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J.I.M. Stewart’s fiction is greatly admired for its wit, plots and literary quality, whilst the non-fiction is acknowledged as being definitive.


 

 

Part One


I

 

Avery Brenton was the son of divorced parents. For some moments it was only this – his uncommon name and far from uncommon condition – that recurred to me when I glimpsed him among my fellow-travellers in the departure lounge at Heathrow. He couldn’t ever have got into serious enough trouble at Anglebury to leave much of a mark on his headmaster’s mind, nor could he have been any sort of high-flyer either academically or athletically. If he had won a scholarship to Cambridge, or even been captain of some game or other, it wouldn’t have taken me the further seconds it did to recall the boy more fully.

Brenton was a very recent pupil. He belonged to the generation leaving Anglebury when I did: myself, by a drastic change of gear, to leave the headship of a public school for that of my old Cambridge college; Brenton, I now remembered, to be coached for a second attempt at entrance to Oxford. His father had been at Balliol, and both his grandfathers had also been Oxford men.

It was only a little more than a year, in fact, since Brenton and I had thus said good-bye to Anglebury, and he still looked very much a schoolboy as he sat with a rucksack beside him, studying his air-ticket with the concentration one brings to an unfamiliar and possibly treacherous document. He wasn’t large; rather he was compact and, so to speak, disposable, like a stiffly upholstered but manoeuvrable occasional chair. Stocky and ruddy, with blue eyes and fair hair the natural curliness of which had been disciplined as severely as some old-fashioned barber knew how, he was dressed conventionally but as if with a consciousness that, for his generation, this failed to be quite the thing. He wasn’t setting out for Italy in jeans and with a guitar, but his tweeds – so obviously from some respectable tailor in a respectable country town – were a little crumpled as if to convey the careless spirit of the time.

All this, if it didn’t add up to sensibility, did to my professional eye at least suggest salubrity and a future. I saw Avery Brenton thirty years on, perhaps with a little too much weight to him and grown-up children who recalled the occasional heavy hand, yet decent and honourable and carrying the small banner of his particular tradition over the dark frontier of a new century. Even now he was going to be perfectly competent. If the ticket, for instance, did prove treacherous; if the airline advanced upon him with the bland information that he had been ‘overbooked’ and must await another plane; even if some insensate officer of the law seized upon him as a notorious smuggler or escaped felon: even if these things happened, Brenton would end up doing not too badly. Such facts didn’t make for interest. But at least here was a straight product of Anglebury – of my Anglebury, for what it had been worth.

 
Schoolmasters, however, learn not to advance upon former pupils with a proprietary air. And although I didn’t think of Brenton (or anybody else, for that matter) as the product of some educational system of my own, it scarcely followed that he mightn’t regard me as having abounded in ferocious designs for what my Victorian predecessors spoke of as ‘forming’ the character of the young. Sharing a flight with me mightn’t please him at all. It was with a consciousness of this that I nevertheless got up and walked over to him.

‘Hullo, Avery.’ I felt it reasonable to venture his Christian name. ‘Are you bound for Milan too?’

‘Oh, hullo, sir!’ As he spoke Brenton jumped to his feet like a well-automated small boy – and certainly not with the mere polite deference which would have been exhibited by one who was already an Oxford man. ‘How nice to see you. I’m going to Florence, as a matter of fact.’

‘So am I, and I think it may turn out not a bad day to fly over the Alps.’ I sat down on the long low bench from which the boy had risen, but in a manner indicating that I didn’t propose boringly to settle in. ‘Have you done it before?’

‘I’ve never been to Italy.’ Avery had also sat down, and he now took another glance at his ticket. ‘Malpensa,’ he said. ‘Why do we go there? It sounds rather a sinister place.’

‘So it does.’ Avery could not be without some power of imaginative response to language. ‘But it’s no more than dreary – and the first convenient patch of flat ground after the Alps are behind us. Then we have to trundle into Milan in a bus, between advertisements for sewing-machines and typewriters. After that, there’s the train.’

‘Why can’t we fly direct to Florence? Hasn’t it got an airport?’ It was somewhat accusingly that Avery asked this, as if he had found occasion to give the city of Giotto a bad mark.

‘I believe it has, at a place called Perétola. But that’s chiefly for internal flights, north to Venice or south to Rome.’

‘Perétola.’ Avery bent down to rummage in his rucksack, produced from it a red guide-book, and flicked over the pages. ‘Yes, here it is. Six kilometres from Florence. But not even a mention of an airport. Just that it was the home-town of some people called Vespucci.  A Perétola ebbe origine la famiglia Vespucci. Renaissance top-brass, I expect.’

‘I think Amerigo Vespucci was an enterprising clerk in a counting-house of the Medici, who succeeded in persuading the world that he was the discoverer of America. Whether he was or not, the continent’s named after him.’

‘You mean he was dishonest?’ Avery asked. He looked at me sharply, as if here were a point it was important to determine. ‘It was Christopher Columbus, after all?’

‘Columbus was the first man to explore a lot of the New World. But the learned don’t seem to have made up their minds about Vespucci.’ I was relieved to find that Avery seemed not to feel anything oppressive in my unthinking relapse into schoolmastering. And I was interested in his ability to translate from his Firenze e Dintorni. Italian (I am sorry to say) is not taught at Anglebury. He must have been getting up the language on his own as a preparation for his present venture. It was evident that he was conscientious: a fact which I had, no doubt, recorded in his final report. Yet it was unlikely to be a conscientiousness largely operative in cultural fields. Puzzled, I turned to something that I must ask about and hope for not too depressing an answer to.

‘How did it go this time at Oxford? I haven’t heard.’

‘I failed it again.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. Perhaps—’

‘But they were very decent. They said I could be a sort of reserve, or twelfth man. If somebody dropped out, the college would think of me.’

‘Well, there may be hope in that.’ I felt I ought not to say this in a tone of more than moderate cheer.

‘There was one nice old man—’ Avery broke off. Had his complexion not been so florid, he would no doubt have been seen to blush. It had occurred to him that, whether nice or not, I was myself an old man. ‘There was one of the dons, sir, who knew about my family, and who gave me coffee in his rooms. His name’s Moorbath. You must have heard about him, because he was a rugger Blue in his time.’

‘Ah, that’s something. But I don’t know that I have. What sort of don was he?’

‘He was called the Senior Tutor. It doesn’t sound much. He can’t, I mean, have been the Head.’

‘Sounds can be deceptive. What did he say?’

‘That he’d wager a dozen bottles of drinkable Beaujolais it would come straight in the end. Wasn’t that a bit perplexing? I looked up Beaujolais, and it seems it’s a pretty inferior kind of Burgundy. And I have an uncle who says that Burgundy is simply Claret gone rustic and grinning through a horse-collar. So what did he mean?’

‘This Senior Tutor called Moorbath?’ As I asked this I was simultaneously glimpsing something of Avery Brenton’s family milieu and deploring the conversational quiddity of university tutors, whether Senior or not. The unknown Moorbath had fondly believed that he was giving Avery a communicative nudge. ‘What did he mean?’ I echoed. ‘Well, they talk in a funny way. But if you can discover what they say, you may be confident they mean it.’

‘That’s what I thought. But it is obscure, and I just have to keep my fingers crossed.’

‘Very much crossed? You terribly want to go up to Oxford?’

‘Yes.’

The quality lent to the monosyllable by my former pupil – so casually encountered in this antechamber of Aeolus – pulled me up, and I reflected on the hard lot of boys who, at the fag-end of the twentieth century, have family habits on their plate. It was probably on somewhat old-fashioned assumptions that Avery was, as the phrase now is, ‘worth’ a place at an Oxford college. But Moorbath was clearly himself an old-fashioned person, and one who wouldn’t speak out of turn. Avery, although he didn’t know it, was going to be ‘in’. Whether to communicate this knowledge to him (since mere professional expertness told me it was knowledge), and whether to do so as fact or as hopeful conjecture, I now gave a moment’s thought to.

‘It’s uncomfortable, keeping one’s fingers crossed,’ I said. ‘On the evidence, it’s my guess you can uncross them, and relax.’

‘Do you think so?’ The glance which Avery turned upon me as he asked this was intensely serious. ‘Nobody at the college suggested it would be any good being coached for another year, and having a third try at the exam.’

‘I can understand nobody’s recommending that.’

‘No. I’d be behind my contemporaries – from Anglebury, I mean. I know a girl, just my age, who’s up at Somerville already.’

‘Girls are sometimes precocious to a degree that’s positively unfair.’ Anglebury is not a co-educational school, so I was amused by the inconsequence with which Avery had blurted out this interest. He was growing on me, and I reproached myself for having been, when his headmaster, almost unaware of him. He had owned the quality, I told myself, of some unobtrusive object of routine utility, ingeniously automotive and prompt to position itself where needed, but more likely to be taken for granted than admired. ‘In any case,’ I went on, ‘you deserve a holiday now. And I suppose that’s what you’re aiming at in Florence.’

‘Not exactly.’

This came from Avery with an abruptness in which there should have been a hint. But London Airport is a bewildering place to an elderly man. The echoing impersonal voices, whose small edicts suggest the remorseless despatch of inferior courts on Judgement Day; the intermittent scream or whistle of gigantic concentrations of power which man, puniest of creatures, has learnt to store in entrails of steel and release at will; the tension he is unable to deny in himself when confronting the hazards he has thus created; his sense of the strangeness of that movement in an additional dimension which awaits him beyond the glass: all this – at least for one to whom the space age is not a birthright – holds its ability to distract. So, unnoticing, I went on.

‘Ah, but of course! I seem to remember that your—’

‘Is that a kind of shop?’

‘Yes, it is.’ I had to glance up at Avery as I spoke, since he had jumped to his feet and moved a couple of paces away from me. It was surprising to be thus interrupted by a polite young man. ‘It’s called a duty-free shop.’

‘I’ve got to get a present, and I see it has drink and scent and cigars and things. Should I have to pay enormously if I took anything of that sort – say a bottle of whisky – into Italy?’

‘Nothing at all, if it was only in a small way.’

‘Thanks a lot.’ As he produced this barbarous expression (which was less a further impoliteness than witness to some mysterious agitation of mind) Avery Brenton strode away from me. Then he halted, turned back, swept up his rucksack where it lay more or less at my feet, and hurried off again. We were not, it seemed, going to travel together.


II

 

There was now a period of bustle in the lounge, occasioned by the departure of the flight immediately before my own. When one is going on holiday there is something disheartening in the spectacle of large numbers of people similarly engaged. The children whose stomachs will soon be disordered and whose manners are already in abeyance; the women in uncomfortable shoes, and with too many packages and prejudices for any likely ease of continental sojourn; the men who queue for mountains of cigarettes and lakes of spirits at cut prices: all these are depressing in an obvious way. And it is no good seeking solace in the contemplation of one’s own superiority of intellectual occasions. For it is one’s sympathies rather than one’s repugnances that are at work. We are sorry for all these people because the exercise upon which each is engaged is patently futile from the start, each being condemned to accept as companion the self from whom he would fondly flee. And what is so plainly written on every face around one must surely be written on one’s own.

It was not, however, speculations of this kind that occupied me upon Avery Brenton’s withdrawal, but simply further reflections upon the young man himself. The broken home, it seemed to me, had bobbed up. What I had been about to say, perhaps tactlessly, was that I remembered his father to be living in Italy. It was because he had realised this that he had shut down on me.

Avery had recently ceased to be for most legal purposes a minor, and was, therefore, no longer subject to the species of share-out which the law may decree for the children of divorced parents. But his earlier position had been spelt out in a document which had necessarily come before me when he first arrived at Anglebury, and an outline of this was returning to me now. The marriage had come to an end even before he went to his private school, with the result that some judge had suggested, or directed, that although he was to be placed in the custody of his mother he should nevertheless spend certain short periods of the year with his father. This presumably had happened, and was what was happening again now. Avery was sensitive about the whole thing, and had been determined not to discuss it with me.

I had got so far with my conjectures when I realised there must be something wrong with them. There was no reason why I, as distinct from the boy’s house-master, should have taken cognizance of where he spent his holidays; yet I felt that a regular visit to his father was something I should have been aware of. Moreover, I had the father in my head as living in Italy, a country which Avery had just told me he had never visited. It was possible that he and his father had held meetings elsewhere, and that there was to be a first Cisalpine one now. Avery (whose command of a little Italian must connect with his family situation) was preserving a justifiable reticence on this front.

The pilgrims to Torremolinos (as I think it had been) having departed, I was left in a diminished company representing my own fellow-adventurers. Avery must by this time have made his purchases, and I wondered how he was now going to cope with me. I looked around for him. He had vanished. For a moment I was inclined to conclude that he had bolted; that the encounter with his old headmaster had been so mysteriously traumatic as to oblige him to retire in confusion – abandoning one kind of flight in favour of another. Then I saw that this was an unnecessarily dramatic view. At the farther end of the lounge a corner of his rucksack was distinguishable behind a stout pillar. He had merely gone to earth until we were called to take the air. I don’t think I regarded this as a personal affront, although I may have been chagrined. There was no more to it than that Avery Brenton was shy.

Upon this view of the matter, I decided so to place myself that I was likely to traverse the long glass corridor, down which we should be shepherded, well ahead of him. This would ensure that he didn’t board the plane before me – a state of affairs that could leave him in the apprehension that I might again tiresomely join him. If I was myself already seated when he entered, he could at once find a place at a comfortable remove. And now I took a further step to ease Avery’s mind. We were on a mid-morning flight; a copy of The Times was under my arm; adopting the Englishman’s immemorial signal of disinterest in his surroundings, I unfolded the newspaper and spread it wide in front of my face. Should Avery peer out from his shelter he would not find me looking enquiringly around.

But this gesture had an unexpected consequence. Opening the paper at random, I found myself confronted by the Court page. It is here, oddly, that obituary notices appear. I read one: it was about a school-fellow of mine who had become (I now discovered) an eminent marine engineer. I then glanced at those announcements of engagements and marriages over which it is injudicious not to run one’s eye. Only a single piece of intelligence arrested me. It read:

 

The marriage arranged between Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Greville-Gregory and Mrs Fernanda Brenton will not take place.

