’ve looked forward to meeting you.”

Tandon was again silent. He might have been engaged in translating some phrase pitched at him in a foreign language. “You must have gone down,” he said presently, “in the year I got my fellowship. Have you been into college? The Warden told me you were coming to Oxford.”

“I thought I ought to write to him, although not personally acquainted with him. He hadn’t been elected Warden, of course, in my time.”

“It has been a satisfactory appointment. Jopling is an excellent administrator.”

There was certainly, Quail thought, no affectation of cordiality in Tandon’s tone. But the words expressed a proper institutional loyalty such as had at times been notably lacking in the conversation of the Warden himself. And Jopling, it fleetingly crossed Quail’s mind, was perhaps more aware of people’s interests and likely intentions than it pleased him to divulge. If Tandon was seriously attracted by Fontaney’s papers, Jopling might be planning a little amusement from the new situation. “And very kindly,” Quail went on, “he asked me to lunch today. I hadn’t, naturally, met Mrs Jopling before.” He paused. “She seems,” he added experimentally, “a delightful woman.”

“Yes – a very nice woman.” Tandon, although the greater part of his mind had plainly passed to more abstract speculations, responded without any effect of insincerity. “She doesn’t,” he continued, “plague one with evening parties, and so on . . . oh—thank you very much.” This was addressed to Robin Warboys, who had come up with a plate of biscuits. Tandon helped himself – there was something ungainly in his movements – and watched the young man as he moved away. “I wonder,” he said, “would he be one of our undergraduates? One ought to know. It is awkward not to know.”

“I happen to have the information that he is. And he is Lady Elizabeth’s great-nephew.”

“Ah, yes – Warboys. R. Warboys. I ought to have known at once. Most attractive.” Tandon frowned behind his glittering glasses, as if he had said something surprising and unaccountable. “These young men . . . there is something very . . . I almost wish—” He broke off, and Quail watched him curiously – curiously and with a sudden sympathy which he in his turn was conscious of as not immediately explicable. For a moment the two men looked at each other in silence – a silence which, while it held, was without the awkwardness attending the earlier silence after Lady Elizabeth had introduced them. And then Tandon was once more looking past Quail’s left ear. “That German book on Croce,” he said abruptly. “What did you think of it?”

 
It would not have occurred to Quail that a fellow of his old college could do other than, in the current phrase, know his stuff. As he listened to Gavin Tandon he had the pleasure of realising how well grounded the confidence could be. Tandon had a weak husky voice that seemed to direct itself, like his gaze, into some farther and ideal space unembarrassed by the presence of flesh-and-blood hearers. He was probably one sort of rather good lecturer – the sort that is unaware either of an auditory or of the clock. This didn’t mean that his discourse held much charm. But certainly it was lucid and orderly – so orderly that one almost imagined those glinting glasses to be focused upon a list of headings and sub-headings hung in some obscure dimension holding no correspondence with Lady Elizabeth’s attic. Aesthetics can be a nebulous subject, and in Tandon’s talk it held more of the grey than of the silver or the gold. But at least he gave his clouds their sufficient architecture, and they obligingly stayed put in his sky long enough for any reasonable flight of inspection to which one was minded. For a substantial space of time Quail found himself thus occupied, and at least sufficiently air-borne not to mark that the tea-party was thinning out. It was only the return of Lady Elizabeth herself, that put a term to this purely intellectual interlude.

“I am sorry to say that Miss Fontaney is unwell.” Lady Elizabeth addressed herself to Quail. “Her sister, Marianne, that is, has just rung up to excuse her. She had hoped to feel up to it, but was forced to give in at the last moment. So my plan for your meeting her here has come to nothing for the time being.” Lady Elizabeth turned to Tandon, the fixity of whose gaze upon infinity might have been judged as intensified during these remarks. “Is it not very strange that Mr Quail has never yet met either of Arthur Fontaney’s daughters?”

Tandon received this with an abrupt and disconcerting bow, as if the speaker were somebody to whom he was being presented for the first time. “I have never met them myself,” he said huskily, “although, like Mr Quail, I take a great interest in their father’s work. It has been explained to me – I think by the Warden – that they live very much retired.”

“They live just round the corner. No doubt you know the house?”

“Yes—yes, I think I know the house.” Tandon, whose characteristic stance Quail had already remarked as a leaning far forward on his toes, swayed backward as he spoke, rather like a boxer who has been rocked by a shrewd blow. At the same moment his glance caught Quail’s – but so fleetingly that Quail was left still in uncertainty as to whether that signal had passed or not.

“A most interesting house. Almost what the popular papers call an historic house.” Lady Elizabeth sat down, and Quail realised that the three of them, together with Robin Warboys, were alone left in the room. “Almost everything is there still.”

“Everything?” Tandon had returned to challenging infinity, but his weak voice had gone a shade huskier, so that Quail wondered if he was suppressing some strong excitement. “You mean his papers, Lady Elizabeth?”

“Oh – of course there are those. But I am thinking of all the things he gathered around him . . . Robin—come here.”

“Yes, Lady Liz?” Warboys, who had been making a tour of the room for the purpose of unobtrusively gleaning the remaining chocolate biscuits, advanced rather warily upon his elders.

“Sit down, cousin. And when you have finished your mouthful, tell me, if you please, what you take to be the main difference between Arthur Fontaney and John Ruskin.”

 
“Oh, I say!” Warboys evidently regarded his kinswoman’s demand, made in the presence of one of the dons of his college, as distinctly far from fair. He sat down obediently, nevertheless. Quail, watching, was prompted to try to imagine him as an American boy – to glimpse his mind and manner as they would be had Quail himself, say, had some share in the breeding of him. He had to abandon this odd and surely futile speculation, however, as the young man faced up to the conundrum which had been pitched at him. “The difference between Fontaney and Ruskin? Well, I think it might be called a matter of impact. I know Fontaney is tremendously interesting, and all that. But I’ve never heard that anything much happened because of him.”

“Quite right – a very good start.” It was Tandon who spoke – huskily still, but yet in a tone that was incisively appreciative. Quail was amused. It was the tutorial manner, he supposed, peeping out.

“Whereas Ruskin, although right round the bend—”

“Although what, Robin?” Lady Elizabeth was understandably baffled.

“I mean that Ruskin, although as mad as a hatter, did get people moving. England’s full of objects that would look quite different if he hadn’t. This house, for instance, and Keble and the University Museum – and small pubs and railway stations all over the country as well. But Fontaney just didn’t make that grade.”

“Very true.” Tandon was again approving. “It’s not always the finer and more constructive minds, you see, that make their mark on all and sundry. But now, look at the thing the other way. Ruskin’s thought was essentially incoherent. It would have been so, even if he had not suffered those increasingly severe bouts of mania. Fontaney’s was orderly and synthesising. That’s where I would put the difference. When Ruskin died, all that he left unpublished was mere rhetoric. Whereas I am convinced that Fontaney—” Tandon’s voice, which had gone huskier still, trembled and for a moment seemed to fail him. Then he recovered himself. “Fontaney kept clear of wildcat schemes and emotional involvements. His intellect remained in working order through a meditative old age. And that, I think you will agree, is the best gift the gods have to bestow.”

“Certainly one of the best.” Quail looked cautiously at Tandon, feeling that for a moment something of the inner man had peeped out. “But if you were to hand me Aladdin’s lamp, I don’t reckon it’s the first thing I’d ask for.”

“Fontaney had this long period in which to order his maturest thought, and I am convinced of the likelihood that he left a system.” Tandon had ignored Quail’s remark, and now it appeared to strike him that this had been unmannerly. “But you know much more about Fontaney than I do,” he continued with genuine courtesy. “And perhaps you have another view.”

“What you say interests me greatly. But I certainly think there’s another difference between the two men. Ruskin, one must admit, didn’t make much of human beings.”

Tandon rocked gently, as if he found this at least momentarily perplexing. “You mean—?”

“Apart from one or two individuals with whom he became obsessed at one time or another, Ruskin just didn’t notice people. In the end, that had a terribly isolating effect – and intellectually as well as socially. He wasn’t even aware of what other eminent men were doing in the studies he was himself devoted to. He became more and more of an amateur, in the disabling sense of the word. Fontaney was quite different. Even in his quiet old age, a widower domesticated with his two daughters in an Oxford villa, he remained tremendously up with the world – with its ideas and even with its gossip. Have you considered why he wanted this interval of time to elapse before any of his journals of that period were examined and made public?”

“Of course I have. It is a most curious circumstance.” Tandon’s manner carried something like animation. “Fontaney was aware that he had arrived at speculative positions well in advance of his age. So he felt that some delay—”

“I’ve no doubt there’s something in that. But I’m pretty sure there was another reason as well – and indeed I’ve already touched on it. Both in England at large and here in Oxford in particular, he became increasingly a great collector of personalia. He loved a good story, you remember – and particularly if there was something wry or odd or disconcerting to it.”

“That’s certainly true.” Lady Elizabeth gave a nod so decisive that Quail found himself fearing for the stability of her elegant lace cap. “My husband used to say that Mr Fontaney might, or might not, be a great philosopher of art, but that he undoubtedly brought to the large circle of his acquaintance a curiosity and a penetration that might have served to establish him as one of the great English satirists.”

“That’s to put it rather high. But I haven’t the slightest doubt that into those later journals Fontaney tumbled, day by day, not only his most mature aesthetic speculations but his most searching observations on men and manners as well. So one sees another reason for—well, a latent period.”

“Oh, I say!” Robin Warboys was amused. “Do you mean that these unpublished journals are salted with the most frightful scandal?”

“Hardly that. But they will contain much personal comment, which might have given pain thirty years ago.”

“I don’t at all see that they might not do so still.” Lady Elizabeth was either indignant or pleasing herself by appearing to be so. “I would not take at all kindly the unearthing of a satirical account of my early dinner parties.”

Tandon once more swayed nervously on his toes. “This is an aspect of the matter I hadn’t thought of,” he said. “This element of personalities, I mean. But you are almost certainly right. In the journals there will be a good deal of such dead wood.”

But this – plainly to Tandon’s alarm – made Lady Elizabeth laugh aloud. “Dear Mr Tandon,” she said, “everybody might not judge an inspired picture of my dinner parties quite that.”

“Of course not. It was not my intention . . . that is to say—” Tandon broke off in mere confusion. He would be scared, Quail guessed, by an invitation to cross swords with any woman – let alone with Lady Elizabeth, whom her great-nephew had so sagely described as pretty stiff.

“I remember it being asserted, by one who knew all the men well, that Arthur Fontaney could be as witty as either Wilde or Whistler.” Lady Elizabeth paused, but seemingly with no notion that she was adding to the intimidating effect by evoking legendary names. Her nursery manner was undisturbed; she might be engaged simply in telling the children some bedtime story of the three bears. “And now I must give my own answer to the question. For certainly there was yet another way in which Mr Fontaney differed from poor Professor Ruskin. Did I ever tell you of my visit to Brantwood?”

 
Dusk filled the alcoves and crept across the carpet of the attic drawing-room. On the piano Lord Tennyson, a creature of the half-light and the gloom, gave the impression of enveloping himself yet further in his voluminous cloak. Robin Warboys, whose appetite for literary reminiscence was wholesomely moderate, found diversion in wandering round the room and turning on a number of feeble electric lights lurking behind opaque parchments and silks. It was no longer possible to discern that a yellow vapour had crept up to lick at the pointed windows.

“Brantwood?” Tandon was saying incredulously. “You mean, Lady Elizabeth, while Ruskin was still alive?”

“Dear me, yes. It was long before his death. My husband and I drove over from Keswick – being on holiday there, I recall, shortly after our marriage. You can imagine how much I looked forward to so remarkable an occasion. And do you know what I chiefly remember? That everything was quite hideous! The Professor had, of course, his Turners, and a number of other remarkable paintings he had collected. But immediately one allowed one’s eye to stray beyond their frames one was conscious of nothing that would have been out of the way in the horrid villa of his papa and mama at Denmark Hill. He had no instinct whatever for the creating around himself”—Lady Elizabeth paused, as if acknowledging that there was, after all, a little effort now in achieving the precision of statement for which she had been famous—”for the creating around himself of any physical setting congruous with the deep beauty and high elevation of his thought. Mr Tandon, don’t you consider that very remarkable? Around the great teacher of my generation there was a litter of geological specimens; but beyond that nothing that would negative the supposition that he was a successful wine-merchant. Was not that strange?”

“Strange?” Tandon knitted his brows, much as if he had been presented with a formidable intellectual problem. “Yes,” he said hesitantly, “yes—I think I see what you mean. It wouldn’t have occurred to me. But—yes—I do perfectly understand you.”

“Whereas, believe me, it was so different with Mr Fontaney, so much the minor master though he may have been. He was not, of course, at all a wealthy man. He had neither the private fortune nor the large literary income of Professor Ruskin. But he did instinctively collect and blend and harmonise. And everything, I repeat, is there still – within a stone’s throw, almost, of this room.”

“That is certainly so,” Quail said – and turned, confessedly excited in his turn, to the gently swaying Tandon. “The house is unquestionably a little museum of Fontaney’s tastes and interests. Everything, you may be certain, is preserved there still – from the blue-and-white china that half the artistically-inclined ladies in Oxford were then collecting to the finest prints of Utamaro and Hokusai – including, you’ll remember, those that Fontaney had from Edmond de Goncourt. It’s a very fragile sort of exquisiteness, and one thinks of it as all disposed on spindly tables and in insecure rosewood cabinets. As a collection, mind you, or whatever one is to call it, it can’t have any very striking monetary value. And one could, I suppose, fake it without a great deal of trouble. But there wouldn’t, to my way of thinking, be much satisfaction in that.”

“Fake it?” Tandon leaned more than commonly forward on his toes. “I don’t follow you.”

“I mean that one could fairly readily assemble an almost identical mise en scène – and say: ‘Fontaney lived like this. Notice how it all coheres with his speculations, his intellectual habit.’”

“I see—I see.” Tandon had again the air of a man grappling with an influx of new and somewhat suspect ideas. “I confess that I hadn’t thought of the Misses Fontaney as—um—presiding over not merely literary remains but also an assemblage of objects not without relevance in a study of their father’s thought. It is a most interesting idea.” He stopped and, for the first time, looked at Quail with what could be termed naked mistrust. “And you yourself are interested in—well, the ladies’ entire environment?”

“Mr Quail is going to carry it all away, sir.” Warboys, who had been civilly dissimulating boredom during this learned talk, was prompted to speak with perfect gravity. “The house itself is likely to be the main difficulty. It can possibly be put in a large packing-case and taken across the Atlantic as it stands. But it seems more probable that it will have to be moved stone by stone, and brick by brick.”

Lady Elizabeth, although she could not have made much of Tandon’s expression, appeared to divine that he was disconcerted. “Robin is talking nonsense,” she said. “But there can be no doubt that the house holds much of curious interest, besides Arthur Fontaney’s unpublished journals. There was never, I recall, any kind of sale. It was a decision that seemed very wise at the time to both my husband and myself. We remembered the case of Mr Dodgson of Christ Church, of whom I was speaking earlier this afternoon. The significance of his celebrity was not recognised, and upon his death his personal possessions were at once sold at auction for derisory sums. Moreover, I am not sure that it was not a shade embarrassing. Chest-expanders, you know, and Dr Moffatt’s ammonia-phone – which was something to cure stammering, I suppose – and recondite works on the psychology and physiology of women.” Lady Elizabeth hesitated, almost as if she could hear Tandon uneasily stir. “But my point is that there was nothing of the sort when Mr Fontaney died.”

“Fontaney probably didn’t have works on the psychology of women,” Warboys said cheerfully. “He had daughters instead. And as they weren’t auctioned, they are available for Mr Quail now. I suppose, sir, you’ll be taking them too?” He turned to Tandon. “You know about Mr Quail’s home town? It’s called, I think, American City.”

Tandon rocked uncomfortably. He wasn’t too good, Quail thought, at coping with spasms of outrageousness in the young. “American City?” he was saying doubtfully. “Isn’t that something in Henry James?”

“Yes, sir – but then everything’s in Henry James. The surviving relations, for instance, of the great literary man. Only James’s ladies lived in Italy – Venice, wasn’t it?”

Quail burst out laughing. This absurd analogy hadn’t occurred to him, and he found it entertaining. “Well,” he said, “North Oxford’s a little Venice, after all. It’s something that kept striking me afresh, this afternoon. So you think of Fontaney as a Jeffrey Aspern?”

“I was just explaining to Mr Tandon about your plan, as I see it. I’ve no doubt that you propose to present a complete Fontaney Museum to American City – suitably animated. A small residential wing will be added, for properly accredited scholars working on the journals.” Warboys stopped suddenly. He could talk in this way among his seniors consummately without impertinence – and he knew at once when the effect was not entirely a success. And Tandon continued to make little of this fantasy. Or perhaps, Quail thought, he made too much of it. There seemed a high probability that he had a painfully literal mind.

However this might be, Tandon was now taking his leave – and with very much the same awkwardness he had shown on arriving. Presently he turned to Quail. “It would give me great pleasure—” he began formally, and faltered. Quail supposed that what was to follow must be an invitation to dine in college. “That is to say . . . it occurs to me that perhaps . . . I wonder whether, one afternoon, you would care to take a walk? Shotover is very pleasant.”

“I should be very glad to.”

“That will be very nice.” Tandon had flushed, as if aware that he had prompted some different expectation. “I think it is sometimes possible to converse, in that way, with less—less constraint than in common room after dinner, or anything of that sort. But of course I hope also . . . that possibly on some other occasion—”

Tandon’s husky voice tailed off, and for a moment it was painfully apparent that there were occasions upon which he quite lost self-possession. Yet he retained a sort of dignity, and it was with real cordiality that Quail made haste to strike in. “I shall enjoy a walk extremely. Any afternoon will find me ready for it. And I hope we may have a thoroughly useful talk.”



CHAPTER VIII

 

The fog had become so thick as to be bewildering, and Quail was glad of young Warboys’ company on the route back to his hotel. They had walked in silence and through a muted air to the end of Norham Gardens before Warboys spoke. “I’m terribly sorry about all that playing the giddy goat. I’m afraid booksy talk sometimes gets me that way.”

“Booksy talk?” Quail was amused by this not entirely felicitous apology. “But my dear young man, you were as booksy as any of us. Who started in, pray, with American City and The Aspern Papers?”

“Yes, I know. I was quite the young ass. And poor old Tandon, somehow, didn’t like it at all. What’s more, I don’t think you did either.”

Quail turned up the collar of his overcoat. “You see,” he said, “you were getting us on delicate ground. What you had to say about my museum and so on was—well, roughly in the target area. Not that I at all intend to transport an entire Victorian villa over the Atlantic.”

“And Mr Tandon is a sort of rival of yours?” The voice of Warboys, although blanketed by fog, took on a new and lively interest.

“He might be. Have I any reason to suppose that you are a discreet young man?”

“Oh, yes rather, sir. I mean, no you haven’t—but actually I am.” Warboys was delighted.

“I think we are going to try to like each other, he and I – and perhaps we shall quite tolerably succeed. But, I’m sorry to say, we shall distrust each other as well.”

“Stealing a march, and that sort of thing?”

“I certainly hope nothing like that.” Quail spoke with conviction. “But Tandon won’t feel that I’m quite the right man for those journals of Fontaney’s. He’ll think I’d make what he’d call, I guess, a mere littérateur’s job of them. And who am I to say that he’ll be wrong?”

“And you think that he—?”

“I’m sure he’s a first-rate scholar. But – well, I think of Fontaney, you see, as somebody pretty complicated and at the same time amazingly one – amazingly integrated, as it’s fashionable to say nowadays. And I’d be afraid Tandon would just lose a lot of him as he went along. Arthur Fontaney was concerned, you know, to formulate principles of aesthetic criticism. To me, all that is chiefly interesting because of the play of the whole man upon those principles and upon that concern, if you understand me. And my guess is that Tandon would isolate the pure speculation – which to my mind would be to approach Fontaney on the arid side – or rather with one’s own arid side.” Quail was silent for a moment, surprised that he was saying so much. “But, of course, I may be quite wrong about Tandon. Indeed, it’s absurd—isn’t it?—to pronounce on a man on the strength of a mere hour’s talk in a drawing-room. Now, what sort of a person would you yourself say he is?”

“I should think he’s all right – I mean as a chap.” Warboys delivered this crucial judgment instantly and without reserve. “But a bit dreary, and all that.” This drastic qualification came with equal decision. “I don’t fancy he’s a terrible success with the other dons. When you see them tottering off to punish the port, you can spot him as a bit of a stranger in the midst. Glaring round, you know, for somebody on whom to unload his latest bit of learning. Which isn’t at all what the old boys want, I imagine, once they get the vine-leaves in their hair. No, I’d say old Tandon’s a celebrated bore, and perhaps a bit of a butt as well.” The voice in the near darkness beside Quail held all the unconsciously pitiless penetration of the young. “But he can teach.”

“You mean he’s a good tutor?”

“Terribly good, I’m told. Miles better than Jones.”

“Jones?”

“Jones is a young chap who’s my tutor. I’m reading P.P.E. That’s what, long ago, was called Modern Greats.”

Quail laughed. “So it was,” he said, “very long ago. But what’s wrong with Jones?”

“What’s wrong with Jones is that he’s absolutely brilliant.” Warboys announced this with manifest pride. “So of course he talks completely over your head, and you don’t understand a word. Everybody says that Jones is far too able to be a don.”

“Dear me!” For a moment Quail experienced the same dismay as had been occasioned in him by the dilapidated state of the Sheldonian. These seemed to be the most ominous words he had heard in Oxford yet. “Whereas Tandon?”

“I believe he’s frightfully conscientious and helpful in a shy kind of way. Tells you precisely what you have to do to get a decent class, so that you know exactly where you are. Which is the great thing.”

“Is it?”

“Well, no—of course it’s not. Still – jobs, you know, and all that. It isn’t, you see, quite what it was in your day.”

“I suppose not.” Quail, although depressed by the thought of undergraduates considering it of prime importance to know just how they stood in relation to an examination syllabus, felt suitably reproved. “By the way,” he added, “if you’re ever worried about a job, come along to me.”

“That’s very kind of you.” The voice in the fog was instantly distant.

“My dear lad, don’t stand on your dignity. Lady Elizabeth is a very old, and deeply honoured, friend of mine.” He paused and laughed quietly, curiously happy. “You don’t quite like that either – and simply because it’s not precisely an English way of speaking. Still, it’s true. I hold Lady Elizabeth in very great respect, just as I did her husband. And if you’re ever looking for a job I’ll find you one.”

“I see. Well, thank you very much, indeed.” The voice was mollified. “But I don’t honestly think, sir, I want to go to America.”

“America? Oh, I see.” Quail’s amusement returned. “I couldn’t promise you, I’m afraid, a fellowship at Balliol, and I have doubts about your Treasury or even your Foreign Service. But within reason, and if you have work in you, I can find the job indifferently in London or New York. Indeed – and to be quite confidential – I rather think I could manage Peking. So think it over.”

“I certainly will.” Warboys’ voice was now both subdued and puzzled. “But I say, sir,” he presently ventured, “aren’t you a professor or something?”

“Alas, no. I’m just a plain business man.”

“Good Lord! Big business?”

“Yes, indeed. Very big – and very plain.”

“And all this Fontaney thing is just—just a sort of hobby? I mean”—Warboys appeared to feel that he had used a derogatory expression—”you manage all that on the side?”

“Very much on the side, worse luck. And you’ve got a wrong impression if you think there’s all that of it. Still, it’s a pretty lively interest with me – every now and then.”

They had paused before some dubious crossing. The feeble yellow lights of crawling cars seemed to be all around them, and Quail realised that Warboys would have to conduct him through the swathed city to the very door of his hotel. When they were safely across the youth resumed his inquisition. “Isn’t it a funny choice?” he asked.

“Fontaney?”

“Well, anything like that.”

“Anything booksy, as you call it?”

“Yes.” The young man had become less urbane, more dogged and concerned. “I should have thought that, for instance, fuel would be better worth taking up. I mean,” he hesitated, “hasn’t the time rather gone past for that sort of stuff about chaps who collected Utamaro and Hokusai? This isn’t their age. It’s the age of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And about fuel—well, Jones says it’s quite frightful. If the demand continues to mount, in another thirty years there just mayn’t be any.”

“Which makes oil derricks more important than ivory towers? There’s something in that. But one can’t, you know, be plugging away at man’s material predicaments all the time. And Arthur Fontaney doesn’t seem to me to be an ivory tower chap in any disabling way. I don’t think he dates as his neighbour Walter Pater does. If I quote Pater at you, and urge you, my dear boy, to burn with a hard gem-like flame, you’ll say, no doubt, that that’s what you’ll do anyway, when the bomb falls and you’re vaporised. But the point about Fontaney is that, although he starts so sensitively from the sensuous world, and particularly, of course, from artistic experience, the direction of his thought is—well, transcendental. You haven’t, perhaps, read any of him?” Quail heard in his own voice a wistfulness which he recognised as comical. “But I don’t think I’ve really explained to you why I continue to cultivate an interest of this sort.”

“I don’t know why you should. It’s frightful cheek to challenge you about it.”

Quail laid a hand on the boy’s arm. “Lady Elizabeth,” he said, “gave me some excellent advice this afternoon. It was this: not to spend all my time in Oxford with elderly dons. I don’t suppose, actually, that I’m in great danger of having them bother themselves with me. Still, she was talking sense, and I’d be a fool if I didn’t seek the point of view of people like yourself. And, correspondingly, I’d like you to understand how the mind of an old buffer like myself works in this matter we’re talking about. It wouldn’t quite cover things to say that Fontaney is just my version of packing up, making for camp, and doing some fishing. He pulls more weight with me than that. Not that you haven’t got hold of something, all the same, in reckoning that I’m treating myself to a bit of irresponsibility. Take fuel. As it happens, I have to do as much thinking about fuel as even the brilliant Jones has.”

“You’re laughing at me.”

“Say I am, son. It’s good for you. But if I’m to be solemn, I must say that I have to do a great deal more. When I decide something about fuel, it means that thousands of people get rather more beans and bacon, and thousands of people get rather less. And it means that I’m backing my own hunch – my own judgment – about the best way of getting a decent plateful all round, in the fullness of time, for folk who are still on the bottle.”

“The bottle?”

“In their baby-carriage. Now, it’s true that selling Fontaney – getting him his place in the syllabus, so to speak – might mean, in a sense, a fuller life for one individual or another. But it’s a matter, you might put it, of intellectual delectation. If I’m to be very grand in this talk, and claim a bit more, I go back to saying that Fontaney’s slant isn’t sublunary. He takes one away – at least he takes me away – from this business of spinning out the coal and the oil on a planet that your Jones is pretty well right in saying has been already squeezed like an orange.”

“So it is a holiday.”

“Very well – it’s that. And who are you, Robin Warboys, putting in your eight weeks of term in Oxford before hurrying off to Switzerland, and wasting your own time and other people’s by breaking your legs on a ski-run – who are you, I ask, to grudge a tired business man his vacation?”

“Oh, I say, sir!”

“All right, all right. But the grand thing is that, whatever happens about Arthur Fontaney’s prints and pots and papers – whether they fall to me, or Tandon, or the Grand Cham of Tartary – there’s an honest sense in which it doesn’t matter a single cuss. Nobody’s platter is going to be very much affected – and nobody’s substantial destiny is going to be altered at all. It isn’t – and here, for me, is the great thing in what you might call the holiday way – it isn’t going to mean here a ration of happiness, and there a ration of misery . . . why, here we are!”

The revolving door of the hotel was before them. Quail had been unconscious of the last stage of their murky journey. Now, glancing at Warboys, he was prompted to enquire whether he wouldn’t come in for a meal. But he checked himself – for he was himself a guest, he remembered, in these parts; and with the young people in particular a too ready expansiveness wouldn’t at all do. “Well, thank you very much,” he said. “It’s been good of you to steer me back.”

“Not a bit.” The young man hesitated. “I say,” he said, “I expect you’re pretty well booked up. But I’d be terribly pleased if you could come in and dine in college one evening. We’ve got a meal for guests that isn’t altogether too shocking, although it isn’t up to the high-table flesh-pots. If you’d at all care to, that is.”

“I’d like to, very much.”

“On Tuesday week – at seven, meeting in my rooms? Don’t change.”

“I’ll look forward to it. Good night.” Quail went through the revolving door. His business was not much furthered. Still, it had been a satisfactory day.



CHAPTER IX

 

Quail called on Miss Fontaney next morning.

It was a decision arrived at over his solitary dinner – the solitude being of a kind which, after all, he found himself glad not to have asked Robin Warboys to relieve, so many issues seemed to present themselves for his serious consideration during the meal. The people around him were once more, for the most part, his compatriots – resolute persons at shuttle, as it were, with those whom he had seen departing from Oxford in the morning. Having, that is, but lately laved from themselves the dust of Stratford-upon-Avon or Cambridge, and recruited their energies upon pre-prandial gin or whisky, they were now austerely sipping iced water while fingering a new section of their guide-books. Quail eyed them with affection, and was even disposed to deprecate the half-bottle of modest Beaujolais that stood on his own table. Most of them would undoubtedly applaud, even if not upon a basis of the widest information, the transaction to which he was addressing himself. None of them would share his young friend’s sheerly humorous vision of the establishing of a Fontaney Museum in American City – even if they could be persuaded that a town so improbably named lurked somewhere in the Middle West.