 
Avery’s mother – for Mrs Fernanda Brenton was certainly she – appeared to be without luck in a marital way. Her marriage to Jethro Brenton (another name came back to me) had been dissolved ten years ago, and now here was a projected second marriage proving abortive. Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Greville-Gregory sounded, to put the thing crudely, quite a catch for a lady who could not be short of forty. But the impressive-sounding alliance was publicly and humiliatingly ‘off’. I wondered whether here was the reason that Mrs Brenton’s son was ‘on’. Did my encounter with Avery coincide with his being propelled into some situation connected with this bleak five or ten guineas-worth in The Times?

I was confronting this question when my flight was called, and I put into operation the plan I had formed of being among the first passengers to embark. But as I walked down the sloping corridor in quest of our waiting monster it was with a sense of being in a new relationship to both of Avery’s parents. This was a consequence of having recovered their names. ‘Brenton’ for Avery’s father had brought little to me: no more than one or two jottings in a school roll. ‘Jethro Brenton’ produced something further: not only the man’s being domiciled in Italy but also some obscure intimation – a feeling, a tone, alone left from I still couldn’t recall what mention of fact – of his fortune and condition there. I was sure I had never set eyes on him: certainly not at Anglebury, to which he had never come. Nor in Florence – whither, as I must later explain, my interests had taken me often enough. But in Florence, it now seemed to me, I had heard of him. And it was to Florence his son was going now.

I was overtaken by a young couple wheeling an infant in a conveyance rather of the sort stacked in supermarkets for the transport of groceries. The airport provided it, and it was enabling these people to keep up a pace that left me standing. But there was no sign of Avery, and I guessed that he was discreetly somewhere in the less hurrying rear. I had called up something elusive about his father; about his mother I was now in possession of a vision much more defined.

I could see her, and this was because of my having seen her son. Avery took after his mother, at least so far as physical appearance went. She too was compact and fair, and as a girl her complexion must have been of the sort admiringly called ‘brilliant’. I had been introduced to her by Avery’s house-master at my last Speech Day but one, and I had then become aware of having noticed her at similar gatherings before. Although a small woman she was in fact remarkable. And the prime occasion of this was a still youthfully attractive figure and a flair for dress. But there was more than that. Mrs Brenton produced a sensation of impact even at a distance. I have spoken of Avery as ‘manoeuvrable’ – in the sense of one who, at least within the bounds of an environment he understands and accepts, can be reliably despatched to do this or that, and to do it with some economy of felt presence on his own part. His mother’s manoeuvrability was different. She might have been described, were the image not inappropriately masculine, as a light armoured vehicle of sophisticated design, vibrating with the potentiality for purposive and perhaps devastating advance – an advance the more to be reckoned with, it might be, as being upon an unpredictable line and with an eye to one’s flank.

I had to acquit Mrs Brenton, however, of having, at our only meeting, directed upon me the fire of any private design. She had not been among those parents who launch upon obscure, because necessarily hurried, anecdotes, ostensibly in humorous deprecation of their offspring in one’s charge, but actually intended to present them in some hitherto unperceived advantageous light. She had refrained from soliciting my gratitude for having ‘stood out against’ Eton – that school to which so astonishing a number of mothers explain to one that their husbands’ ‘people’ have always gone. I don’t think she said anything about Avery at all. It is a reticence too infrequently practised by divorced mothers of only sons. Yet about the particular instance there had perhaps been the flavour of a move withheld, even of a tactical opportunity resisted in the interest of some larger strategic scheme. I suspected the lady of reserving me for subsequent and better-timed attack, and I ought to have remembered to feel ashamed when the suspicion proved baseless. Upon Avery’s first failure to gain a place at Oxford, I received no letter from his mother inviting me to conspire in her son’s interest with whatever intimates I had in the higher councils of the university. When he left school his plans were no doubt the subject of correspondence between his house-master and herself. But nothing came to me. It may well have been that Mrs Brenton, on the strength of that single reconnaissance, had arrived at an appreciation which precluded me from being judged worthy of even small-arms fire. But, even had I been convinced of this, I should still have recalled her as an attractive woman. I wondered what had gone wrong in the matter of her lieutenant-colonel.

 
We had now been standing patiently for some time in the contemplation of closed glass doors at the end of our promenade: doors in front of which, with arms outspread, stood an attractive young woman in uniform. She was a kind of nursemaid, I told myself, and we were ourselves so many excited children at a party, only thus to be restrained from bursting prematurely in upon the concluding feast – before, say, the balloons had been blown up and the candles lit. The suggestion was enhanced by the actual farther vista, since our plane, forty yards away and to be reached by a walk in open air, had much the appearance of an extremely expensive toy. My sense of this was sufficiently lively to make me glance round for somebody with whom I might share it. It could only be Avery – and there he was, well at the back of the crowd. He had his rucksack on his back, and had managed to possess himself of some other permitted piece of hand-luggage, not of a very burdensome appearance, belonging to an old lady who stood beside him. She had said something, and he was making a cheerful reply. As he did so, our eyes met. He gave me a quick smile, and then looked away again.

I felt pleased by this re-establishing of communications. There was nothing remotely disagreeable about Avery Brenton, but he wasn’t a charmer either. His ordinariness seemed entire, so entire that there was something appealing in it. When the glass doors opened and we walked across the tarmac – the majority of us angling off from a superior few who were to travel first class – I thought how many boys just like Avery had left school without my ever having known much about their characters or circumstances. I should still meet some of them from time to time at Old Boys’ gatherings to which I had been bidden. I should enquire, and be answered that this man did such a thing and that man another. But I should be retaining little, and this perhaps because it is too much with the careers of his clever or attractive boys (occasionally, indeed, his sensationally wicked ones) that a schoolmaster, whatever his after-dinner professions, concerns himself. From the point of view of engaging the human spectacle, it’s a mistake. For the commonplace boys are simply so very much more numerous than the distinguished ones that it is to individuals among their number that the moments of really curious interest must chiefly come. What most repays observation, I suppose, is the ordinary man spied out in the extraordinary situation.


III

 

We had boarded the plane a little late, and it was now wasting no time. I had hardly sat down and got out my book when we were enjoined to stop smoking and fasten our seat-belts. It seemed to me there was going to be an empty place on my right. But then I glanced up, and saw Avery standing beside it.

It was an odd moment. He was looking at me in dismay, for his finding himself where he did was an instance of what is now called the psycho-pathology of everyday life – for which the old-fashioned expression is doing something accidentally on purpose. Avery had, and had not, wanted to travel with me. And here he was.

‘Did you get your whisky?’ I asked, and moved The Times from the seat beside me to a kangaroo-like pouch on the seat in front.

‘Yes, thank you.’ Avery sat down and fastened his belt. ‘Only they didn’t have a malt whisky. Which is what’—he added anxiously—’my mother told me is best.’

As I offered reassurance about this, the plane moved forward – without haste, but rather in the manner of a cricketer who has been called in from the deep field to deliver the next over. Through the window on my left I saw our departure terminal wheel on us, and then a group of people standing on a balcony.

‘Just come to stare at us,’ Avery said with satisfaction. ‘I’ve flown once or twice before – to Paris, to Munich – but never in a jet.’ We were stationary again for some moments, as if the bowler had arrived at the start of his run, and was surveying the field. Then the sudden, mounting, and crucial uproar broke out. The bowler was a very fast bowler indeed, and we waited in a long suspense for the ball to be delivered. ‘Airborne,’ Avery said expertly. And he added: ‘Well, I’ve done it now.’

 
He had not simply implied, I knew, that he had at length achieved jet propulsion. What he did imply, I had an instinct that I was presently to be told. And meantime there had appeared beside us a young woman with a trolley. Avery glanced at this, beset by social doubt.

‘You’ll have a glass of sherry with me?’ I asked. At some gathering of ‘leavers’ I must have invited Avery to this mild intemperance in what he probably regarded as his remote past, so there seemed nothing against it now. And it was clear to me that the boy – the man, as I must henceforward think of him – had something to get off his chest.

‘Thank you very much, sir,’ I had noticed Avery take an awed but appreciative glance at the Hebe of the aperitifs, and I wondered whether the girl at Somerville was as pretty. Here was one of the numerous departments of life in which Avery Brenton was not a complicated person. He tasted the sherry with circumspection. ‘Rather good,’ he said. And he added, as with knowledge: ‘Dry.’

We were now climbing steadily to whatever air corridor had been allotted us. Apart from the arrival of a kind of mini-luncheon, nothing would happen until we dropped down into Lombardy. Except conversation with Avery; and I realised that what I should learn about him was either a lot or nothing at all. He had put down his sherry, which he was going to drink at a pace congruent with my own, and was feeling for something in a pocket. I glimpsed this object as a shiny briar pipe; Avery, however, thrust it away again, having perhaps resolved to treat it (with an impulse that might have been his mother’s) as a strategic reserve.

‘Sir,’ he asked, ‘do you know much about Florence?’ And then, as if to relieve me of the possible discomfiture of having to profess ignorance of something of moment, he added: ‘I don’t expect it’s a very important town.’

‘It’s not enormous, like Milan or Turin.’

‘I see.’ Although it is improbable that I had betrayed amusement, Avery flushed. ‘Of course, I know about it’s being a great art-city at the Renaissance’—the Renaissance seemed to be with Avery a strong card—’and full of tremendous things. But I haven’t got the impression that much goes on.’

‘There was a bad flood some years ago. They probably regarded that as a going-on while it was happening. And at the moment the place is interesting politically. There might be a communist municipality at any time.’

‘The communists might run it?’ It seemed that I had startled Avery.

‘Yes. Do you think that must be very bad?’

‘I don’t know much about politics.’ Avery glanced at me distrustfully. ‘The Russians have done some pretty filthy things—don’t you think, sir? But then, so have those military people in Greece. That’s awful, it seems to me. You expect officers to be gentlemen. I’ve heard that in the Second World War, the German Officer Corps wasn’t really too bad. It was Hitler and a lot of cads around him who were so vile.’

‘I believe there’s at least a limited truth in that.’ It would have been erroneous to regard these remarks of Avery’s as indicating an old-fashioned mind. He had employed expressions which hadn’t ceased to have meaning for boys of his sort merely because they had become, for social reasons, taboo. And he had done so as part of an impulse to be frank with me. ‘But you were asking me about Florence,’ I went on. ‘As it happens, I go there quite a lot – chiefly to work in the Laurentian Library.’

‘Laurentian? T. E. Lawrence?’

‘No, not him.’ I decided I could without offence be amused by this. ‘And not D. H., either.’

‘I knew it couldn’t be the man who wrote the sex-books.’ Avery spoke stiffly. But, for one so astonishingly ignorant, he did appear to own a certain pertinacity in seeking knowledge. ‘Some other Lawrence?’ he said.

‘One of those Medici, as a matter of fact.’

‘Lorenzo the Magnificent!’

Avery produced this – obviously out of the red guide-book – with such triumph that I was as pleased as if I had heard of this old pupil taking a First in Greats. And as I judged it a good idea to be communicative about myself I went on to tell him something of the research I had managed to get back to intermittently during my schoolmastering career. Avery listened attentively. When I had finished he offered a comment which, although it testified to a certain historical confusion, was expressed in wholesome form.

‘I never knew,’ he said, ‘that there were books – real books – before the Dark Ages.’

 
Our little trays had arrived before Avery took his plunge.

‘I’m going out to visit my father,’ he said abruptly. ‘He lives at a place outside Florence called Fiesole. Do you know it?’ Avery paused. ‘Up among some hills,’ he added helpfully. ‘And there are remains.’

‘Remains? Yes, of course. Including a Roman theatre.’

‘I see you do know it. And slaves. At least, the book says slaves, although it seems a bit odd. Statues, perhaps.’

‘Excavations.’ It had taken me a moment to sort out this etymological confusion. ‘I’m not going to be far from Fiesole myself. More than half-way up to it. Florence itself is crowded and noisy at this time of year.’

‘I’d have thought it would always be awfully quiet.’ Avery was surprised. ‘Except for monks and nuns.’

‘They’re not usually a turbulent section of society.’ For a moment I had suspected that Avery was making fun of me. But it wasn’t so. Written all over his face, indeed, was the sense of grave things to come.

‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘whether you had to be clued up about the family affairs of Anglebury boys.’ He hesitated. ‘As a matter of fact, my parents haven’t been living together for a long time. I was always told their marriage had been dissolved, and I thought that meant something different from divorce. But it’s just another word meaning the same thing.’

‘I did have a note about it. And, since the divorce, your father has lived in Italy?’

‘Yes—but he was in Italy a good deal even before that. Because of his work, I think. It’s why I scarcely remember him.’

‘Do you mean you haven’t so much as seen him since you were quite small?’

‘Well, not since I was seven or eight. Not for more than ten years, that is.’

‘I see.’ This new light on Avery’s situation explained his remark that he had ‘done it now’. I had been wrong in supposing that he must have had regular contacts with his father. What he was undertaking was an encounter with a parent who was a stranger to him. ‘Are you going for long?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know yet. It’s happened suddenly.’

‘The decision to fly to Italy?’

‘Yes. You see, my mother is like that. She’s marvellous at making quick decisions.’

‘It’s her idea, this trip?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Avery seemed surprised by the question. ‘But I was prepared. And I saw the force of it at once.’

This last remark was sufficiently enigmatic to give me pause. Among the triumphs of Mrs Fernanda Brenton must be reckoned that of having secured the allegiance of her son.

But then it was not an allegiance that her former husband appeared to have been at all disposed to dispute with her. I wondered whether he had so much as sent his son an occasional Christmas present. He was himself going to receive a present – a bottle of whisky – from his son now.

‘Have you ever thought,’ I asked cautiously, ‘that it would be a good thing if your parents tried to come together again?’

‘Well, yes. Of course, it’s all having happened when I was so small – the divorce, I mean – has the consequence that I don’t a bit know what it was about. I’ve talked once or twice to other boys – there were half a dozen in my house – whose parents were divorced. Sometimes it had been immorality that was the matter, and that was awkward to discuss. You don’t think anything of it in novels and plays and so on, but it’s a different thing when you find it in a home. Wouldn’t you say?’

‘Yes, decidedly.’

‘But as for my own parents, it must just have been that they didn’t get on too well. And that was a long time ago. So I do think it would be rather good if they came together again. Of course my father’s old. And so is my mother, almost – although you’d never believe it. They have quite a bit of life ahead of them.’

‘That’s certainly the probability.’ Avery’s notion of being ‘old’ was still a child’s. ‘Do you think a reconciliation can be managed?’

‘I don’t see why not. It’s not as if my mother had ever thought of making a second marriage.’

‘You can’t be sure of that, Avery, can you?’

‘Oh, but of course I can! She’s not that sort of person, at all.’

I don’t know what I managed to reply to this. But I am sure my glance must have gone in alarm to the copy of that morning’s The Times still tucked in the pouch in front of me.

It was a situation I found it hard to take the measure of. Avery’s admiration for his mother seemed not matched by any intimacy with her affairs. She had contrived a public engagement to her lieutenant-colonel without the fact ever having come to her son’s knowledge. Such an achievement must have required address, but I saw that it was not impossible. Avery had left school more than a year ago; he had flown to Paris and Munich; it was probable that substantial periods of living with foreign families, and coaching by foreign crammers, had been among the familiar resources turned to by his mother upon his first failing to get his Oxford entrance. That his present journey should be taking place on the very day upon which The Times contained the announcement it did, dimly suggested to me on the lady’s part some plan of a veritably Napoleonic audacity. The armoured vehicle had, so to speak, engaged its gears and opened its throttle.

I was conscious of myself as having fallen into a difficult position. Had Avery Brenton been a grown man, I should have reached for the newspaper and handed it to him at the Court page. I should at least then have been relieved of the need to conduct a disingenuous conversation. But to Avery I simply could not do this, nor did I care for the notion of talk that should gradually lead up to the small revelation. It might be very far – this obscure maternal deception – from being a small revelation to Fernanda Brenton’s son.

The effect of marital disharmonies upon the young is a subject much discussed by bishops and sociologists, and schoolmasters too have their own contacts with it. Avery had been exceptional in finding himself one of half a dozen boys in his house who were the sons of divorced parents. Extrapolated, the figures would suggest a ten per cent total failure in the marriages of the sort of people who send their sons to schools like Anglebury. I doubted whether it was so high. Such as it was, however, it had presented me often enough with the problem of giving some sort of backing to boys suddenly discovering themselves to be booked for this section of the juvenile community. The reactions I had observed ranged from states of mere embarrassment and mild dismay to a catastrophic sense of all solid ground as having vanished underfoot. The parents correspondingly – one or both of whom occasionally turned up on me during the period of crisis – presented a spectrum of attitudes extending from an acceptance of the pleasure principle in its simplest modes of operation to much worried concern as to whether their children were yet of an age to take a change in their condition not too hardly.

To the parents, naturally, I had no advice to give. For the boys, when their distress required it, I can only say that I was one of a team which commonly managed a reasonable job. The young are resilient, and I can look back over my career without recalling more than two or three boys with intractable behaviour problems which it would have been plausible to derive from this particular sort of change in home circumstances during adolescence. Yet all this does not leave me unaware of the sensitiveness which many children own, or at all believing that the quality is particularly unlikely to harbour in stable, reliable, and not notably intellectual boys like Avery Brenton.

These thoughts had occupied me for some minutes, during which we no doubt traversed a considerable part of France. Avery marked my silence, and when he spoke it was on an apologetic note.

‘I suppose it is odd,’ he said, ‘that I haven’t seen my father during all those years. As a matter of fact, I think my mother has been saving me up.’


IV

 

I was struck by these words of Avery’s, no doubt because they returned an echo to an earlier thought of my own. Mrs Brenton, to put the point picturesquely, would not readily go astray in her sense of just when to call up the Imperial Guard. Even so, I was perplexed. If the lady had been pursuing over a period of time the laudable design of reunion with Jethro Brenton, and if she had now, after the passing of such or such a number of years, decided that the moment for decisive effort had arrived: if this were the state of the case, where into the scheme of the thing was one to fit the figure of Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Greville-Gregory? The only answer I could find was one which must indict Mrs Brenton of a certain infirmity of purpose. In some phase of discouragement she had ‘taken on’ the gallant soldier. Then her more settled resolution had returned to her. She had broken off her engagement, and – as it were by a sweep of the very same movement – whisked her son Avery to his present perch with me somewhere above Besançon or Lausanne. I didn’t know anything about the lady (or about the military gentleman either) which need invalidate this interpretation. All I had been coming to know was something of the mind of Avery. And any further knowledge to which I could immediately attain (supposing I was sufficiently rash not now to withdraw discreetly from so perplexed an affair) would come from Avery still.

‘Do you know anything about your father’s circumstances?’ I asked recklessly.

‘I imagine he’s comfortable, but not really well-off.’

‘I see.’ This was not the force I had meant to attach to ‘circumstances’. I ought to have said ‘manner of life’, but I suppose I had judged that a pedantic turn of phrase to address to Avery. ‘You mentioned his work,’ I said, ‘and its requiring him to be in Italy. I don’t think I’ve ever known quite what it is.’

‘He started off writing novels. That’s why I’m called Avery.’

‘Isn’t it a family name?’

‘It’s a fancy name out of a book.’ For the first time, Avery spoke as with a flash of resentment. ‘It’s in some novel by an author he admired and tried to imitate. But his novels – I mean my father’s novels – weren’t a success, and so he took to knowing about pictures instead. It was something he turned out to be very good at.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Some general sense of the professional activities of Jethro Brenton had come back to me. ‘And no doubt he is a great authority.’

‘My mother says there are two sides to it. You can become very learned, and be a professor, the sort of person who looks after the National Gallery and places of that kind. Or you can help people to know whether pictures they think of buying are really by some great artist or other, and therefore worth the money being asked for them. It seems that some people manage to combine both sides quite well. But I think my mother feels my father hasn’t managed to double the parts all that successfully.’

‘That’s a pity, no doubt.’ I reflected that this unremarkable theatrical metaphor was the first instance of Avery’s having given the slightest rhetorical colouring to anything he had said. ‘But what about your father’s personality – has your mother managed to give you any impression of that?’

‘Of course she’s been careful to tell me exactly what I’ll find.’ Avery’s tone indicated that it would be a lesser woman than his mother who would fail to do this. ‘She doesn’t want to be taken by surprise.’

‘Does she want him taken by surprise?’

‘My father?’ It was natural that Avery’s response to my question should include a stare. ‘Well—it has all been a bit hurried, as I said.’

‘He doesn’t even know you’re arriving?’ My sense of the ruthlessness of Mrs Brenton’s generalship was growing. ‘It’s to be a surprise?’

‘I don’t know. I rather expect so. She said last night that she might send him a cable this morning, but that I wasn’t to rely on it.’

‘You say she has been careful to tell you what you’ll find. Do your parents meet often?’

‘Of course not. That’s pretty well the point, sir. They haven’t met for years.’

‘Then it’s hard to see how your mother can really know. Very exactly, I mean, about what your father does and how he feels. The years do bring their changes.’

‘I’ve thought of that. But, you see, my mother is very well informed. She says she has her sources of information. There are people in Italy who write to her. She has told me how she values old friendships.’

‘They have their uses as well as their pleasures, I suppose. Well, what kind of person is your father going to be?’ It wouldn’t, I hope, have come to me to ask all these questions had I not arrived at a feeling of Avery’s welcoming them. He was finding some reassurance, perhaps, in the sense of another mind working on his problems. ‘Do you feel he is going to be congenial to you?’

‘Congenial?’ Avery was either at sea before the word, or felt it to be inappropriate. ‘I think we ought to get on. He’s my father, after all. And I’m prepared to be—well, a reasonable sort of son, and all that. I’m all right with my mother, although it’s naturally very clever people she chiefly likes.  He must be that, I suppose, or she’d never have married him. Of course, sir, I realise I’ll know hardly anything about the things that interest him. I must just try not to irritate him, all the same.’

‘He may find an altogether different sort of person less irritating than he would find somebody with earnest but immature artistic inclinations – a kind of inept apprentice.’

‘That’s what she says.’ This time, Avery was looking at me in admiration, much struck by my having matched up to one of his mother’s perceptions. ‘And she says that the time is right too. She says’—Avery added—’that he likes young men.’

As Mrs Brenton’s envoy produced this pleasing intelligence about his father my attention was caught by one of those changes in the pitch or tone of an aircraft’s engines that strike the subconsciously apprehensive ear as ominous. The pilot, one’s fears could interpret, was making a further and desperate effort to maintain us in our unnatural defiance of the laws of gravity. Reason, however, replied that he was merely so arranging matters that we should hop neatly over the Alps. Reason prevailed.

‘But perhaps he doesn’t like children? That would be your mother’s sense of the thing?’

‘I suppose so.’ Avery’s stiffer manner had returned. ‘I don’t know that he inquired much about me when I was small.’

‘But he has been doing so of late?’

‘I don’t know about that either. My mother’s friends in Italy may have reported something of the sort. But I haven’t heard of it.’

I didn’t find this encouraging. It seemed to me that Mrs Brenton was taking a long chance. It wasn’t apparent why. As a kind of Bernard Berenson Junior, performing profitable expertises while enjoying the veneration of a learned world, Jethro Brenton seemed not to have come off. Indeed, I knew he hadn’t come off. My own learned world in Florence was that of the Biblioteca Mediceo-Laurenziana and the Biblioteca Marucelliana, but it wasn’t a world out of contact with that of the Uffizi, the Pitti, and the Accademia. And I couldn’t recall that I had ever heard more than the most casual—or was it even reserved—mention of Brenton as an English resident in Florence. Avery had probably reported accurately on his being far from affluent. At least, it seemed difficult to distinguish anything that could be aspersed as a low motive in Mrs Brenton’s sustained or reanimated concern with him.

I didn’t know anything about her circumstances. Money had been forthcoming for Avery’s schooling, and would presumably continue to be forthcoming when he went up to Oxford. And his mother, on those Anglebury occasions, had not at all the air of one who has been scraping her smart clothes out of the housekeeping money. But such impressions can be deceptive. She might be either submerged in, or grimly looking forward to, economic tribulation of all but the direst sort. But here was not an area in which I could with any decency question Avery, and indeed I had no right to question him at all if it wasn’t with some notion of being of practical use to him in his venture.

‘You say your father mayn’t know you’re coming,’ I said. ‘Can you be sure he will be able to put you up?’

‘That he will want to put me up, you mean?’

‘Well, I suppose that is just conceivably a question.’ I tried to give this admission a kind of humorous frankness. ‘But I was thinking merely of what may be his domestic arrangements.’

‘Oh, I see – that he may be living with a mistress. I suppose it’s always possible, when a man hasn’t a proper home.’

‘I suppose it is.’ Avery had managed so stout a man-of-the-world manner over this that I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that nothing of the kind had been in my head. ‘And you say your mother knows a lot about his present way of life. He must be called an expatriate, I suppose—’

‘Oh, I don’t see that, at all.’ Avery was shocked. ‘He’s been out of England a long time, but I’m sure he’s perfectly patriotic.’

I believe it was Dr Johnson who said (from personal experience) that a large part of a schoolmaster’s labour consists in correcting ludicrous misapprehension. It is a job in which tact can be acquired, and Avery and I sorted out this tangle without offence. He was a good-humoured boy.

‘So the question rather is,’ I said, ‘whether he moves mostly among English people and perhaps Americans – there are still lots of them living in and around Florence, although not so many as there once were – or whether he has most of his contacts with Italians.’

‘I’d think it would be Italians, wouldn’t you? Partly because of his work with Art, and so on.’ Avery had definitely given ‘Art’ that capital letter. ‘And it would be un-enterprising, just to muck around all those years with home-types. But I’m bound to say it’s a point my mother hasn’t been precise about. All she said was that he doesn’t go about as much as he used to. Still, I ought to be prepared for Italians.’

‘Quite right,’ I said, and noted something of Avery’s mother in the faint image of warfare his words called up. ‘And I suppose that’s why you have been learning some Italian?’

‘Well, yes. At a party, or anything of that kind, you want to be able to say how do you do. And then there’s shopping for anybody, and understanding enough of the newspapers to say what’s in them. Simple things like that are all I’m likely to manage.’

‘Was learning some Italian your mother’s idea?’

‘It was my own, as a matter of fact.’ Avery had one of his rare moments of a little standing on his dignity. ‘Just to be prepared. But, of course, my mother quite approved.’

‘Have you found it hard?’

‘Well, yes—because I’m no good at languages, as you probably remember. But I found some classes at our local ‘tec, and I got the man to give me some extra lessons as well, and there’s quite a lot on television, and I managed to get some long-plays for my record-player. It’s grammar and spelling I’m worst at. I haven’t too bad an ear.’

‘Jolly good.’ As I uttered this perhaps over-professional commendation, and reflected on the dogged intellectual effort that had just been described, it came to me to wonder whether the enterprise upon which I had stumbled was as exclusively Mrs Brenton’s as Mrs Brenton supposed. There could be no doubt that Avery was an ambassador, entrusted with sounding out the possibility of treaty between two high contracting parties. But was he not also a young Telemachus, a son seeking out his father on his own account? That it is important for a boy to have a father is a proposition that nobody who has had to do with boys is likely to deny – nor, for that matter, will the most Freudian psychologist be prompted to contravert it. So a lost father, at the lowest, is at least worth looking up and trying out. Avery had had a good deal to say in the character – almost – of a mother’s boy; he was perhaps dominated by his mother; he certainly admired her. But of how he felt about his father he had, so far, given scarcely a hint. This was unsurprising. He had, after all, very little basis for feeling, whether of one kind or another. In his conscious mind, I supposed, he was proposing to discover how he ought to feel. And now it looked as if the process was going to begin before he went to bed.


V

 

‘I think we must be pretty well on top now,’ Avery said. He had possessed himself, from his own appropriate pouch, of one of those sets of maps upon which the physical features of the countries of the world are overprinted in red with the thrusting straight lines, ruthless as Roman roads, of modern aviation. ‘But there’s still nothing to be seen.’ He had peered over my shoulder at the inverted ceiling of sun-lit cloud beneath us. ‘What do you think we might see, sir, if there was a break in all that? Hannibal’s elephants?’

I took this question, although it appeared laboriously whimsical, not as a piece of showing off on my former pupil’s part. It was meant as a signal of gratitude for the benefits of a classical education. Avery was intimating himself as well-affected to me.