At this point in his dinner – it had brought him to his second glass – Quail caught one of those objective glimpses of himself by which he was occasionally visited. It was a vision of himself as having, for such of his Oxford acquaintance as he might revive, a delicately—or was it, conceivably, broadly?—”period” appeal. While he was regarding them, through a haze merely sentimental, no doubt, as breathing the last enchantments of the Middle Age, they would be viewing him – characteristically with far more precision – as a quaint survival from the Edwardian era, the Edith Wharton phase; an American of the vanished epoch of the wandering princes and dispossessed heirs.

Nothing of which self-awareness – he told himself as he meditatively turned over a residuum of boiled cabbage on his plate – absolved him from going soberly ahead. He had given – and incontestably with a special propriety – to his own first, as it was already respectably ancient, university, a collection of books and manuscripts very substantially interesting to anyone concerned with Arthur Fontaney and his circle; there were men of high distinction at work on it; and indeed he modestly knew himself to be thoroughly capable, in such further leisure as he might doubtfully find, of a second fit of profitable investigation on his own account. Were he to leave the house in the Bradmore Road as bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard – and it was something he didn’t at all intend to do – he would have nothing to fear from posterity, even supposing posterity to be given the sharpest of prompting nudges by the Comic Spirit herself. And, again, if to muse on such a Meredithian abstraction as that was almost super-eminently the mark of a most desperate old codger, then a most desperate old codger he would contentedly be, snatching in the brief respite from labours which were increasingly formidable and absorbing his little opportunity to set his own grace-note to the majestic symphony of English literary history.

His mind turned to Gavin Tandon. As a factor in the affair, Tandon had been unexpected – which was something, Quail now saw, that he ought not to have been. That there might be others interested in the fact that Fontaney’s papers could now lawfully be coaxed to a market was a consideration of which he had been well aware, naturally enough. One or two names, even, whether of individuals or of institutions, had travelled through his head. But he just hadn’t got around to thinking of Tandon, although Tandon was an obvious enough man on the spot, and one with a claim which, as far as scholarship went, nobody with proper information on the matter could ignore. It was probable that Tandon hadn’t much money, since one could glimpse in him the student who had made his way from circumstances as simple as might be. It was very certain that he would not be the one to falsify Lady Elizabeth’s generalisation that here – in point of the long purse – was a particular in which Quail himself must lead any field.

But money wasn’t everything: it mightn’t be everything to Miss Fontaney, and it oughtn’t to be everything to the abundant possessor of it. Yet Quail wasn’t sure that Gavin Tandon had any claim of the high order that ought to override the honest will and ability to sign a big cheque. If he did have such a claim – Quail uncomfortably discerned – it would have to be classed as compassionate. Something like obsession very conceivably lurked in Tandon, who had not the resource of putting in most of his time on railroads. Yet to think of him as a poor devil who ought to be given what he craved was certainly premature, and probably unwholesome as well. Tandon, after all, could be put on the editorial panel. It wouldn’t take Quail ten minutes to persuade one or another of the great educational foundations of America to invite so respectable an authority over for a year or even a couple of years – and on the most handsome terms. With Tandon – Quail was convinced on consideration – there just wasn’t a problem. Or there wasn’t a problem yet.

The real problem was Miss Fontaney. That he had decently celebrated her father’s earlier career gave him, he hoped, at least some shadowy claim to her regard. Far more substantial was the blessed fact that her mother had been not an American citizen merely, but eldest daughter of a President of that great centre of American learning to which he was designing that the journals and much else should go.

Yet upon this comfortable circumstance he must not build too much. Fontaney’s married life had famously had its stresses, and one could be by no means certain of how the children of such a union would feel. Miss Fontaney might find no significance in her mother’s nationality, but a great deal in having herself lived in Oxford all her life. Were she to announce it as her intention that every memorial of her father’s genius should find its last home in the Bodleian Library, Quail would assuredly have nothing to say. Or again, Miss Fontaney might be a little mad. This was a prosaic possibility to be allowed for, he supposed, when any elderly spinster was in question. He had made cautious enquiries without learning anything very much. Her character was declared by one acquaintance to be pronounced. But this was an expression not very illuminating in itself. The question seemed rather to be what the lady would pronounce for.

But at least he himself had better pronounce for action. This decision, coming to Quail with his coffee, led at once to a rapid review of ways and means. He had arrived, it might be held, a little too early on the scene, there being still that space of some days to pass before any formal consideration could be given to his proposals. But, having arrived, he ought not to lurk – the more particularly as Lady Elizabeth, in arranging what had turned out to be her abortive tea-party, must have made Miss Fontaney aware of his presence in Oxford. And the disposition to lurk, it had appeared, might safely be left to Tandon – who had presumably been engaged in that nervously exhausting occupation for months, if not for years.

Again, there was the fact that Miss Fontaney was unwell. This, as a circumstance of which Quail had been put in possession that afternoon, seemed absolutely – at least to the old codger in him – to demand some gesture of civil enquiry. For this purpose two conveniences offered themselves in the Bradmore Road: a younger sister – that Marianne Fontaney who might, or might not, prove to be a ponderable factor in his grand equation – and a telephone. But the telephone certainly wouldn’t do; in a stranger’s hand it was an instrument of intolerable intrusion. The only thing, in fact, was to present himself. And even this had a certain haziness for Quail’s mind as he endeavoured to envisage it. The congruous picture seemed to be of a carriage, horses, and what would be termed a morning call, although made at three o’clock in the afternoon. But this, of course, was nonsense. The Fontaney ladies were less antique than Lady Elizabeth Warboys by a long way. He was tending to think in terms of that vanished world in which Oriel Bill came home from football matches in a hansom. Round about eleven, the unpretentious hour of the butcher’s boy and the baker, he would simply set out across the Parks once again and declare himself at Miss Fontaney’s door.

 
It was a different sort of day. A brisk breeze fluttered the black stuff gowns of young women rapidly propelling themselves on bicycles towards the Examination Schools, stirred the silver locks of retired professors perambulating with lethargic spaniels, and tossed into a lively conversation the tips of the three tall poplars near the river. Fallen leaves, as if rejoicing to have disengaged themselves from the learnedly labelled trees, whirled and scurried round Quail’s deliberately advancing feet, and their rustle seemed to whisper the disturbing suggestion that even in one’s fifties a variety of vigorous physical activities might constitute the most wholesome employment for Michaelmas Term. Ahead, the first enormous villas of the suburb peered through denuded boughs. College tutors, when first permitted matrimony, must have gone about the business in the largest spirit of enthusiastic research, stacking tier upon tier of rapidly accreting progeny in these fascinatingly anti-monastic novelties. No doubt the pace had slowed up since then, and the average age of the inhabitants risen pretty steeply. Perhaps it was, as Robin Warboys had declared, a part of the world in which a great deal of embalming went on. And perhaps this was a thought to which Quail should accustom himself before reaching his goal in the Bradmore Road.

It wasn’t that Arthur Fontaney himself belonged to so deep a past. He could be accurately described as an elder contemporary of Lady Elizabeth’s. Nor had he died young and, therefore, long ago. His daughters had continued in their former home for no greater span of years than must be perfectly common among unmarried ladies left with such a property. What was a little unnerving was the feeling that, in continuing so to live in this particular house, they must insensibly have added to their filial character that of guardians, or even priestesses. They couldn’t quite – at least to a person with his head full of their father – belong with the living. A little care might be needed if one was to avoid giving the impression of taking them for something under glass.

Finding himself before the house, Quail without pause rang the bell. It was still the kind at which one gives a cautious tug; and to Quail’s ear it was distinguishable as still ringing in some subterraneous quarter. There was a little delay – the delay during which a visitor just begins to wonder when he may venture on a second attempt – and then the door, which was covered with a ramifying wrought iron of forbiddingly defensive suggestion, opened beneath its Gothic arch.

It was at once apparent that the ladies were not wholly without attendance. Confronting Quail was a young woman who revealed, first, an uncompromisingly grasped mop and bucket and, second, a bafflingly tenuous acquaintance with the English language. But the presentation of a visiting-card turned out to be an intelligible ritual, and he was at once admitted to the hall. The woman disappeared. He had just time to see that the hall, if not spacious, was decidedly Arthur Fontaney’s, when there was a murmur of voices and the woman came back. She had abandoned the bucket but was still carrying the mop. It was thus with something of the appearance of one ceremoniously ushered by a court chamberlain into the presence that Quail found himself being conducted into a drawing-room at the back of the notable house.

 
There was only one lady in the room, and as she came forward hesitantly to greet him, not raising her eyes from the carpet until the moment at which politeness made this course imperative, Quail’s first impression was that here stood Miss Fontaney herself. Then he realised, as he bowed and took the hand held out to him, that this was not an old woman, but rather one giving precise illustration to the common phrase in which a maiden lady is sometimes described as of uncertain years. Marianne Fontaney – for at once she quietly named herself – might have been by five years on either side of fifty. A dress plain to the point of severity – indeed, of shapelessness – did nothing to render attractive a figure like a meagre boy’s. It was easier to imagine the Marianne of the future than the Marianne of the past. Nubility might have eluded her during her journey towards the barren years.

“Eleanor . . . my sister . . . is so sorry that she can’t come down.” Marianne Fontaney’s voice was low and husky, so that Quail thought fleetingly of Gavin Tandon. “Lately she has not been well. It is very worrying . . . but of course she will be able to see you one day soon, all the same. She looks forward to it.”

Quail murmured expressions of concern. He was in no danger of forming any further ungallant impression at the moment. That Marianne’s complexion was poor and her skin uncared for and dry were unnoticeable facts the moment he realised that her face was her father’s to the life. Fontaney had been a very handsome man. But looks can behave oddly when they cross the barrier of sex, and by an unhappy irony the same features made of the daughter rather a plain woman. Yet the generosity was there – and perhaps something of the sensibility too. It was only of the fire that he could see nothing at all. Marianne’s expression was passive, withdrawn, perhaps a little bewildered, as her father’s could never have been.

But the likeness, seeming to authenticate the portraits he knew so well, had taken Quail unawares and he was moved by it – so much so that he was prompted to gesture, taking this elderly woman’s hand again in both his. “It is very wonderful to me,” he said, “to meet either of Arthur Fontaney’s daughters.”

To his surprise, she was discomposed, and he could feel her impulse to draw her hand away swiftly, before she let it rest again for the necessary consenting moment in his. It had been a queer motion of untutored sexual protectiveness, as if he had been attempting a gallantry. And at once she knew that she had been clumsy. He could see the blood mount behind her sallow skin. “I am glad . . . to have been in.” She was almost whispering. “Lucky . . . you see, I’m a Brown Owl.”

Ludicrously, he felt for a moment an impulse of sheer horror, as if she had categorically announced that she was insane. In some play of Strinberg’s, he thought, there was a woman who lived in a cupboard, believing herself to be a parrot. But even as this came to him, he realised that her statement had some utterly prosaic significance. “Is it interesting?” he tentatively asked.

“Oh—very. I like it so much more than anything else. Mine is only a small pack. Friends, you see, have a school for young children, only a little way off. And today is the day for the Brownies – which is why I might not have been at home. Only, as it happens, it’s the half-term holiday.”

As soon as the tenure of this explanation became clear, Quail had a little allowed his attention to take in the room in which the dim lady had received him. And at once he knew that it was true – true that everything was here; every object, one might say, as Fontaney had last put his hand to it. An ordinary modern taste would have pronounced the effect crowded; and it was possible that some extraordinary ones, privileged to exercise habitually a high connoisseurship in opulent places, would be disposed to murmur that here, after all, there wasn’t anything so very much; that it was a collection for those middling sort of people, genuinely endowed with some capacity for discrimination, who are constrained to excite themselves over obscure marks on the underside of old plates. But an arrogant judgment would certainly have been a fallacious one; it would have ignored not only a number of individual things intrinsically tremendous in their way, but also the sense of composition that had been at play over the whole.

All this Quail had hoped for, and now he was struck by something else. The impression of care was exquisite, so that he had a vague vision of both the Misses Fontaney, assisted by the inarticulate woman with the mop, perpetually at work in keeping bright the shrine. And this in turn prompted him to vague speech. “You have great responsibilities,” he said.

“Oh—but yes, I have! The Red Cross canteen on Thursdays, for instance. I can manage that – although it is not so nice as the children. And now, since Eleanor is sometimes so unwell, I have the English Speaking Union. That worries me, I am afraid. And sometimes, even, I have to do things for the Victoria League. That is very worrying, I must confess. Because the Victoria League is so peculiarly important. Don’t you think?”

“Yes, indeed.” Quail, although he had only an uncertain notion of the functions of this institution, felt that he could stretch a point and agree with emphasis. “It must all make your life very full,” he added.

“Yes, it’s very full.” There was a little silence, which Marianne herself apparently found it necessary to break with rather more of vivacity than she had yet attempted. “We are, you know, in Oxford, all so busy!” She made a quick movement, which was at once distressed and suggestive of an easier physical elasticity than one would have supposed in her. “But won’t you sit down? I am so forgetful, I am afraid. And Eleanor, of course, usually receives our visitors.”

He sat down, and there was a pause, so that he felt he might now, without impoliteness, take a more open glance about the room. It exceeded – he confirmed himself in the judgment – by a large measure all his expectations; and the words to which he was prompted were again of the order of mere statement. “You live,” he said, “among your father’s things.”

“We do try to take very great care of them.” Marianne’s tone was anxious, as if she felt that at last the stewardship of Arthur Fontaney’s daughters was being called formally to account before posterity. “That is why we don’t have a dog – I have sometimes thought a dog would be nice – and why, of course, we can’t ever have the Brownies in the house. I hope you will like the library.”

“I certainly shall.”

Quail’s voice had been eager, and the effect was to make Marianne Fontaney take alarm. “Eleanor will certainly wish you to see it. One day, she will certainly wish to take you in. It really surprises us that we have never had the opportunity. It is strange—isn’t it?—that we shouldn’t ever have met before. Because, I mean, you are so distinguished a student of my father’s works.” Marianne stopped and nervously smoothed her dress. Her colour had mounted again, as if she had found such a formal speech as this a considerable effort to frame and utter. “But how unfortunate,” she added almost despairingly, “that Eleanor is unwell!”

This was almost awkward, for it was too soon for him to take it as a sign to go. And to dwell upon what Arthur Fontaney had left behind him would not, he strenuously felt, be delicate, since Marianne was clearly so aware of the significance that might attend his visit and so convinced that it was a matter lying wholly within her elder sister’s sphere. He was reduced to speech at random, and the topic of foreign travel suggested itself. The most impecunious English ladies of this sort, he had it in his head, made their little annual trip abroad. “Do you get much to the Continent?” he asked.

She was bewildered, and he had a notion that she was even suppressing an impulse to look around her for support. “My father took me abroad once. It was near the end of his life, and he was very anxious to pay a last visit to places he had known and written about. But, of course, his health was failing by that time. I was just old enough to be useful – the rugs for the train, you know, and seeing that the beds in the hotels were properly aired – and so my father, very kindly, took me with him. We went to Italy. I suppose you know Italy, Mr Quail?”

“Yes.” He spoke very gently, caught by something in her low diffident voice.

“We stayed in Florence. There was a wonderful moment, the night we arrived. I looked out from my window in our small hotel, and there were towers against the sky. They seemed strangely beautiful.” Marianne paused, as if this was something that perplexed her still. “It was all most interesting,” she added. “Everything, of course, was quite different: the people, the language – everything.”

“But you haven’t been abroad since?”

“Oh, no! It would be quite out of the question. There is, you see, so much to do—so much to look after.”

“And Miss Fontaney?”

“Eleanor, of course, has to go abroad from time to time. She is a student of the languages. At present she is reading Tasso. Have you read Tasso, Mr Quail?”

“Well, yes, Miss Marianne – I have.”

“But of course you would have.” Quail fancied that he caught the ghost of a sigh. It was as if for a moment she had fondly cherished some unlikely hope. “I read a great deal myself, but only in English.”

“It’s a tremendous resource.” Being reduced to this inane observation, Quail plunged forward. “Have you any favourite authors?” he asked. He had no sooner spoken than he found himself not very pleased with the question. It was meant only to keep up the talk, but to a detached observer it would have sounded like an illegitimate curiosity, as if Quail had discerned in Marianne Fontaney something quaint that would repay investigation. He might – he rather wildly thought – have been lifting the coverlet from some sleeping virgin in order to make a guilty inventory of her charms.

“I am so fond of Dickens.” Arthur Fontaney’s daughter looked fleetingly at Quail with Arthur Fontaney’s dark- blue eyes. “He is so full of life. The pages stir . . . they vibrate with it. Don’t you think?”

“Yes, I do.” A lapidary age, Quail reflected, if called upon to provide Marianne’s epitaph, would have pronounced her to be of unassuming tastes and correct judgment. But her sister who read Tasso, and her neighbours who were no doubt for the most part enormously clever, probably thought her rather simple. It was very natural that she should enjoy getting away to her Brownies from time to time. But even as he made this reflection, Quail felt the biographer stir within him. “Did your father,” he asked, “ever read Dickens aloud to you as a child?”

“I don’t think he ever did. I can remember Eleanor reading aloud.” Marianne spoke haltingly, as if conscientiously resolved to supply proper information on matters not frequently in her mind. “But that was nearly always in a foreign language. It would have been German, I suppose. Eleanor is said to read German particularly well. And my father, having been a student in Germany at one time, was fond of the literature. Eleanor and he enjoyed it together. I didn’t, of course, understand it at all. But I used to make small woollen mats.”

“I see.” Quail took another glance round the room, and this time its perfections had a new and perplexing effect on him. He realised that it was uneasiness and depression. The place was, as it were, filled to the ceiling with Arthur Fontaney, much as a specimen-bottle is filled with preservative fluid. And it was a medium unsuitable for human beings; living here was really – just as he had earlier glimpsed that he might feel it to be – a sort of living under glass. One could even with some readiness stretch this feeling to fantasy – so drained and faded was the lady, so glowing and pristine the apartment. It was as if the museum – and the place was indeed that – in some purely physical way drew upon the vitality of at least its junior curator. Perhaps there was something to be said for Robin Warboys’ extravagance after all. To gather up everything into a vast pantechnicon and whisk it across the ocean might, towards Marianne, be a vigorously medicinal act. Dogs and Brownies could come tumbling in.

But Eleanor Fontaney was a different matter. Fortified within her indisposition, she lurked enigmatically behind a scene which she could readily be felt to dominate. And yet Quail would not, somehow, very confidently have taken a stiff bet that this was in the last analysis the relationship between the sisters. Marianne was shy, to say the least; indeed, for one of her mature years she was absurdly shamefast, still keeping her eyes much on the carpet, as if fearful that to look up might be to meet some naked glance from the jungle. But latent in her Quail felt a force, or at least a potentiality, not readily definable or calculable. There was assuredly a sense in which she had no secrets, but it was possible that she was without knowledge of a large part of herself.

“Shall you be staying in Oxford long, Mr Quail?”

He realised that she had brought herself, with some resolution, to break a silence longer than he ought himself to have permitted. And it was a question which carried them a little nearer than she was willing to come to his probable business. “I can’t quite say,” he replied cautiously. “I’d like to give Oxford every day I have, this time. Fortunately, Europe makes no other calls on me during my trip.” He paused and she said nothing, so that he felt obliged to go on – and did so rather expansively. “I guess Oxford just isn’t a place it’s easy to have too much of. You must be very fond of it.”

“Oh, yes—oh, indeed, yes.” Marianne’s voice held no conviction; and once more he saw the blood faintly mantling, as if inwardly she was taxing herself with an insincerity. “I have always loved the sea,” she said.

For some reason he found this astonishing. “You would like to live by it?”

“We once went to Hove.” She seemed too diffident for a direct reply. “It was very nice . . . the air . . . the sparkle.” She was again skirting incoherence. “There was . . . a paddling pool.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know it.” Quail couldn’t be certain whether the visit to Hove had belonged to a period at which Marianne herself could reasonably utilise the paddling pool, or whether she was recalling this marine amenity simply as a spectacle. “Most of my own early vacations were spent at a place called Newport. So I love the ocean too.”

“But in Oxford one has the stimulus of so much congenial society.” Marianne, as if feeling that she had been incautious, made this announcement like a child repeating a lesson. “The Ladies’ Musical Society, and the Cercle Français, and always such good sermons.” She paused, and the desperate thought came to Quail that among Marianne Fontaney’s imponderables was an infinitely remote sense of humour. “And Eleanor and I usually both go to the Slade Professor’s lectures. There are lantern slides, which always make lectures so much more interesting.”

“Certainly they do.” Quail would rather have liked to feel that he was being laughed at, but had to dismiss the thought as improbable. He decided on mild experiment. “You must often meet devoted admirers of your father’s work.”

“Yes, of course. But I should give a misleading impression if I implied that we go out a great deal. Eleanor is commonly absorbed in study. But that, as you know”—Marianne spoke with unusual haste, as if dismayed at the thought of distressing misconception—”that is not why she failed Lady Elizabeth Warboys yesterday. She really had much hoped to go.”

Quail, having murmured of his own disappointment, tried again. “I did myself meet at Lady Elizabeth’s one very distinguished student of your father’s work – Gavin Tandon, a fellow of my own old college.”

“Mr Tandon?” Marianne shook her head, and it was clear that the name conveyed nothing to her. “I’m sure we don’t know him. Although Eleanor is a graduate, we don’t have a great many contacts with the colleges. Of course we always go to the Encaenia garden party. It is very interesting to see such numbers of strange people.”

Quail was again faintly puzzled. It didn’t seem possible to tell whether Marianne was using this last epithet in an ambiguous way, and he found that he really was rather largely curious about the movement of her mind. The time had come, however, for taking his leave, and he stood up. “You will think of me as just one more strange person,” he said. “But I am extremely glad to have met you, and I much look forward to meeting your sister, if she will let me call again when she is well.”

For a moment, as she also stood up, Marianne Fontaney had raised her eyes to his in what might have been either alarm or appeal. Then she glanced uncertainly about her, rather as if some ancestral memory was prompting her to the notion that ceremony now required the ringing of a bell to summon the displaced person with the mop. Almost at once, however, she led the way from the room herself.

In the hall shafts of cold sunlight were falling, uncoloured, through a window filled with stained glass. There is a lot of stained glass in North Oxford, but Quail saw that this glass was different, being some five hundred years old. No doubt the best-conducted Brownie could be felt as constituting something of a menace in the vicinity of that.

Quail moved to the door. He felt that, above all things, he mustn’t too much peer about. As she shook hands, he thought that Marianne was going to part from him in a tongue-tied silence. But at the last moment she did speak. “I hope your visit to Oxford will be pleasant . . . if only we have a fine autumn . . . already . . . so much fog.” Her eyes were fixed on the tiles – genuine mediaeval tiles – at their feet, as she struggled, once more, painfully for words. Then, suddenly and with what might have been immense effort, she was looking at him direct. “Yes—a pleasant and successful visit.”

He walked down the Bradmore Road, wondering.



 

 

PART TWO

THE PRINCE


CHAPTER I

 

So far, it seemed to Willard Quail, events, or at least experiences, had rapidly tumbled in upon him. His quest might not be very positively advanced, but he had learned a good deal about the circumstances in which it would have to be conducted. Now, however, there must be a breathing-space – and it seemed a question whether this might not develop into an irksome marking time.

With his morning call, he saw, he had rather shot his bolt. What more he could do wasn’t clear. The initiative lay with Miss Fontaney, and he would have to wait until she made him a sign. If she didn’t soon do so, then the outlook must be taken as bleak for one or other of them. Either the lady’s health was in a rapid decline and even common social duty beyond her, or such plans as she had in the matter of her father’s remains were to include a brusque turning down of any renewed interest shown by his American biographer.

Thus left for the immediately succeeding days awkwardly in the void, Quail put considerable diligence into pondering whether he might decently send out any signal from it, after all. The practicability of a gift of flowers occurred to his old-fashioned mind, but about such a demonstration there appeared to sound a sickroom, or even a mortuary, note which the extent of his familiarity with the household didn’t entitle him to strike. Some further attention to Marianne Fontaney also appeared, at moments, feasible. If he had known just what modest accession of property, whether recreational or educative, would be grateful to a pack of Brownies, he might well have visited the right shop. But a little thought told him that anything of the sort would not only embarrass the younger sister but also convey an unfortunate impression of his designing to find a soft spot, or even create a fifth column, in the Bradmore Road. He was still uncertain about Marianne’s status there, which, vis à vis Eleanor, might not be what it seemed. An unscrupulous man, he saw, would take all means to investigate this at once. But Miss Fontaney wasn’t a railroad; she wasn’t even a useful Senator or an obstructive Congressman. He remained convinced that his whole campaign must be conducted tremendously according to the rules.

He had, of course, other things to do; people to see; books to hunt up. He had come on a mission, but it wasn’t one with which he would permit himself to be obsessed. And if he did, he found, let his mind at all insistently dwell on the current Fontaney picture, it was to see it with Marianne as the central element in its composition. He had pointed out to Tandon that John Ruskin never made much of mere living people; and it was native to Quail to think poorly of persons of that complexion. People interested him a great deal; and Marianne was the only Fontaney whom he had as yet viewed in the flesh. It was thus natural that she should recur to his thoughts from time to time, although in no more than a hovering way and posing the vaguest of questions – which was what was consonant, indeed, with his memory of her physical presence. Eleanor, on the other hand, seemed to remain outside the reach of his rational speculations or waking consciousness; and when her conjectured image did once or twice rise up before him it was grotesquely and alarmingly in dreams.

In this fashion more than a week went by, until Quail found the day arrived on which he was to dine in his college hall with Robin Warboys. He had a similar invitation for a few evenings later, when he was to be the guest of one of the fellows, now retired, to whom he had been more or less familiarly known, and with whom he had corresponded from time to time. It occurred to him to wonder – though not with much anxiety – whether he ought to be dining with a young man in the body of the hall before the more august hospitality of the seniors on their dais had in fact been extended to him at a time judged proper by themselves. But the point turned out not to arise. For Warboys, with what Quail thought he remembered as typical undergraduate changeableness, had transformed the occasion into a dinner of some solemnity given in his own rooms, and conducted upon principles designed to demonstrate to his distinguished American guest that in the university the manners and customs of the fabulous nineteen-twenties had not perished utterly out of mind. Two men and a boy contrived to serve the meal amid a tremendous clattering of metal dish-covers on enormous trays, and the host worked himself into a fine state of anxiety over the temperature of the wine. The other guests were four youths from four other colleges, and it was clear that they had been hand-picked for the occasion on account of the urbanity of their manners, the reach of their intellectual and artistic interests, and the overpowering maturity of their worldly wisdom.

Quail judged that this made a very pleasant party. He would have preferred, given an absolute choice, a gathering more representative of a cross-section of the place, and the conversation of boys from quite new schools rather than very old ones. But his host was not to be blamed for a display of native English conservatism on such an occasion. It was after ten o’clock when Quail decided to take his leave, and thus, as he supposed, set the younger guests at liberty either themselves to depart or to continue the party in another key. The youths, however, frustrated this intention by suddenly rising in a body, enunciating correct farewells, and marching from the room. It was impossible to tell whether they were acting on instructions from their host or merely in the light of the mild topsyturvydom which rules undergraduate affairs. Quail was left to spend a companionable half-hour with Warboys, who now with modest sufficiency produced a bottle of whisky and a syphon.

There was a cheerful fire, high panelled walls which had been covered with a deplorable chocolate paint, wicker chairs of the most ancient order that creaked when one moved in them. Quail lay back contentedly, expecting no more than further insignificant talk and the need to finish his whisky, when Warboys said: “I say, sir – there’s a bit of news!”

“News, Robin?” Quail, who had arrived happily enough at this familiar address, felt himself coming a little awake. It struck him that there was only one field in which the young man could have anything to announce to him with this touch of drama.

“The Lion and the Lizard have had the old ladies to lunch.”

“The old ladies?”

“Your two Miss Fontaneys. Today.”

“You seem to run a first-class intelligence service in college.” Quail was not disposed to take Warboys’ announcement as prompting overt surprise.

“I went into the J.C.R. for a spot of tea and met Micky Manningtree. He’d been there.”

“I’m glad Lord Michael didn’t disappoint Mrs Jopling this time.” Quail sipped his whisky. The oddity of what he had just heard didn’t diminish on brief reflection. He had already gathered that the Warden and Mrs Jopling were far from lavish entertainers; and a strong instinct assured him that the substantially retired life of the Misses Fontaney didn’t run to anything like routine lunchings with heads of houses. “Did Manningtree,” he asked, “happen to mention if there had been any other guests?”

“There was just one other person.” Robin Warboys in his turn applied himself to his whisky – and Quail had sufficient detachment to observe that it was something with which his experience was in an experimental stage. “There was just Mr Tandon.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I was afraid there was some little coolness between Tandon and the Joplings.”

“Oh come, sir!” Warboys was innocently reproachful over this lack of adequate response to his bombshell. “Don’t you see it’s a plot?”

“You mean to dish the museum in American City?” Quail laughed. “Well, even so, I’d have no right to complain. Your Warden may perfectly properly concern himself with keeping documents and so on of literary importance in this country. It’s a very suitable interest for him to have.”

“But has he?” Warboys put his whisky down in the fender, where it seemed probable that he was presently going to forget about it. “I don’t believe the Lion has any interests of that sort.”

Quail considered this. “Well, I didn’t feel he had any notion that I was in Oxford for a specific purpose – or, for that matter, that he had the slightest regard for Arthur Fontaney. My memory is that Mrs Jopling knew vaguely about my book, and that her husband merely made some polite but uninformed remark. But Tandon may very well have made an appeal to him since then. I know that Tandon wasn’t acquainted with the ladies, for he said so when I met him. It’s perfectly right that he should wish to make their acquaintance now, and that he should call in the Warden’s assistance. That must have been the way of it.”