‘They’d look like enormous grey boulders in the snow,’ I said, ‘or a convoy of lorries smothered in tarpaulins. I’m not sure whether Hannibal actually came this way. Some people say it was by the Mont Cenis, which is to the south-west of us. The question’s disputed.’

‘As with the discovering of America,’ Avery said retentively. ‘I say, think of Hannibal’s lines of communication! He must have been a tremendous general.’

‘The greatest in history.’ It was a slight somnolence that induced this reckless statement. The final stage of a journey by air has the same effect on me as one by rail.

‘Greater than Napoleon or Rommel or Montgomery?’

I adjudicated appropriately, and for a few minutes our conversation proceeded on this new and learned note. Then Avery abruptly changed the subject.

‘Air and road and rail,’ he said, ‘—it seems a pretty crumby way to do a day’s journey.’

‘It’s not very convenient, I agree.’ Avery had appeared to me to speak with the intolerance of a technological age. ‘But such matters are relative. It took months and months for those elephants to amble into Italy – if they ever did. And, less than two hundred years ago, a traveller had to spend eight days in getting from Edinburgh to London.’

‘Yes, of course.’ Avery was not impressed. ‘But the point is that we don’t arrive in Florence any too early. I think I’d better find a pub.’

‘If you’re turning up on your father out of the blue, perhaps you better had. But the place is still full of tourists at this time of year.’

‘I shan’t be stuck. I can shop around.’

‘I suppose so.’ It recurred to me that the length of Avery’s proposed stay in Florence had not been determined. ‘Have you plenty of money?’

‘I’ve got some lire, and quite a lot in travellers cheques.’ Avery named a sum which struck me as surprisingly ample. ‘But, of course, I don’t mean to be extravagant.’

‘There’s an affair in the railway station that tells you about hotels. You choose your district and your category, and press buttons, and information appears about vacant rooms, and lights go on and off, and telephones bob out of the wall, and your rucksack disappears down a chute—’

‘I expect it’s worked with coins.’ Avery ignored my embroidering upon this useful device. ‘I’ve got a pocketful. And more or less sorted them out.’

Before this independence, I refrained from a suggestion which had been hovering in my head to the effect that we should find temporary quarters for Avery in my own pensione near San Domenico. I acknowledged to myself that I didn’t want to lose sight of him during his mission, but I had a feeling that neither did he now intend to lose sight of me.

In fact he had docketed me as a resource, or at least as a fixed point of reference in a fluid situation. He had me in his head as at least predictable. And he didn’t have his father in his head that way.

 
These exchanges were followed by a period of silence. It may have occurred to Avery that the old gentleman (as he doubtless thought of me) needed a nap. But if this was his thought, what it educed from him decidedly woke me up.

‘I wonder,’ Avery asked, ‘if I might look at your Times?’

I reached for the newspaper, and handed it to him. There was nothing else to be done. I couldn’t have said, ‘Certainly not,’ or even, ‘I haven’t yet read it myself.’ And if I had pretended to have fallen fast asleep in the instant of his speaking to me there would have been nothing improper in his leaning over and simply possessing himself of the thing without fuss. What I was chiefly apprehensive of, I fear, was not the possibility of Avery’s coming upon a piece of surprising information about his mother’s recent matrimonial intentions. There is everything to be said for members of a family being well informed about one another’s affairs. What selfishly bothered me was the prospect of suffering detection in a false position. If Avery read the announcement, he would ask me if I had. In which case, I couldn’t with any honour or decency declare that I hadn’t and affect surprise. However, I didn’t see him as ploughing through this particular paper column by column and page by page. In The Times nowadays, one comes on a couple of pages of sports news well before meeting the royal arms and the words ‘Court Circular’. With any luck, we should have touched down at Malpensa before Avery had exhausted the interest of all this athletic intelligence.

I was soon wondering whether this prediction might not prove wrong. From over the top of my book (which I had picked up out of sheer nervousness) I saw that Avery owned a quite elderly expertness as a newspaper-reader. He began with the front page; ran his eye over its headlines, whether large or small; and then perused with care what he was thus able to judge significant. He then turned over the page, smoothed it deftly, and applied himself in the same spirit of judicious selection to the Home News. I became aware that I was listening to the drone of the engines of our aircraft; that I had been doing so for hours; and that this journey, like all journeys, was generating in its final stages a faint miasma of tension and melancholy. I told myself that, despite a conscientious application which might have been predicted of him, Avery was unlikely to make any pause over the Court page. He doubtless entertained respectful feelings about the royal family, but it seemed hardly probable that their daily doings would interest him. He was too young to have contemporaries getting engaged or married, and much too young to find any charm in obituaries. The chances were still that all would be well.

But this, after all, remained a shallow and short-term view of the matter. If he actually did pause on the Court page, but seem not to notice the strange announcement, I felt that this sharpened confrontation might constrain me to bring it to his attention, after all.

Avery read steadily on. Suddenly I found the situation intolerable, and did a cowardly thing. I rose, put down my book, and made my way to one of the lavatories at the tail of the plane.

 
When I got back it was to find that Avery had folded The Times neatly, preparatory to returning it to me. But I could see at once what had happened. He was almost pale.

‘Sir’—and he tapped the paper as he spoke—’did you see that bit?’

‘About your mother? Yes. And I’ve been in some doubt—’

‘I’m awfully sorry. It must have been awkward for you, after what I said about her having no thought of a second marriage. But, you know, it’s perfectly all right.’ Avery paused, and his abundant colour was returning. ‘I can’t think how to put it, but—well, the fact is she’s most awfully deep.’

‘Deep?’ It was stupidly that I echoed the word. ‘And you knew about this?’

‘Oh, no—nothing at all. That’s why I say she’s deep.’

‘There must have been a formal announcement of an engagement earlier.’ The only useful course was to talk the matter out. ‘But perhaps you were abroad, and your mother didn’t happen to let you know.’

‘That was it. And she wouldn’t feel she had to, would she’—and Avery tapped The Times again—’if there was to be this?’

I felt baffled – and chiefly by Avery’s attitude. It was as if, deep down in his head, there had stirred a desperation he didn’t consciously know about. But within a moment this impression was lost to me. Loyalty was so much his note that only the stiffest test of it would be effortful. In this persuasion I pressed on.

‘But, Avery, your mother can scarcely have known from the start that the marriage would not take place?’

‘It’s surprising, I agree.’ Avery was frowning, but seemingly in intellectual rather than moral perplexity. ‘And I’m trying to work it out now. After all, it turned up only five minutes ago.’

‘Perhaps we’d better drop it.’ I had felt a compunction. ‘I mean, perhaps I had. I’ve been rather intrusive about your affairs.’

‘Oh, no, not that a bit!’ Avery was emphatic. ‘And it isn’t that I’ve told you too much. It’s rather that I’ve told you too little. I see it now. The explanation of this’—he didn’t trouble again to tap The Times—’is in something I haven’t got round to with you. There are some things that are so embarrassing.’

‘Yes, of course.’ I felt that here was a moment virtually of commitment, and that I’d be glad to draw back from it. I had perhaps no business to allow some sense of trust I had built up in Avery to have the consequence of introducing me to his parents’ intimate affairs. But at the same time I acknowledged a suspicion that Avery was being used; even projected into situations in which the fact of his being so honest would not in itself afford him any special invulnerability. Weighing this, I decided it wouldn’t do simply, as it were, to shake hands with him and wish him well. ‘But,’ I said, ‘we can take a bit of embarrassment in our stride, if you ask me.’

‘Well, then, we think – my mother thinks – that my father hasn’t been doing so well in Florence. His talents are going to waste.’ Avery was looking steadily in front of him and at nothing in particular. ‘She has felt the time to have come when, at all costs, he must be brought home.’ The concentration which Avery was bringing to this statement struck me as reflected in the almost literary precision he had given to his tenses. ‘That’s what we start from.’

‘Brought home,’ I echoed. ‘And at all costs?’

‘Yes.’ Avery didn’t appear struck by my emphasis. ‘But he’s a difficult person, it seems.’

‘Are you working it out that this abortive relationship with Colonel Greville-Gregory has been some sort of manoeuvre? Is that what you mean by saying that your mother is deep?’

‘Richard Greville-Gregory is a very old family friend.’

‘On your mother’s side?’

‘I suppose so. But he knows my father. I’ve heard him say he understands my father’s character very well. But to get the hang of all this’—Avery hesitated—’we have to think just how my father hasn’t been doing too well. And why.’

‘And can we? Have we an idea?’

‘My mother hasn’t said very much. Although she’s so clever, she’s terribly sensitive as well. And she still thinks of me as a child, to whom some things can’t be said.’

‘But they can be hinted?’ Having yet to be convinced of the beautiful nature of Mrs Fernanda Brenton (apparently determined to become Mrs Jethro Brenton again), I found it necessary to avoid lending this any ironic inflection.

‘Well, I’ve formed an idea. You see, in a sense he’s been alone, my father, all those years. Exposed to things.’

‘Yes. But what things?’

‘I think it might be low women.’

 
If I was startled it must have been in part by the almost antique resonance of the term Avery had chosen. I certainly wasn’t amused. Conceivably one could view the thing in an edifying light: that of the kind of romance in which estranged parents are brought together, and their sins assoiled, by the innocent good offices of a younger generation. It is an idea which, after all, interested Shakespeare himself. During my own youth it had percolated down into the movies, which often ended with errant couples clasped to one another’s bosoms under the auspices of an angel child. No doubt it happened in the actual and contemporary world often enough. But the image didn’t knit for me with the circumstances of the present case. It was possible that Jethro Brenton had a mistress, and one so glamorously reported on by Fernanda Brenton’s kind female correspondents that the long-since-parted-with wife was acting under some recrudescence of jealous frenzy. There were further possibilities, but I couldn’t glimpse them as belonging other than in the same general category of phenomena – which made the galley not in the least an agreeable one for Avery to be stepping on board. It wouldn’t do, however, for me to express myself strongly – or indeed at all – on the strength of mere conjecture. And at least there was another question I could put to Avery.

‘You say Greville-Gregory is a very old friend of your mother’s. So let me come back to what I was trying to determine. Is it in your mind that he may have consented to enter into the appearance of an engagement of marriage with her simply in order to incline your father—’

‘I say, sir! That’s to put it a bit crudely, isn’t it?’

‘Nothing of the kind.’ I was coming to have a good deal of confidence in Avery’s stuffing, and had decided that there was no need to mumble. ‘It’s either so, or it isn’t. And I think it’s what had come to you, at least as a first notion of the thing, when you said that your mother is most awfully deep.’

‘She is. She’s astounding.’

This had some title to be called a gallant reply. Whether Colonel Greville-Gregory was to be credited with the same quality (proper to a soldier) I had no means of deciding. If Mrs Brenton had really believed that the news of her engagement to another man would bring her former husband back to her she might imaginably have put a plan for the making of such an engagement to a ‘very old friend’ with the understanding that it was later to be cancelled out. But would any mature man have done other than tell her – whether kindly or in so many words – that such a scheme was a dead duck? Greville-Gregory might, indeed, be a very stupid person, and at the same time a very devoted one. But I found myself turning down the notion that the plot, if plot there had been, was as Avery was viewing it. It was more probable that the engagement had been genuine, that the colonel had for some reason failed the lady or been dismissed by her, and that she had been left in a state prompting her at once to form a design upon her former husband. In which case, a volatile nature must be attributed to her. Unless, indeed, one read an edifying recrudescence of conjugal fidelity into the affair.

‘Suppose,’ I said, ‘that your mother has been thinking and acting along the lines you suggest – pretty deep lines, as you say. It hasn’t worked, has it?’ And I myself tapped The Times. ‘Your father hasn’t been drawn, and this winds the project up.’

‘I see that.’

‘Then do you see yourself, Avery, as a rapidly fired second shot?’

‘Sir, that is crude.’

‘Yes, this time I agree that it is.’

‘You’re asking me if I’ve got involved in something in which the end doesn’t justify the means.’ Avery produced this crisply and surprisingly – surprisingly because I had not been crediting him with so clear a head.

‘So what do you say?’

‘That I’m ready to be the last shot in the locker.’ Just for a moment, there was a gleam of amusement on what had become the anxious young face beside me. Then Avery was grave again. ‘Which makes it a responsibility,’ he said.


 

 

Part Two

JETHRO

 


I

 

Jethro Brenton’s house, the Villa Buontalenti, proved to be only a bow-shot from my pensione, but to reach it one would have had to aim one’s arrow high in air. The balcony of my usual room at the Serena – a room facing uphill, and so less expensive than the rooms with a view of Florence – was much commanded by the upper loggias and windows of the Villa Montagnola. This, now a day-nursery for the children of residents and visitors in the city below, had been a military hospital during the war, and the large red crosses, still faintly distinguishable like perished frescos on its walls, had attracted a good deal of gun-fire. Beyond and above this again, and surely having served to define the target against a contrasting background, towered a close palisade of cypresses. And invisible behind these except for a single nondescript tower, the Villa Buontalenti might be either an arbitrarily named modern dwelling or an authentic late-cinquecento structure which there was reason to associate with the architect of the Villa Medicea della Petraia and the completed Uffizi Palace.

Although I had never set eyes on this well-screened house – and could probably not do so now without an act of trespass – I must (it occurred to me) have glimpsed its proprietor on some previous occasion or another. Fiesole is not a populous place, and it would be odd if I hadn’t at some time marked, and even speculated upon, the figure I didn’t at all know as Avery Brenton’s father. I imagined him, I think, in a well-laundered but by no means new linen suit, and with a Panama hat of conservative circular shape. He was carrying a silver-headed cane, and an eyeglass on a black ribbon depended from his neck. Having constructed this figure in my inner vision I proceeded to search my recollection for any actual encounter with such a one. I had no success. But when Brenton’s letter came – it was sent down to the Serena on my second day – my imaginary impression of the man was powerfully if not very logically reinforced. What I read (written in brown ink on an ‘antique’ paper, so that the first effect was of something filched from an archive) was as follows:

 

Dear Mr Bannerman,

Your kindness to my son Avery on his recent and by me unapprehended journey, together with my sense of insufficiency, even discourtesy, in never having given myself the pleasure of calling upon you during the lad’s pupillage at Anglebury, render it essential that I should make you a sign. If I do not hear of its inconvenience to yourself, I shall venture to wait upon you at the Villa Serena on Thursday evening at six o’clock.