“Isn’t it stealing a march, after all?”

“Certainly not. Tandon and I are not remotely committed to keeping each other posted about our moves, my dear boy.”

Warboys had produced a pipe. He had the air of one elderly colleague proposing extended deliberations with another. “I’m bound to say,” he presently offered, “that I don’t think your appreciation of the incident is a bit sound. Tandon appealing to the Lion, and then this lunch being arranged. It’s not true to the psychology of the college nowadays. I’d say it was much more likely that the Lion was doing himself a bit of fun.”

“Fun?” Quail was so startled by this that he knew it must correspond with some smothered apprehension of his own.

“The Lion is malicious. It’s his line. He practises the art of the Oxford conversational sandwich.”

“I guess I haven’t got around to hearing about that.”

“You say something frightfully smooth and appreciative about a chap, and then something—what’s the word?—derogatory, and then something smoother still. Or the middle can be a vicious little anecdote. The Lion collects them tremendously. And I think he just tumbled to the notion that this would be a comical sort of lunch to have.”

Quail found himself responding to this with unexpected warmth. “It sounds absolutely revolting,” he said.

“Micky says it really was a bit weird. The old ladies might have crawled out of the woodwork—”

“I don’t think, Robin, that I like the sound of this Lord Michael Manningtree at all.”

“And Tandon, he said, behaved as if he had really come about the drains, and been brought in to grace the Lizard’s groaning board quite by mistake. Of course Micky Manningtree has a disgusting mind – but I can imagine it, all the same. Tandon so frightfully dislikes and distrusts women, anyway; and here he was, under the eye of the Lizard, committed to making headway with these two old ladies—”

“Miss Marianne Fontaney, for what it’s worth, isn’t all that old.”

“Well, committed to impressing himself on the formidable Miss Fontaney senior, the guardian dragon of all those treasures. Micky says that Tandon tried very hard.”

Quail set down his glass with something of a bump. “You don’t mean, Robin, that this young man has any notion—?”

“Oh, of course not. Micky Manningtree probably never heard of Arthur Fontaney in his life. He was just aware that Tandon, for some reason, was terribly anxious to get on good terms with the old women. And he says that, once Tandon got over the man-about-the-drains stage of awkwardness, he succeeded quite well – for a while.”

“Only for a while?”

“He talked very earnestly to the older one, and for a time she was quite struck. No doubt he’s well clued up in all the Fontaney stuff. But then he went on and on, and she got a bit restive. Micky says she probably decided he wasn’t quite out of the old family drawer. And the Lion egged things on.”

For a moment Quail was silent. This was all so disagreeable that he had an impulse to drop it and take his leave. But he felt that he must ask one more question.

“The Warden was positively concerned to—to let Tandon expose himself in a boring or tactless fashion?”

“That’s how Micky saw it. Does it strike you, sir, that the Warden’s plot may have been the other way round, so to speak? What if his notion was to give you a leg up?”

“My dear lad, I can’t see why he should do that.”

“You’re tremendously wealthy, aren’t you – and so a prospective benefactor of the place? And then—”

“It won’t do. Your Warden doesn’t care ten cents for me. It’s true he asked me to lunch. But he dismissed me afterwards as if I hadn’t made the slightest impression on his mind.”

“Cunning.” Warboys offered this suggestion with gusto. “The Lion always knows far more than you’d think. And that’s what he was up to, if you ask me. It’s going to make a terribly good story at one of those gluttonous bibulous dining clubs that dons love.” Warboys, seated before the remains of his own late prodigal entertainment, said this with something of the distaste of an anchorite recording the orgies of Domitian or Heliogabalus. “How he did his best for Tandon in the business of Fontaney’s journals; and how grotesquely inept the poor fellow was. That’s it!”

 
Quail walked back to his hotel in a less happy mood than Oxford had yet induced in him. Young American Service men seemed to fill the pavements and overflow upon streets still uncomfortably full of vehicles. Some were in uniform, and others in civilian clothes that would not have appeared out of place a long way away. Many had female companions whom they would have been reluctant to introduce to their mothers. They didn’t seem to have any very lively idea of what to do. They were, in fact, quite as much displaced persons as was the Misses Fontaney’s Central European with the mop. It didn’t please Quail to see a large body of his countrymen thus floating loose upon the surface of Oxford. He would have preferred to see them, even if in smaller numbers, right inside; and he suspected that a good many of them would make more of the privilege than Lord Michael Manningtree.

But these were vexing and idle reflections, and he turned his mind to his own situation. This, too, gave him no pleasure. Warboys’ odd little revelation had disturbed him more than he hoped he had revealed. Despite his defence of the Warden, he couldn’t quite banish from his head the feeling that Jopling had been disingenuous. But then – and here was the true core of his vexation – he had not been entirely forthright himself. His notions of Oxford were still conditioned by the length of the journey he had first taken to it, and one particular in which everyone wouldn’t have followed him was in his fancy of what is due to any head of one’s old college. His impression of Jopling had been unfavourable, and he saw no reason to believe that he would ever revise it. But this judgment of the man ought not to have affected his behaviour to the Warden; and in fact it would have been proper to state what, in Oxford, he was about. As it was, the Warden had simply tumbled to his game – and so ought not to be harshly censured for taking his obscure and covert hand in it.

But Quail didn’t commonly let his scruples falsify his feelings; and nothing in this train of thought prevented his robustly wishing Charles Jopling to the devil – both on his own account and, queerly enough, on Gavin Tandon’s too. Unless the story he had heard of the luncheon party was wholly perverted, Tandon had been bidden to it in some double-faced way; had been served, in fact, much more scurvily than Quail himself. It almost seemed as if a little web of deceit and malice was weaving itself round what ought to be the honourable business of giving more of Arthur Fontaney’s thought to the world. And nothing, to Quail, could be more distasteful than that.

What, then, about the lady whom Robin Warboys had called the guardian dragon of those treasures? Quail would certainly not wish any lady to the devil, and he was even very reluctant to let his mind settle for a single moment to the conclusion that he was receiving cavalier treatment from the Bradmore Road.

And this reluctance he was presently glad to have been able to heed. A note was handed to him as he entered his hotel. It had been delivered by hand, and he had enough intuition to tear it open at once. Eleanor Fontaney wrote in formal but very proper terms. She apologised for making no earlier communication, referred to Quail as the distinguished biographer of her dear father, and invited him to tea on the following day.



CHAPTER II

 

It looked as if Quail’s morning would drag. But the mail brought a batch of business documents which somebody had decided must be referred to him, and he worked steadily till lunch-time. There was always satisfaction in getting a surprising lot done without either a stenographer beside him or a contrivance on the table into which to drone, and it was only with the half-pint of bitter in which he indulged as crown to his labours that his mind emerged again upon the Oxford scene. After his meal he took a turn round Christ Church Meadow – a resource, he reflected, that must have tranquilised a good many men facing occasions considerably more momentous than his. All in all, he contrived to make his eventual walk north in very tolerable nervous trim.

Miss Fontaney was alone, although it was some seconds before he could be sure of this, so much did the drawing-room lie in shadow. Lowered blinds and half-drawn curtains shut out all but a few rays of the clear afternoon sunshine; and the effect created in the gloom by the answering gleam, here and there, of some old warm glowing thing in tapestry or porcelain or enamel was just that of such a treasure-filled cavern as a dragon might fitly guard. He thought at first that the light must be excluded in the interest of preserving all this. Arthur Fontaney hadn’t, like poor Ruskin, kept his pictures behind little curtains; but it might be all in character that his daughter Eleanor carried her curatorship to lengths of this sort. Then he remembered that Marianne had received him here with nothing of such a crepuscular effect, and on this followed the realisation that what Eleanor was keeping the light from was not the surrounding assemblage of material objects but herself.

And as he shook hands his perception went further. It was astonishing that she had been lunching in Oxford the day before, and not at all surprising that her younger sister had betrayed serious anxiety about her health. Eleanor Fontaney was a sick woman; she was this much more noticeably than she was an elderly one. She had been cast in a physical mould larger than Marianne’s. But it seemed to Quail that if the sisters were tipped into a pair of scales they would be roughly in a state of equipoise, and neither of them at all likely to strain the machinery. Marianne had never filled out, and Eleanor had shrunk in upon herself in a manner wholly ominous.

Her greetings were of a kind to which her note of invitation had already given a clue, being devoted largely to a correct degree of curiosity on the prosperousness or otherwise of his recent voyage, and hopes that he was now finding pleasant entertainment in a society more active than she was at present herself able to mingle with. As he satisfied her in these regards and proceeded to conventional enquiries of his own, what was chiefly striking him was her voice. It covered an abnormally wide scale without ever dropping to a normal pitch, so that he found himself recalling the distressing little instruments upon which imaginative children fondly suppose that they can imitate the calls of birds. Moreover, when Miss Fontaney ceased speaking – and it was often on her highest note – her lips, as if rehearsing further observations, oddly continued to move, and it was thus hard not to believe that her voice had simply passed beyond the scope of a human ear, like one of those apparently mute and futile whistles that are instantly attended to by dogs.

Her features, as he became able more clearly to distinguish them, revealed themselves as not at all like Marianne’s. In fact, they were not Fontaney features at all. They did, however, stir some memory in Quail, and at once he knew what it was. On the whole, American women have been slower than American men in evolving a range of national types. But some are not so much evolving as becoming obsolete. And what Quail saw in Eleanor were sundry indefinable signs recalling a species of august lady already vanishing from New York when he was a boy. There could be no doubt that Arthur Fontaney’s elder daughter took after her mother. Quail hoped there was something promising in this.

“I have sent Marianne out for a walk, but on the understanding that she will not be too late to see you.” At its almost alpine height, Miss Fontaney’s voice delivered itself with cultivated precision. Its tone conjured up a Marianne of decidedly less than her present years, and seemed to approximate Quail’s call to that of a music- master or a visiting dentist. “Marianne has too few opportunities, at present, of struggling against a disabling diffidence. It is my wish to bring her forward.”

On this frigid pronouncement Miss Fontaney paused; or at least through her moving lips nothing more was to be heard. Quail said that he had found Miss Marianne entirely agreeable.

“I am glad to think my sister does her best. She must soon, after all, have heavier duties to discharge.”

Quail supposed this to refer to the control of family business upon the elder sister’s death. But as it was just possible that its intended application was to no more than some impending elevation in the hierarchy of Brown Owls, he thought it safest to say nothing.

“I am conscious of having permitted Marianne to live too much retired. Our dear father’s memory has been paramount with her, and a great part of her energies have gone into keeping in a worthy condition such poor memorials of him as we possess.”

Quail murmured something to the effect that this was highly pious and proper. But he remembered that Marianne herself didn’t seem much disposed to talk in this strain, and he had his doubts about nature having given her any overpowering slant that way. Miss Fontaney was now making tea – it was a ritual involving concentration upon various silver utensils and a spirit lamp – so that he allowed himself one of his glances about the room. It lost nothing on a further approach towards familiarity. Yet he was not quite sure that he liked it as much as he had done.

And certainly he didn’t want it. He wanted the journals tremendously – in fact, far more than ever – but in this room he would be quite glad to see an auctioneer with a hammer. And if that happened – as, after all, it might – he would himself bid only for an isolated object here and there. This was a change of mind; even a change of heart. But Quail wasn’t disconcerted. When such changes glimmered up, the great thing was to distinguish and acknowledge them. To keep Arthur Fontaney’s things magnificently and comprehensively together for all time was a grand idea – or it was that until you saw them with another generation of human beings camped among them. Massed here, they were dangerous. Massed in a museum, they would be dead. Scattered, they would gain more in life than they would lose from the disruption of their present exquisitely harmonious organisation. For scores of people to have something of Fontaney’s—he saw it!—was really the thing.

It was about the greatest satisfaction in Willard Quail’s life – and in business he had achieved it again and again – to penetrate through a long-cherished bad idea to a suddenly apprehended good one. If this had been business he would have had his cheque-book – metaphorically, at least – out before him in a twinkling, and be offering Miss Fontaney a round sum for the whole collection – with the sole object, now, not of preserving it but of scattering it judiciously among the deserving. Not that this idea was, after all, tip-top, since the deserving would deserve yet better if they could be induced to come along with modest cheque-books of their own. He decided that if Miss Fontaney died – and he suspected this to be pretty well her proximate intention – he would briskly advise Marianne to pack up everything and despatch it to the best London sale-room. On the proceeds, without a doubt, she could treat herself to a very sufficient little nook at Hove – conceivably with a paddling pool plumb opposite.

“And of late, I fear that Marianne has gone out even less than formerly.” Miss Fontaney had arrived at a critical moment. She was delicately warming each cup in turn, and then pouring a single drop of water into the corresponding saucer. “She requires my support, if even quite simple social occasions are not to be a trial to her. And in recent weeks I have been almost confined to the house. That, as you know, is why I failed Lady Elizabeth. Yesterday, it is true, I managed to attend a luncheon party – but that was a matter less of social duty than of business . . . sugar?”

Quail watched Miss Fontaney’s filigree sugar-tongs poised over the Crown Derby. Her physical emaciation was extreme; but she was not, as the young people said, past it. She was aware that there was a situation, and she believed herself to be in control of it. Probably she was. Quail now suspected – and it must have been intuitively, since no real ground had as yet appeared – that somewhere in Miss Fontaney there harboured a strong streak of eccentricity. North Oxford was probably as rich in what might be called crypto-eccentrics as the university was in those, such as old Dr Stringfellow, whose eccentricity was more or less extensively on view. Miss Fontaney was very far from being, in Robin Warboys’ phrase, round the bend. But, sooner or later, something not easy to regard as wholly rational was going to appear in her. And already she wasn’t all that easy to converse with. Ought he to challenge her on this statement that she had gone to the Joplings’ on business? This was a difficult question – which meant that it was of an order that Quail had a trick of answering rapidly. “Business?” he echoed easily as he took his cup. “Are you thinking of doing business with Warden Jopling?”

Miss Fontaney was now peering into a silver kettle that hung over a little blue flame on a sort of high tripod at her side. Had she begun to murmur an incantation, Quail would not have been altogether surprised. But all she did was to reply to his question without any appearance of being disconcerted. “Dear me, no. The Warden was simply acting as intermediary. He persuaded Mrs Jopling to give the luncheon. Mrs Jopling is a very amiable woman.” Miss Fontaney paused as if to give this a second thought. “That is to say, she is well connected. One would suppose her origins to be plebeian, but in fact they are not.”

Quail didn’t manage any reply to this. It was a sort of talk that he had never got on easy terms with. And it would be depressing if simple snobbery turned out to be the mainspring of Arthur Fontaney’s elder daughter. Yet this was, he saw, a more substantial statistical probability than was that of her being slightly crazed. Often you had to give the English their head in snob-talk for a while; in some strange way it gave them confidence, and afterwards they might become quite interesting. About Miss Fontaney, however, he wasn’t sure; what buzzed in her bonnet was perhaps not quite the common bee. Meanwhile, something had to be said, and Quail thought he would press on to what, after all, they must eventually come to. “I hope,” he asked, “that the introduction the Joplings effected turned out to be satisfactory?”

“It was necessary that I should take a good look at somebody.” Miss Fontaney paused and then, rather unexpectedly, laughed. It was a faint high laughter that faded rapidly, so that one thought of a flock of screeching exotic birds, far away and vanishing into a jungle. “As it is necessary, of course, that I should take a good look at you.”

Quail was rather pleased with this, which promised at least discussion more direct than he had altogether dared to hope for. “Certainly,” he said, “you must do that. I realise that you have difficult decisions to make. I have suggestions, if you should happen to ask for them. But I don’t want to press any one solution upon you, believe me.”

“I ought to say, frankly, that there is a great deal of work which I had hoped to undertake myself. But I did not feel at liberty to begin even a private ordering of my father’s papers during the period in which it was his wish that they should be laid entirely aside. Now, when that period has elapsed, I know that my remaining strength will permit me to do very little.”

Quail made to this what reply he could. And he added a question. “Would Miss Marianne be interested in work of that sort?”

“Marianne is not capable of it. I have done my best with her. But her interests are not intellectual. Everything will, of course, go to her. But our major problem does not admit of solution that way.”

“That is a great pity.” Quail was silent for a moment. His instinct for negotiation was of necessity very highly developed, and he was aware that there was a sense in which he was getting along swimmingly. But it was a sense requiring definition. He knew that he was a long way from any point at which he could bring that cheque-book from his pocket. What had happened – it suddenly came to him – was that Miss Fontaney had at once admitted him to an altogether surprising degree of confidence. She hadn’t, it was true, said a great deal. But her inclination would overpoweringly be to say virtually nothing at all. Essentially, she didn’t go in for snobbery. She went in for pride. One facet of that – and a crucial one – might be family pride, which wasn’t the same thing as snobbery by a long way. For one thing, it conduces to reserve rather than to august communication. And Miss Fontaney was certainly still reserved. Nevertheless, she had accepted him as somebody with whom discussions must be held. “Do you feel,” he asked, “that some sort of major decision is urgent—I mean about your father’s journals, and so on? Ought the first step not to be a general survey of what there is, undertaken either entirely by yourself, or by yourself and somebody qualified to assist?”

At first Miss Fontaney’s only response to this was to hold out her hand for his cup. He was now convinced that she was an intelligent woman, who would take the technique of the conference table in her stride. And her next remark, indeed, made it clear that she knew when a major card must be exposed. “There is a financial aspect, Mr Quail. I wish to see it clarified before Marianne is left alone in the world.”

“I can understand that.” Quail’s respect for Miss Fontaney was growing. “So take those journals of your father’s. Would you be happy to see them published to-morrow?”

“That is impossible to say. They must be examined with great care.”

“I entirely agree. Of course you know that you can part with them – sell them – as physical objects, and still prohibit publication, if you want to, for the better part of another twenty years?”

“That has been explained to me. I had it in mind yesterday.”

Quail was puzzled. “When you were having a good look at somebody?”

“Precisely. Unfortunately, the result of the luncheon was most unsatisfactory.”

“I’m sorry to hear it.” Quail said this sincerely enough. The idea of Tandon’s being put on show for Jopling’s amusement, and on a calculation that he would expose himself to Miss Fontaney in an unfavourable light, was now even more disagreeable to Quail than it had been before. “And, also, Miss Fontaney, I’m a little surprised. I’d have thought you were meeting a pretty good man. A little limited, perhaps, on some sides. But with the root of the matter in him.”

“Unfortunately I cannot agree.” Miss Fontaney’s voice soared even more than usual by way of giving emphasis to this. “And, by the way, Mr Quail, I am reminded of a slight slip, or at least an omission, in your book. I once had it in my mind to write to you about it. You neglect our connection with that family.”

Quail was now quite at sea. “I shall be most grateful for any correction,” he said. “But I guess I’m being a bit stupid. I just don’t know what family you mean.”

“My paternal great-grandmother, Mr Quail, was a Manningtree. It should certainly have been mentioned.”

“A Manningtree?” The odd truth burst on Quail. “It was Lord Michael Manningtree you went to the Joplings’ to have a look at?”

“But certainly. Can I have failed to make myself clear? It appeared to me that if the young man had the requisite talents and interests he would be a highly proper person to have charge of the journals – which are, after all, family papers, Mr Quail – and edit them suitably in the fullness of time. It occurred to me, too, that the proposal might interest the Marquis, who might be prepared to make a suitable monetary arrangement by way of putting such an opportunity in his younger brother’s possession.”

“I see.” Here was Miss Fontaney’s vein of craziness opening out with a vengeance. The Fontaneys’ connection with the Manningtrees, which Quail did now vaguely remember, was as tenuous as Mrs Jopling’s must be. And the young man whom Miss Fontaney had been considering adopting as a sort of family historian had gone away and, for the amusement of a number of young men in a common room, described her sister and herself in a grossly disrespectful image. Quail’s indignation was tempered by the perception that the situation had its comic side. “But Gavin Tandon?” he said. “I think you met Tandon too?”

“Tandon?” Miss Fontaney was blank.

“He also lunched with the Joplings.”

“Oh, yes – the other guest. I recall him. A well-informed person, but a little tedious. A fellow of the college, no doubt.”

“Tandon takes a keen and scholarly interest in your father’s work. That’s why he was there.”

“I had supposed there must be some reason.” Miss Fontaney spoke tartly, and Quail was forced to conclude that she had disliked the Senior Tutor. “I judged him to be of the aggressively celibate type – such as still exists, you know, in the colleges. A negative attitude to women in general, and a positive distaste for women of education. This Mr Tandon was awkward in our presence; and he attempted to make himself agreeable by conversation that was a little too sustained and a little too heavy. I lost several of the Warden’s stories – the Warden, as you know, tells a very good story – because Mr Tandon had thought of some fresh information that he thought I ought to possess. Mrs Jopling told me afterwards that it is a regular thing with him.”

“I am sure that he would have wished to show great respect.” Quail was determined to do his best for his rival. “I believe that it would give him great pleasure to be allowed to call.”

Miss Fontaney frowned. “If he has a serious interest in my father’s work he ought, living in Oxford, to have put himself into communication with me.”

“He would feel some delicacy about doing so during the period in which the journals were to be unexamined – just, my dear Miss Fontaney, as I have done myself.”

“In that case, he may certainly call.” Miss Fontaney announced this decision with some majesty. “But I wonder what has become of Marianne? I had her promise that she should have returned by five o’clock. Still, another five minutes to ourselves will be convenient, since I have something particular to say.”

Quail put down his cup. “You can’t believe I’m not eager to hear you,” he said.

“I ought to mention that one or two casual remarks of the Warden’s yesterday made me a little uneasy. He was inclined to dwell on a possible aspect of my father’s unpublished work that I had not myself given much thought to. It may be called the anecdotal aspect.”

Quail nodded. “It’s been in my own mind,” he said, “during the last few days, as it happens. I’m not sure that Jopling mightn’t give it more importance than it deserves.”

“I am inclined to agree with you. But I should not wish the journals to pass in any degree out of my control and then to be made injudicious use of, whether in that or any other regard. In short, Mr Quail, I consider that the time has come to act. You have perhaps a few weeks to spare?”

“I have, indeed.”

“Then you would greatly oblige me by examining the journals and other papers. If, indeed, it is not asking too much of you.”

“My dear Miss Fontaney, I regard it as the greatest honour that could be accorded me.” Quail found that he didn’t at all mind thus coming in as a sort of second string to the disappointing Lord Michael Manningtree. The plain fact was that things were going swimmingly with him still. And he had the satisfaction of knowing that he had been absolutely fair to Tandon as well.

“Then that is very satisfactory. I need say nothing, Mr Quail, about the entire confidence in which I know that you will proceed in the matter. Let us aim first at gaining fuller information on what we have to deal with. My decision on how eventually to dispose of the journals may wait on that.” Miss Fontaney extinguished the little blue flame beneath her kettle, as if in symbolical assurance that some significant stage in the negotiation was over. “And now, I think we had better go into the library.”

But it was at this moment that the door opened and Marianne Fontaney entered the room.

 
“I am so sorry, Eleanor, to be late.” Although she must have expected Quail’s presence, Marianne had hesitated on seeing him, and for a moment hung back like a doubting child. Now she advanced and shook hands. He thought that her complexion had improved, and remembered that she had presumably just returned from the open air.

“It is much beyond your time, certainly,” Miss Fontaney said, and poured her sister a cup of tea. “But Mr Quail and I have had a very useful talk. Mr Quail, who has so much expert knowledge, will examine the journals.”

“The journals?” Marianne, perhaps because she was candidly occupied in discovering whether there was anything left to eat, seemed for a second to be quite vague about this. “Oh—I am so glad. Do you know, Eleanor, we saw both the Nicolsons’ little girls?”

“Did you, Marianne?” Miss Fontaney, although looking at her younger sister with what Quail supposed to be affection, had insinuated into her high-pitched voice an irony not pleasant to hear. “That must have been delightful. But Mr Quail, who doesn’t know the Nicolsons, can hardly make a great deal of it.”

“Of course not.” He could see that Marianne had flushed, and that she was searching confusedly for some intellectually more distinguished topic. “Are you interested in folk-dancing, Mr Quail?” she presently tried.

“I’m afraid I haven’t had much opportunity of seeing it. But a couple of years ago, in the Tyrol . . .” Quail was determined to do his best. But as his recollection of what he proposed to describe was tenuous, he felt relieved, if also a little surprised, when Miss Fontaney rather brusquely interrupted him.

“Did you say we, Marianne? You have been walking with a friend?”

“Yes, Eleanor. I was joined by a gentleman. Or rather, I joined him. But I don’t know that Mr Quail will make a great deal of that either.” Marianne’s low voice was entirely grave. Nevertheless, Quail remembered his former suspicion that in this dim and desiccated lady a disturbing ghost of humour lurked. “It was quite a new acquaintance.” She turned to Quail. “A guest we met at Mrs Jopling’s yesterday.”

“My dear Marianne – how very odd!” Miss Fontaney, who had been consulting the inside of her teapot, looked sharply at her sister. “You mean to say that Lord Michael—’

“Of course not, Eleanor.” Marianne was so amused by this that she laughed aloud. “It wasn’t that horrible boy. It was the elderly man.” She paused. “Don’t you remember? The nice one. Mr Tandon.”

 
It didn’t seem an exciting announcement, but the little silence that followed lent it almost an air of drama. Quail certainly saw that it held one mildly disconcerting possibility. “Did you meet Tandon,” he asked, “just over the way?”

“Yes—how did you know? When I went out, I had a letter to post. So I crossed straight over. And there he was. He was standing quite still, so I suppose he had lost his way. We recognised each other simultaneously. It was slightly embarrassing.” Marianne Fontaney nervously took up her teacup. “One never knows—does one?—about somebody one has simply met in the house of an acquaintance. I don’t even know if there’s a rule about it. Eleanor, is there a rule?”

Miss Fontaney appeared to consider this judicially. “It would be proper,” she said, “to acknowledge a bow. But I should hardly suppose, Marianne, that there was any need to approach the gentleman and suggest a walk.”

“Of course it wasn’t like that at all.” Marianne glanced swiftly at Quail, but he couldn’t tell whether it was in mischief or apology. “We spoke – and Mr Tandon was very awkward. I’m sure he just wanted to get away. But you know how that feeling makes it positively more difficult to break off? He asked me – I’m sure because it was all that came into his head – whether I was setting out on a walk. And when I said yes, he seemed to feel he must offer to come along – I suppose the right term would be to escort me. We went right round the Parks. Of course it was most absurd. I think Mr Tandon must be very shy. He kept on glaring into the far distance. I thought of those paintings of besieged soldiers, staring out over the desert in the hope that they may be relieved. How terrible it would have been if I’d laughed. And I did want to laugh – just once or twice.”

Miss Fontaney frowned. “I hope, Marianne, that between these impulses of hilarity, you contrived to make rational conversation.”

“Well, Mr Tandon did. He explained mathematics.”

“You astonish us.” Miss Fontaney’s patience with the simple mind of her sister could be felt as limited.

“I had said how difficult it was to keep accounts. And he said that mathematics was intensely interesting. He said it wasn’t his subject, but that he sometimes looked into it. Some of the facts he mentioned were so curious that I think I can remember them – although I didn’t of course really follow him. There are things called unprovable theorems, and if you can prove the unprovability of one of these then you are involved in considerations of logic. Did you know that, Eleanor?” As Marianne asked this question she glanced once more at Quail; and he was once more disturbed by the sense that one couldn’t quite know where one was with her. “And then there is something about maps.” Marianne hadn’t waited for a reply.

“It seems that however many countries there were in the world, and however complicated their frontiers were, you would never need more than four paints in your paint-box in order to give each country a colour without the same colours ever meeting along a frontier. It was just something that the people who make maps discovered. They found they never needed to use a fifth colour. And it seems that nobody knows why. There are mathematicians who spend their lives trying to work out why the map people just require four. And they haven’t succeeded yet. Isn’t that extremely interesting?”

Miss Fontaney was looking less interested than puzzled. Quail guessed that it was quite a long time since Marianne had had anything like so much to say. And now something prompted him to ask a question himself. “Did Mr Tandon get on to the subject of your father and his writings?”

Marianne was surprised. “Oh, no! He showed no inclination to talk about anything like that. Do you know what I think? That he had quite forgotten who I was—or even that I was a woman.”

Quail smiled. “I hardly think he could do that.”

She flushed faintly, and he realised with satisfaction that he had given her a tiny start of pleasure. “But yes! I think he sometimes walks about with pupils – clever young men, who will understand about the considerations of logic . . . but I did understand about the maps.” Marianne put down her cup and looked at it in a puzzled way, as if aware that she had been inconsequent. “But what I was saying was this: that he just forgot I wasn’t one of those suitable young men, whom he could help to prepare for an examination. And so he went on talking. Wasn’t it rather absurd? Or do you think, Eleanor, that I did wrong?”

“I don’t think that you would be likely to do wrong.” Miss Fontaney produced this with what, to Quail, was a rather moving mingling of warmth and exasperation. “And now I am going to take Mr Quail into the library. Mr Quail will be coming to work here regularly during the next few weeks.”

“Then we must try to make him comfortable.”

It had been an eminently sensible reply on Marianne’s part. But as he left the room Quail discovered, rather to his surprise, that he would have preferred to hear even a perfectly conventional expression of pleasure at Miss Fontaney’s news.



CHAPTER III

 

The succeeding weeks constituted for Quail a period of extraordinary intellectual excitement. Looking back on them, he was to be astonished that they could have held room for anything else. Arthur Fontaney’s journals were all he had hoped for. Indeed, that they were more than he had bargained for was perhaps the apter phrase, since they moved at times into philosophical territory with which his own acquaintance was only the interested amateur’s. It was this that started him on his benevolent scheme.

He hardly thought of it as that. But from the very start of his own prosperous course with Miss Fontaney the position of Tandon worried him. Quite literally it was a matter of Tandon’s position, for there was surely something disturbing in the notion of a devoted scholar and busy teacher who took time off to lurk outside a North Oxford villa. Presumably Tandon didn’t inordinately indulge his impulse; and Quail himself never, in fact, had the embarrassment of coming upon him at his vigil again. But there could be no doubt that on Marianne’s meeting with him he must have been obeying the same curious prompting as on the occasion when Quail had first become aware of him. There was nothing alarming in it. Tandon, having let his interest in Fontaney’s remains get a little out of hand, was no doubt simply repeating in his mature years a pattern of behaviour formed in childhood. He would have been the sort of boy fated to do quite a lot of peering over fences – at some impromptu game, say, for which he had failed to be picked up; or at gangs of more conversible children, gossiping and larking around. Quail had reflected earlier that Tandon wouldn’t have the resource of railroads in the event of his getting Fontaney on the brain. And that sort of obsession must be just what his job encouraged. The nineteenth century, prolific of queer trades, had invented for Oxford that of college tutor. Previously, most of the Tandons had been young clergymen waiting for a living, and the business of coaching undergraduates for examinations had stopped off when they secured one. Nowadays there was a career in it – a career, it seemed to Quail, in which a certain happiness with personal relations was essential to success. This must be particularly true of the celibate dons. They spent their working hours closeted with young men in ones and twos; and, when they knocked off, it was for a life which, once you had removed sundry appearances of amenity, must be rather like that in a small private hotel. For those who carried through life the persuasion that they were not quite like the other boys – and to this fairly numerous tribe, as he guessed it to be, Quail was approximating Tandon for the sake of the argument – it couldn’t really all be a matter of enormous fun. No doubt the result was that a lot of learned work got done; this justified the system in general, and in particular seemed to point the propriety of putting the materials of learned work in Gavin Tandon’s way. Tandon was narrow – but for that very reason he might get far more out of Fontaney’s stuff than ever Quail would. In fact, he ought to be brought in.

In all this – Quail was to acknowledge later – he was treating Tandon rather as someone to push around. The man had aspirations, and was a good subject for rumination upon approved psychological principles. It didn’t quite come to Quail that Tandon was an individual who might form and execute a design. Quail had once himself taken an unnecessary stroll down the Bradmore Road. But if he had ever found himself stationary on the pavement he would have judged the time come to drop not only Arthur Fontaney but railroads as well – as one demonstrably unfit henceforth to be other than a passenger on any permanent way whatever. And it was with something of the officiousness of a well-intentioned conductor – or, as his friends would say, guard – that he might have been viewed as insisting that Tandon should have a seat. But at least, having resolved on it, he did manage it – and without Tandon’s being much aware of the agency involved. Quail had gained the confidence of Miss Fontaney – enough of it, indeed, to suspect that there was a great deal he might not gain – and his assurance that there were passages in the journals that ought to have Tandon’s scrutiny was something that she accepted at once.

The arrangement, oddly enough, didn’t quickly conduce to the closer acquaintance of the two men. Miss Fontaney, who continued here and there to expose areas undeniably quirky, disliked being outnumbered by the other sex. And so the custom established itself of Quail’s setting aside matter which Tandon would find peculiarly interesting, and of Tandon’s paying his own less frequent visits to the Bradmore Road by himself and on other occasions. It wasn’t until their walk together – the walk tentatively proposed by Tandon on their first meeting – that Quail had much sense of coming nearer to the other’s mind. It was a mind which he had, perhaps, no great expectation of finding interesting; and he might have been excused for feeling that, at the moment, his growing acquaintance with Arthur Fontaney’s was enough. And yet, he had to acknowledge, it wasn’t—quite. He was a little concerned to get to know Marianne Fontaney’s as well.

It almost looked as if Tandon had felt a similar interest for a time. The queerest thing about his stroll with the lady, it seemed to Quail, was surely that he had chosen to say nothing about the literary remains of her father. A disquisition on unprovable theorems wasn’t, it was true, just the most personal of approaches or intimate of topics. But persevered with in the face of what must have been an overwhelming impulse to plunge into something else, it did seem to betoken a large effort to treat Marianne as an independent being. That Tandon had in any way followed this up, or been disposed further to cultivate the younger sister either for her own intrinsic interest or for any aid she might afford, Quail had no reason to believe. And he was inclined to think that, in point of fresh acquaintance, Marianne for her part felt herself to have quite enough on her hands with him, Quail. She wasn’t trying to dodge him; she did appear to feel that a definite duty was owing to him as her sister’s new counsellor and guest; but it could always be felt as a minor crisis with her when, in supporting this relationship, she had to take some small further step.

It was because she was thus in her staid elderly way kittle, or at least hard to coax towards any sort of intimacy, that Quail found her as interesting as he did. Not that his attending to her was chiefly a matter of the entertainment he might get from the effort of understanding her. What was most in his mind was that her life was rather bleak, and that as her sister’s health further declined, it was likely to become bleaker still. There seemed no reason why he should not, being himself so elderly and staid, unobtrusively contrive for her some occasional enlargement or release. She couldn’t, certainly, be jumped or bounced into anything very out of the way, but his plans acknowledged an element of growing ambition, nevertheless. A project of hiring a car, and positively taking her to London for a day, quite largely occupied his thoughts at one time. It appeared that there was to be somewhere an exhibition of skills, crafts, and impedimenta germane to Brownies; and upon this, with some daring, he envisaged a triumphant descent.

 
He liked this mild planning for Marianne, and such actual achievements as accompanying her to the lectures so agreeably diversified by the lantern slides of the Slade Professor; he liked this the more because it was so plain that for Arthur Fontaney’s other daughter there would soon be very little that could be done. He had received no confidence about Eleanor’s illness. But it was visibly progressive, and he soon saw that it was going to be a significant factor in the grand questions yet to be decided. What he chiefly glimpsed ahead was difficulty and perhaps embarrassment. Miss Fontaney had still no notion of not being entirely in control of her family affairs. But it seemed doubtful how long this could last. She mightn’t herself come to need controlling. Managing, however, was another matter. And he wondered how, at a pinch, Marianne would manage Eleanor.

Miss Fontaney, he knew, could make what disposition of her father’s property she pleased. And what he foresaw was a period in which she might act upon eccentric principles which he still suspected rather than clearly perceived in her. He had felt at the start that he was getting along with her swimmingly. But as the days grew shorter, and as he gained a longer and larger view of the riches which Arthur Fontaney’s library contained, his misgivings mounted. He was ahead of Lord Michael Manningtree, and almost certainly that peculiarly absurd competitor would not, whether consciously or unconsciously, enter the lists again. But that Lord Michael had ever so much as come into Miss Fontaney’s head was a sort of warning – a warning that at any moment the whole affair might take an uncomfortably crazy turn.

This was how Quail’s mind was moving when the walk with Tandon happened.



CHAPTER IV

 

There was a chill wind, a grey sky, and enough mud in the streets of Oxford to suggest that the surrounding countryside must be deep in it. Tandon called for Quail at his hotel and they climbed to the top of a bus. The appearance of the Senior Tutor conveyed the impression that an expedition of some hazard was in hand. He wore an old raincoat which might have been borrowed from a much larger man, and he carried a haversack in which he began to rummage as soon as they had sat down. He was looking for a purse – it seemed extremely characteristic of Tandon that he should possess a purse – and in the course of doing so, he produced a map, a pair of heavy gauntlet gloves, and a powerful instrument for cutting wire. All this, but rather more something of wary intentness in the man, gave him the air of an escaping prisoner of war. When he had bought tickets he continued for a moment to rummage, and then turned with urgency to Quail. “Have you got a sixpence?” he asked huskily.

Quail conducted a rummage of his own, and confirmed that he had the coin.

“Good. It is the proper sum to tender. I mean, if one finds one isn’t on one of the footpaths after all.”

“I see.” Quail did dimly see that their excursion was to combine learned conference with what might be termed an ethical end. Tandon – and again it was characteristic – went in for vindicating the rights of the wayfarer.

“Without prejudice, and in satisfaction of damage, if any. And of course one gives one’s name and address, and asks to be directed to the nearest public road. It’s perfectly simple.”

Quail rather wondered if it was perfectly simple to offer sixpence and a legal rigmarole to a savage dog. But he only said: “You go in regularly for that sort of thing?”

“The by-paths and rights of way must be kept open. It is most important . . . most important. Many of them, you know, are of historical significance. A study of them may still tell us a great deal about the mediaeval rural community. Are you interested in the tun?” There was a brief pause, occasioned by Quail’s having a substantial doubt whether he were. And then Tandon continued. “It is utterly scandalous that farmers should be allowed to put wire across thoroughfares that are virtually immemorial . . . virtually immemorial. The landlords ought to come down on it. But colleges, I am sorry to say, are often the worst offenders. Naturally, the colleges are very large landowners round about Oxford. But, in matters of this sort, college bursars are the worst people in the world. No historical sense—none whatever. Merely financial men. There was a very shocking incident on our last progress.”

Quail, with a suitably humble sense that he was himself not much more than a merely financial man, asked to be informed about this.

“We make a progress, you know, round our own properties in summer. I don’t often go. Wives are taken, which is a great mistake, to my mind. But on this occasion I did go, because I wanted to see a hovel. It is on one of our oldest farms – distinctly an ancient possession. And this hovel was said to have interesting dripstones . . . very interesting indeed. You don’t often get interesting dripstones on a hovel.”

“I suppose not.”

“But one of the cottages had something more striking still. My attention was drawn to it by the tenant – who was, of course, one of the labourers. I was trying to explain to him that his dripstones were most important. One should never lose that sort of opportunity – to enlarge the mind, I mean, of the labouring classes. You can never tell, you see, that it mayn’t have consequences for the next generation.” Tandon was glaring past Quail in a sort of passion. “If I had managed a little to touch this man in point of historical imagination, it might encourage him in the education of a son. You follow me?”

Quail said that he did. Tandon had some art, he was feeling, in mingling absurdity with matter one could only respect.

“Unfortunately he didn’t like the word drip. It seemed that his roof leaked, and that they had to put all their pots and pans under the rafters to catch the water, and that the noise kept them awake at night. I suggested that the pots and pans be given a layer of rags or sand.” Tandon paused on this piece of prosaic good sense. “The man then said something about the age of his cottage, and took me out and showed me a stone above the door. It had a date carved on it – a most unusual thing in a labourer’s cottage. It was 1694. The door was so low that one could put up one’s hand, clear a little lichen from the crumbling stone, and decipher the date quite clearly. I drew the attention of our bursar to it at once. It appeared to me the sort of thing that should be noted. It could have significance in a county history. And do you know what I detected him at later, when he supposed us all to be handing pies to those wretched women during our picnic lunch? Obliterating the date with a hammer!” Tandon had become so husky as to be scarcely audible in the rumbling bus. “When I challenged him, he was quite frank about it. The date might be awkward, he said, if some officious authority wan ted to condemn the cottage as unfit for habitation . . . my dear Quail, what can one do with such people?”

Quail, partly as being pleased with this familiar address, did his best to answer suitably. Tandon, he noticed, was absently manipulating his wire-cutters in air in a manner hinting absolutely horrific ideas on what one might in fact do with insufficient bursars. “Do you manage to get out into the country often?” he asked pacifically.

“Not as often as I’d wish.” Tandon put the wire-cutters back in his haversack and brought out the map. He opened this and pored over it for some minutes on his knee, so that when he next spoke Quail supposed it was going to be on their proposed route. But, in fact, it was to amplify his last statement. “And particularly not during term. Which is when one is most glad to get away.”

 
For some time it seemed to Quail that getting away would be precisely what they’d fail to do on this occasion. Tandon’s map was of recent date, but nevertheless where it showed a succession of fields, each with its red dotted line indicating a sacrosanct right of way, there was now in fact a seemingly interminable spread of small monotonously rectangular dwellings, single-storeyed and flat-roofed, which Quail didn’t know whether to take as permanent or temporary in intention. And Tandon, not surprisingly, was a purist; he wasn’t going to cede a point by beginning farther on; there was, he explained, an obligation upon the housing authority to keep the ancient paths open. If they had so been kept, Quail found, it was in the form of narrow concreted lanes running between endless patches of garden, and better adapted to serve as speed-tracks for the local children than to provide quiet walking for meditative persons from a university. For some time their rural ramble promised to be entirely of this order. Quail was just indulging himself in the reflection that the Scholar Gypsy would have thought poorly of it, when Tandon burst out with an exclamation which didn’t immediately explain itself. “If only, you know, he’d had a son!”

“Fontaney, you mean?”

“Yes, of course – Fontaney. What a difference!”

Quail was puzzled. “Can one tell? I guess some men feel like that, sure enough. If I were married, I’d hope for a son myself. But I don’t remember that Fontaney ever wrote or spoke of it. His daughters may have been as much joy to him as a son would have been.”

“I mean to us.” Tandon had to step aside to avoid a child in a hurtling toy motor-car – a motor-car, Quail noticed, much grander and shinier than any that had eddied round the Venetian mansion of Lady Elizabeth Warboys in Norham Gardens. “Think, Quail, how much simpler it would be if we had a man to deal with, and not those unaccountable women.”

Something in Quail obscurely resented this. “Are you not making rather a rash generalisation? A great many men are neither easy nor pleasant to deal with. I’ve been at it on quite a scale, I may say, for more years than I care to remember. And if I could begin again in a world where nearly all the deals had to be with women, I’d be quite willing to give it a trial.”

For a moment Tandon made no reply – perhaps because this time he was squeezing out of the way of a particularly vicious miniature conveyance got up like an aeroplane. Indeed, he dropped his map – Quail saw that its cover was most fallaciously embellished with a design of winding lanes, mossed cottages, and ancient church-towers amid embosoming trees – and briskly rubbed a grazed calf. “I consider,” he presently said rather snappishly, “that Miss Fontaney is very unlikely to be a satisfactory person to deal with.”

Quail stooped and picked up the map. “I don’t know that I’m inclined to disagree. But I wouldn’t, all the same, put it down absolutely to her being a woman. There’s no particular virtue in just being a man, if you ask me. Put it this way, Tandon. Would you prefer to find yourself negotiating with Jopling?”

This wholly undramatic challenge had a surprising effect. Tandon stopped in his tracks. “You think it will come to that?” he asked.

“My dear chap, I was only putting a case. I don’t conceive of the Warden’s being involved at all. His name simply occurred to me as that of somebody we both know.”

Tandon walked on in silence. He moved in a hurrying uncomfortable way, with his body canted forward as if thrusting against a gale – or as if, Quail absurdly thought, bears might emerge from all the little houses if he broke some magical rule and allowed his feet to get ahead of his nose. When Tandon next spoke, it was with a new abruptness. “You’ve talked to him?”

“To the Warden? Not since I lunched with him on my first day here. I don’t think we’d find much to talk about.”

“We ought to have crossed a stream.” Tandon had stopped again and was studying his map. “Should you say we’ve crossed a stream?”

Quail looked about him. On one side, some five yards away, a woman was taking down washing from a line. On the other a man was hammering a sheet of rusty corrugated iron to the roof of a bicycle-shed. Ahead, the ribbon of concrete moved straight on through a vista of similar activities. “It’s quite likely that we have,” Quail said. “But they’ll have put it in a culvert.”

“Precisely. In fact, I think I can see our position exactly. We turn east at a Dutch barn and go through a five-barred gate. Or is it a stile? Yes – I believe it’s a stile. But, of course, the stile will have gone.”

Quail had no doubt that the Dutch barn would have gone too. He began to see something alarmingly symbolic about Tandon’s country walk, but he wasn’t very clear as to just what the symbolism consisted in.

“But perhaps he’s written to you? You’re in correspondence with him?”

“With Jopling? I assure you I’m not.”

“I think we must be careful. Yes—I think we must be on our guard.” Tandon produced this as if conscious that he might have appeared to be holding Quail himself in some suspicion. “He’s in communication with Miss Fontaney, you know. There’s no doubt about that.”

“It’s true that the Fontaneys lunched at the Lodge.” Quail took a curious glance at Tandon, and wondered what all this was tending to. “But you were there yourself. And I can’t see that you’d have been invited if Jopling had been planning to go behind your back. Besides, it was a matter in which Miss Fontaney must have taken the initiative, as far as I can see. She must have presumed on some acquaintance she had with the Joplings in order to enquire if she might have an opportunity of taking a look at young Manningtree. If there was anything odd about it, the oddity was in Miss Fontaney, not in Jopling.”

“Of course she’s odd. It’s what I’ve been saying. And it’s just that oddity that Jopling will exploit. If we don’t look out, Quail, he’ll secure the whole thing.”

“You think Jopling wants Fontaney’s journals? I really can’t see that you have any evidence for that at all. My own opinion was that Fontaney is little more than a name to him.”

“Mrs Jopling has money.” Rather ominously, Quail thought, Tandon had ignored rational challenge. “It’s my belief that they’ll offer for everything. The woman will get hold of Fontaney’s things, lock, stock, and barrel, and scatter them over that confounded Lodge. Think of it, man! Fontaney’s things all mixed up with those beastly cyclamens and great vulgar ticking clocks.”

Quail might have disastrously laughed aloud at this if he hadn’t been held by a certain surprise at finding Tandon’s awareness of the external universe extending to Mrs Jopling’s mundus muliebris. “But I thought,” he said, “that you didn’t attach importance to what Fontaney contrived to collect around himself?”

“Not at all. It is most important . . . most important. And I owe the perception of it to yourself. I had neglected the matter, I am ashamed to say. But now, of course, I see it. If the things were dispersed – or were as good as dispersed in the hands of a philistine woman like that – it would be a calamity . . . entirely a calamity.”

“It doesn’t strike you that they’re a calamity where they are?”

Tandon looked blankly at Quail, and then resumed his glaring into an infinity that lay dead ahead. “I don’t follow you.”

“I have a notion that Miss Fontaney might have been a little happier, and her sister a great deal happier, if there had been a thorough-going sale a few months after Fontaney died.”

“What an extraordinary idea!” Tandon took another quick glance at Quail, who felt that it was for the purpose of estimating his sanity. “It seems to me miraculous that everything has been preserved as it has. Nothing could be more fortunate, and we must do all in our power to profit by the situation. It would be a thousand pities if the stuff was dispersed – or even carried away.”

“Carried away?”

“For instance, to America.”

Here at least, Quail admitted to himself, was a very reasonable suspicion. “I had it in mind,” he said. “I rather coveted any and all memorials of Fontaney for a destination you can guess at. And I’m still dead keen about the journals. I give you fair notice of that, my dear chap; although I don’t in the least see that it need present us doing a lot together. But about all that stuff – well, I’ve changed my mind.”

“Changed your mind!” Tandon was scandalised.

“Well—haven’t you changed your own? Put it that we’ve switched round. You’ve taken over my notion that there ought to be a sort of Fontaney museum. And I’ve taken over yours that the bits and pieces aren’t all that important.”

Tandon was silent, so that Quail had an uncomfortable impression that his distrust was growing. If they were going to have any sort of confidential conference, or even an impersonal discussion of the heart and substance of Fontaney’s work, it was proving, like the rural peace that ought to be enfolding them, slow to begin. Not that there wasn’t now a glimpse of open country ahead; they had only to skirt an extensive rubbish dump and there would be green fields for the asking. But Tandon didn’t seem aware of this. He tramped for some time in silence, lost in thought. When he spoke, it was rather stiffly. “I’ve no doubt that you’re being frank – perfectly frank. So I really ought to say that it’s something like a museum that I have in mind myself. The house should be taken over as it stands – some sort of fund, you know – and then presented to the university. But not as a museum in the strict sense. Rather, it should be for some suitable person to live in. Suppose that we ever got a Chair of Aesthetics – a most desirable thing. The house could go along with it, and the Professor would no doubt admit qualified persons to view it at convenient times.”

“And until there’s such a Chair?”

“It could remain in the occupancy of—of the present ladies.”

“I doubt whether Miss Fontaney will want a house for long. You’d have only Marianne as curator – and I suppose the person with the mop.”

“The mop?” Tandon’s vigilance in the external world didn’t extend to his picking up this. “I’m sure Miss Marianne would be most conscientious.”

“God help her – I’ve no doubt she would.” Quail spoke with energy. “And it seems to me she’s likely to have the responsibility of deciding, anyway.”

“You think Miss Marianne will have that?”

Tandon had been startled, and Quail recognised it as one of the moments at which a new idea came to him. “I think,” he said, “it’s a substantial possibility. Remember I’m agreeing with you about Miss Fontaney herself. She’s being very reasonable now, and her treatment of the two of us is thoroughly handsome. But at a pinch, if you ask me, the thing will go wrong with her. I mean from our point of view.”

“Ah!” Tandon pounced. “You really believe that Jopling—”

“Put Jopling out of your head. I mean simply that she’ll hang on. The whole basis of her conduct is intense family feeling. Her absurd notion about your booby of a Lord Michael turned on that. There isn’t any sort of heir. There isn’t even any sort of colourable relationship in the most tenuously suitable direction. The result, I say, will be that she’ll simply hang on. And then, quite suddenly as likely as not, she’ll die.” Quail came to a halt. “Wouldn’t it be better,” he asked, “to try to work round this thing?”

“Miss Fontaney’s—?”

“This rubbish-tip, or whatever it’s called.”

Recalled to the topographical aspect of their expedition Tandon once more opened his map. “Straight across,” he said. “There can be no doubt of it. Or I think there can be no doubt. But just be ready with that sixpence.”



CHAPTER V

 

Neither a farmer nor a farmer’s dog, it seemed to Quail, was a likely threat on this part of their ramble. The rubbish dump was even more extensive than had at first appeared, and they moved across it diagonally on the ghost of a path which for the moment was fairly firm beneath their feet. In the middle distance, two tip-up lorries lurked beneath palls of dust; nearer at hand an old woman poked about with a stick; here and there the surface smoked or steamed, as if they had entered a region of the earth where volcanic disturbance was imminent. Tandon took another glance at the map. “Beware of the bull,” he said.

Quail laughed. “Do you mean the bulldozer? It seems more likely.”

“A pair of horns means the possible presence of a bull. A very useful sign to have.” Tandon looked about him. “Yes,” he added, “yes . . . I quite see the joke.” He laughed in what might have been described as a conscientious manner, and trudged on.

This was rather depressing. So was the smell, for they were approaching a part of the dump where refuse had been more recently deposited. The surface, too, was deteriorating; every now and then one’s foot went down with a displeasing squelch. Quail thought that their spirits might be improved by starting a more serious discussion of Fontaney’s work than they had yet arrived at. But to his surprise Tandon’s attention was hard to fix, and presently his companion broke off abruptly to another theme. “That younger sister,” he said. “Do you think anything could be done with her?”

“I’m not quite sure what you mean.” Quail, whose mind was now running on other matters, didn’t make much of this. “Are you wondering whether Marianne Fontaney has—well, potentialities that don’t immediately appear; or are you considering whether she could be persuaded to back us up?”

“I took a short walk with her one day.” Tandon avoided a direct reply. “Not a country tramp like this, you know; simply a turn round the Parks. She was very attentive.”

Quail felt amused. The term was just the right one for a pupil undergoing peripatetic instruction. “She mentioned it,” he said. “I gathered you’d had a little talk about unprovable theorems.”

If Tandon recognised in this any mild irony he gave no sign. “She appeared to me to have . . . a gentle nature.”

“To promise docility?”

This time Tandon did turn a quick glance on Quail. “She struck me as one who would take a reasonable view.”

“Perhaps she would. My own impression of Marianne is of an underlying firmness of character.”

“Really?” Tandon was both interested and doubtful. “That is most uncommon in a woman . . . most uncommon.”

Quail felt that, as another bachelor, he had no special qualification for contraverting this. Nor, somehow, did he much want to discuss Marianne Fontaney in this way. He endeavoured, therefore, to turn the conversation back to its former course. “It seems to me that the main assumption towards which Fontaney was moving—”

“Wasn’t that a shout?” Tandon had stopped nervously in his tracks. “Could it be to warn us of the bull?”

“It was certainly a shout. And they’re waving at us.” Quail pointed to a couple of men standing by the tip-up lorries. “I think they’re suggesting we turn back.”

“Quite absurd.” Tandon tapped the map. “Wholly unwarranted. I don’t think we need even tender the sixpence. I will simply hand them my card. There is an unquestionable right of way.”

“I doubt whether it’s anything of that sort that’s in their mind. I fancy they simply want to warn us—”

But Tandon had marched on. The men, after another shout or two, returned to their labour. Tandon was triumphant. “You see?” he said. “They know perfectly well that they have no authority—no authority at all . . . confound!”

In the circumstances, the exclamation was a mild one. Quail had come to a halt just in time to save himself. Tandon was almost knee-deep in indescribable slime.

 
It was fortunate, Quail thought some fifteen minutes later, that a keen, if chill, breeze was now blowing. He shifted – he hoped unobtrusively – to his companion’s other side. The fact had to be faced that for the rest of the ramble Tandon would have a bad smell.

“Perfectiy scandalous . . . write to the Oxford Magazine . . . take the matter up with the Preservation Trust . . .” Tandon had for some time maintained a muttering progress after this fashion, but now he pointed ahead and changed his tone. “Well, here’s the open country at last. We skirt the hedge, drop down to the stream, and there are stepping-stones just short of that farm.”

Quail surveyed the terrain before them with what was now perhaps pardonable distrust. The building at which Tandon was pointing didn’t look to him like a farm – or at least not an English farm. It had a veranda round three sides of it, and a broad gravel sweep on which there were parked at least a dozen cars. Nor did what he had taken to be pasture-land around it now appear to be that at all. It was dotted with moving figures in twos and fours. “Isn’t that a golf-course?” he mildly enquired.

“A golf-course?” Tandon fiddled with the map. “Very possibly the land has been appropriated . . . or misappropriated for that purpose. It’s a very bad thing . . . aerodromes too . . . perverting valuable acres to unproductive uses.” As Tandon’s trousers were clinging damply and greasily to his calves, this atrabilious vein, Quail felt, was very natural. “But, of course, it makes no difference—no difference whatever. The map is particularly clear – quite unequivocal. A double line of red dots. But I’m afraid I interrupted you earlier on when you were going to talk about Fontaney’s ideas. What do you make of that notebook, 1916, I think, in which he sketches out his essay on empathy?”

Quail responded promptly. Rather unexpectedly as it was now, he found himself back with the Gavin Tandon with whom he had talked – to whose admirable scholarship, indeed, he had respectfully listened – in Lady Elizabeth’s attic drawing-room. When Tandon got going in this fashion he became almost another man. The walk looked like being a success after all. Unfortunately, even while talking with fluency and concentration, Tandon remained aware both of the double line of red dots on the map and of the moral obligations they imposed on him. As the greater part of the golf-course was somewhat unimaginatively laid out on approximately parallel lines, and as the dots happened virtually to bisect each of these in turn, their progress caused a certain amount of dislocation on the fairways. Most of the players waited patiently till they were out of the way – but some shouted, and of this Tandon eventually became aware. “Disgraceful!” he said. “It’s intolerable enough from uneducated men, like those on that piece of waste ground. But I believe it’s largely university people who play golf here. They should know better. I think I’ll stop and show them the map.”

“I doubt whether it’s worth doing that.” Quail fancied he had just heard a ball go past disconcertingly close overhead. “And I believe that what they shout is a technical expression. I think it’s Fore, and means that play is taking place in this direction.”

“You may be right.” Tandon now stopped and looked round with frank belligerence. Several voices continued to shout. “But the law is most explicit on the subject of ball-games played near or over a right of way. You must have noticed the case of a cricketer who—” A further and very urgent shout checked him for a moment. “Of a cricketer, I say, who—” Tandon again broke off – but this time with a howl of agony. A moment later he was writhing on the turf, with his hands clutched on a knee.

Quail knelt beside him. He was shocked to find a disposition in himself to view this second and painful misadventure of Tandon’s in a ludicrous light. One couldn’t be as immediately alarmed as if he’d suffered a crack on the head – and yet an injured knee could be an uncommonly nasty thing. Conscious of this, Quail was about to find something at once solicitous and of practical utility to say, when a bluff voice spoke from behind him.

“My dear sir, I’m very sorry about this. I must have sliced the ball badly. But I’m bound to say that you’ve been behaving—”

The voice – it was familiar – broke off. Quail turned round, and found that he was looking at Jopling.

 
If the Warden was disconcerted at finding it was a colleague upon whom he had done execution, he didn’t particularly show it. His attitude, in fact, became noticeably more robust. “Tandon, my dear fellow, what an extraordinary thing! Knee, is it? Well, there can’t be much wrong, or you wouldn’t be able to kick about like that. And Mr—um—Quail? Good afternoon. Now, what had we better do?”

“Nothing, thank you, Warden – nothing at all.” Tandon sat up on the grass and straightened his glasses. He was very pale. Quail hoped that this was from passion rather than sheer physical agony. “Please continue with your game.”

“No good – no good at all. Useless unless I could have reached the last green with my iron. And I’m bound to say it wasn’t a bad shot. If you hadn’t got in the way—” The Warden paused, with all the air of a forbearing man. “As it is, my opponent’s gone straight back to the club-house. Quail, what had we better do? I dare say I could get my car up here. A bit bad for the turf, though. A wheel-barrow might be better. Tandon, could you ride in a wheel-barrow?”