 

Yours sincerely,

Jethro Brenton

 
It will not be supposed that this letter enchanted me. I thought it intolerably affected. My grandmother had conceivably talked of making a person a sign – but not to the person involved. And the opening phrase about Avery’s journey was as uncordial as it was mannered; it had to be read as a kind of brush-off that I didn’t at all like. But I told myself that the letter was not to be fairly judged except as indicating something uneasy in the writer. Brenton had been for many years an exile, and this had bred uncertainties which troubled his prose style. I sent back a note saying that I should be expecting him.

As to whether he would, or would not, be constrained to some act of formal capitulation to his former wife (which I had come to see clearly as the objective of the campaign I had stumbled upon) I could not have cared less. But I did find myself resenting the fact that Avery, so fresh from what his father called my pupillage, should have been detailed as a task force or flying column in the interest of the operation. My sense of this sharpened after I received Brenton’s letter.

 
It is an oddity of Italian pensioni that, although wine may abound at table, it is difficult to get anything to drink away from it. Signor Galbiati of the Serena – who had been my informant about the Brenton villa – was of the third generation of its proprietors of the same name, and ran the place with an exemplary skill. But the simplest native vermouths, let alone spirits in any form, could be obtained only from a cupboard of which the key remained in his sole custody. And any preprandial application seemed productive of so much politely dissimulated inconvenience that I had long since abandoned all attempt at anything of the sort. It had become my habit of an evening to stroll up the hill to Fiesole, and have a drink in the Piazza before returning to dinner. Nothing spectacular is on view there. A couple of booths with postcards and knick-knacks near the filobus stop attest a certain expectation of tourists from the city, but the shops and cafés have an unassuming and local character, and such bustle as goes on can be attended to or ignored as one pleases.

The evening was warm; the irregular open space was still bathed in sunshine; I chose my café and sat down within the partial shade of a small plane-tree. Most of the little tables were occupied, and at the one next to my own were a couple of young conscript soldiers, clearly local lads on leave, idly gossiping over a spremuto. The Brentons had gone out of my head. That morning I came upon some unexpected documents in the Laurenziana, and when I had ordered and obtained my Carpano, my mind became occupied with the possibility of similar discoveries on the following day.

I was recalled to my surroundings by nothing more significant than a pause in the soldiers’ conversation. They were looking past me as if at somebody advancing in our direction, and I observed them as exchanging a quick glance before resuming their talk. I was sufficiently curious to turn my head. A young man was strolling towards the café. There was not a great deal about him to attract attention – unless, indeed, it was notable good looks – and he seemed to be inviting nothing of the kind. His bearing suggested a bored abstraction, and I had an impression that he had been without the intention of pausing. But pause he did, and beside my table.

‘Permesso?’ he murmured.

‘Prego.’ There was now no vacant table except in the café’s unfrequented interior, so this had been an exchange entirely in order. The youth might have been eighteen; he was slim and dark; his not inexpensive clothes were negligent in a manner to which thought had been devoted. He sat down and gave his order in native Italian, after which he directed a quick, and as I judged, cold glance at the soldiers, and resumed his absent air. Whereupon I, on my own part, returned to thinking about my researches.

But when the young man’s drink arrived I took another look at him. He had been carrying a book under his arm, and had retained it there until this moment. He now laid it on the table between us. It was an English paperback edition of Virginia Woolf’s Night and Day. I had just divined that it was being used as a visiting-card, when the young man spoke.

‘All those tea-parties,’ he said, and gave me a brilliant smile.

I hadn’t read Night and Day, so only the general sense of this was apparent to me. What struck me was that the young man’s English was almost as pure as his Italian.

‘I believe she didn’t much care,’ I said, ‘for novels that march relentlessly on from lunch to dinner. She called them false and conventional. But perhaps tea-parties were all right.’

‘Luigi Fagandini.’

‘Charles Bannerman.’ I was amused at the manner in which Mrs Woolf had presided over this continental form of self-introduction. Young Signor Fagandini would not have ventured upon it, presumably, had I not made him a sign (as Jethro Brenton would have said) by my manner of responding to his remark. ‘You are a student of literature?’ I asked. The youth’s English might to some extent be accounted for by the kind of enterprise that had led him to spot me and sit down at my table.

‘Not of literature. But I do read a good many English novels. Of course this one’—he made a decidedly Italian gesture at Mrs Woolf—’depicts a society which has now been much changed, modified?’

‘I haven’t read it, but no doubt you are right. I can recall something of her background. It’s true that it’s all a good deal altered now.’

‘But one has always to go back a little into the past in order to understand present forms. My own work hangs, depends, wholly on historical method.’ The young man paused long enough for me to reflect that he was keen on practising his synonyms, and also to wonder why this improving conversation didn’t in the least carry the suggestion of someone of a pedantic and uninteresting cast of mind. ‘Mr Bannerman,’ he asked suddenly, ‘you are a writer?’

‘Dear me, no.’ An English lad, I reflected, would not have taken my own earlier question as warrant for this reciprocal curiosity about a much older man. ‘I’ve been a schoolmaster most of my days, but now I work in a university.’

‘It was an English public school?’

‘Yes. It’s called Anglebury.’

‘I’ve read about it, and about others as well. And also about Oxford. The college of chief importance is Balliol. But several others have a good reputation, including Wadham and Christ Church.’

‘I suppose so.’ I was puzzled by the naivety of these remarks, which suggested the recital at second-hand of some antique ‘in’ joke imperfectly understood.

‘But about Anglebury,’ the young man said. ‘Did you have prefects and fags?’

‘There were certainly such people around. But most of the boys put in their time being neither the one nor the other.’

‘I see. But of course.’ Something in the tone of this made me glance swiftly at Luigi Fagandini, to receive an impression of sharp and sophisticated intelligence. He really had seen; he had been aware, that is to say, of having been drawn into exhibiting some juvenile side of himself. ‘I used to read English school stories,’ he said. ‘No end of English school stories.’ He paused to let this idiomatic proficiency make its mark. ‘But, of course, ages ago. They were very pious, some of them, and others very full-blooded. One can say that?’

‘Certainly.’

‘But there’s precious little’—Luigi again paused on this—’that is full-blooded in the novels of Virginia Woolf.’ (Luigi called the lady ‘Volf’: the first mispronunciation he had produced.) ‘She seems to aim at making the novel essentially an aesthetic experience. That’s a mistake, don’t you think?’

‘If I understand what you mean, I rather think I do.’ I once more glanced curiously at my new acquaintance. He had moved to territory upon which he was very colourably grown-up. ‘Are you going to be a writer?’ I asked.

‘On the history of art, it seems.’ The young man produced a swift gesture which had the air of being largely lucid, but which I lacked the ability to read. ‘I shall be put with the Bell’ Arti chaps. I shall have a spell at the Restauro.’ He frowned – I think as having decided that there had been something wrong with ‘chaps’. ‘The public school and Oxford or Cambridge,’ he asked abruptly, ‘are necessary for public life? The phrase is “public life”?’

‘I suppose it is.’

‘And for banking, the great industrial concerns, power, influence?’

‘No doubt that sort of education – if education’s the word for it – is advantageous.’

‘Particularly if one is without connections, alliances, relationships among the old families?’

‘I’d say that the old families are a little on the way out—’

‘The way out? Oh, I see.  Exeunt omnes.’ For the second time, Signor Fagandini offered his brilliant smile. I had a feeling it was not habitual with him. ‘So instead—?’

‘Wealth and position for some generations, I suppose. But perhaps you have rather an old-fashioned view of English society.’

‘Time-lag? Yes, it is so far away.’ Luigi made another of his pauses on this remark. ‘But you were saying, sir?’

‘Well, all that is very much a free-for-all nowadays.’ I had realised that the young man enjoyed pouncing on colloquial expressions. ‘Some tremendous outsiders make a great deal of the running.’

‘If one mastered some technical thing – engineering, accountancy, the law, business administration’—he was reeling off a meditated list—’it might be possible—’

‘Oh, decidedly. The sky might be the limit.’

Luigi took this one at once – and, I believe, took too the faintly ironical tone to which I had been prompted. But he wasn’t held up.

‘Marriage?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ This transition had beaten me.

‘That can be advantageous too?’

‘No doubt – if it isn’t disastrous instead. Calculating marriages must be a calculated risk.’

‘In Italy most marriages are calculating, but often in the most petty way. One says “petty”?’

‘Yes. And your English, if I may say so, is very good. You must already have spent some time in England?’

‘None at all.’ Luigi had finished his drink, and he now picked up Night and Day, as if deciding that he had submitted a total stranger to a sufficiently stiff catechism. ‘But I’m neither one thing nor the other, all the same.’ He stood up. ‘Do you know what, in England, I suppose to myself I’d be taken for?’ He had produced this small syntactical complexity with complete confidence. ‘Some tiresomely clever Indian.’

The truth of this left me standing. But it was the youth, in fact, who got to his feet. ‘I have detained you,’ he said. ‘Please forgive me.’ He made me a formal bow.  ‘Buona sera, signore.’

And the young man walked away – but not before I had renewed my first impression of his physical attractiveness. Something of the kind must have been the impression, also, of the two soldiers at the next table. They had exchanged their glance again. It was perhaps because I found something gross in it that I paid my bill at once. It was by now dinnertime at the Serena.

 
But as I walked down the hill, I paused for a few minutes a little below the drive that leads off to the Villa Medici. Here there are a few wooden benches, and contrasting spectacles present themselves on either side of the road. On the one hand, half dug into the hill, is Fiesole’s uncertain attempt at a nightclub: an establishment much in need of a coat of paint, and in which a dim approximation to the polished ungodliness doubtless to be found here and there on the plain below is suggested by the cautious semi-exposure in a murky vestibule of photographs of semi-disrobed ladies. The weather has got between the glass and the prints, so that the poor girls appear to have been further dishonoured by having had sticky drinks thrown at them. This, in its small way, registers as a dismal sight. In the ample valley, on the other hand, lies the city: immediately below, confined almost within its ancient bounds; but to the west spilling out in a broading rust-red flood far towards Pistoia.

It was over Pistoia that the sinking sun lay now, and the hour held a beauty which many pens have sought to describe. I found something melancholy about it on this particular evening. Foreshortened before me, Florence showed like an abandoned chess-board, with its domes and towers (not numerous, after all, since built to lend splendour to a small city) like finely fretted bishops and knights surviving to record some exhausting combat long ago. All over Italy, I thought, are evidences of a clamant modernity: the industrial conurbations of Milan and Turin; the autostrade piercing through or sweeping over the mountains like an elevated railway amid skyscrapers; the brutal architecture of a new age. But there must be many young Italians like Luigi Fagandini for whom this is not enough; who sense it as uneasily poised upon insecure and archaic foundations. The simple among them fabricate a dream-life across the Atlantic. But among the cultivated or sophisticated may be a few whom England compels: England which, unlike the United States, owns what is distinguishably a civilisation of sorts, but which owns too that raw vigour of the North which has for centuries intermittently haunted the Mediterranean mind. Perhaps my recent young acquaintance was under this no doubt sadly illusory charm.

From Avery Brenton, on the other hand, I had received no hint of that answering fascination which so many generations of Englishmen have felt, and which has commanded in particular the poetic imagination of our countrymen from Chaucer to Yeats: the fascination a first breath of which, I had sometimes believed, could come to English boys in a line of Virgil or Ovid – or from the Decameron, for that matter, unobtrusively borrowed from the school library. But then Avery didn’t have a poetic imagination – or even an ambitious and restless one, which seemed to be Luigi’s case. He decidedly hadn’t come to Italy (I told myself sagely) to fulfil a dream. It was true that he had been teaching himself Italian. But it had been, it seemed, with the prosaic if creditable motive of making himself useful.

Later that evening, when I had finished my meal and was taking a turn on the Serena’s terrace – the city, this time in deepening dusk, again before me – I had the idle thought that it might be amusing to introduce these two young men to each other. Luigi could explain to Avery what sort of institution the Restauro is, and Avery could tell Luigi a thing or two about those glamorous prefects and fags. But the opportunity was unlikely to occur. The young Italian had said nothing to suggest that he lived in Fiesole, and in Florence itself it was improbable that I should run across him again.


II

 

Avery himself turned up on me the following morning. I had given him my address, but with the proviso that, if he were still down in Florence in a day or two’s time, he might look out for me as I emerged from the Laurentian for lunch. And here he faithfully was, kicking his heels (more or less literally) against Michelangelo’s staircase.

‘Hullo, sir!’ He seemed honestly pleased to see me. ‘It’s a pretty gloomy effect they’ve managed here, wouldn’t you say?’

Reflecting that ‘sombre’ would be an admissible term for all that grey pietra serena, I acquiesced in Avery’s judgement, and said I hoped he hadn’t been waiting long.

‘Oh, no—not a bit. But it isn’t exactly a permissive society, is it? Sala riservata alio studio is fair enough. But there’s a decent little patch of grass in the middle – and it says É severamente vietato entrare in giardino. Rather brusque, I think.’

‘But they sometimes say these things with quite elaborate courtesy.’ I was amused that Avery was showing off his primitive Italian to me just as young Signor Fagandini had been showing off his accomplished English the evening before. ‘What about this? La conservazione dei giardini e raccomandata all’ educazione dei cittadini. Nothing brusque in that.’ I noted that Avery had listened with concentration and successfully picked this up. ‘But how long have you got? Shall we walk round before having lunch?’

‘Oh, I’ve any amount of time.’ He seemed aware that he had been brusque himself, for he added at once, ‘Of course I’d like to walk round very much.’

So we went into the large and splendid chamber in which are displayed, on their eighty-eight ranked plutei, certain miraculously surviving memorials of the ancient world.

‘A bit of a squash,’ Avery said. ‘But it’s rather a splendid ceiling.’ Both these conclusions were irrefutable, but he appeared to feel that at least the second should be confirmed from the red guide-book, which he had now sheathed in unobtrusive brown paper. ‘It says,’ he presently announced in a tone of increased respect, ‘that Sir Christopher Wren took it as a model for the library of Trinity College, Cambridge. He must have felt it was pretty good.’