“Thank you, Warden. I shall have no need of a conveyance. I have no doubt that, in a few minutes, I shall be perfectly able to walk.”

“Agony abated—eh?” Jopling nodded cheerfully. “Dashed odd smell round about here.”

“I smell.” Tandon made this stark announcement through grinding teeth.

“Do you, indeed? Well, I’m bound to say I never noticed it before.” Jopling was so delighted with this childish pleasantry that he laughed aloud. “And now, let’s see whether we can get you on your pins. Other people wanting to play the eighteenth, you know. Just take my arm.”

“I absolutely decline your assistance, Warden.” It was uncomfortably plain that Tandon spoke in a flare of anger. “Quail will give me a hand, and I shall be perfectly all right. I apologise for spoiling your shot, or stroke, or whatever it be called.”

“Not at all, my dear chap.” Jopling remained infuriatingly cordial. “Bring him to the club-house, Quail, and we’ll have some tea. Capital stuff for restoring nervous tone. Tandon, are you a crumpet man? I’m afraid I forget. But you look like a crumpet man.”

At this point Jopling fortunately withdrew. Tandon got to his feet without much difficulty. He continued to be in pain, but he was not, in fact, disabled. He stooped and picked up his haversack. “I’ll never forgive him,” he said.

Quail was startled. The whole episode had continued to suggest itself to him as ludicrous, like something in a comic strip. “Oh, I guess he feels a bit of a fool,” he said diplomatically. “It was because of that, I think, that he took it rather lightly.”

“An atrocious calculated assault!”

“My dear man!” This time Quail was almost scared. “It certainly couldn’t be that. A golf-club isn’t a weapon of precision. It was careless of him to play, no doubt; and he may even have indulged himself in the impulse to alarm us a little. But I’m sure he didn’t intend to hit you.”

“You don’t know the man.” Tandon was now limping forward. “I made a most improper observation,” he said presently.

Quail looked at him in surprise. “To Jopling?”

“No, no—to yourself, in declaring that I would never forgive him.”

“Your irritation is very natural. I shouldn’t give it another thought.”

“There remains this question of a cup of tea. In the circumstances, the proposal is exceedingly disagreeable to me. Nevertheless, I think I ought to accept it. The man is the head of our society, after all. And I have quite recently lunched at his wife’s table. Yes, I think I must accept . . . what did he mean, I wonder, by saying that I look like a crumpet man?”

Quail felt once more that Tandon was perpetually on the hover between the admirable and the absurd. At the same time, he felt a recurrence of alarm. Tandon might well be capable of brooding over the crumpet problem until it became a monstrous cryptogram. “It was a mere pleasantry,” he said. “He simply meant to be friendly.”

“There used to be muffin men. They went about with bells. Would there be anything in that?” Tandon gave Quail his sudden suspicious glance.

“Nothing at all. He meant nothing at all.”

“And isn’t there a rhyme? ‘If a man who crumpets cries, cries not when his father dies’ . . . would it be that?”

Quail laughed. “No, no—that’s turnips, not crumpets. It’s Dr Johnson. Don’t you remember?”

Tandon came to a halt. “So it is,” he said. “So it is.” For a couple of minutes he remained silent. They were now quite near the club-house. Suddenly Tandon spoke in his huskiest voice. “Quail,” he said, “are you ever under any apprehension of madness?”

“Dear me, yes. Everybody feels at one time or another that they may go mad.”

“At times I am conscious of a certain peculiarity about my own mental processes. I have sometimes thought that intellectual labour conduces to an over-solitary life. And of course it is sedentary – very sedentary. That is why I have always been careful to take these healthful country walks.”

“I think you are very wise.”

“It enables one to maintain a sense of proportion. Take this matter of Jopling – of his being determined to wreck our work on Fontaney. It is important to keep a sense of proportion about that.”

Quail had a momentary feeling of helplessness. Tandon’s healthful walks appeared to proceed rigidly on straight lines. But the movement of his mind was at times distressingly circular. Quail could believe that Jopling derived amusement from mildly bating his Senior Tutor. But he still didn’t believe that Jopling took any real interest in Arthur Fontaney.



CHAPTER VI

 

It might have been expected that there would be a fourth at tea. But Jopling’s opponent appeared to have been a young man whom he had summarily dismissed, and there was at once no doubt about the subject on which he proposed to converse with his two guests. It was still what might be termed the nuisance-value of the Fontaney situation that he was moved to exploit – so, at least, Quail remained convinced – and at this he went heartily to work before the promised crumpets were on the table.

“I was so glad, Tandon, that you were able to come to lunch with my two ladies from the wilds of North Oxford. Dear souls, didn’t you think? The elder is a little formidable, but I’m certain you made a great impression on her.”

Tandon – who must have known very well that he had done nothing of the sort – remained silent. His tea-spoon scraped in an irritating way against the bottom of his cup as he stirred. And his rigid body rocked gently, like a toy designed to balance on a perch.

“Both young Michael Manningtree and yourself pleased her very much.” Jopling turned to Quail. “You’ve met our young Lord Michael? A kinsman of my wife’s.”

Quail shook his head. “I haven’t met him. I believe he’s a kinsman of Miss Fontaney’s as well.”

“To be sure – and of course you know all about Fontaney. Tandon, Quail is the authority, is he not? But then you yourself are interested as well. Yes, yes—I know all about it. Rival sleuths on the trail—eh? The battle of the Bradmore Road? Yes, indeed, all being fair in love and war. But don’t let it worry you, Tandon; don’t let it weigh upon your mind. It doesn’t do to get hag-ridden by a learned project, my dear fellow. I’ve known men go badly off the rails that way. Cunningham, you remember, who drowned himself; and Redmain, who swallowed something; and that quiet chap – a clergyman, I’m sorry to say – who carved up the boot-boy.”

How much of this was mere insensitive banter, and how much was the product of positive malign principle in Jopling, Quail felt it wouldn’t be easy to say. And Tandon again made no response, but raised his cup and rather hastily gulped tea.

“You’re in a hurry, I’m afraid. No doubt you’re teaching at five. When I was a tutor, I always taught at five – a capital hour. How are your present lot of pupils, my dear chap? How do you get along with them?”

“Very well, thank you.” If a husky voice can snap, Tandon’s snapped. “They are a thoroughly conscientious and industrious group of young men, I am glad to say. They are not here because they have relations in the peerage, Warden. But, on the other hand, none of them is without at least a modicum of brains.”

“Capital, capital – I am glad to hear it. But don’t set too much store on your pupils. It’s a great mistake.” Jopling put down his cup, and Quail knew at once that the tips of his fingers were going to come softly together. “For if they’re bad, you know, they bore you at once, and if they’re good, they bite you later on.”

It didn’t seem to worry Jopling that this melancholy little epigram fell into silence. He parted his fingers again, decided to wipe them on his silk handkerchief, and then turned from the crumpets to the cakes. Quail, who felt that he hadn’t himself, so far, contributed quite what he ought to the smooth conduct of this awkward party, began to talk on impersonal topics. He propounded opinions and he required replies. He wasn’t unaccustomed to set a tone at need, and as he had grown mountingly impatient of the near-buffoonery which had characterised almost the whole of the afternoon’s proceedings, he did so with some astringency now. It amused him, rather, that the two men almost at once changed their tune – so that he might have been a nannie, he thought, practised in executing a resolve that her young charges should behave themselves. When Tandon rose to go, Jopling with perfect civility proposed that both men should return to Oxford in his car.

But Tandon declined – and his tone was stiff again. “Thank you, but I have ordered a taxi. I ventured, Warden, to ask your club servant here to order a taxi. In this muddy state, I don’t propose further to impose upon you. But of course you will take Quail back.”

This, to Quail, didn’t seem quite in order. He had set out with Tandon, and with Tandon he ought to return. He took it, therefore, that the proposal was a normal product of the Senior Tutor’s social ineptitude. “Not a bit,” he said. “I’ll hope to ride with the Warden another time. But this has been our expedition, and I think we’ll share the cab.”

“I know that you and the Warden have things to talk about.” Tandon had risen. “You have a joke to share, I’ve no doubt – and more serious matters to arrange as well. I won’t detain you.”

Here was a new pitch of absurdity, and for a moment it left Quail without a word. He stared at Tandon, and saw that he was actually executing his most uncouth bow. It had to be acknowledged that, in fits and starts at least, the man was capable of believing anything. He might believe that the golf-course had been a sort of booby-trap, and that Quail himself had been suborned to lead him into Jopling’s line of fire. He was certainly in process – it came to Quail like a revelation – of building up a picture in which Quail and Jopling were covertly forming a common front for operations against the Bradmore Road. At the moment, it wasn’t a matter to argue about. To do so before Jopling would be only to expose Tandon the more. The reasonable course was to get him cheerfully into his cab, and then think again.

 
“We’ll just have another cup of tea.” Jopling had sat down again comfortably. “A capital chap Tandon – as I think I assured you when he first cropped up in our conversation. But, of course, he hasn’t very much extension of view. No help when it comes to running the place – no help at all.”

“I should have thought that, as Senior Tutor, he would do an excellent job.”

“Oh—that. Yes, indeed. No doubt he sees to it that the young men give some attention to their studies. I wouldn’t say that Tandon isn’t a very useful man on that side. But it wouldn’t occur to him that a college has bills to pay.”

“That’s certainly important.” College presidents being a race by no means unknown to him in his own country, Quail at once had a very sufficient prevision of the line Jopling was about to pursue. That it had been a line utterly untouched on when he had lunched at the Lodge; that the Warden had then betrayed not the slightest consciousness that Quail was other than the most insignificant wanderer: this he must now agree with Robin Warboys to represent the operation of a sort of primitive academic guile. “I’ve no doubt,” he said pleasantly, “that there are bills to pay.”

“At present we’re selling some of our poorer agricultural land. A college, as you know, is a charity, and has been since Queen Elizabeth’s time. It can’t, as a landowner under such conditions, compete with the fellow who has to pay income-tax – and who wants to pay as little surtax as possible. You follow me?”

Quail suppressed a smile. “I guess I understand so much,” he said gravely.

“So we are looking about. My own idea has been more high-class urban property. But our enquiries have been very disappointing. There just isn’t much about.”

“Aren’t you largely in equities now, as well as gilt edged?”

“Certainly. But the home markets seem to be very limited—very limited, indeed. I’ll tell you frankly, my dear Quail, what I have in mind. The college ought to take powers to invest much more overseas. And particularly in America – buying, of course, on the London markets. Do you think you could help us there?”

Quail felt he certainly could help. He didn’t at all care for the present Warden of his college, and he couldn’t but reflect that this approach was coming at the end of a thoroughly displeasing afternoon. But these were facts he must judge irrelevant to the matter in hand, and he was just about to give a round assurance of interest when Jopling rather surprised him by hurrying on.

“Of course, we’d like to do something in return for any help we got. I’d like to do something myself. Could you eat another of these cakes?”

“Thank you, no. I’ve had an excellent tea.”

“Did I tell you that my wife and I went to tea the other day in the Bradmore Road?”

“I don’t think you mentioned it, Warden.” There was, Quail saw, nothing casual in this change of subject. It looked as if the oddest of poor Tandon’s suspicions were to have some basis in fact, after all. Jopling was really proposing to use the Fontaney ladies and their treasures as a counter in some obscure bargain.

“I know that you and Tandon are both interested in Arthur Fontaney’s journals, and so forth. And, from what I’ve heard of them lately, I’m inclined to think I should find them pretty interesting myself.”

“I’m delighted to hear it.” Quail allowed himself to be bland. “I had no idea, Warden, that you made a study of aesthetic criticism and theory. I’d have thought that theology and jurisprudence between them would give you a tolerably busy time.”

“Capital, capital!” Jopling took this mild shaft as an admirable witticism. “But I gather that these journals have another side. They would be of great value to anyone interested in—um—the personal side of Oxford life round about the turn of the century.”

“Fontaney certainly went about a great deal. And he had a keen eye and a mordant wit. For what it’s worth, there’s certainly a tremendous store of anecdote in the journals. I have, you know, begun going over them.”

“Precisely. And I am delighted that the old lady should have made them available to you.”

“And Tandon, I’m glad to say, is giving a hand.”

“Is that so?” This appeared to be news to Jopling – and not news of any welcome order. “Well, that’s excellent. But that sort of access isn’t exactly all that’s wanted—eh?”

“It’s quite as much, Warden, as one is entitled to seek. Anything further must be left to Miss Fontaney, you’ll agree.”

“No doubt, no doubt,” Jopling gave his most leonine nod. “But she’s hard up, you know.”

Quail was silent for a moment. “I wouldn’t myself care to dangle money at her. I can see that she has strong feelings about her father’s papers, and so on.”

“I can tell you that she has strong feelings about Tandon. She wouldn’t, if she could help it, hand the stuff over to him. I’m surprised she’s even let him have a look at them.”

“It was on my application and recommendation.”

There was a moment’s silence. Quail could see that Jopling was a little put out by this. He was feeling that there must be something very deep in it, to which it was necessary to penetrate. “Of course, I tried to give Tandon a leg up with her myself,” he presently said. “My wife had them to lunch together, as you know. My wife has always been very kind to Tandon, and tried to bring him in to this and that. But he’s difficult. There’s no doubt he’s difficult. And the old lady isn’t struck on him. May I proceed to something rather delicate?”

Quail had so little fancy for this that he received it with no more than a blank face. But Jopling wasn’t deterred.

“I mean, of course, how the old lady—and should I say her sister?—feels about yourself.”

“It’s interesting, Warden, that you should feel able to report on that. But I’m decidedly not inviting you to do so.”

“My dear fellow, I quite understand you. It’s delicate, as I say. And the substance of the matter is that Miss Fontaney has a high regard for you – personally, that is.”

Quail was silent.

“And as a scholar, I need hardly say. I gather that she is capable, within limits, of understanding her father’s stuff – which, of course, isn’t true of the younger lady, bless her. And she admires your book. I think it may be said that they both admire your book . . . have you tried out whether you have any pull in the fact of her mother’s nationality?”

Here was a fair question, and Quail answered it. “In a cautious way, yes. Miss Fontaney has a strong sense of family, I found; and I thought it legitimate to remind her that my own family and her mother’s had lived side by side for the better part of two centuries, and that there had been plenty of marriages. But she wasn’t greatly interested. Miss Marianne was, but she wasn’t. It didn’t touch her imagination at all. I think her mother means comparatively little to her.”

“Just so.” Jopling appeared to feel that comfortable progress was being made. “If you ask me, Miss Fontaney doesn’t greatly care for the thought of anything going to America.”

“It’s a view to respect.”

Jopling gave his most robust laugh. “My dear Quail, it’s nothing but a vagary of mind that we must get around as we can.”

“I see. And you think you could help to get round it?”

“I think I could. Being head of a house is nothing so grand, you know, once one comes south of, say, Keble Road. I’m a bit of a dog’s-body, I assure you, across that line.” Jopling lent this a great effect of humour. “But there’s still a wonderful prestige attached to being a Warden or whatever, as soon as you get among our elderly friends in North Oxford. And I have a feeling that Miss Fontaney would listen to me. Yes, I think that if you and I went into partnership, much could be done.”

Quail was silent at least long enough to convey some lack of enthusiasm for this proposition. And in fact, of course, he disliked it very much. Jopling’s interest in Fontaney, if it had any genuine existence at all, was thoroughly frivolous; it seemed prompted by the notion that access to the journals would provide materials for enhancing his own reputation as an Oxford raconteur. But even this wasn’t the truth; certainly wasn’t the whole truth. What Quail had rather suspected before was now pretty well incontrovertible. What would really amuse Jopling would be first to intensify Tandon’s already obsessive interest in the journals and then to ensure that he should be cheated of them. To devote time to such a project seemed futile as well as vicious; and Quail took leave to doubt the validity of Jopling’s basic assumption, which was that he could gain some ascendancy over Miss Fontaney that Quail himself would never manage. The whole idea of collaring the old lady wasn’t pleasing; in fact, her failing health made it repugnant. But if it was a matter of rational persuasion to responsible ends, Quail ventured to think that he might himself pull as much weight as another man. And furthermore the core of Jopling’s proposition – that Quail in his present quest should be assured of Jopling’s good offices in return for expert assistance with a new investment policy for the college – this was most offensive to Quail for the simple reason that he would never have thought to do other than give freely what Jopling would make the subject of an unseemly bargain. All this being so, Quail concluded that, here and now, he’d better be quite clear.

“I think, Warden, I’m pretty well as I am. Of course I want to see the journals – or at least the greater part of them – published; I’d like to see the work done by scholars I know; I’d like to lend a hand in several places where I’m tolerably fit to do so. What’s more, I’d like to see the manuscripts, which I reckon to be as precious as any from that age, go to the university where my own first loyalty lies. But I’m not crazy about it all; I don’t propose to be gotten crazy; and if I can see Gavin Tandon shielded from anything of the same sort I’ll do so. As to Miss Fontaney, she’d better decide things for herself. I know she’s poor, and she knows I know it. She knows what I’d like, and what I have behind me. That, to my mind, is good enough; and I don’t propose to sit down at a table, whether with one man or another, and work out any sort of campaign.” By way of pointing this last observation, Quail got to his feet. “But thank you for the tea.”

Jopling rose too. He had never been more urbane. “Well,” he said, “that’s a most interesting point of view. And I can see that you feel in a strong position; I can see that you feel yourself to have found the key to the whole affair. Now we’ll find my car.”

“Thank you very much – but I think I’ll walk. I came out for exercise, and didn’t in fact get much.”

“There’s much to be said for that too. And I hope you get about Oxford a good deal. Just as much as poor Tandon, you oughtn’t to be thinking of those journals and so forth all the time. Get about, my dear fellow, and in congenial society.” Jopling’s cordiality grew. “But then you do. I’m told you do. Capital, capital.”

Quail made enough of this to have no wish to be drawn on it. “Will it be all right, Warden, if I walk across the course? I don’t think I’ll hold people up.”

“Do, by all means. Now, what was I saying? Ah, yes—the younger sister. Slade lectures—eh?—and the Bach Choir! Have a care, my dear Quail. These violent delights have violent ends.” Jopling paused, giving himself for a moment to benevolent laughter. “Is it the cultivation of Miss Marianne’s mind that interests you – or is it what one may call her unemphatic charms?” Jopling stopped laughing, and his finger-tips hovered. “Did I say you had found the key to your affair? Skeleton key would perhaps be the better term . . . good-bye, good-bye!”



CHAPTER VII

 

It wasn’t in Quail to change course before a vulgar imputation; and a joke that seemed to turn on running a mental tape-measure round a lady decidedly wasn’t by his reckoning refined. Yet in some degree he did allow himself to be influenced by Jopling’s innuendo. It had been grossly impertinent; and the man who could make it to him would surely be perfectly capable of seeing that it was in some way conveyed to Marianne Fontaney as well. That Marianne should have to suspect that she was being taken up simply as part of a design against her sister and her sister’s property was a horrid possibility; and Quail saw no adequate insurance against it other than by now leaving it rather more to her to make the running. They had arrived on terms sufficiently familiar to render it perfectly natural that she should herself from time to time suggest something, at least by some tentative hint or enquiry, so that when he should at once vigorously take the idea up, there would be a pleasant sense of shared initiative and of meeting half-way.

In a moderate degree, this plan worked. Yet when she did make one or another slight approach, he on his part presently didn’t feel very sure about the motive involved. He found he couldn’t confidently suppose that her so much as strolling with him to the corner of the Banbury Road was simply done because she took pleasure in it. What he rather suspected was that she had penetrated to the way his own mind had been moving, and was making easier for him the judicious withdrawal he had planned by playing a little up to the new role he hoped she would assume.

In any case it didn’t all come to much, and more than a fortnight passed in which his contacts with her weren’t more than very casual. But even if they had been disposed to go about with their former incipient approach to freedom, there was now a circumstance that would have interfered. Miss Fontaney’s illness was increasing and she sometimes didn’t leave her room for several days on end. As the attendance of the person with the mop was a matter of very restricted hours, this put a brake upon any disposition to marked enterprise that Marianne might be forming.

It wasn’t very satisfactory. Quail’s conscience, indeed, was clear. He knew that he had never in the slightest degree used Marianne Fontaney, or addressed a word to her with the notion that she might serve as an instrument as well as exist as a person. Jopling’s suggestion had none of the potency of a half-truth, since it was in fact quite simply a lie. And again, he couldn’t believe that his new prudence, even if it meant the fading out of any substantial relationship with her at all, was going to thwart anything growing deep in himself. He hardly thought to consider whether he must, in the old-fashioned phrase, confess a warmth for Marianne. Such a notion would have been dead against long-settled habits of mind. Moreover, he would have had to admit – did delicacy ever permit him deliberately to meditate the matter – that behind the derogatory component of Jopling’s witticism there was a sort of crude physical substance, or rather lack of it. It was true, to put it very broadly, that Marianne Fontaney didn’t make any of the more obvious appeals.

But he did think highly of her. There was no doubt of that. He thought sufficiently highly of her to feel that her life was a bit of a shame. And – what made an irony for Quail – it was her father or her father’s ghost that did her injury. She had been taken to Italy because even in Italy, it is necessary to air beds; and she had lived on in the Bradmore Road because her elder sister had gone in for family piety in an inordinate way. This had been Quail’s distressing discovery; this was why he would now cheerfully see the whole place dispersed – late in the day though anything of the sort would now be. It would be very dreadful – this was his constant haunting thought – if in some way it all got at her again. His sense of how this could happen was vague; it might have been called a foreboding of a kind he didn’t at all commonly indulge in. She must never again – he put it to himself – be taken to Italy because of the beds.

 
But if she was now doing for her sister something of what she had done for her father in his decline, the duties of a sickroom, he was glad to see, didn’t look to be getting her down. He had a feeling, indeed, that she was gathering vitality as these weeks went by; and he even had the queer thought one day that if he were a novelist, he might be prompted to a fantasy based on this small increase of radiance, even of warmth, in one lamp as the flame sank in another. It might very well be that the doctors had told her something he didn’t know; that to Eleanor Fontaney’s life there was now an absolute term; and that Marianne was free to acknowledge to herself the certainty of change, and even a little to think of it in terms of liberation. Once or twice he caught her staring out through the window of the library at the front of the house in a glimpsed largeness of expectation which seemed unlikely to find its measure in anything due to appear in the Bradmore Road. And once or twice when he arrived for a morning’s labour in the same, for him, enchanted room, she would appear, almost before he could pull the bell, and throw open the absurdly mediaeval front door. And then, almost, she would seem disappointed, and he had to form the quaint theory that she had entered into correspondence with the house-agents of Hove, and must now lurk for the postman, in case the person with the mop should fatally convey part of the treasonable correspondence upstairs.

It was no doubt because her life remained for him so much a matter of conjecture, after all, and because there was always for him a sense of something undetermined in their relationship, that he particularly prized everything taken for granted between them. Often he would restrain his impatience to be at the journals, deferring his visit till the afternoon, since it had been established that then, when his watch told him it was half-past four, he had only to walk unbidden into the drawing-room and she would be there to give him tea. She might have very little to say, or might have to slip away quickly at her sister’s summons. But it pleased him to talk to her, if only for ten minutes. He didn’t back himself to do so with much sparkle, indeed, and sometimes he doubted whether the subjects he hit on were more germane to her own thoughts than unprovable theorems would have been. But he guessed that on many days she didn’t speak to another soul, and in such circumstances he hoped that even an elderly American was better than nothing. And as he still cherished his plan for their grand descent on London, it was on one of these occasions that he hoped, without breaking his new rule of caution, to broach it.

He was pursuing this small domestic ritual one day, and had got so far as to open the drawing-room door and cross the threshold, when he paused under the strong impression of an unforeseen variation. Marianne, in a plain light-coloured dress, was standing in a corner not familiar with her, and in conversation, he thought, with another lady. She turned, advanced towards him, and in the same instant the second figure disappeared. His perplexity was only for a moment. On the wall in the far corner hung one of Fontaney’s finest things: a high narrow French mirror for which Grinling Gibbons had carved a light but elaborate frame. The second lady had been only Marianne’s image in this. He had come upon her as she was consulting the glass.

But the tea-table stood as usual before the fireplace, and now without a word she took her usual chair. She had too her usual smile for him as she handed his cup – a smile, he always felt, made for features softer than Arthur Fontaney’s, so that here the effect was of some plastic conception imperfectly conveyed in a medium recalcitrant to the artist’s hand. Then she was gazing into the fire. “Have you a house?” she asked.

He was surprised. “You mean here—in England?”

“Yes – or in your own country. In America.”

“I certainly haven’t a house here. And, since my mother died, I no longer have a house in New York – only an apartment. And the old house of my father’s people in Boston – that’s gone, I’m sorry to say. I just hadn’t relations willing to live in it. The seaside house – the one I told you of at Newport – is still mine. But it’s a bit of a curiosity now.”

“A curiosity?”

“Rather large and quite hideous. It’s a product, I’m afraid, of an odd phase of pretentiousness in American culture. But I have a much pleasanter house in quite a different part of America, where I go sometimes to fish. And another, used mostly by my sister, on the Coast.”

“I see.” Marianne seemed rather bewildered by all this, and he couldn’t flatter himself that she was really feeling any curiosity about his circumstances. “It’s just that I find houses difficult to understand. Sometimes people own them entirely, and sometimes only on a lease. It seems this house belongs to one of the colleges, and the lease has about forty years to run.”

“I believe a lot of houses round about here are like that.” It occurred to him that Marianne, who must be conscious of the narrow circumstances to which she and her sister were already reduced, was supposing it her duty now to get a grip of how these matters stood. “And a house like this,” he went on, “with forty years to go, is still quite a marketable proposition.”

She nodded, but without speaking; and he felt that he hadn’t, after all, got at her line of thought. Was it possible that she felt other responsibilities coming to her too, and was cautiously approaching the subject of other sorts of property?

On a sudden impulse, he decided to broach this with her at once. “Since I’m afraid your sister’s really ill,” he said, “I think there are things I just ought to mention. It’s possible that your joint income isn’t large, and that even selling your lease here wouldn’t greatly improve matters. But the things your father collected have value.”

“Great value?”

“No, I’m afraid not.” He hesitated. “They’re many of them very lovely, but they wouldn’t – at least on an open market – fetch more than a few thousand pounds.”

“But that’s a very great deal!” Marianne was looking at him in astonishment – an astonishment which he recognised as shot with her remote intermittent mockery.

“You have to consider what it will bring you in the way of income.” He paused. Something had made him decide not to speak at present of the value of the journals. “You can rely on me,” he contented himself with saying, “at absolutely any time, for information or advice on that sort of thing. And ‘rely’ is quite a fair word. I am reliable.”

“Thank you. And I know you are.” For the first time in her ever addressing him, he thought he detected a note that was almost wistful in her voice. But at once she was laughing. “It’s so absurd,” she said, “not to know about—about houses, and the simplest things . . . of that kind.”

“No doubt your sister has done most of the managing?”

She nodded without speaking, and he found himself sitting back more comfortably, as if this small lack of formality was delightful. Her gaze had gone back to the fire; and, in a room falling into dusk, the flicker of the flame was at play on her complexion. He thought it had changed – not for the moment merely, but in some more or less permanent fashion. But he didn’t want to spy, and he, too, looked at the fire. “Oh, yes,” she was saying, “Eleanor has always arranged things. And I have always had complete confidence in her. That would be partly because I am so very much younger.” She stopped, and he saw her fingers close quickly on the handle of the teapot, as if in nervous response to the notion of having said something bold, indelicate. “And of course she is so clever,” she added. “A graduate.”

It seemed to him that it was in some far dimmer past than Marianne could possibly claim to have known that ladies were necessarily considered clever because they were graduates. He said rather formally: “I have a great respect for your sister’s intelligence.”

“Do you think her very old-fashioned?”

Quail was surprised, and for a moment didn’t know why. Then he realised that her sentence had contained an unexpected pronoun; he would have supposed that she would ask this question not about Eleanor only, but about both Eleanor and herself. “I certainly don’t judge her madly up-to-date,” he said – and had an instant sense that it was a long time since he had made such an evasive and foolish remark.

“Of course not. And she has some ideas—or ought I to say feelings?—that aren’t a bit . . . modern. About Americans, for instance.” Marianne added this hastily, rather as if she suddenly felt the need of a red herring to draw across a trail which in fact was invisible to him. “And even, you know, although our mother was American. She would rather—”

She had broken off, confused – so that he boldly helped her out. “You’re thinking of the journals?”

“Well—yes. I think Eleanor would rather they remained among . . . our father’s own countrymen. But you mustn’t be discouraged by that. It mayn’t be a strong feeling. So I think you may get them.”

He was delighted at the openness of this, and was frank in his turn. “You’d like me to?”

There was a little tinkle from the near darkness where her hands were moving; and he supposed that she had knocked over a cup. “I . . . don’t know.” There was something extraordinary in her voice. “But yes—oh, yes. I do, I do!”

He was staggered – and as he walked back to his hotel he realised that he was more puzzled than alarmed. It was as if she had suddenly made some momentous discovery; and as if that discovery ought to be notably clear to him, but was not.



CHAPTER VIII

 

But certainly Marianne Fontaney didn’t strike him as all mystery. The undisputed lordship or ladyship of a cottage by the sea couldn’t be an uncommon dream of spinsters whose youth was drawing away from them through long years of shared domesticity with relations. And when on a slightly later occasion Marianne returned to the subject of houses and seriously enquired whether persons in her station of life ever rented them or only bought them, he was convinced that the lure of Hove was growing. It was a small imagination in which he saw nothing to quarrel with, particularly as the indulgence in it seemed to do her good. Her anxiety for Eleanor was deep, and her efforts for her must often have been exhausting. Yet there was something buoyant about Marianne. At times she could almost be felt as breathing in a new way, much as if the marine air was already in her lungs. And her eyes, too, were less on the ground; less on the anxiously-tended rooms and their stuffs and furnishings. Their focus suggested the sweep of distance. She might have been looking as far as the Channel’s blue horizon. She might have been looking as far as France.

He was the more pleased at every sign of wellbeing in Marianne, since with Tandon things appeared to be progressively going wrong. Quail had been by no means pleased with their parting after the misadventure on the golf-course; and it had been his resolve to get things clearer, if possible, by more definitely claiming the Senior Tutor as a fellow-worker who was also unquestionably a friend. He was determined that if Tandon was really to consider him as intriguing with Jopling, he should do so on no rational basis, but demonstrably as a consequence of being, for the time at least, a little wrong in the head. To have to come to anything like this conclusion would be distressing. But Quail was always for working things out in their true terms. He resolved to confront Tandon and insist on some straight talk.

But this didn’t prove easy. Once he called on Tandon in college, found him engaged with a pupil, and withdrew – in face of no very cordial stare – upon a murmur that he would call again. His second visit found Tandon out, and he left on the desk, scrawled on the back of a card, a cheerful message suggesting some informal meeting. When this brought no reply, he wrote inviting Tandon to lunch with him at his hotel. Tandon declined on the score of a previous engagement – and did so, moreover, in the third person. There could be only one meaning to this; it was a bleak and uncouth way of breaking off their acquaintance. Quail had to think again.

He could, he supposed, force himself into the other’s presence and make a last appeal to reason, insisting on a recognition that his own conduct had been wholly straightforward. But this seemed rather drastic. Or he could write at some length, giving Tandon every assurance of wishing him well. Only he doubted whether anything other than an appeal in person had the least chance of success. The deadlock looked as if it would best be resolved through the Bradmore Road. From Miss Fontaney, who once or twice appeared in the library to discuss the journals, he had rather gathered that Tandon was either fallen definitely into disfavour with her or had on some initiative of his own ceased to avail himself of the very substantial privilege Quail had won for him. Yet Quail’s impression was that Tandon’s visits to the house were not entirely at an end; and if his moments with Marianne had been more frequent he would have enquired whether she had any light to throw on Tandon’s new disposition.

The day came, indeed, when, upon reflection, Quail decided to pay a call specially in the interest of this enquiry. Tandon had walked straight past him in the street – and although he might well be the sort of person who seldom noticed anybody, Quail believed that he had on this occasion been aware of him. Did he similarly now cut Jopling whenever they met? It was utterly absurd that the mind of Arthur Fontaney, which, if at one time turbulent enough, had ended its course in a high philosophic serenity of which the full evidences were yet to give to the world, should now be the direct occasion of unseemly relations between men moving through the immemorial civilities of Oxford. The small foolish situation showed like an indecent gesture made in the shadow of some monument of human dignity. Or so Willard Quail, who had by no means ceased to be romantic, thought.

He was setting out, then, to determine, if he could, just how matters stood at least between Tandon and the Bradmore Road, when fate in the guise of a page-boy handed him a cable. This time, business was interrupting to major effect. Within five hours he was talking to a group of German gentlemen in Paris, and within forty-eight, he was in conference with several discreet South American bankers in New York.

 
His absence from Oxford was a matter of no more than three weeks, all told. He realised as he once more entered his hotel that it seemed to have been a good deal longer. This was partly a matter of the sharpness of the break, which had plunged him quite unexpectedly into important and intensively conducted negotiations not at all like those which might settle, one way or another, the fate of the literary remains of Arthur Fontaney. But partly it was a matter of Oxford itself having changed dramatically. Michaelmas Term was over; some thousands of young men and women had been banished for six weeks; and the city and university, as if resolved upon a spectacular act of penance for this act of routine deprivation, had donned an enveloping garment of snow. There was more of it than Quail ever remembered there before. It sat like so many periwigs on the eroded pates of the emperors before the Sheldonian, and transformed the elegant Mercury in the great quadrangle of Christ Church into the likeness of a performing polar bear. This last appearance Quail remarked on his second morning when, as a mild expedient of re-acclimatisation, he had thought to deliver one of his luncheon invitations to an old acquaintance in that college. When he had performed this task he remembered his earlier recourse of a turn in the adjoining Meadow, and he accordingly directed his steps in that direction.

Fortune favoured him, for when he reached the Broad Walk the whole prospect there revealed lay in brilliant sunshine. On any winter day, with the trees stripped bare that conceal the city behind its surviving wall, the uncrowded composition disposed on its shallow arc between Tom Tower to the west and the crowning glory of Magdalen Tower to the east, constituted a harmony which he would instantly have averred to be unsurpassed in any other part of Europe. But the snow threw over everything an unfamiliar guise; the reflected light, striking gently yet brilliantly up from below, had a disrealising quality, produced a subtle architectural confusion, such as the process of flood-lighting coarsely travesties. In short, the scene held a particular enchantment, exercised such a spell as

Quail had not undergone before, and he lingered before it for more minutes than he had intended.

This access of spiritual warmth didn’t prevent the occasion from being physically chilly; and he was glad, as he returned by Dead Man’s Walk, of shelter, and what was at least the illusion of a gently radiated heat, from the high sunlit wall on his right hand. There was nobody else in sight, or at least there was nobody moving. Only a little way ahead, on a convex bench following the line of an embrasure in the ancient masonry, an old man with a stick was disposed with every appearance of comfort, like a sun-bather in the warmth of an alpine snow-field.

It came back to Quail’s memory as he approached this figure that those in whom the custody of this Meadow lay gave notice, at its gates, of their intention to exclude or expel ragged persons or persons carrying bundles. The old man looked as if, upon closer inspection, he might prove ragged, or near it. And he did have what suggested itself as a small bundle. Then Quail saw that it was not a bundle but a paper bag. The old man was Dr Stringfellow.

And Quail recalled – what wasn’t easy to give much substance to – that this was in fact young Tommy Stringfellow, the unremarkable son of a notable eccentric, and one whose chief claim to distinction lay not in having picked up a little learning from his father the Assyriologist, but in having enjoyed something of the regard of Oriel Bill. Quail had to admit to himself that all this didn’t much help him to see Dr Stringfellow in a new light; only the clear sunshine itself did that; and what that sunshine emphasised was, so to speak, the seams and spots and patches. This time, it was true, Dr Stringfellow was a little less oddly shod, there being a stout boot on his either foot. But one of these was black and the other brown; and the effect, as he now lay back with closed eyes, open mouth, and a distinctly cadaverous look, was of the essential exhibit in some romance of crime and detection, whom the ingenuity of the author had thus managed to equip by way of a sufficiently enigmatic clue.

Dr Stringfellow looked as if he was asleep. It was Quail’s first impulse to walk past, but this was succeeded by the notion that it would perhaps be prudent to wake the old man up. Warmth from this sunshine was not much more than a trick of the sight, and it would be horrid to read next morning that an aged scholar had actually perished in Christ Church Meadow. Under the impulsion of this morbid fancy Quail was about to stop and act when the initiative was taken from him by Dr Stringfellow himself. Although he had opened his eyes, he hadn’t appeared to glance round; yet he was in no doubt as to who was approaching him. “Good morning, Quail,” he said. “Do you walk here as a regular thing?” He peered into the paper bag. “Rich Tea,” he said with satisfaction, and held it out hospitably before him. “Elevenses,” he added. “Particularly important in weather like this.”

These amiabilities made it necessary that Quail should sit down. He accepted a biscuit – Rich Tea, he saw with relief, meant something much less formidable than ginger nuts – and only wished that Dr Stringfellow had the habit of carrying round a vacuum flask of coffee. “This is my first walk here since the snow,” he said. “I’ve had to be back in New York since I saw you last.”

“Quite so.” Dr Stringfellow’s tone made it go without saying that Quail should be at a constant shuttle across the Atlantic. “But no doubt you have kept in touch. You are aware of the developments.”

This found Quail at a loss. It seemed probable that his companion was referring to some issue of university politics on which he supposed that Quail’s gaze, in common with that of the rest of the world, was anxiously fixed. The senescence of professors was to be officially postponed, or undergraduates were to be allowed to smoke in lectures. And yet Quail knew already that one could never be sure with Stringfellow; he had a trick of knowing more about one than could readily be explained. “No,” he said carefully, “I’ve been in no sort of correspondence with the place. My trip was about affairs that proved rather absorbing.”

Stringfellow nodded. “Naturally, naturally.” He spoke with a casualness from which it might have been inferred that his own course of life took him regularly amid the complexities of international finance. “But unfortunate, all the same.”

Quail felt that at this he ought to prick up his ears, for it could surely only mean that Stringfellow was aware of what had first brought him over, and now had what he considered as unfavourable news to give. There wouldn’t really be anything very surprising about Stringfellow’s knowing. Potentially there was quite a lot of entertainment for the common rooms of Oxford in the problem of what would happen to Arthur Fontaney’s remains, and the place wasn’t one which normally allowed such sources of diversion to go unexploited. But, granted this, just what Stringfellow had to say was something that Quail found himself unexpectedly unconcerned to hear. “Unfortunately?” he echoed vaguely. It was coming to him with an effect of discovery that Tandon, Jopling, and the grand problem of the journals were no longer all that urgent in his mind. He couldn’t even be quite certain that he was back in Oxford because of them. On the other hand, he had no sense, unless it was the vaguest, of being back because of anything else. His present feeling was of a relaxation, almost of a full pause in whatever forces governed his life. He was glad he hadn’t been permitted to walk past Stringfellow – glad of this simply because he found there was pleasure in sitting even thus freezingly beside the old man, with the broad carpet of snow, everywhere glinting in tiny points of fire, stretching to the distant line of college barges on the Isis. He was for the moment so sunk in this that he heard in a sort of further echo his own voice echoing Stringfellow’s. “Unfortunate?” he had said – and not even heard the reply. Stringfellow was having to repeat it now.

“Tandon, my dear Quail – Gavin Tandon.”

“Gavin Tandon? Oh, bother him!” Quail paused, surprised at himself. Then sincerity prompted him to add: “And, if you’re going to tell me something about Warden Jopling, bother Warden Jopling too!”



CHAPTER IX

 

“That is, of course, a very reasonable point of view.” Before committing himself to this judgment, Stringfellow had with great deliberation masticated another biscuit. “A plague on both their houses. But surely you might have been ahead of either of them? And if you had managed that, instead of leaving us – and for the second time in your life – so abruptly, their feud wouldn’t have reached quite its present pitch. Miss Fontaney has the papers; I have your assurance that railroads flourish; wouldn’t it have been sensible to put down hard cash?”

“I suppose it would.” Quail found that he didn’t at all resent this practical realism in the old person beside him. “But the attempt might have met with rebuff. Miss Fontaney is known not to like the idea of her father’s manuscripts going abroad.”

“You could have doubled the offer.”

Quail was silent. He couldn’t tell Stringfellow that he would have felt that sort of shouting to be indelicate, for the words would sound absurd as soon as uttered.

“Tandon hasn’t a farthing, and Jopling and his wife must run to about twopence between them.” Stringfellow spoke as one millionaire might to another. “So your lack of pertinacity surprises me.”

“I guess I just don’t like a market scramble for wares of that sort.” Driven to defend himself, Quail collected his thoughts. “Who gets Fontaney’s journals doesn’t matter all that much, if you ask me. Whether through one channel or another, they’ll make their way into print – and competently enough edited and so forth – in the end. I’d like them, I won’t deny. But I’m not going to scramble – particularly when it’s not a very clean scramble, either. The great day for my family, I’d say, was when my father determined he’d get some things done as they should be done on our railroads. I’ve kept up on that. But I’m not going to get things done as they ought to be done in Oxford. It would be presumptuous. It’s not my job, sir. If Arthur Fontaney’s journals set heads of houses horse-trading and tempt fellows of colleges to run mad, I say I go home.”

“But you’ve been home, my dear Quail. And now you’re back again. There is really very little logic, I sometimes think, left in you younger men.” Stringfellow took a snap at a new biscuit. “It is something I have occasion to note in the present generation of Assyriologists. The processes of discursive thought are virtually fontes signati to them. Observation and reflection convince me that the ultimate explanation is physiological. I attribute it to faulty principles of diet.”

“That’s most interesting.” Quail watched his companion finish the biscuit. He told himself that he rather hoped Stringfellow would simply continue on this extraordinary tangent; and that the feud he had mentioned would not again be referred to. But the charge of lack of logic a little rankled, and he found himself putting up a defence against it. “I do feel rather concerned about the ladies. They’re Fontaney’s daughters, after all; and you can appreciate the sort of duty I feel I owe them. They know that if it’s money they have to think of, they have only to drop me a line for the best offer they’ll get. And while the thing’s unsettled, I’d like them to feel I’m here and waiting. But I repeat I’m not entering a sort of learned brawl – and plumb outside their front gate, you might say, in the Bradmore Road.” Quail paused on this.

He had an uncomfortable and unaccustomed sense that what he was saying wasn’t wholly clear and wasn’t wholly true. “What’s this, anyway,” he inconsequently asked, “about a feud? And who’s coming out on top? I’d better know. For perhaps I’m talking nonsense. Perhaps I’d still take a hand if I could – and even if only as a second. That farthing Tandon hasn’t got. I believe that at a pinch I’d find it for him.”

Stringfellow appeared to be interested in this. He might even have been rather shocked. “You judge that Tandon is the less unsympathetic character on the whole?”

“Decidedly. Don’t you agree?”

“My dear fellow, I am reminded of what Dr Johnson said of Voltaire and Rousseau, when a somewhat similar discussion arose. He remarked, you will remember, that he found it difficult to settle the proportion of iniquity between them.”

Quail laughed. “That’s pretty stiff, isn’t it?”

“You may say that Jopling is the more obviously detestable of the two. I will grant it to you.” Stringfellow gave this an air of the most benign chat. “Mark you, there was a time when a man’s becoming a parson was decidedly auspicious. It meant that presently he would quite probably clear out. But on the whole I’ve never cared for them. Have you?”

This wasn’t a subject upon which Quail felt it necessary to declare himself. “But I don’t know,” he said, “that Jopling makes much of being a parson. And it’s not a point that comes into my estimate of him.”

“It comes into Tandon’s. If you ask me, Tandon’s grand stroke of malice is going to turn on it.”

Quail found this quite incomprehensible. “Shall we take a turn about the Meadow?” he suggested. It had come into his head that the cold, after all, was perhaps affecting his companion to the point of setting his mind wandering.

“Certainly. I ought to have thought of it.” Stringfellow rose and with his stick thrust vigorously at the snow. “To detain you sitting here, my dear Quail, is to risk catching a chill. So come along.”

Quail accepted this meekly. “I wouldn’t have thought there was malice in Gavin Tandon,” he presently said. “I know he can take offence, and even nurse absurd suspicions. But that’s not quite the same thing.”

“You have to consider the degree of provocation. Tandon has been developing this interest in Fontaney. Now would you, Quail, who are an authority, say it was a reputable sort of interest?”

“Certainly.” Quail was emphatic. “Tandon’s thoroughly sound; and better equipped than I am, by a long way, in important parts of the field.”

“Very good – very good, indeed.” Stringfellow paused in his perambulation to give an approving nod at this magnanimity. “Now, it’s being said, that as far as concerns Tandon and yourself—”

“Me?” Quail, too, stopped as he made this rather naive interjection. “You mean I’m part of the picture people gossip about?”

“It’s said”—Stringfellow ignored the unnecessary question—”that you and Tandon would settle things amicably enough. But now Charles Jopling comes along, remembering or having been told that Fontaney’s diaries, or whatever they are, contain a great deal of Oxford scandal—”

“I wouldn’t call it that.” Quail shook his head in serious concern. “Indeed, I’d thank you to contradict such a misconception when you hear it. There is a good deal of perceptive and mordant comment on the academic scene as it appeared to a privileged outsider on the spot. But I wouldn’t think of it as scandal.”

“Very well, my dear fellow – but the point is that Jopling does. And he has in consequence, as you know, a fancy for all this material – or at least so he has persuaded Tandon.”

“You think it might be, as they say, all a game; that he only does it to annoy?”

“Because he knows it teases?” Stringfellow was delighted. “I don’t know. And I’d say that, if you don’t know, nobody knows. But it’s certain that, during the last fortnight or thereabouts, Jopling has convinced Tandon that the stuff is pretty well within his, Jopling’s, hands. He has only to give a nod at this old Miss Fontaney, and she’ll hand over. Now, what do you think of that?”

Quail didn’t know what to think. He was considerably startled. He couldn’t believe that Miss Fontaney, even if her judgment was now somewhat impaired by her illness, could have developed a very high regard for Jopling. But Jopling’s position in the university was another matter. She might conceivably have the feeling that Jopling himself had actually claimed her as having. She might feel that there was some august academic recognition of her father’s eminence implicit in the Warden’s interest. “I just don’t know,” he said to Stringfellow. “Miss Fontaney would really like to hand over to a Fontaney – I’m clear about that. But, of course, there isn’t one. So what will happen is quite obscure.”

“Whether Jopling is serious or not, he has certainly convinced Tandon that he is. And it’s become a regular feud, as I say.” Stringfellow spoke with placid satisfaction. “You haven’t dined in your college since you came back?”

“I’ve scarcely done so at all. One doesn’t want to impose on that sort of hospitality.”

“No doubt. But you’d better go and have a look. I’m told the issue has had a most unseemly effect upon the whole body of the fellows. Wagers, you know, and that sort of thing. Hints, and jocular remarks, and the younger men hatching little plots to exacerbate the situation in the interest of general jollity. And Tandon, as we say nowadays, can’t take it. Or so I’m told. Half off his head, they say. Doesn’t often appear. And when he does, people note that his manner has changed.”

Quail was distressed by this. “Can anything be done? Has he any relations?”

“Relations?” It was with something of the effect of being introduced to an unfamiliar technical term that Stringfellow echoed the word. “It isn’t the sort of thing anybody knows. Have I relations? It’s a long time since I’ve enquired. If you asked my colleagues, they would report a general impression that at one time I had a mother, who may now, however, be presumed dead. I should be inclined to suppose an a priori likelihood that Tandon had a mother too. Yes, I should be inclined to conjecture that he was that sort of man. But I see no means of determining whether she be alive or dead.”

For some moments Quail was silent. He found this sort of humour displeasing and even ghoulish. At the same time he recognised it as not simply silly. It held authentic, if acrid, reference to the queer semi-monasticism that still streaked the place. “Then, what about friends?” he asked. “Do you know whether he has any intimates among his colleagues – either in the college or in his own faculty?”

“I’ve no idea.” Moving down the Long Walk, Stringfellow got through the snow at so brisk a toddle that Quail found he had to quicken his own pace. “On the whole, I’d say that Tandon was rather solitary. And that’s a bad thing. As they get older, you know”—Stringfellow spoke as might an anthropologist of a remote tribe—”they turn odd and careless in various ways. Cut a queer figure in the streets, and so on. I should be apprehensive of Tandon’s eventually going that way. Not that it is common, nowadays. Come to think of it, I notice very few old chaps of that sort about.”

Again it was some time before Quail found anything to say. “You think,” he then asked, “that Tandon might go quite mad?”

“Oh, yes—oh, dear me, yes.” Stringfellow’s high quavering placid voice carried far over the snow, so that a couple of young men fifty yards ahead of them both looked round. “It’s not a thing of which to exaggerate the importance, however. Lunacy is, happily, not a ground for vacating a fellowship. The dangerous thing is flagrant immorality. Try that, my dear Quail, and you come on dangerous ground.”

“So I’ve supposed.”

“Quite so. How it stands with common assault upon the head of a house, I can’t say.”

“Common assault!” Quail was startled. “Surely it hasn’t come to that? There hasn’t actually been a scene, a crisis?”

“Indeed there has. Tandon had to be restrained, coaxed, or hustled into the butler’s pantry, and calmed down with brandy.”

 
Quail wondered whether it was the butler who had judged brandy proper for this purpose. “I guess that was a most disagreeable incident,” he said – and was aware that, so far as his own feelings were concerned, this represented a large understatement. His conviction grew that he wanted to have nothing to do with these people; or even with the further celebrating of Arthur Fontaney, were a necessary concomitant of that to be implication in brawls and buffoonery – with Quail buffoonery was a very strong word – in the college once presided over by Dr Warboys. He felt no disposition to question Stringfellow, and in consequence their walk now proceeded for some time in silence. The river had begun to freeze, and it was only in the centre that the current discernibly flowed. The line of barges and houseboats, each weighed down beneath obliterating snows, might have been so many prehistoric monsters caught by an advancing ice age while on trek. Quail tried to recall which of these queer floating dressing-rooms belonged to which college, and had just identified the Oriel barge by its superior elegance, when his companion embarked upon further communication. “When words passed in this way, and Jopling picked up the decanter—”

“Picked up the decanter!” Quail found himself aghast.

“Quite so, quite so. There has been, I may say, a good deal of discussion of the incident – tolerably well-informed discussion. And it appears to be agreed that it is virtually without precedent in living memory. If you except, that is, the notorious affair in eighty-two, when the Master of—” Stringfellow checked himself. “But that is irrelevant, no doubt. The present point is this: when words, I say, passed in this deplorable way, there is a very general impression that it was Jopling who was mainly at fault.”

“I’m not at all surprised to hear that.”

“Jopling had made some confident statement about Miss Fontaney’s intentions, and Tandon had replied that he didn’t know what he was talking about. That was no doubt uncivil, but scarcely occasion, you will agree, for an abrogation of all social decency. Jopling, however, appeared to be irritated by a marked assumption of confidence on Tandon’s part—”

“Confidence?” Quail was struck by this.

“Precisely. And Tandon declared, rather cryptically, that there had been one master key to the situation all the time; that it had not been in Jopling’s power to go for that; and that now he, Tandon, had it safely in his pocket. This was the point at which Jopling made his regrettable gesture with the port.”

“I see.” For a moment all this hung on Quail’s ear as simply so much more of scandalous nonsense. And then, as if on another and remoter ear, something in Stringfellow’s words set up an odd reverberation. “Did you say ‘key’?” he asked.

“Just that.” Stringfellow was surprised. “’Master key’ was the expression.”

“Thank you.” Quail affected to look at his watch – though for the moment his head was swimming in a fashion that would, in fact, have prevented his making sense of it. “You must excuse me, I’m afraid.”

“An appointment, my dear fellow?”

“Well—something that I ought to have kept in mind.” He turned and walked quickly away.

 
It is one of several peculiarities about Oxford’s traffic that some taxi-cabs may be hailed and some may not. Forgetting this, Quail twice gestured in vain. Then he remembered a depot into which one may dive just off St Aldate’s, and within five minutes he was part of a line of traffic moving circuitously north. There was no great sense in all this haste; perhaps it suggested a certain lack of self-control; or perhaps it was to be justified as a carry-over from his sound business habit of clearing up a muddle without waste of time. He thought he saw outrage and tragedy; and if he felt guilty it was from a sense that the tragedy wouldn’t be in any sharp full way his. Perhaps he had been an ass, and entirely failed to notice in himself something that really was there for the noticing. But that failure spoke little for the force or depth of anything that had in fact obscurely stirred in him. His own role was hopelessly, fatally cast for sentimental comedy. Of the other thing he could only be a spectator now. And he would be that unless he had, so to speak, entirely mistaken the theatre, and was now hurrying to a stage upon which there was in fact no play at all.

His money was ready before the cab stopped. The Bradmore Road, never noisy, was ominously mute under the pall of snow, less like a theatre, after all, than a primitive cinema with the piano stopped. The two lines of houses on their gentle curve, some mildly and some extravagantly sequacious of an imaged Middle Age, might have been part of the set, the décor for an old silent film of spectacular enchantment: Hollywood’s introduction to a fairy-story turning on some charm or spell. He pushed open the garden gate and it made a tiny creak against the compacted snow – a first faint sound upon which, to the happiest artistic effect, a multitude of others might succeed as the enchantment broke. But in sentimental comedy that sort of thing hasn’t a place. He walked up to the front door – a staid elderly figure, suitably clothed for the rigours of the season – and rang the bell.

It was an hour at which the person with the mop might be expected still to be on duty. But when the door opened – and it opened almost at once – it was Marianne Fontaney with whom he stood confronted. He wondered if it was a trick of the snow that made her look so pale and her eyes so bright.

“Mr Quail!” She shook hands with a smile of pleasure and led him into the hall – that small authentic antechamber to the treasures of which she was joint guardian.

Then she turned to him again with enquiries about his absence, his journey. But these were uncompleted when she broke off. It was as if she had glimpsed in his face something requiring from her another course. “But I must tell you,” she said. “I have news. I must tell you at once. Mr. Tandon and I are engaged to be married.”



 

 

PART THREE

WAKING UP


CHAPTER I

 

So, after all, it had happened: the fatality of being Arthur Fontaney’s daughter had asserted itself against her again. It represented – he repeated to himself extravagantly – outrage and tragedy; it represented the advance upon her of some moment of humiliating disillusion that he would have done anything to see her escape. And he reached out for comfort, as she led him into the drawing-room, to young Robin Warboys’ assertion, or impression, that Tandon wasn’t a bad chap. But if that were so his action was incredible. He had seen the substance of precisely the suggestion which Jopling had so offensively made to Quail; he had even, on one occasion, openly expressed it, and in precisely the same image. Marianne Fontaney was a key to the possession of Arthur Fontaney’s journals. And he had put the key in his pocket.

One doesn’t absolutely need to congratulate a prospective bride. One can murmur something about the good fortune of the groom. Quail had managed this; and now in the drawing-room he had a moment to look at her. He had read vaguely of plain women turning beautiful and of elderly women looking younger in such a situation as Marianne’s now seemed to be. But with her it didn’t appear to have worked that way. He would still have hesitated about putting her on the one or the other side of fifty; and, in a way, she now looked plainer just because she now looked even more as her father must have looked. He noticed again that her eyes were brighter; then he withdrew his own on the impulse of delicacy which – rather comically, he owned – was apt to assail him in such situations. “And your sister?” he asked.

“Eleanor strongly disapproves.”

He was disconcerted. It was Miss Fontaney’s health that it had seemed natural to him – however important Marianne’s news – to make early enquiry about; and this reply showed him how much the younger sister was at last seeing things quite spontaneously from her own point of view. That, in a sense, was all to the good; it wasn’t, as they said, before time. But what waited for her on the farther side of this absorption? He didn’t like to think. “Do you know,” he asked, “why your sister disapproves?”

She walked to a window and raised a blind, as if she must have time for this. “No,” she said, “I don’t know. But of course I hope to find out.”

He was silent for a moment. The reply might hold a sort of blind irony that he didn’t relish. At the same time there was a kind of grim hope in the circumstance. And it was needed. For Tandon was coming clearer in his mind. All Oxford except the woman now standing here, it might be said, knew his large distaste for women; and his proposing marriage for an ulterior motive did at first represent him as inexplicably unprincipled. But such a view missed out an essential part of his character. And it was this, when one considered it, that really suggested in this distressing situation something like the full scope of tragic action. Character and circumstance were conspiring to create it. Almost the first thing Quail had learned about Tandon was that he possessed virtually no personal life, and conversation with him suggested his being only intermittently aware that such a thing existed. Yes, perhaps there was an explanation in that. What might be called, euphemistically, a marriage of convenience might appear all right to Tandon, even when the convenience was all on one side and never overtly expressed.

But now Marianne had sat down, and he did the same. “I tell myself,” she said quietly, “that I must allow for Eleanor’s rather old-fashioned ideas. For I am sure they are old-fashioned. Don’t you agree they are?” She had looked at him in sudden appeal.

He didn’t know what to say. In Eleanor’s disapproval, he repeated to himself, there was a grim sort of hope. Unless her mind had badly failed her, she at least must surely have glimpsed what prompted Tandon’s unlikely appearance in the guise of a suitor. And she might well judge that it was kinder to disenchant Marianne at once than let so inauspicious – almost so fraudulent – a union proceed. “Are you sure it is that?” he asked cautiously. And he rather hastily added: “I mean, could your sister’s having what you call old-fashioned notions be so terribly relevant?”

“Perhaps you don’t know.” As she did on rare occasions, she had faintly flushed. “Gavin’s father was . . . abutcher.”

He blessed himself for not suddenly rather wildly laughing. The little speech had come absurdly from her with all the air of being spoken in a period or costume piece. He felt indeed vaguely that in what he had just heard there was some further and important implication. But he was diverted from this by the necessity of making Marianne a decorous reply. “I know that your sister has what may be called a high family pride. But I shouldn’t expect it to operate in just that way. I mean that I should be surprised to find that her objection to your – your marriage was simply on grounds that could be called simply snobbish. Wouldn’t you?”

“I do think there may be something else in Eleanor’s mind. But you see, just at present—” She broke off, suddenly distressed. “And I haven’t told you! Is it very shocking that my head is so full of my own affairs? Eleanor is in hospital. There has been a successful operation. It is thought that the seriousness of her condition will be much relieved . . . at least for a time.”