‘They’re going to shut it up before going home for their siesta.’ The attendants were drawing little curtains over the exhibits. ‘Let’s walk round the cloister. It used to be a refuge for stray cats. They fed them every day at noon.’ I must have felt that this picturesque if useless information would be a relief from the Renaissance. ‘From this upper level there’s a bit of a view.’

We looked at the bit of a view: a tumble of miscellaneously angled red roofs, improbable eaves, and enterprising little windows, beyond which rose the plump dome of the cathedral and that ultimate felicity of all architecture, Giotto’s tower. Avery surveyed this scene appraisingly.

‘They’ve got television,’ he said on a concessive note. This was again undeniable. Like a plague of stick-insects, the aerials clung to every chimney-stack. Avery turned to examine the upper range of the south wall of San Lorenzo, the rough brick-work of which was visible on our left. ‘Isn’t it odd,’ he said, ‘how they never seem to have got round to quite finishing anything? They’ve had plenty of time. And the Pope’s said to be enormously rich. I wonder if he paid for feeding the cats?’

I found I liked Avery best when it was possible to believe that he was making fun of me, even although the suspicion was probably baseless every time. We went off in good humour to find a meal, and I contrived matters so that he should have substantial dealings with the waiter. He was predictably offended when addressed in English, and put up a creditable show. He also had the tact to do himself quite well. His appetite suggested that his determination not to be extravagant had put him on rather short commons since I had seen him last.

‘Did you find a tolerable hotel?’ I asked.

‘Quite decent.’ He searched for some commendatory remark. ‘Close to the railway station,’ he added.

I was conscious that a certain reticence was marking our exchanges. But I had established myself in Avery’s confidence, and it was my duty to take an initiative.

‘You’ve met your father?’ I ventured.

‘Oh, yes.’ Avery’s bright complexion had heightened, and his tone indicated that I could not properly have expected a different reply. He hesitated. ‘He looked in.’

‘He’d heard from your mother?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t gather. I telephoned. Numerals are easy. And there was somebody very polite at the exchange.’ He had offered this information a shade spasmodically. ‘But it’s all right,’ he said suddenly. ‘I’m to move up there – to the Villa Buontalenti – in a few days’ time.’

‘Then we shall be quite near neighbours.’

‘Yes, I know. And my father said he’d written to you. He was very polite too.’

‘I look forward to meeting him.’ I hoped I hadn’t betrayed a sense that Avery’s last scrap of information sounded a little odd. ‘And, meanwhile, you can look around?’

‘That’s it. He said he knew I must have been looking forward to Florence tremendously. Of course that’s right. And that my first impressions mustn’t be complicated by mere family affairs. He’s very much an artist, really.’ Avery paused. ‘I suppose.’

The artistic soul of Jethro Brenton seemed to me as yet insecurely demonstrated, so I held my peace. And Avery, relieved at having got thus far in bringing me up to date, applied himself with renewed satisfaction to his polpettone alla fiorentina. He was also having unabashed if temperate recourse to the flask of wine between us. Whatever his anxieties, he was extracting something from the sense of growing up.

‘But of course,’ he said, ‘he’s a man of the world as well. And one has to be realistic. I’m glad I didn’t go straight up there and burst in on him. It mightn’t have been convenient. I mean, there may be a woman, don’t you think? And there are things he might want to arrange a little differently before being visited by a son. Not that a son’s like a daughter. A man can face these things straight, after all.’

I remembered that this possibility had cropped up in our conversation in the aeroplane, and that Avery had there said something about ‘low women’. I wondered whether between these and a mistress he drew some sort of moral line – and, if so, on which side he judged the worse licence to lie. But I felt it desirable to get away from this topic, since in the event of such conjectures proving to be without any relation to fact there would be embarrassment in remembering our having canvassed them.

‘Did your father,’ I asked prosaically, ‘suggest any particularly good things you should go and see?’

‘He told me not to start with the Uffizi, but to try the Carmine. I don’t know about that. Has it something to do with opera?’

‘It’s a church on the other side of the Arno, and not a particularly striking one. But your father’s right, as of course he would be. In one of its chapels there are frescos by Masaccio and Masolino which gave a start to the whole thing. To the great age of Florentine painting, I mean. Indeed, to Italian painting as a whole. So if you want to interest yourself in pictures, it’s a good place to begin.’

‘I see.’ Avery made a movement towards his guide-book, but refrained. ‘Is it mostly Madonnas and Children?’ he asked cautiously.

‘No, it’s Apostles – and chiefly Saint Peter. One thing and another that he and the others did.’

‘The Acts of the Apostles.’ Achieving this identification encouraged Avery. ‘I must remember that. Perhaps, sir, we could go there together one day? I mean, when you have nothing better to do.’

‘An excellent idea.’ I wondered whether Jethro Brenton’s endeavours after the aesthetic education of his son would be confined to directions to look at this and that, or whether they would take more companionable form. One couldn’t confidently say that he would have an apt pupil. But, of course, one never knew. Avery, once coaxed into the Brancacci Chapel, might find Masaccio knocking him for six. Stranger conversions have occurred. What one did know was that, in acquiescing in his mother’s plan for this Florentine journey, Avery had harboured no secret motive of his own which could be classed as of the cultural order. His next remark revealed, nevertheless, that he had at least been working dutifully through his guide-book.

‘You’ll be wanting to get back to your library,’ he said. ‘And I’ve put down the doors of the Battistero for this afternoon.’ Avery felt that the prominent monuments of Florence should be referred to under their Italian forms. ‘I don’t suppose they’ll take me long. But at least they’re in the open air.’

‘You prefer that to interiors?’

‘Well, the churches and places are a bit dark, wouldn’t you say? And they smell of incest.’

‘I suppose they do, rather.’ I hoped I showed no surprise at this horrifying announcement. ‘The Missal of the Roman Church enjoins incensation on a good many occasions. I’m not sure I haven’t developed a taste for it. But what are you going to do during the rest of the afternoon?’

‘I can walk about.’ Avery produced this resource promptly. ‘It’s enormous fun, really – although, of course, one wouldn’t want to do it for long. You see some very odd things. Do you know that, in one of the streets near the Duomo, there’s a shop that’s just called Snob? And, next door to that, there’s something that’s just called Hair House. In English, I mean. I wondered if it was a brothel.’

‘Yes, I see.’ I had been puzzled by this until I realised that Avery, stimulated by his Chianti, had achieved a bizarre and venturesome pun on Whore House. There peeped out of this, I told myself, thoughts not likely to be absent from the minds of normally constituted young Englishmen on their travels.

‘This morning I walked up to a place called the Belvedere. I was really looking for the house of Galileo, the man who discovered the moon—’

‘Or successfully spied on it,’ I said, ‘with what Milton calls his optick glass.’ Avery, I saw, was capable of spirited inaccuracies which must have militated against any notable success in pursuing what is whimsically called the General Certificate of Education. ‘Did you read the inscription?’

‘Yes – and it’s splendidly comical. One of that Medici crowd saying that he hadn’t judged it infra dig. to drop in and pay homage to genius. About the man who’d discovered the moon! Spied on it, I mean.’

‘It’s pompous, I agree.’ Whatever Galileo had precisely done or not done, there was nothing wrong with Avery’s general sense of values. ‘But the Belvedere is distinctly dreary, didn’t you think?’

‘Well, yes. It turned out to be an enormous fortress, with only one way out of it. But it seems to be where people go to make love. There’s a lot of grass, you see, and no policemen to tell you to get up and move on. Which makes it rather nice.’

‘Yes, of course.’ In Avery Brenton with his inhibitions slightly loosened up I saw nothing that wasn’t as it should be.

‘For that matter, I think people must be allowed to sleep rough there, too. Young people, students, hiking around, that is. There are a lot of little blind alleys and hide-outs, which may have been powder magazines, or something of that kind. And people have chalked up names and initials and things in them.’ Avery fumbled in a pocket. ‘As a matter of fact, I wrote one of them down.’ He had produced a crumpled scrap of paper, which he proceeded to smooth out on the table-cloth. ‘It wasn’t in Italian,’ he added apologetically, ‘but in French. And here it is. Listen.  Ici j’ai vécu heureux mais le monde nous a separés. Patrick Blanche. Is Patrick a French name?’

‘Patrice is. But perhaps the writer had an Irish mother.’

‘It’s silly, I suppose. But it seemed a bit touching – just come on like that.’

I saw that Avery had made this sentimental graffito the occasion of some romantic reverie. Perhaps he felt that he himself had been separated by the world from the young woman who had got to Oxford before him. In any case, it would be prudent to bring our lunch to an end before Avery became more talkative than he might afterwards care to remember. So I paid up, and we left the restaurant.

‘That was marvellous,’ Avery said correctly. ‘Thank you very much. And I hope you’ll lunch with me one day, sir. I expect I’ll be down in Florence quite a lot.’

And on this brisk note – which implied that he was seeing his Italian sojourn as stretching some way ahead of him – Avery and I parted. I had no doubt that when he got to the Baptistry he would apply himself to the endless minikin labours of Andrea Pisano and Ghiberti as pertinaciously as I should presently be doing to the codex I was currently involved with in the Laurentian.

But as I made my way down the Via de’ Pucci it was the Brentons who were still in my head – and chiefly the Brenton I had not yet set eyes on, but whom I had so confidently crowned with that circular Panama. What was he up to – and was the young ambassador going to find his father, quite as much as his mother, tremendously ‘deep’? It wasn’t necessary to suppose so. Jethro Brenton appeared to be engaged in a fending-off operation which didn’t much suggest one in command of a situation. And the thought didn’t escape me that his deferring substantial encounter with his son was to have the consequence of his holding a prior confabulation with myself. An elaborate sense of courtesy and a predilection for making signs were perhaps not the sole occasions of the visit of ceremony I was to receive that evening. Jethro probably knew that his former wife had turned up at Anglebury from time to time, and he might be overestimating the degree of my acquaintanceship with her. He might even suspect that Avery’s travelling out with me had not been fortuitous, and that I was in fact implicated in some design. It was likely that designs came readily to his mind whenever Fernanda Brenton loomed on his horizon.

Perhaps he was in a panic. In any event, he was going to have a look at me. It was absurd to find this disturbing. But when I got back to San Lorenzo I composed myself by climbing once more the famous staircase, austere still but yet complicated and incipiently Baroque, and taking a look at Virgil as the fourth and fifth centuries had known him. And then I went and settled down to my book.


III

 

I had been wrong – for a start – about the hat. For what, at a good pace, gently bobbing in and out of sight above the ragged magnolia hedge, came winding down the Serena’s drive was a grey Homburg bound with a grey ribbon: the sort of headgear, it occurred to me, that Sigmund Freud and other savants of his generation had affected upon formal occasions. Nor was the wearer, presently revealed in full length, attired in white linen, threadbare or not. In deference to the evening hour – although it was far from chilly – he had assumed what used to be called a dust-coat, and beneath this was an unremarkable dark suit. Instead of the silver-mounted cane of my imagination he was equipped with a stout and unadorned walking-stick such as any English country gentleman might carry round with him upon his rural occasions.

I made my way up the drive to meet Jethro Brenton, and he offered no pretence of being uncertain of my identity.

‘How do you do?’ he said. ‘It’s good of you to let me call. I say, what a nice boy Avery is! A credit to Anglebury and his mother.’

The man who made me this unexceptionable speech was tall and upright, a well preserved fifty or thereabout, and quite strikingly handsome. I could see not the faintest resemblance to his son. The pallor of his complexion – a perfectly healthy pallor – was set off, and somehow rendered the more distinguished, by a carefully trimmed dark beard. He had a finely modelled aquiline nose, and grey eyes which were both deep-set and spaced far apart. It was possible, I thought, that his hat was the colour it was because his eyes were the colour they were – but in fact there was nothing about him to suggest such finical expedients. As he had swept off his hat upon greeting me – a permissible English gesture, but effected with an amplitude which was his sole present hint of habits continentally coloured – I saw that his appearance admitted one sign of age in a hair-line that had receded far towards the crown of his head. But as the brow and cranium thus exposed had the dome-like configuration conventionally associated with marked intellectual endowment this didn’t at all diminish the general impressiveness of his person.

I said something civil about his call and about Avery, and he fell into step by my side.

‘You do very well to put up here,’ he said, ‘and not in that showy place above. Galbiani knows his job.’

‘That’s certainly so. I’ve been putting up here for years, as a matter of fact.’

‘Then how foolish that we haven’t made each other’s acquaintance before.’ Brenton offered this without effusiveness, so that I began to feel a kind of credibility gap between the man I was meeting and the man who had penned me that pompous letter. ‘But, even so, scarcely so foolish as my not having met my own son since he was a child. You know, Bannerman, divorces are the very devil. But I don’t need to tell a headmaster that.’

The instinctive Englishness of that immediate ‘Bannerman’ impressed me, and I began to wonder whether I was going to take to Jethro Brenton, after all. Moreover after this bare word on his family situation he turned to polite enquiries about my work. From some source I couldn’t guess at he had got hold of its general orientation, and he pursued the theme for a little with an easy command of the way scholars on a first acquaintance get along together. We walked round the side of the massive villa – the Serena offers a profusion of heavily shaded paths, diversified by abandoned little fountains, mouldering statues, and uncomfortable stone benches – and sat down on the broad terrace overlooking the city. When I found myself presently remarking that I was going to challenge Signor Galbiani to open his cupboard and produce us a drink I realised how much – if provisionally – my attitude to Brenton had changed. I had in fact (although it sounds absurd) given preliminary thought to this matter of entertainment, and had decided that, on a formal call which had pretty well intimated itself as intended to last for ten minutes, it would be out of order to offer anything more substantial than receptive remarks. As it was, I sought out my host without more ado. It was with unusual speed that a bottle of red Cinzano was placed before us by a silently obliging lad called Gino.

‘I believe they all come from a village near Arezzo,’ my visitor said, his eye following Gino as he departed. ‘Galbiani’s staff, I mean. My own people come from farther afield: the Abruzzi.’ This sounded rather grand, but it was information offered unaffectedly. And Brenton added at once, ‘You’ll find the Buontalenti a pretty simple place. But perhaps we don’t do an unassuming cucina toscana too badly. And I have – see how I begin to boast – a little Castelnuovo Berardenga you won’t judge undrinkable.’