This, for a change, was news to which there was no difficulty in finding an appropriate response. And Quail, as he made what further enquiries were proper, tried to think a little ahead. At least he was relieved, for the moment, from adopting one course about which he would in any ease have misgivings. He couldn’t very well pursue Miss Fontaney into hospital and have the matter out with her. For some little time she must remain a question mark in the affair. But there were whole areas of Marianne’s mind over which the same symbol metaphorically hung. It wasn’t a mind that could be called capacious; and you wouldn’t pick out its owner in a crowd as one likely to cherish an interior at all surprising. Still, from the first he had been aware of the terra incognita as existing, and he only didn’t know whether he had the least business – or for that matter ability – to start exploring. There was surely something almost involuntary, therefore, in his now drastically doing so. “But apart from your sister’s attitude,” he asked, “you don’t yourself feel any doubts about the match?” He hesitated, hoping that the words had somehow saved themselves from vast impudence. “There aren’t,” he more vaguely added, “any difficulties impressing you as formidable?”

She looked at him gravely, and it struck him that she didn’t now nearly so much keep her gaze on the floor. “But of course!” she said. “If only because we’re such late starters, for one thing. We may even seem ridiculous, for all I know.”

He might have said something that was merely confused, for suddenly he felt ridiculous himself. He was more certain still that what he had been so obscurely afraid of had happened; that being Arthur Fontaney’s daughter was once more defining her fate; and that this marriage was a trap in the awful sense that she had entirely mistaken why it was happening. And there was really nothing he could do about it. He had only to look at her now to know that she was deep in a situation of which, for her, the vast simplicity was the overriding fact. There was nobody in the world who could rightly take on the responsibility of breaking in upon it. But at least he saw there was one thing that he could say. “You will never seem ridiculous to me, Marianne – never.”

She received it – even the first use of her Christian name – without surprise, but with a smile he thought he would remember. “Of course,” she said, “I wouldn’t think of marrying without Eleanor’s approval. I have told Gavin that.”

It ought to have sounded no less fantastically of the past than had her reference to the unexalted station of Tandon’s father. But somehow it did not. “You really mean that?” he asked.

She inclined her head. She was very serious. “Yes. Yes, indeed. We have been too long together for . . . anything else.”

“And you think you will bring your sister round? She shows some sign of it?”

“She shows none. But I think so. Yes.”

“And then”—he risked it again—”there will be no difficulty left?”

“Ah—you are thinking about my inexperience in taking houses, and that sort of thing.” This time her smile had its faint mockery. “Isn’t that so?”

“Perhaps.” He had to laugh it off. “I can’t say what I’m thinking of.”

“Of course, there’s what I’ve said already. It is formidable – marriage in middle age. But difficulties? I don’t think there will be any more – or not of a kind that we can’t . . . shake free of.”

“I need hardly say how much I hope so.” He rose. There was another question that he felt compelled to put. “If your sister withdraws her objections, then when—”

She, too, was on her feet, and interrupting him. “Need you ask?” Her voice was husky still, but transformed. “Need you ask me, who—” She broke off, and suddenly took both his hands in hers, so that he had a vivid memory of his own action on their first meeting. “On the very earliest day . . . the very earliest day we can.”



CHAPTER II

 

Quail lingered for some time in Oxford. He gave lunch to his Christ Church friend, an elderly English tutor of mild temper and no conversation. He took tea with Lady Elizabeth and engaged her in a serious confabulation. He left in the rooms of the absent Robin Warboys a card inscribed with the initials p.p.c., conjecturing that such antique observances are congenial to the young mind. He sent Miss Fontaney the flowers about which he had hesitated on an earlier occasion. Then, after a further interval of business in London, he hired a car and, quite in the manner of his peregrinating countrymen, drove down to Cornwall.

It could be read as an unreasonable compromise between staying put and really clearing out – and there were times when he felt he would have been better on the Queen Elizabeth or the Queen Mary. But at least he had friends in that corner of England upon whom it would be pleasant to call; and the climate was recommended for the time of year. As ventured into from the base of a comfortable hotel, it wasn’t, indeed, disagreeable. The chill ghost of a Mediterranean winter breathed occasionally in foliage that seemed, at the same time, a shade deliberately contrived to deny the obstinate septentrional fact. It didn’t strike Quail as a very effective part of the world. But then he rather doubted whether, in the relations in which he had latterly become involved, he had been proving very effective himself.

At least he was reduced to relying upon correspondents for further news, good or bad; and he found that he was quite as impatient as he had expected to be. Fortunately it wasn’t many days before a steady succession of communications began to arrive.

 

Dear Mr Quail,

I remember Lord Tennyson (not the present Lord Tennyson, whom I have not met, but his grandfather) once confessing that he had formed the habit of reading a great many novels in his later years. And when I mentioned this to Mr Thomas Hardy (a quiet and charming man, whom you no doubt knew) he said that he couldn’t understand how Tennyson came to take that retrograde step. My own sense of the matter, I confess, is with Mr Hardy, and most of my own reading in romances was done as a girl. Later, I used greatly to enjoy Mr Meredith’s books, and it has been a grief to me to hear that he is dead. My husband used to take walks with him, and they would discuss German philosophy.

I mention this as having strongly in mind a point at which the novelists commonly go wrong. It is one in which dear Mr Bridges used to maintain that Shakespeare stood in the same condemnation, at least so far as his Othello is concerned. Desdemona, he declared, would not, as my cousin Robin would say, “have stood for” Iago. She would immediately have divined that he was a very bad man, and seen to it that her husband left him at home. But the novelists are worse. In order (I suppose) to set a story going, they constantly endow sensitive women with husbands whom, in fact, they would never look at. Of course, even refined girls will marry what we used to call “bad hats”. But they will not (or at least not nearly so frequently as the writers suggest) marry or fall in love when there is, if you will understand me, something blankly missing.

Marianne Fontaney, then, surprises me very much. It is true that I have not yet seen her. I thought it best to ask Mr Tandon to tea “on his own”. It seemed quite possible to do this, since the engagement is as yet in no sense public or confirmed. It has not appeared in The Times.

Mr Tandon came to tea this afternoon. I must say at once (for my husband always insisted on the cultivation of a very direct and succinct epistolary style) that it seems to me certain that all is as you fear. Mr Tandon’s present mood may only be described as one of dark exultation over the Warden. There seems to be nothing else in his head. He sees the proposed marriage simply and exclusively as a tour de force by which he has, in fact, resoundingly defeated a powerful adversary. I asked him, point blank, whether Miss Marianne Fontaney was aware of his own almost obsessive interest in her father’s literary remains. He replied that they had never discussed, or even mentioned, the matter. This is surely very strange. And I must confess that, before my talk with Mr Tandon was over, I was positively in a condition of some alarm. I may best express this by saying that, despite his exultation, he appeared to be confused. It is almost as if he has been carried away by a force the nature and strength of which he by no means understands.

There is one further circumstance to add. Eleanor Fontaney is now home, and likely to be up and about within a few days. I am exceedingly glad. She is, I think, scarcely past her sixties, and those middle years are a time of considerable delicacy, if not danger. I now much hope that she will weather them.

But I wander! What I have to tell you of further is the continued implacable opposition of the elder sister to the match. Mr Tandon professes himself puzzled by her attitude, and this in turn puzzles me. Because, to my mind, Mr Tandon, although acting in a most insensitive fashion, and unscrupulously to our thinking, is really an honest man. Do not you agree with me in this? Now, if Eleanor Fontaney is aware of his ulterior motive, and objects to the marriage on that score, he would surely be aware of this, and therefore not puzzled. But his attitude appears to be one of genuine irritation before some unexplained reason. Of course Mr Tandon’s social origins are clearly simple, so that the objection might be on the sort of grounds that my husband and I used to work so hard to combat when we had a little influence here. I notice myself that our upper middle class (who are such good sort of people, one must insist, in many ways) still have these odd ideas about persons a little below them! It is a great comfort to me that class consciousness has never been a foible of mine. But I do not, in fact, believe that Eleanor Fontaney (although, in a sense, it is her strong feeling for family connection that Mr Tandon is so improperly proposing to exploit) does think in this way. Do not you judge that I am right?

I now hope to have Marianne to tea, and perhaps send you more news soon. But I know you will not expect me to open the subject with her in anything that might be construed as a meddlesome way. No good would come of that.

You ought to call on old Professor Dumble, who now lives in a caravan near St Mawes. And also at Graydon Court. The dowager countess is a very good sort of woman whose husband you once met in the Lodge. I do not recall that anyone else lives in the part of the country to which you have withdrawn yourself.

 

Yours sincerely,

Elizabeth Warboys.

 

Dear Sir,

Thank you for leaving me a card. Lady Liz has given me your address, and instructions to pass on something terribly queer. I had it from Jones. You may remember my telling you that Jones is my tutor, and this happened at my first tute this term. When Jones can’t think of anything more to say about one’s essay at the tail-end of tutes he falls back on turning chummy and chap-to-chap. Everybody says he does this, but I think I get an extra ration on the discreet college gossip side just by being a Warboys. I don’t mean Jones isn’t very nice. But the awful gap between his brain and yours – I mean mine – embarrasses him, and this is what he turns on.

Well, it’s just the latest about the terrible feud. Everybody knows about the feud but not about this bit and I don’t think Jones meant me to pass it on to the rest of our young friends (as the Lion calls us) so I haven’t.

Well, it seems that when there were just two or three other dons in the S.C.R. so that it wasn’t wildly indecent but there were witnesses all the same, Mr Tandon told the Lion that he, I mean Mr Tandon, would shortly be announcing his engagement to be married. He didn’t mention the lady’s name (but of course everybody knew) but he did say that she lived in Oxford and that they therefore proposed to claim the privilege of having the ceremony performed in the college chapel, and that it would give him very great satisfaction if the Warden would officiate. The Lion nearly had a fit at this – at least Jones says they didn’t like the look of him round the dog-collar. But decency was observed (which hasn’t always happened during the feud) and the Lion said coldly that he was sure the college would make the chapel available if any such event did happen and any such request was made. Then he said if he was asked to conduct the marriage service of any fellow of the college he would certainly regard it as a duty he should perform. And then he nodded and walked out. The feeling was that he is one up this time. And it seems that a queer old creature called Stringfellow, who was dining with the dons here the other night, claimed that he had known just this stroke of malice, as he called it, to be on the way.

I must confess that, with all the bottomless crudity of youth, etc., I thought this ingenious gloat rather funny. But Lady Liz came down on me like a ton of bricks and of course I see that it’s offensive to our religion. The only other news about all this is that the Lion is known to have called on the other old lady, Miss Eleanor Fontaney I mean, and had a long talk with her. This was after what I have been telling you about. I hope you are coming back to Oxford before going home. If it isn’t frightful cheek, I’d like to have your advice about going into detergents which is what everybody seems to be doing.

 

Yours sincerely, Robin.

 

Dear Mr Quail,

Marianne Fontaney has now been to tea with me. She is a woman in love. I mean this very strictly. She is not in love simply with the idea of being a married woman after all. She is in love with Mr Tandon. I know this will only confirm you in your own impression; and that, like myself, you know too much of the world to find it surprising – however disconcerting it may be. I wish the circumstance made me feel it more possible to augur well of the match. No doubt there is a sort of bare sense in which Mr Tandon, although so improperly prompted to undertake the state, will make an unexceptionable husband. But Marianne must eventually come to a realisation of that in which her attractiveness to her husband has in fact consisted. And I then greatly fear for the happiness of one whose nature is clearly sensitive!

I ventured a word. It would be a satisfaction to Mr Tandon, I said, to be in a position to bring his specialised knowledge to a suitable disposing of her father’s literary remains. We were sitting by the fire as I spoke; and I wished that my eyes had been good enough to distinguish her features. For what seemed to me a very long time she made no reply at all. She then said (I believe simply to save me from any sense of having been intrusive) that both Gavin (as she now calls him) and other scholars believe the journals to be most important. A little later, and just before going away, she was quite frank with me about her sister’s continued absolute discountenance of the engagement. But she spoke of Eleanor with great tenderness; and I am convinced that the bond between the sisters is in fact very strong. My final impression of Marianne is of a woman of some courage. It is a quality upon which she may decidedly have to draw.

 

Yours sincerely,

Elizabeth Warboys.

 

Dear Mr Quail,

I am helping Eleanor to send out the wedding invitations; and along with yours I am venturing to enclose this letter. Although our acquaintance is not yet of long standing, I have come to think of you as a friend. It is my great hope that you may think the same of me, and may continue to do so. I also hope very much indeed that your friendship with Gavin will continue. I have told him to write to you.

It is to be so big an affair (and at such short notice) that we have to work very hard! But nothing is too much – and it is like a dream, and everything going so well! I always had faith that Eleanor would agree, because I know how much she has always been concerned for my happiness. But I hardly dared to hope that the withdrawal of her disapproval would come so quickly. I now know what was in her mind; it was something rather curious (at least I can’t find a better word) about which I may tell you one day. Perhaps this is just another way of saying that I hope we shall see you often.

You will see that the wedding is to be in the beautiful chapel of Gavin’s college, and that the Warden has very kindly agreed to marry us. I know that there has been some coolness between Gavin and him. But I believe that this will soon be brought into proportion and perspective, and that here too friendship will continue.

 

Yours very sincerely,

Marianne Fontaney.

 

P.S. The vicar’s daughter will take the Brownies, I am glad to say. M.F.

P.P.S. It is my particular hope that you can come. And Eleanor has just said that she, too, is going to enclose a note to the same effect. M.F.

 

Dear Mr Quail,

My sister, as you will see, is to be married to Mr Tandon. I have made certain arrangements and dispositions which I have judged right in the circumstances; and I now regard the connection as on a proper footing. One consequence of this I must mention: it is my feeling that a certain explanation is owing to you. Your presence at the wedding will, of course, be a pleasure in itself to both Marianne and me. But I hope that you may come, if only that we may have a convenient word when it is all over.

 

Yours sincerely,

Eleanor Fontaney

 

Dear Quail,

Miss Marianne Fontaney, to whom as you no doubt now know I am shortly to be married, has suggested that I write to you. I am very glad to fall in with this, as I think it would be advantageous if we kept in touch. Your knowledge of A. F.’s early life and writings is unrivalled; and I don’t think the later things, and now the journals, can be dealt with except fully in the light of the earlier phase and the more tentative achievement. So I hope your help will be available, some time.

Kind regards.

 

Yours v. sincerely,

Gavin Tandon.

 

P.S. And I am grateful to you for drawing my attention to the importance of the furniture, paintings, objects, etc., in the Bradmore Road house. One worry at the moment is that Miss Fontaney insists on a large wedding reception there. All the cursed idle women in Oxford present and jostling round. I hope she may be persuaded to send some of the things to the bank. G.T.



CHAPTER III

 

Quail had himself no fancy for large bodies of people, whether female or male, jostling around. Nevertheless, he went. He could hardly do otherwise, upon Marianne’s pronounced appeal. But he booked himself across the Atlantic for the following day. If he wasn’t proposing blankly to retire from business, it was high time to get back to his desk at home. He even felt that there were matters upon which he was losing his grip. He had to cable New York for information before he could tell just where, in the small world of British detergents, he could most readily advance an amiable – and it was to be hoped deserving – young man’s career. He then bought a new silk hat, and was driven up to Oxford on the eve of the wedding. The car remained, perhaps, unnecessarily commodious. But the hat, at least, travelled in a modest cardboard box.

The ceremony was decorous. Some remote Fontaney of mild legal eminence – although too ancient, it must be conjectured, to be a valid candidate for the guardianship of the remains – had been dug up and entrusted with the task of giving away the bride. The bridegroom was supported by a former pupil who had attained precociously to the vice-chancellorship of a provincial university. And the occasion – as Dr Stringfellow, encountered in the ante- chapel, remarked – was numerously and respectably attended. In fact, the gathering represented a larger circle than Quail would have guessed that the Fontaneys and Tandon between them would be likely to command. Quail spent part of the service wondering what proportion of them was presently going to seek champagne in the Bradmore Road. He found himself even a little sharing in Tandon’s apprehensiveness about the loosing of a crowd of people among Arthur Fontaney’s fragile possessions.

But in the main his mind was more responsibly employed. The wedding exuded superficial reassurance. The bride and bridegroom, although thus approaching the altar together in the afternoon – if not positively the evening – of life, might well be judged to share a reasonable community of tastes. And they certainly shared a common social world. Here it was, in the stalls and pews: a highly integrated society, an eminently endogamous tribe, its territories stretching from Headington to Cumnor, from North Oxford to Boars Hill. The bridegroom enjoyed secure, if modest, means. The bride’s sister – even if to Quail’s eyes lurkingly more unaccountable than before – was a haggard but approving and presiding presence. The bride was happy. Quail knew this, despite a bad attack of his indisposition to scrutinise. The bridegroom passed the acid test of being regarded by the most perceptive part of Oxford’s population as, although dreary, all right as a chap. Unless and until he went off his head he would surely behave with decency. And—thank heaven!—he was to have the sole lordship of Fontaney’s journals, and of Fontaney’s pictures and prints, and of Fontaney’s glass and tiles and wonderful old plates, after all. That, decidedly, was where comfort lay.

Collective editions under the general editorship of G. S. Tandon, exhibitions of manuscripts arranged by G. S. Tandon, catalogues of the Fontaney collection authorised by G. S. Tandon: Quail rejoiced at the thought of them all. The man had certainly not miscalculated in estimating what Eleanor Fontaney would consider owing to a brother-in-law; and his freedom of the stuff – thus Quail put it to himself – might reasonably be relied on to keep him sane, and even sweet. At least it would keep him occupied; and Marianne, after all, was accustomed to being a little passed over in the interest of learned pursuits. Moreover, there was further comfort in one distinct memory. Tandon had been as stiff as ever Lady Elizabeth could be when required to vindicate his pupils against the banter of Charles Jopling. There was a genuine principle of loyalty in him which might lend a further quite real, if rather bleak, decency to the marriage.

Decency, again, marked the conduct of the Warden upon the solemn occasion. He was altogether benign. Indeed, if the thought hadn’t been irreverent in the circumstances, Quail would have concluded that he was going about his business as one thoroughly pleased with things. It was perhaps this sense of a general decorum and even amenity about the proceedings that prompted Quail, with an expansiveness in which he surprised himself, to approach Mrs Jopling at the close of the service with a polite enquiry as to whether he might transport the Warden and herself to the Bradmore Road.

“Dear Mr Quail, that is most kind of you. Michael Manningtree – who is also, although in a more remote way, an allié of the Fontaneys – had hoped to come, in which case he was to have taken us, of course, to the reception. Unfortunately it is one of his hunting days. So we shall be most grateful. My husband and I must, I suppose, be regarded in a sense as the principal guests. But, dear me!”—and Mrs Jopling, who had maintained one of her statuesque poses during this speech, turned rapidly in preparation for darting movement—”I must send a porter to countermand our taxi. Otherwise they may charge for simply sending it to the Lodge, which would be outrageous. And then I will fetch Charles. I imagine the nouveaux mariés are signing the register now.”

 
So they drove north. Jopling was genial. It was apparent to Quail that he was determined to go through the day with address – indeed with that effortless command of the role of good loser which is the birthright in England of the race perversely known as public school men. Quail judged the performance impressive. But, of course, right at bottom there might be something like antagonism towards Tandon still at play. Tandon had clearly not required the Warden’s priestly services in any spirit of reconciliation; in fact, his motive hadn’t been at all reputable. And the better Jopling behaved, the more this fact might be impressed upon any mind caring to reflect upon it.

But Quail checked himself here. This was a line of thought ungenerous in itself; and it seemed to him that the right thing was a frank word with Jopling on the situation. “I guess I’m glad,” he ventured, “at some of the ways this has worked out. You know how I was dead keen on Fontaney’s journals – and on everything else, for that matter. And I know you were inclined, Warden, to take some interest yourself. But we can be satisfied that Gavin Tandon will do a very good job.”

“Certainly, certainly.” Jopling gave his leonine nod. “Tandon is a most worthy and estimable person, as I have always maintained. But for some time he has lacked stimulus. The life of a working tutor is monotonous, it can’t be denied. That is why I have tried to stir him up a little, from time to time. If you ask me, it is one of the functions of the head of a house to trouble the waters, so to speak, every now and then. It’s an aquarium world, one might say. Did it ever strike you that our college common room is peculiarly like that? Glimpse it from the garden, my dear Quail. The creatures occasionally drift to the windows and stare through the glass at the world beyond. But in a peculiarly sightless way. Their mouths open and close, but torpidly. Lack of oxygen—eh? Now, I regard myself as a pipe – just a small pipe, injecting the vital gas at convenient intervals. There’s a little flurry, of course. But the process is health-giving in the main.”

“Charles has his odd way of putting things.” Mrs Jopling appeared to think that an explanatory word was necessary. “C’est sa façon de parler. But he does, of course, work very hard for the health of our whole body.”

“I’m sure it’s appreciated.” Quail spoke with a decent absence of all irony. “I wonder whether our friends intend to make a long honeymoon of it?”

“Ah!” Jopling was benevolently amused. “I have no doubt of what is in your mind. The rites of Aphrodite will not long detain our excellent Tandon from the service of Pallas Athena? Very true. No doubt he will do the proper thing, and conduct his bride to some approved spot on the French or Italian riviera. But if a north wind should blow, one imagines him sniffing it—eh? Yes, indeed. He is understandably impatient to be across the Channel again. Well—great discoveries await him. But here we are. What an odd part of the world it is.”

 
Even the largest houses in the Bradmore Road are scarcely mansions, and the reception was a horrid crush. It would not have been Quail’s wish to linger five minutes beyond the bride and bridegroom, and he felt that if Miss Fontaney really felt it necessary to make him a confidential communication she might have chosen a more convenient – even a more seemly – moment than the tail-end of this jollification. And as that, it still grated on him horribly. No amount of rational consideration, no sage reflection that people may engage in a common enterprise with tolerable accord even when actuated by totally different and mutually incomprehensible motives, could help him to see the occasion other than in a sombre light. But he could at least in all sincerity wish Marianne Tandon happiness, and when he had done this he turned to her husband with words in which there was similarly nothing feigned. He was a little surprised when Tandon, who was not comporting himself with any more ease than might have been expected, at once drew him aside.

“It’s a real relief. I expect you were worried too. Miss Fontaney – Eleanor, that is – has a great deal of good sense. I didn’t like to make a great point of it. Only to drop the merest hint. But it’s clear she acted on it. Yes – a great relief.”

It was a moment before Quail made anything of this. Then he looked about him, and saw what the crush of guests, and perhaps his own preoccupation, had obscured from him so far. Almost all Arthur Fontaney’s treasures had been removed. Even the tall mirror with the Gibbons frame, in which he had once come upon Marianne questioning herself, had vanished from its wall. He could just distinguish, between the heads of two women in picture hats, the less faded patch of Morris wallpaper that had lain behind it. “I suppose,” he said to Tandon, “that the room had pretty well to be cleared, anyway. Particularly since there was to be such a spread.”

It was true that the entertainment being provided by Miss Fontaney was on an unexpectedly prodigal scale; here in the drawing-room a long buffet table had been set up and loaded with confections of considerable elaboration. And the rapidity with which the champagne was being served suggested the employment of caterers with the largest ideas of such occasions. Even Tandon now seemed struck by this. “No queue for the champagne,” he said. “Do you know, that’s something I’ve never seen in Oxford before? But Eleanor is undoubtedly a generous woman – and thoroughly sensible, as I said. These precautions, for instance. I notice they’ve been taken in the other rooms as well. I hope she got reliable people.” His husky voice took on a tinge of anxiety. “A lot of damage can be done to things in store . . . by the way, have you seen old Gosskirk? I particularly want a word with him.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know him.” Quail noticed with surprise that Tandon’s gaze had not its usual fixed focus on infinity. The bridegroom, in fact, was peering anxiously about the room.

“Gosskirk of the University Press.” Tandon was almost impatient. “There’s something I particularly want to discuss with him before I have to leave Oxford. I doubt, you know, whether I’ll get back under three weeks. Ah, there he is! Excuse me.”

Quail watched him go. Even edging his way through this crowd, Tandon managed to get his body at its accustomed forward-thrusting slant. And Quail felt that he knew perfectly well what Tandon was going to put to Gosskirk. It would be the high propriety of issuing at an early date a check-list of the Fontaney manuscripts. There was no harm in that. But meantime, and for the moment, here was Marianne somewhat awkwardly left to face alone the tail-end of the arriving guests. Quail found it impossible not to take this as symbolic of a state of affairs to come; and he didn’t even find much comfort in the circumstance that Tandon did quite soon return to his proper station. Employing an unobtrusive symbolism of his own, Quail let the champagne pass him by.

 
And by several prescriptive stages the function came to its close. The bride and bridegroom departed, the Warden and Mrs Jopling followed, and such guests as lingered were made aware that anxiety to replenish their glasses had abruptly ceased. Quail, without freedom to take his own leave, was presently confronted with a room in which the waiters had been joined by a number of inferior and hitherto invisible assistants, and in which the remnants of the feast were being swept into crates and baskets with a hint alike of reproachful haste and unnecessary noise. It was extremely dismal. Nor did the appearance of Miss Fontaney when she eventually made her way towards him do anything to dissipate the feeling.

She was dressed with an elaboration, or at least a richness, matching the feast over which she had been presiding. But this served only to emphasise the emaciation of her person – rather, indeed, as the feast itself had thrown into relief, once one had observed it, the stripped and disgraced condition of the room in which it had taken place. But while the room was no more than forlorn – and presumably was this only as a temporary measure – its owner had about her a sort of grim pathos before which there seemed nothing to say. She had risen – when one came to meditate it she had risen magnificently – to the crisis of her sister’s fate; and no doubt she had been bred long ago to a view of marriage that would regard as decently sanctionable such a union as had just taken place. And whether it was rightly or wrongly that she had come to her notion of where Marianne’s happiness lay, she had acted with what must now be felt as some nobility in the light of it. A daughter of Arthur Fontaney’s, even if confused at accounts and unable to read Tasso, must be allowed to choose her own destiny. A daughter of Arthur Fontaney’s must not be married in hugger-mugger – even if this meant something like the desecrating of a shrine, to say nothing of a mere expenditure of cash which the ladies’ straitened means must have rendered formidable.

She hadn’t arrived at her decision unscathed or indeed unravaged. Her manner was composed, and he didn’t feel that even the most trying circumstances would readily see her break down. But he vividly felt, as she turned with a brief word and led the way from the continuing menial hustle of her drawing-room towards the seclusion of the library, that she was at a strain the extent of which he couldn’t altogether account for. Her physical weakness and the fatigue and emotion of the day ought to account for it; but something told him this wouldn’t quite do. Eleanor Fontaney was a strong-minded woman, and although some of her notions verged on the bizarre, she had a tolerably clear head. It couldn’t be possible that she didn’t know, as everybody else knew, that the end of her life was near. It was almost at her own grave-side, to put it bluntly, that she had turned and dismissed the sister who had been her life’s companion – dismissed her, as it were, back into the breathing world.

There, indeed – Quail saw it with sudden clarity as he followed her rigidly braced body through the hall – was the mechanism. Although marriage to Gavin Tandon didn’t, to the disengaged observer, very immediately suggest the largest liberation, the marital state in itself had been a symbol sufficiently potent with Eleanor. As far as the mere bearing of the torch was concerned, Hymen didn’t pick and choose between marriages; and the light and warmth of that sacred flame, even if not of the strongest, was the last gift that the elder sister could make the younger. Yet these considerations weren’t enlightening upon the point Quail was now troubled by. Miss Fontaney had sacrificed something of her sister’s companionship in the months or few years that remained to her; but there shouldn’t somehow be in that a hint of ultimate dilemmas and desperate remedies. There ought to be more of the triumphant in this sick woman, and less – Quail searched for the right conception – less of the sacrificial.

As if the word as it came into his head had acted as a cue, Miss Fontaney, whose hand had been on the library door, turned round with this unopened. “Mr Quail, I have spoken of an explanation. Let me begin it here.” And, rather strangely, she sat down on a narrow bench that lay disposed against the wall of the corridor in which they had halted.

He stood awkwardly before her. “I must insist that you don’t owe me any explanation at all. It has been a great privilege, Miss Fontaney, simply to—”

“But certainly I do.” Her high-pitched voice interrupted without ceremony. “You are the great authority upon my father’s life and writings. You have been eager to acquire what it is in my power to dispose of. And I know that you would have wished to do so on the most generous terms. I did give, believe me, long and anxious consideration to the possibility. And I greatly regret to have to say that I was unable, in the end, to reconcile myself to the idea of letting my father’s journals and other memorials leave England.”

He bowed. It seemed the right formal thing to do. “I understand that very well – although my hope, of course, was that you might see the matter otherwise.”

“So I have made other dispositions. You will have no difficulty in guessing what they are.”

Quail felt that he decidedly hadn’t. He also found, with some satisfaction, that he had similarly no difficulty in giving a cheerful answer. “I’m sure they’re going into excellent hands – and appropriate hands, too, as matters have turned out.”

“My decision has, moreover, removed a great difficulty of a practical order.”

“I’m very glad to hear it.” He was slightly puzzled, for he didn’t see how this statement fitted in. Then it occurred to him that perhaps the Tandons – as they must now be called – were going to return and make their home in the Bradmore Road, and that Miss Fontaney was disposed to see large if nebulous difficulties resolved by the fact of having a resident scholar, so to speak, on the job.

But this wasn’t a hypothesis in which he was allowed to rest for long. Miss Fontaney had risen to her feet again. “As I believe you know, I felt it necessary at first strongly to oppose the engagement of my sister. It was not, of course, on the score of Mr Tandon’s – or Gavin’s – ineligibility. We need not pretend that he is at all a distinguished person, and his family connections appear to be obscure. However, he has attained to a respectable station in life. As Marianne’s husband, I had no quarrel with him. The ineligibility lay, of course, on Marianne’s part. She was without a portion.”

“Without what?” Quail’s astonishment was beyond his power of civil expression.

“Marianne had no dot.” Miss Fontaney was before the library door again, and this time she opened it. “It is a matter upon which I hold strong views. No woman in our class of society, you will agree, ought to marry without proper settlements. So I was, I say, in a great difficulty . . . shall we go in?”

They entered the library – and the truth seemed to glimmer up at Quail from the threshold. There could have been no proposal to use the place for the wedding reception. But it was now as bare as the drawing-room. Empty shelves stood bleakly round it. Everything – even Arthur Fontaney’s books – was gone. “You mean,” he said, “that you . . . that you . . .?” He didn’t remember ever in his life before being reduced to stammering.

“I could, of course, have applied to you. But I have explained my objection to that. My father’s things must remain in England. So it was fortunate that the Warden has also been keenly interested. He has taken everything – and on what I judge to be very reasonable terms.”

“I see.” For a moment Quail, although he said this automatically, was merely stupid. “So it isn’t just that things have been stored out of harm’s way?”

“Certainly not. Everything is now in the Warden’s Lodge. And the settlement has been so prompt that I have been able to make the proper financial arrangements for Marianne already.” Miss Fontaney looked round the dismantled library – and suddenly her voice, while still rising and falling characteristically within its high register, trembled as well. “It has been a drastic act, Mr Quail. But it will make a great difference to my sister’s future.”

There was a moment’s silence. Miss Fontaney’s last proposition was one to which Quail found it singularly hard to respond. “But Gavin Tandon,” he managed to say at length, “—isn’t he—well, disappointed?”

“He knows nothing of the matter. I have judged the time not appropriate for speaking of it. Gavin is not himself a man of means, and he might feel a little awkward about what I have judged it necessary to do. And lately, of course, his mind has been otherwise occupied.”

“Of course.” Quail seemed to glimpse another aspect of the affair in which Eleanor Fontaney’s family pride had operated disastrously. It had often been evident that her sense of her sister Marianne was not romantic; that she regarded her, in fact, as being, for Arthur Fontaney’s daughter, sadly lacking in intellectual distinction. Nevertheless, it had simply not occurred to her that anything other than Marianne herself could be in the mind of a man who proposed to marry her. For some seconds Quail felt that there was absolutely nothing more to say. Then, deciding that he must speak, he spoke cautiously. “But Mr Tandon is a first-rate scholar in the field – and particularly on the more strictly philosophical side. And now, having become by his marriage one of the family, he might expect—”

“That, no doubt, is a possibility.” For the second time Miss Fontaney interrupted. “And, indeed, I gave it careful thought. But I could scarcely have sold things to a man about to become my sister’s husband, even supposing him to have had the means to buy. Nor do I consider him to be quite the right man to have an important say in the matter of my father’s remains. He has not, to my mind, quite the status. With the Warden it is entirely different.”

This time the silence was longer, and Quail thought he might as well enquire after the whereabouts of his silk hat. It was drearily clear that Miss Fontaney had meant all for the best. But what she had achieved was like some queer drab variant of an old comedy of intrigue. The Tandons – husband and wife – were now perhaps driving prosaically through Slough on their way to London Airport and the Continent. But an arrant fortune-hunter, ingeniously duped into eloping to Gretna Green with a supposed heiress who in fact possessed little more than a frock, a shift, and a conviction of being adored – this was the sort of image for the situation which it required very little inventiveness to supply.

And there was nothing – Quail thought – to be done; nothing at all, except to get out of it. But Miss Fontaney couldn’t get out. She must stay put, in her loneliness and perhaps her pain in the despoiled house, extracting what comfort she could from having surrounded her sister’s marriage with the sort of dispositions held essential by Victorian family lawyers. And now, when about to take his leave, Quail very gently asked her one more question. “But was this not—a very great wrench?”

Miss Fontaney bowed her head. “I think I may be said, Mr Quail, to have suffered three great losses in my life. The first was when my father died. The others have taken effect, it may be said, on the same day. I have lost the companionship of my sister – in a fashion common enough, indeed, but at a later age than that at which such a change is endured easily. And I have parted – in these dear rooms – with much that it has been my honour and privilege to cherish. At first, the house will seem a little bare.” For a moment Eleanor Fontaney was silent, and he noticed again the odd way in which her lips continued to move, nevertheless. This time, she might have been telling over to herself the roll of objects she must particularly mourn. Then she held out her hand to him – as she had done to so many guests taking their leave that morning. “But—need I say?—I count it a small thing, in the comparison of having contributed to Marianne’s happiness.”



CHAPTER IV

 

Eleanor Fontaney died within the year. The fact came to Quail only because he had a secretary who kept an eye on the London Times. He wrote to Marianne and received a reply from her husband, briefly but decently expressed. Marianne had been ill, and her sister’s death had occasioned a relapse. But an improvement, Tandon added, was looked for soon; and no doubt Marianne would later write to him herself. It wasn’t a cordial letter. In fact, it was quite bleak. But then Tandon was a bleak man. Nothing was said of Arthur Fontaney, or of the journals, or of Jopling. And nothing was said about the circumstances of Tandon’s new domesticity. The letter certainly did little to induce in Quail a more cheerful view of Marianne’s marriage.

And she didn’t, in fact, write. The silence left her a hovering enigma to which Quail’s mind returned often enough; and neither a fear of being meddlesome nor much rather pressing preoccupation with merely business interests would long have prevented him from making some effort of investigation. But quite private affairs suddenly beset him – marked marital misfortune having turned up, in fact, in quite another quarter. His younger sister had appeared without warning on his doorstep, accompanied by her considerable family, in retreat from a husband who had proved unsatisfactory in rather complicated ways. The resolving of this perplexity in the aspect of its personal relationships was hard work, and it brought in its train a number of conundrums in the field of property which he had to acknowledge himself as the man pre-eminently qualified to cope with. When all this had cleared up a further eighteen months was gone by. But if the mere effluxion of time might thus have been viewed as carrying Marianne Tandon away from him, the painful issues with which he had been wrestling made her image, when it did appear, more poignant to the mind. He had been favoured with a close-up of conjugal infelicity. And he hadn’t liked it.

He had written to Lady Elizabeth shortly after hearing from Tandon, and received no reply. She was by habit a prompt as well as a voluminous correspondent, and he was afraid that her silence told its own tale. Later he had a letter from Robin Warboys. It appeared that the engaging youth had turned down detergents, at least for the time, and established himself as a sort of professor of English in the Bolivian Navy. His letter was more taken up with a lively account of this stroke of enterprise than with news of Oxford, which appeared indeed to have sunk entirely below his horizon. He did, however, mention that Lady Liz was said to be failing. This news saddened Quail, although he recognised it as not precisely sad in itself. Unlike Dr Hercus, Lady Elizabeth had been making no point of reaching her century. But it came to him that his not having heard from her was scarcely a reason why she should not hear from him again; and he sat down and wrote at once. This time, against all expectation, he had a reply almost by return. It was as long as ever, but a good deal of it was not decipherable. And the image of the old lady, bracing herself to pass the pen over her paper with no consciousness that the result had ceased to represent intelligible communication, seemed to him one more shadow upon what, across the Atlantic, was an almost pervasively gloomy scene.

The letter contained something about Marianne Tandon, though of this too a part was illegible. It had all looked like being too much for Mrs Tandon – this appeared to be the burden of what was said – and then Lady Elizabeth had herself in some obscure fashion intervened. Lady Elizabeth hoped that the situation had a little improved as a result.

When Quail ceased struggling with this letter it was to reach for the telephone and require that he be set down in England on the following morning. But in the making of this decision Lady Elizabeth’s news was only one of two factors. He had met, only a few days before, a professor from Princeton – lately returned, as is the familiar condition of Princeton professors, from Oxford. From this acquaintance he had gleaned a piece of intelligence which, as he meditated upon it, had grown progressively more significant. If only vaguely at first, it suggested the possibility of action. And action, it seemed to him, was what in the whole affair he had notably failed of. He would try to take it now.

 
In Oxford he went to his old hotel, and they gave him his old room. It was a nook that could be described as modest and indeed obscure; nevertheless, he was made to feel that it came to him only as a matter of privilege. The Summer Term was just ended, and except for a depressed class of young persons involved in the Second Public Examination, and going about their dismal business in the sort of proleptic mourning traditionally prescribed, the place was keyed and crowded for this, the social efflorescence of its year. In the grey quadrangles vast marquees rose like exotic pleasure domes, strange exhalations, mushrooms, half-inflated balloons; and when Quail went to sleep it was to the music of the Samba and the Gay Gordons mingling with the solemn chime of midnight from a score of ancient bells. And he was awakened, this time, not by a military convoy but by voices – by a chatter which took him to his window to observe, in the clear morning light, a group of tail-coated youths, and of girls all gloriously in what Mrs Jopling would call grande tenue, roaming the city in search of breakfast. He had forgotten the wonderful nonsense of Commemoration balls, of brothers producing sisters and sisters brothers from the outer darkness of Cambridge or London, of a pageant from which the elderly, wrapped in their own queer garishness of variegated hoods and doctors’ gowns, withdrew to murky proceedings in the Sheldonian followed by decorous convivialities pivoting upon tea-cups and ice-cream. Unfortunately Quail wasn’t in tune with it all. And when he made his way, once more, within the portals of his own college – where he had a transaction of some moment to put through – and when he there came upon crimson carpets being rolled up, and lorries being loaded with cutlery and folding chairs and musical instruments and potted palms, he was only sharply reminded of the similar aftermath of a smaller festivity that had taken place – long ago, it seemed to him now – in the Bradmore Road.

But it wasn’t to the Bradmore Road that he directed his steps when he walked north that afternoon. He would never, he soberly knew, turn at that corner again. Norham Gardens was his destination, for a quick dip into a directory had told him that G. S. Tandon now lived in one of the flats in Lady Elizabeth’s house. There was in this perhaps some explanation of the obscurely intimated way in which Lady Elizabeth had interested herself in Mrs Tandon’s difficulties. It suggested, moreover, that the marriage did, in fact, still exist; and that Tandon, however cheated in what had been his almost fanatical expectations, hadn’t, at least, fallen into any of the unsuitable courses of which Quail had lately been the spectator in his own brother-in-law. Not that the contrary supposition wouldn’t, of course, be absurd – and as he approached the familiar Venetian mansion Quail managed a grin for the notion of a Gavin Tandon kicking over the matrimonial traces in favour of a frantic gallop through the whole broad paddock of the more esoteric depravities.

And the joke reminded him that he had a sense of proportion to retain. He possessed a reasonable confidence that Tandon would, in a fashion, have thought it all out; would have taken what he called healthful walks for the purpose of scrutinising his own reaction to the perfidy – as he must have regarded it – of the late Miss Fontaney; and would have taken sundry resolves with which no fault could be found. But he certainly wasn’t likely to have managed, even if from the first moment he’d striven for it, a bearing that would keep from Marianne the single piercing discovery that she had been viewed not as a wife but as an instrument, and that her dot had been all disastrously and ironically the wrong one. Quail’s assessment of the resulting situation had been as careful as much thought and all his knowledge of human nature could make it. It might be said of husband and wife that each had been caught in a different snare, and that a common prison had then promptly closed about them. What would then for a space happen might be briefly expressed by saying that they would patch the thing up and make do; but it would be truer to say that their several predicaments must acknowledge a sort of relation, and that the simple human instinct for solidarity in the face of misfortune might in a fashion bring and hold them together for a while. Of course the marriage might have gone hopelessly wrong already; and there was Lady Elizabeth’s ominous fragmentary intimation of something that had been entirely too much for Mrs Tandon. But Quail’s guess – the guess upon which he was acting – saw the deepest danger rather in the passing months and years. The relationship had begun in a wound, and it wasn’t a wound that would heal. It was a wound likely to give its worst trouble later on – unless something could be done about it.

The untidy line of hurdles had been replaced by a wooden fence which was somehow mildly repellent and still smelt of creosote. It had a sort of meagre efficiency that he found reminding him of the new tenant who was presumably lurking beyond it. But when he pushed open the garden gate nothing else seemed much changed. There was still a line of washing across the garden. Where he remembered three Ethiopians, indeed, there was now only one – a white-robed figure planted in a deck-chair with a large gently-flapping sheet directly behind him like an advertisement for one of those detergents which Robin Warboys had rashly turned down. Again, the two prams had shrunk to one pram, but as this was of an extra-capacious sort and contained twins, the innovation here didn’t seem considerable. Somewhere or other there was music, and not far round a corner there was certainly a rout of children who at any moment might appear in full cry. Quail hastened to the front door and examined a small tier of bells. The name Tandon stood against the lowest of them, and he gave it a push. There was a minute’s delay during which the twins – whom he vaguely conjectured both to be boys – turned round and made gurgling noises at him. He had embarked upon some sort of cautious response to these advances when a door at his elbow opened and Tandon appeared. It occurred to Quail that his former acquaintance might no longer recognise him, and he was about to re-introduce himself when Tandon spoke first. “Nothing today, thank you,” Tandon said.

Standing with bright sunlight behind him, Quail was perhaps no more than a silhouette. And Tandon’s sight was not good. Nevertheless, this was a disconcerting start. “You may scarcely remember me,” Quail said. “But I’m Willard Quail.”

“Ah, yes—Mr Quail. Or rather—Quail.” Tandon, having made this very proper correction, paused as if considering whether there might be anything more to say. “Would you care to come in?” he asked.

Nothing of this was precisely felicitous, but Quail’s first reaction was an indefinable relief. Perhaps it was reassuring that the old Tandon was, so to speak, still on the job. “I’d like very much to come in,” he replied – and as he did so noticed that the Senior Tutor was in his shirtsleeves. “If it isn’t an inconvenient time,” he added.

“Not at all . . . not at all. I’ve just been dealing with a tap. Plumbers appear to be most unreliable – and they’re often entirely unsound.”

“Unsound?”

“One perceives their technique to be at fault immediately one considers it in the light of elementary hydraulic and hydrostatic principles. And the bills are often exorbitant . . . this way.”

Tandon turned and led the way across a small hall into a yet smaller room. Books went up two-deep to the ceiling on every wall; a square table was almost invisible beneath a silt of papers; there appeared to be only one chair. Tandon turned again and achieved that measure of familiar communion with his visitor which consisted in glaring past his left ear. “This man at the Sorbonne,” he said, “what do you think of his notion of an existentialist aesthetic? Don’t you consider it unsound . . . pretentious? For my own part, I’ll be absolutely frank. I distrust it.” Getting no immediate reply, Tandon made a rather surprising dip into awareness of his immediate surroundings and swept a pile of note-books from the chair. “I’m afraid,” he said, “that there’s some disorder here. I’m trying to get a paper written. And it must be finished by the end of July, you know . . . decidedly by the end of July. I wonder if you’d care to sit down?”

It seemed to Quail that one just couldn’t, with Gavin Tandon, begin with the ordinary preliminaries of a polite call. One couldn’t even with any confident expectation of being attended to venture on civil enquiries about his wife. Probably the best thing to do was to come straight to the point. “Look,” he said abruptly, “I’ve come to see you about the journals.”

“The journals?” Ever so slightly, Tandon swayed on his toes. The room was so crowded, Quail thought, that he probably couldn’t indulge this mannerism to its former degree without bumping the back of his head or grazing his nose. “Do you mean,” Tandon asked, “Arthur Fontaney’s journals?”

“Of course I do. I’ve got them.”

“Dear me.” Tandon was now undeniably uneasy. “I’m very glad to hear it. I hope you’ll edit them.”

“I hope you will.”

There was a long odd silence. Tandon edged himself into a window and for some reason peered through it in some anxiety. Then he turned back to Quail. “But surely the Warden—”

“I heard from a Princeton friend that Jopling was disappointed in them. His interest was never other than frivolous and irresponsible. So I wasn’t wholly surprised at getting a hint that he’d be glad to part with them – and with everything else – at a price.”

“And you gave it?” There was a tremor in Tandon’s voice that Quail thought he remembered.

“This morning. He named a sum and I wrote the cheque.” Quail couldn’t quite avoid a tone that was a trifle grim. “The journals are to be delivered to my hotel this evening. I wish to give them to your wife and yourself.”

“This is very unexpected.” Tandon was looking about him strangely, as if he had been precipitated into a situation in which he decidedly needed help. “It would, of course, be for my wife to decide on the proper reply to so extraordinary an offer.”

“But what I have in mind, my dear Tandon, is the fact that you yourself are so unquestionably the man who ought to be working on the material. The whole learned world, you know, would acknowledge that. And I don’t believe that Eleanor Fontaney was unaware of it. Unfortunately she let her financial anxieties over Marianne’s future carry her another way. It was a decision which came, I don’t doubt, as a great shock to you. But now—”

“Stop!” The husky voice of Gavin Tandon had taken on a sudden sharp authority. “I couldn’t undertake the work. We need pursue the matter no further.”

“You couldn’t undertake it!”

“No.” Rocking on his toes, Tandon glared past Quail as if in some desperate consultation with infinity. “It ought to go, for one thing, to a younger man. Someone with a research fellowship would be the ideal. I myself, you know, am getting on. I understand my own range, Quail. I can measure what you might call the twitch of my tether. When I’ve coped with my routine teaching duties, and with my work as Senior Tutor, I have left just what will take me through my present very limited researches – such as this paper that I’m determined to finish before we go off to Hove.”

“Hove?”

“I simply couldn’t think of a big thing like the Fontaney journals.” Tandon had ignored the interjection, and now there was a certain quality of indignation in his voice. “Dash it all, Quail, it wouldn’t—would it?—be fair to my wife. Think of my responsibilities here. A man must keep some sort of personal life, after all.” Tandon paused, and appeared to feel that he had perhaps been discourteously abrupt. “Of course, I’m quite glad the stuff is out of Jopling’s hands. He isn’t sound . . . at least in our field.”

“Isn’t sound?” Quail’s bewilderment had its odd issue in a flash of anger. “The man acted like a scoundrel!”

“Dear me—I wouldn’t put it as strongly as that.” Tandon shook his head. “He was rather silly, I agree. And his wife, although not a bad sort of woman, wouldn’t be up to giving him much help. But one must make allowances. No family, you know. Just an ageing childless couple, making do with that disagreeable young Manningtree, and so on.” With a queer effect of large tolerance, Tandon shook his head. “Jopling might have been a different man, if he’d only had—” Tandon had been glancing at his watch as he spoke, and now he suddenly broke off. “Good heavens!” His husky voice was now agitated. “I’m late. Will you excuse me for a few minutes? I’ll send Marianne. In fact, I think I hear her coming now.”

He had gone; there was a quick exchange of voices in the little hall; and a moment later Marianne Tandon was in the room. Quail’s mind must have been in some confusion, since at first it admitted no more than a vague impression that she was, somehow, changed. And then he saw that she was pregnant.



CHAPTER V

 

It’s been such a long time!” She shook hands with him smiling. Then she walked straight across to the window and looked out, just as her husband had done a few minutes earlier. “You must forgive Gavin for dashing away. He believes, you see, that punctuality is most important . . . yes—he’s brought them in.”

“He’s brought—?” Quail was quite at sea.

“Arthur and Gavin John.” She had turned back and was looking at him with amusement.

“Not”—he had an odd feeling as of reaching out and laying a firm hand on the truth—”not the twins?”

Marianne nodded, and her amused expression gave way to distress. “And I never let you know! But there were so many ways in which I was remiss, I’m afraid. It’s rather exacting, it seems – childbearing at my age. Particularly two at once. I wasn’t always very well, and it got on top of me at times. Especially because we started off in so small a flat. But then Lady Elizabeth let us have this one, which is much better.”

For a minute or two Quail simply had to hope that he wasn’t looking too astounded, and that the right expressions – if only conventional ones – were coming from him. “Did you expect twins?” he presently heard himself rather inanely say. He was thinking that Marianne looked far more in possession of a full physical vitality than ever before, but that at the same time she decidedly didn’t look any younger.

“Not until the doctor found out. But it’s something quite likely to happen, it seems, in middle age. However, it’s not twins this time.” She made a candid, strangely beautiful gesture. “And this must be the last, they say.”

“Then I hope it’s a girl.”

“Oh, no!” The reply came as swiftly as if he had said something of ill omen. And then she laughed. “Gavin, I think, would be disappointed. He would like another son. And it’s up to me, isn’t it?” She was suddenly serious again – so that he felt, rather delightfully, his old sensation of not quite knowing where he was with her. “For you might say, mightn’t you, that that’s what it was all about?”

“You mean—?” Quail was resolved on caution.

“It’s why a man of Gavin’s temperament and in Gavin’s circumstances marries, don’t you think?” She was appealing to him earnestly. “Giving so much of his life to young men – but always in a rather impermanent relationship.” Marianne paused, as if her old incoherence were threatening her. “One would sometimes want . . . well, say just to have been in on it all from an earlier stage.”

“You feel your husband married because he wanted sons?”

“I feel it’s a very good reason for a man’s marrying!” She flashed this back at him in a way that made him feel he had asked a shockingly bald question. “But I don’t mean that it was”—she hesitated, and he could see that she was struggling on the farthest verge of her powers of expression—”I don’t at all mean that it was . . . a fully conscious preoccupation. So many things can be going on in a mind. And one thing, fortunately, doesn’t exclude another.” She caught his glance and for a moment held it in a sort of grave confidence. “Not a bit.”

“No—of course not.”

“Gavin didn’t, that’s to say, positively not want a wife. He wouldn’t entirely have preferred to get Arthur and Gavin John from a shop. And he wasn’t slow.”

“Not slow?” Quail found himself disturbed before the strange security that could produce this remote gaiety in Marianne.

“In discovering the conveniences of having a fianceé, and then a wife. His people, for instance – he is deeply devoted to them. But it would never occur to him to confide in one of his college friends in matters of that sort.”

“I suppose not.” It wasn’t within Quail’s recollection that Tandon possessed what could be called college friends at all. But in this impression he was possibly wrong. He had certainly been wrong about a good deal. And what enforced itself upon him now was the conviction that he had better withdraw as speedily as he could unobtrusively manage. What he had come upon in Norham Gardens was an equilibrium that was humdrum enough and entirely matter of everyday. But its ordinariness was grounded in a mystery – and one which it had never befallen him to be directly concerned with. Moreover, it was almost conceivable that he had blundered in with something dangerously disruptive on his tongue if not positively in his pocket. Yes – he had better be moving on.

“But Gavin said something odd.” Marianne was looking at Quail with an expression that had changed to curiosity. “Just now, I mean, when I passed him in the hall. He said that you had come to see us with something rather awkward.”

“Awkward?” Quail was dismayed.

“But, of course, when Gavin says that somebody is being awkward, it’s ten to one that he has been behaving with absurd awkwardness himself.” She was smiling, and she had spoken with an undisturbed serenity. Nevertheless, he wasn’t at all surprised by the straight determination with which her next words were uttered. “What was it?”

“Your father’s journals and papers.” Seeing that there was no help for it, Quail came out with this roundly. “I’ve acquired them. And I came to offer them to—to your husband and yourself.”

She was startled. He could hear her take a quick breath – and then she allowed herself to sit down on the room’s single chair. “The Warden – he has parted with everything?” she asked.

“Yes. And it has been my feeling that it is your husband who should edit the journals.” Quail hesitated. “He was so greatly interested in them, at one time.”

“Of course. And what does he say?”

“He won’t consider it.”

She sat quite still, making no immediate reply. Then she looked up at him with her large full gravity. “But why shouldn’t he?” she asked. “Why shouldn’t he . . . now?”

Quail was silent in his turn, for in her last word he thought he had heard sound the first prelusive note, as it were, in the coda of the whole affair. Then he forced himself to reply. “He feels that the task should go to a younger man, or at least to one who has not so many other responsibilities. I think, you know, I must have made a great mistake about him.”

“About Gavin?”

“Yes. It was my impression that he set very great store indeed on the prospect of—of working on the journals. At one time, I’d have put it almost at obsession. But I must have been quite wrong.”

Marianne shook her head. “You weren’t wrong. Dear Mr Quail—you know you weren’t wrong.”

He saw that they were in for some final frankness. “It was more in his head even than—well, sons?”

 
“Dear me, yes. It was something that didn’t belong to . . . any unknown side of life, something he wasn’t afraid of. Gavin had been editing books and writing papers for learned journals all his life. A further project of that kind was something he could . . . advance on.”

“I see.” And Quail, in fact, did see – and the consequence was a sort of relief which enabled him, almost spontaneously, to reach a slightly lighter note. “It must have been difficult, at times.”

“Oh, yes—oh, yes indeed! But it had to be faced, you know.”

“When you discovered, after your marriage, that your sister had sold the papers to Jopling: I guess it must have been a bit of a crisis?”

“A crisis? Yes, it was that . . . of course.”

“The surprise of it must have been a tremendous shock to your husband – and to yourself as well.”

“To Gavin, yes.” Marianne had risen to her feet again – and again she was looking at him with the direct gaze that contrasted so strangely with what he first remembered of her. “But not to me. What Eleanor did was on my own suggestion.”

“You suggested the sale!” He looked at her in stupefaction, and with a feeling which for seconds he couldn’t identify. Then he recognised it as something that had come to him very rarely: an unstinted admiration for some colleague, some rival who had brought off the really large, the hair-raisingly hazardous thing.

“Of course I’d have liked Gavin to have the journals, and everything else. But you can see, can’t you, that it would never have done? All his days, he’d have had such a guilty conviction that he’d married them – which is what he largely thought he was doing – that he’d never, never have discovered that he’d married anything else as well. But as it was, you see, everything was straightened out by the time our honeymoon was over.” She paused on this, and for a moment it all seemed to lie lucidly between them. “But I don’t see,” she added, “why he shouldn’t have them to—to work with now, since you’re so kind.”

Quail smiled – and felt that it would have greatly pleased him to laugh aloud. In a few years Marianne would be speaking with just the same mild wistfulness of a rocking-horse or an electric train. “I don’t see why not, either,” he said. “But he won’t. Not even if you tell him to, I verily believe.”

She took this seriously. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“He did a little have to cast round for reasons – reasons, I mean, for declining my offer. But I know he won’t change. Not that there isn’t a part of him that would like to, still. When the journals are edited and published, he’ll come out, I reckon, with a pretty stiff review. But that’s all. He knows in his heart that you got him round a tremendous corner, and he’s not going back.”

For the first time, Marianne Tandon faintly flushed in the old way. “The journals, and everything else,” she asked, “—you’ll take them to America?”

He nodded. “Most of them – if I may just have your blessing in doing so.”

“I often did wish you and my father’s journals at the other side of the Atlantic.” She was laughing again. “I was impatient for it.”

“Do you know”—the thought had oddly come to him, and he gave expression to it—”that I believe you would do wonderfully in business, Marianne? You can time things.”

“Time things?” She looked at her watch. “You’ll stay to tea?”

 
It was Tandon who eventually conducted Quail to the garden gate. The Senior Tutor still had something to say about the large insufficiencies of an existentialist aesthetic. But when Norham Gardens was before them and the moment come to say good-bye, he abruptly changed the talk. “About those journals,” he said, and paused. “Arthur Fontaney’s journals, I mean. We were speaking about them, you remember.”

“So we were.”

“I gained a nodding acquaintance with them, you’ll recall, some years ago. Through your kindness, indeed.”

“I wish we could have done more together.”

“Ah, yes – but I commonly have such a great deal of work on hand.” Tandon spoke hurriedly and at his huskiest. “All I was going to say is this: that I formed a strong impression that Fontaney had left what was virtually a system.” The huskiness had turned perceptibly wistful. “The system’s lurking there in the manuscripts, ready to educe, one might say. I find the thought . . . intensely interesting.”

Quail hesitated. “You’re sure you wouldn’t—”

But, even as he spoke, from the distant city there floated a sound of bells. And at once Tandon interrupted him. “Dear me,” he said. “I hadn’t realised it was so late. Bath-time, in fact. Good-bye.” He shook hands, turned, and vanished.

 
And Quail walked slowly back to his hotel. It was perhaps only to his fancy that, within the space of this single day, the face of Oxford had changed. There were fewer young people about – so perhaps the last of the balls and the last of the examinations were over. Certainly blinds were down in many of the colleges, and the busier streets seemed more preponderantly than ever simply those of a large industrial town. For a time he thought he was going to be depressed. Then he remembered that on the morrow he must come back this way and call on Lady Elizabeth Warboys. It was likely to be his last glimpse of her. Yet this didn’t now darken his picture. He realised that to think of Lady Elizabeth, even in a context not of the cheerfullest, was to contrive a certain enlargement of view. He mustn’t assert with rashness that what he had come upon in Norham Gardens held easily assessable proportions of life’s poetry and life’s prose. The twins, and the child yet to be born, were Arthur Fontaney’s grandchildren; and they would grow up within a stone’s throw of their grandfather’s dwelling. There was a substantial statistical probability that they would be clever. With a slice of luck, they might inherit something from their mother as well. It was true that they could scarcely be called children of passion, and very conceivably they might go a little short of flashing eyes and floating hair. But they represented – their coming into being represented – the place dealing with its own queer local conditions, one might say, adequately enough. And they would have the business of carrying it into another century.

He reached his hotel and climbed to his room. Jopling had been as good as his word, and a large brown-paper parcel was dumped unceremoniously on the bed. He eyed it with feelings not to be analysed on the final page of his chronicle. And then he glanced about the room. His former sojourn in it had been of considerable duration. But then, as now, he had set no mark on it distinguishable from the most casual tourist’s. He sat down at the small table serving as a desk, and took a luggage-label from his writing-case. Quail, he wrote, passenger to La Guardia, New York, N.Y.
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	The Gaudy


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


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


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


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


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


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











	[image: Cover image]
	Mungo’s Dream


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


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