The hospitable implication of this was offered with a lightness of air that saved it from sounding precipitate. I poured the undistinguished stuff between us with proper humility, and reflected that Jethro Brenton, who had once written novels and had named his son out of a novel by somebody else, was a shade like something out of a novel himself. A rather elaborate Edwardian novel, it would be. But my own instincts are old-fashioned; I don’t readily rate a man too ‘civilised’ (as the young express it); and I continued to suspend judgement in face of the exhibition before me.

‘I’ve had only a glimpse of Avery, so far. It’s tough on a boy, being pitched at a missing parent, and I thought it might be a good idea that he should run around Florence for a day or two. It’s dull up here. And I’m most damnably preoccupied with my work.’

‘He looks forward to joining you.’ I hadn’t failed to mark that ‘pitched’. It might be counted, at least, for frankness.

‘We’ll get to know each other by degrees. And I can find somebody of his own age as an occasional companion.’

‘Avery has picked up a little Italian. I think he must have worked hard at it.’

‘He has some Italian?’ It was evident that this was news to Avery’s father, so I had to conclude that the boy had kept mum about it at that brief first interview. ‘I’d have supposed that, at school, languages weren’t much his thing.’

‘I don’t think they were.’

‘Has he ever been to Italy before?’

‘No, never.’

There was a silence, as if Brenton saw some occasion for trying to fit these facts together.

‘Do you think,’ he asked presently, ‘that Avery—well, sets store by coming out here?’

‘I think he sets store by coming out to you.’

‘I see.’

I had a momentary perception (if it was that) that Brenton precisely didn’t see. Then he asked another question.

‘Because of his mother’s wish?’

‘Avery is very loyal to his mother. But I don’t think that by any means covers it.’

‘Doesn’t cover it?’ It was almost as if the man before me had turned stupid – or, if not stupid, alarmed. I had wondered, earlier that day, if Jethro Brenton was conceivably in a panic. I wondered now whether the robustness of the man – for he had presence and a poise that struck one at a first glance – went very deep. But now he made a gesture as if to brush away the question he had just asked. ‘I must be attentive to him,’ he said. ‘He may be good for me, after all, if he has the effect of taking my nose a little out of my corpus.’ He glanced at me and smiled, perceiving that this might have sounded a bizarre remark. ‘I’ve been at the corpus for years, you know; and nowadays that sort of labour can no longer be a one-man job. Or so some of my kind friends tell me from time to time. It all comes to one, does it not – the little progress that one does make – so much by the flicker of one’s mortal taper? And one does so want to get it achieved – to get it done and be done with.  Finis coronat opus.’’

This speech might have struck me rather as Brenton’s letter had: with some effect of posture, or the putting on of a turn. But it wasn’t so. I had, on the contrary, the feeling that, for a moment, I had been close to the real man. I found myself, however, without any rejoinder to offer, and I contented myself with refilling his glass.

 
At this point a number of guests emerged from the Serena and grouped themselves on the terrace near us. They were, I think, a Danish family: father, mother, and half a dozen grown-up young people – children or children-in-law – robustly blond. My visitor gave them an appraising glance, perhaps to assure himself that they had sufficient concerns of their own to be unlikely to indulge in any idle listening in to ours. And this was so. The father had spread a map or plan on the stone balustrade, and was orienting it in relation to a city of which the westward-facing windows were beginning to flash reflected light, and from which here and there drifts of smoke rose as from the effects of a random cannonade. The elderly Dane, indeed, stretching an authoritative arm and pointing a finger at some landmark below, might have been the commander of a besieging army surrounded by an attentive staff. Having briefly taken in this spectacle, Jethro Brenton turned back to me.

‘I think,’ he asked on an even note, ‘that you know Fernanda?’

‘No. I can’t say that at all.’ It seemed wise to be quite firm about this. ‘She came to Anglebury once or twice, and on one occasion Avery’s house-master introduced me to her. But we hadn’t an opportunity of exchanging a dozen words. One just doesn’t get to know people adequately. Six hundred boys, after all, have twelve hundred parents.’

‘Not perhaps quite twelve hundred fully on the strength.’ Brenton’s tone of good-humoured irony was unconcerned to indict me of clumsiness. ‘But perhaps she has written to you?’

The sudden sharp suspicion in this – as if I had been a witness who had given a misleading answer – took me aback.

‘Oh, very probably,’ I said, ‘at one time or another during Avery’s school career. But, most frequently, you know, she would write to his house-master, who’s a very senior man. And as for what you mean’—and I looked squarely at Brenton—’which is that I may have been involved in Mrs Brenton’s arranging Avery’s visit: well, there’s nothing in that at all. Avery and I merely ran into each other at Heathrow. And, at least in the first instance, I simply imposed my society upon him. I can see that undergraduates are going to be enormously interesting, but at the moment I believe I’m still rather regretting school-boys.’

‘Undergraduates?’ Brenton was at sea but curious, so I briefly mentioned to him, for what it was worth, my current shift from scholastic to academic employment. ‘I’m delighted to hear of it,’ he said at once. ‘And you must forgive me. I’ve fallen out of the way of reading those odd corners of The Times.’

I was startled by this – which had permitted, under a thin cloak of courtesy, a sharp escape of arrogance. It came to me that Jethro Brenton saw himself as eminent; even that this was conceivably the idea he lived by. And the notion was confirmed by what he went on to say.

‘Indeed, you know, I live too much out of the world altogether. For one thing, a bachelor establishment doesn’t allow one much scope for entertaining. Last week, for instance, the Comtesse de Criquetot was in Florence. You know Mme de Criquetot?’ Brenton didn’t pause long for my negative reply. ‘A terrible bas bleu, it’s true, but genuinely learned in some fields. I’d go to nobody else, I assure you, if I wanted an authoritative word on Pacino di Bonaguida. But, with such people, I can do no more than ask them to run up to luncheon. And certain men, too – however much it’s the informal that appeals to them. The King of Sweden, for example. We have an enormous amount to say to each other, although his master-passion is Chinese bronzes. But, when he’s around, I simply have to ask him up for a drink.’

Jethro Brenton seemed prone to saying things to which there was no immediate reply. I wondered what had triggered off this sudden insensate name-dropping – which was like Proust prattling about the Princesse Mathilde or the Prince des Galles. The answer seemed to be Fernanda. I had a momentary vision – not prompted by the Cinzano, which is a harmless stuff – of the Villa Buontalenti as a redoubt long desperately maintained against the assaults of this lady, and one which, as now being without even the slender flanking defence of a Greville-Gregory, was at this very moment pitiably vulnerable.

Time was to reveal that, if I was wrong in this, it was only in my viewing the situation too casually in the colours of comedy.

 
‘But to return to Avery,’ Brenton said. ‘Your mentioning school-boys and undergraduates brings him back to mind. At the moment, I gather, he belongs to neither category. He’s in a kind of limbo – and at present on leave from limbo to Florence. That’s right? I mean, he’ll have to clock in at Oxford in October or thereabout?’

‘I hope so. The position seems to be that he has failed to show adequate erudition in the entrance examination for the college of his choice. But the place has its eye on him as an all-round man, and he’ll be in if, between now and October, some young egghead or other drops out in the pursuit of higher things.’

‘My dear Bannerman, you speak almost as one having an anti-intellectual bias.’

‘Nothing of the kind.’ I found myself, of a sudden, rather angry. ‘But for years I’ve been putting up a losing battle for staunch and reliable boys who are far from prodigies. And, here, it’s a question of your own son. Just consider—’

I pulled myself up, a good deal disconcerted. For, before this mild outburst, a curious thing had happened. Jethro Brenton had crumpled up. There is no other way to express it. The impressive friend of the Comtesse de Criquetot and the King of Sweden had revealed himself as a trifle hollow inside. It lasted only for a second, this small and unseemly epiphany. Perhaps I had been in contact with no more than a superficial trick of the nerves. And now Brenton was bland again.

‘We must hope for the best,’ he said. ‘He won’t make Balliol, our excellent young friend. But he might claw his way into Wadham or Christ Church.’

This (as the reader will remark) ought to have stirred a memory in me. But, from Avery’s father, ‘our excellent young friend’ had displeased me. I was back with the writer of that letter – but at the same time reflecting that I must not encourage in myself a facile hostility towards this obscurely hard-pressed man. And now Brenton had got to his feet.

‘I must go,’ he said. ‘But I shan’t wait for you to call on me. I’ll venture to drop you a line. Or’—and he made a gesture uphill—’to give you a shout over the hedge. Just as soon as Avery joins me, shall we say?’

‘Yes, certainly. I’ll look forward to it.’ I was over-compensating, perhaps, for my small wave of distaste. ‘And, at the moment, I’ll walk as far as my own garden gate with you.’

We moved along the terrace, with Brenton gravely removing his hat in salutation to the Danish gentlemen who were accompanied by ladies. I said something about the view as remaining breath-taking to one who enjoyed it for only a month in the year. He replied – with his trick of mentioning riches on offer – that from the Villa Buontalenti one could ‘see round the corner’ to Settignano. The business of our interview, if there had been any, appeared concluded. But at the top of the drive, and beneath the towering walls of the baby-house called the Villa Montagnola, Jethro Brenton paused to say something more.

‘We had got round – just got round – to my former wife. I hesitate to seek, at second-hand, what I ought to have asked Avery. But my brief encounter with him told me he regards you – I am glad to say – as a friend. No doubt you had a little talk on the aeroplane. Did you gain the impression that the boy has—well, simply been sent ahead?’ Brenton hesitated, and then blurted something out. ‘She’s a bit unfathomable, you see. Did you gather she might be following Avery to Florence?’

‘Nothing of the kind.’ I spoke gravely, although the question had, to my sense, switched us back to the absurd. ‘I got no hint of anything of the sort.’

‘Ah.’ This time, my visitor didn’t take off his hat. We were established, it seemed, as familiar acquaintances, and what was appropriate was a relaxed gesture of farewell. ‘It has been kind of you,’ he said graciously, and walked away.


IV

 

The following day produced three chance meetings, of which the first was with Avery.

I had begun the morning with a visit to the National Library, and when I emerged I walked the stone’s throw to the Arno. Florence is perennially going to the dogs; nobody has ever returned to it after a five years’ interval without finding one or another prompting occasion to proclaim the fact. For Ruskin it was the appearance in the Piazza San Giovanni, within the shadow of the campanile itself, of horse-drawn omnibuses and hackney-cabs: ‘ghastly and heart-breaking’ was his phrase for this particular profanation. For later Italophiles it has been motor-scooters, or an overplus of Germans with Baedekers and Americans with Kodaks, or the shoddy rubbish in shops which they fondly remember as abounding in fine craftsmanship a decade before. But one has little consciousness of all this on a fine September morning, when the slow river lies beneath a Tuscan sunshine which turns mud to gold, and when from the Lungarno delle Grazie, one looks up to San Salvatore, Michelangelo’s bella villanella, modestly skirted in pine.

This being my present condition, I decided to avoid winding through the city – which is undeniably petrol-ridden and crowded – and to make my way to the Laurentian by the riverside and the quiet Via del Moro. It was thus that I came upon Avery in the Piazza Goldoni. He was staring into the window of an antique-shop. His guide-book, I noticed, was no longer accompanying him. What was under his arm appeared to be a magazine.

‘Oh, hullo, sir!’ He had turned round at my greeting in slight confusion, as if feeling that his thus bobbing up might be a nuisance to me. ‘I’ve been to the Cascine Gardens. There’s a place there called the Sferisterio, where I was told they play a game like pelota. You know? A sort of fives, but with a three-foot-long affair strapped to your wrist, which gathers the ball and hurls it with quite a terrific speed. It must be worth watching. But there was nothing happening. The wrong season, I suppose.’

‘How very tiresome.’

‘So you find me lounging around.’ Avery Brenton was always ready to face things. ‘However, it’s settled. I’m to go up to the Villa Buontalenti tomorrow. My father rang up last night.’

‘I’m delighted to hear it.’ My encounter with Jethro Brenton, I supposed, had sufficiently quieted his obscure alarms to have produced this very proper consequence. ‘But do you know what we’ll do now, Avery?’ A sudden impulse had possessed me. ‘That visit to the Brancacci Chapel. The Carmine’s straight in front of our noses, just across the Ponte alia Carraia.’

‘Are you sure you have the time?’ It was on a note hopeful yet ambiguous that Avery asked this. He was looking at me, moreover, as if we both saw the joke. But at once he was serious again. ‘It’s nice of you,’ he said. ‘Of course I have to get started on the job.’

In this spirit we dodged the traffic and crossed the bridge, pausing half-way to look down at the river, Dante’s maledetta fossa, tawny and olive from this height.

‘It must be frightfully polluted,’ he said. ‘Think of taking a header into it!’ And suddenly he added, ‘You met my father?’ He only waited for my nod. ‘Did he tell you much about himself?’

‘Well, he was most companionable. And he told me a little about his corpus ‘

‘His Corpus? But he was at Balliol.’

‘Not that Corpus.’ Avery was quick to think about Oxford colleges. ‘A corpus is a complete collection or survey or catalogue in some extensive field of learning. Your father’s concern is with some body of painting, I suppose. He told me he is very immersed in it.’

‘Doesn’t want to be bothered?’

‘He said nothing like that. Indeed, he came out with a handsome remark about you, Avery.’ I had decided to mention this. ‘That you were a credit to Anglebury and to your mother.’

‘That was very decent of him.’ The measure of Avery’s pleasure, or embarrassment, revealed itself in the gruffness with which he spoke. ‘Did he say much about my mother?’ He took the lead in turning away from the parapet of the Carraia and walking on. ‘Sorry,’ he added. ‘Shouldn’t be asking these questions.’

‘Not at all. But, no – not much. Just that he wondered whether she might come out to Florence too.’

Avery made no reply to this, and I didn’t venture further into an account of my conversation with his father. So we skirted the Palazzo Amerighi (to be associated, I supposed, with that putative discoverer of America whom I had so lately been discussing with my former pupil) and entered the undistinguished square fronting the undistinguished church of our quest.

‘It’s nothing like so grand as some of them,’ Avery said. And he added – what I thought vindicated in him the elements of taste – ‘And it’s ugly as well.’

‘An earlier church was burnt down. And in the reconstruction they very nearly scrapped what we’re going to see. They were only stopped by a German painter called Raffael Mengs, who happened to be in Florence at the time.’

‘You do know an awful lot.’ Avery said this without resentment, and at the same time dutifully reached for the guide-book that in fact, wasn’t there. He checked the movement rather suddenly. ‘So here goes,’ he said cheerfully.

 
The church, as usual, was like a gloomy railway station, but the Cappella Brancacci was brightly lit. Somebody (as at the real railway station, when seeking a hotel) had put a penny in the slot. We were the only sightseers. But on a low scaffolding before the Crucifixion of Peter, a professional person had his head buried beneath the cloth of a large old-fashioned camera; he appeared to be photographing the charming glimpse of a landscape with the Saint under guard visible through an archway near the centre of the composition. It was to this small piece of actual human activity that Avery at once directed his attention. No doubt he was a photographer himself. Seeking to coax him towards higher things, I was about to explain that the single figure uninterested in the execution going forward, and glancing out at us as if he had just spotted our arrival, was possibly a portrait of the artist – who had however more authentically depicted himself in a similar pose in the adjoining Dispute before Nero.

I had the good sense, however, to refrain. Avery must be left to it. Affable instruction would be inept. And presently he did begin to survey the exhibition at large. He moved to the other side of the chapel, and gazed upward at the Tributo – thus possibly placing himself for the first time in his life, I thought, in relation to one of the supreme masterpieces of Western art.

‘It’s staggering,’ Avery said.

This notable remark – or perhaps the mere fact of its being offered in English – had the effect of bringing the photographer’s head abruptly from beneath its shroud. He turned and looked at us, and I saw that he was a very young man. He was, in fact, my casual acquaintance, Luigi Fagandini. This was the second of the chance meetings of that day.

 
‘Buon giorno, signor Bannerman. Come sta?’ It was without hesitation that Luigi, having recognised me, stepped forward.

‘Good morning. Very well, thank you.’ Although Italian was the young man’s native tongue, I had felt something ironic in his employing it. But he seemed friendly, and if there was to be a little conversation it was clear that I must put the two youths on a correct footing with each other. I remembered, indeed, thinking there might be entertainment in bringing them together – and here was my opportunity, fortuitously come about. ‘We mustn’t interrupt your work,’ I said. ‘But let me introduce you. Avery, this is a recent acquaintance of mine, Signor Luigi Fagandini. Signor Fagandini – my friend Avery Brenton.’

‘Avery—?’ It was as if Luigi had not quite caught the unfamiliar name.

‘Brenton.’

‘Come sta?’ Luigi, looking curiously at Avery, had bowed with gravity.

‘Piacere,’ Avery said firmly.

This wasn’t a bad shot. Nor was the manner in which, as he uttered the word, Avery thrust his right hand so far in front of himself that Luigi had to take a hasty step backwards before clasping it. But, as he shook hands, Luigi had turned this awkward movement of retreat into an easy half-turn towards the fresco before which his camera stood.

‘I am working on something small, minute, not of general interest,’ he said. He seemed to take it for granted that, being met in this notable place, we ought to converse about it. ‘You see the captive Saint’s halo – and above it the man on the prancing horse? To the right is a lake, or perhaps a river. One can just see that the surface is disturbed.’

‘That’s right,’ Avery said. It was he who was primarily being addressed, and it was clear that he interested the Italian lad very much. No one-time amateur of English school stories, after all, could be unaware that here was somebody who had been both a prefect and a fag. ‘There might be people swimming. Or is it just little waves?’

‘There is an incident, a happening.’ Luigi, having hit on this modish word, made his familiar pause for admiration. ‘But what? The iconographical motif, if there is one, is uncertain. So I want a detail for filing. But, of course, it is the bigger, larger issues that are absorbent. So—’

‘Absorbing,’ Avery said – thus proving that he was at least attending to this unfamiliar discourse.

‘Absorbing. Thank you. A bad lapsus linguae.’ This dive into Latinity had perhaps been for my benefit. ‘And much is coming clearer. That Masolino was in Hungary, working for Pippo Spano, from the 1st of September 1425 to August 1427, has been the momentous discovery of recent years. So it follows—’

‘Pippo Spano?’ Avery said, almost as if about to plunge into learned colloquy. But this unlikely expectation was dissipated by his next words. ‘What an absurd name.’

For a moment Luigi was disconcerted, and I could detect him as making a rapid reassessment of the situation. It proved to be in the interest of securing his new companion’s ease. He made a gesture as if we were to consider the Brancacci Chapel only very much at large.

‘But what is so amusing,’ he said, ‘is how Filippino, when he wriggles himself free of the awe of these great masters he is mopping, clearing up after, shows how he adored talk. There is a great deal of silence in Masaccio and Masolino. It is almost as with Piero himself. Majestic silences.’ There was a pause – almost a majestic silence – during which I was myself conscious of becoming aware of this evident fact for the first time. It was demonstrable that there was nothing of the charlatan about Luigi Fagandini. ‘But now look at the flanking pillars, which of course you know to be Filippino’s work.’ He had impulsively taken Avery by the arm. ‘Paul visiting Peter in prison, quod. You, see, Signor Avery?’

‘Avery,’ Avery said – leading me to conclude that, rather surprisingly, he had taken to this alien Italian youth.

‘Avery. They are talking—are they not?—eighteen to the dozen.’

Avery may have been about to articulate the word ‘sixteen’ by way of helpful correction – but, if so, he wasn’t given the chance. Luigi had swept him impetuously to the other side of the chapel.

‘It is called the Angel freeing Peter from his imprisonment. But look at the sleeping, slumbering guard. What has happened? Plainly, Avery, the good Apostle has talked the man into insensibility. Yes? And now the Apostle harangues’—Luigi made his pause—’the Angel. He is telling the Angel a thing or two, I think. Perhaps the first Bishop of Rome may properly instruct an Angel, do you suppose? I do not know. But the Angel is extremely polite. I much love the expression on the face of this celestial visitant.’ Luigi made yet another, but very just, pause here. I saw that I also much loved the Angel’s expression. It had been rather like listening to the admirable Lord Clark.

 
‘The guard has a pretty good cod-piece,’ Avery said.

If this remark was mischievously reductive – and thus a fair sample of my pupil’s elusive fun – Luigi seemed to take satisfaction in it. Perhaps it was merely that it had garnered for him a new English word.

‘One day,’ he said, ‘we might together look at other things? If one is not too serious, too solemn, there is much that is curious in Italian pictures. I can show you the first transplant operation.’ He turned to me. ‘One says that: transplant operation?’

‘Certainly.’

‘And I think I have dated it round about 1438. Long before apartheid, the colour-bar.  I Santi Cosma e Damiano aggiustano ad un Amputato la gamba di un Negro. It is just that – in verita!’ Luigi had offered this last phrase as a tribute to Avery’s Italian. ‘The white man with one leg is being given a second leg taken from a black man. The Saints, who wear big red hats, are stitching it on. It is an edifying miracle.’

‘There can’t really be such a picture – and painted all that time ago?’ Although he had found Luigi’s recital highly entertaining, Avery was suspicious of being taken in.

‘But certainly. I shall show you. It is in the San Marco Museum.’’I haven’t been there. But I looked in at the Accademia.’ Avery produced this information unexpectedly. ‘Because of Michelangelo’s David. I saw the copy in the big square.’

‘And you liked the David?’

‘A bit of a heavy, I thought. About right for the lock – the chap in the middle of the third row of the scrum.’

‘The lock? The scrum?’ For a moment Luigi was really grounded, and then his reading came to his aid. ‘Ah,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Rugger!’

 
I had glanced at my watch, for I felt that on this pleasing note our encounter might well conclude. Luigi Fagandini ought to be getting back to his photography, and myself to the Laurentian. Avery took the hint, and we made a move to leave the chapel. I have mentioned that he had a magazine with him, and I now noticed that he had laid it down – unconsciously, I think – on the stone balustrade that serves as an altar-rail. It appeared to attest his intention to apply himself to artistic matters, since its cover was a reproduction of Rembrandt’s portrait of Hendrickje Stoffels looking out into sunlight as she parts the curtains of her bed. The painting is entirely decorous, and I was therefore puzzled by an expression of unmistakably malicious amusement on Luigi’s face as his eye too fell on it. He was about to speak – but checked himself, picked up the magazine without a further glance, and handed it to his new acquaintance.

‘Yours?’ he said casually. ‘Look, you must let me come with you to the door of the church.’

We walked down the nave together, and for a few moments I lingered behind the young men to glance at a Crucifixion by Vasari. They waited for me by the door, talking together, and I supposed that they might be exchanging addresses. When I joined them it was for formal farewells.

‘We shall meet,’ Luigi said, with what I had come to think of as his husbanded smile.  ‘A rivederci,’ he murmured, and turned away.

 
The sunlight in the Piazza del Carmine was dazzling, and for some moments Avery and I almost stumbled forward in silence. And then he spoke with a violence I had never heard from him before.

‘I did feel a bloody fool!’

‘Why should you do that?’ It was my thought that Avery’s evident inexpertness in the fine arts was what was troubling him.

‘Oh, I don’t mind you seeing!’ He reached for the magazine, now tucked under his arm again, and thrust it into my hands. ‘The chap finding me with that.’

I looked at Hendrickje Stoffels in bed, and saw that she was in only a tenuous relationship to the matter within. The magazine was called Ossessione Erotica. And, as if to make things quite clear to the intending purchaser, it bore the further announcement: Un Photoservizio Sexy. The latter phrase struck me as so exceedingly funny that I laughed aloud. It was probably the best thing I could have done.

‘Oh, that’s all very well,’ Avery burst out again childishly. ‘Thinking one is young and silly and all that. I must have been pretty bored—mustn’t I?—to pay money for the thing.’

‘It may be quite good value.’

‘Rubbish!’ We were passing, as it happened, one of those humblest of Florence’s citizens who potter about with a broom, a shovel, and a large dustbin on wheels. Avery snatched the opprobrious publication back from me without ceremony, and tossed it into this receptacle. The scavenger, seeing that something of appreciable value had been donated him, respectfully and gratefully removed his hat. This incongruity rescued Avery; we went forward shouting with a simultaneous laughter which – as between a headmaster and his former pupil – was no doubt as unseemly as could be.

‘Did young Luigi,’ I asked, when propriety was restored, ‘take up the suggestion of seeing you again?’

‘Oh, no. I expect he’d had enough of me.  That’—and Avery jerked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating his libidinous purchase—’is a bloody long way from Masaccio and whatever.’

‘Its proprietors seem to think it’s not all that way from Rembrandt.’

‘Stop making fun of me.’

‘Would you prefer a sermon?’

‘Oh, hell!’ Avery was laughing again. But suddenly he stopped. ‘I say,’ he said, ‘do you think it’s that sort of thing – Pippo Spano, and all that – that my father goes in for?’

‘Yes, I do. It’s quite an industry in Florence.’

‘I can see it – some of the things that Italian said about those pictures. But it couldn’t—could it?—ever be my sort of thing.’

‘It’s something that’s all very professional and technical.’

‘Yes,’ Avery said, and appeared to meditate this oblique reply. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You’re right.’

We walked on, once more in silence. If it wasn’t a majestic silence it was at least a companionable one.


V

 

In general, however, companionableness is not much my line in Florence. I feel while staying there that I have more reading to do than I am likely to manage, and although I have a good many acquaintances in and around the city I have fallen into the habit of being somebody they simply run into in the street, and who is delighted there and then to sit down by the wayside and hold a little casual talk over whatever refreshment is appropriate to the hour. Never having found anybody congenial to me who appears to judge this uncivil, I no longer intimate my arrival in the place in any formal fashion to anybody at all.

It was under these conditions that, later on the same day, I ran into a certain Mrs Mountpatrick – this being the third of the chance meetings I have mentioned. I had made my way to the Piazza San Marco to catch my usual bus for Fiesole when she bore down upon me from the half-hearted garden in the centre of the square, having emerged, I imagine, from some university building or other nearby.

‘Aha!’ she said without ceremony. ‘The hermit of the Laurenziana once more. We must have tea.’ Whereupon we sat down outside a little cafe, of no very distinguished appearance, on the corner of the Via Cavour.

I had known Alison Mountpatrick for years. A native of Florence in the sense that she had been born to English parents prosperously resident there, she was educated in France and had married an American archaeologist who died only a few years later. She then returned to Italy with the intention of herself carrying on certain researches upon which he had been engaged. Being without any specialised academic qualifications, she was obliged to finance the project herself, and as it involved excavations on a substantial scale she eventually found that she had exchanged for a position of some authority upon Etruscan matters pretty well whatever fortune she had possessed. Whereupon she settled again in Florence as librarian of a cultural institute financed by the French government. Now a brisk woman in her early forties, she was reputed to know everything that went on in the city.

For a little time our conversation conducted itself in the light of this fact, and various pieces of gossip – mainly concerning the learned or investigating classes – were communicated to me. There was thus one question that I was bound sooner or later to ask.

‘Can you tell me anything about a man called Jethro Brenton? And about what he terms his corpus?’

‘Jethro Brenton – certainly I can!’ If the question had appeared to startle my companion, her reply came with spirit. ‘He married one of my oldest friends, and she felt she had to divorce him. Fernanda Gray and I were at school together, first in France and then in Switzerland.’

‘Dear me!’ For some reason I was astonished by this unremarkable information. ‘And was Fernanda,’ I asked facetiously, ‘the Terror of the Remove?’

‘There wasn’t a Remove. And, if there had been, I’d have been its Terror. But Fernanda was a dominating girl.’

‘Did she eventually come to dominate this corpus person?’

‘Ah, the corpus! Of course it’s that you want to know about.’ My friend had here jumped to a false conclusion. ‘It’s nothing less than a corpus of Florentine painting. Mr Brenton has been working at it for years.’

‘He may well have been. It sounds a colossal undertaking. And isn’t there something of the sort going on in a large collaborated way already?’

‘Of course there is – ever since 1930. Some people suppose that Jethro Brenton must be a little cracked. The Drawings of the Florentine Painters took B.B. ten years. And although one used to grow tired of hearing about him’—Mrs Mountpatrick was no respecter of persons—’il Bibi was no doubt ahead of Fernanda’s faithless spouse.’ My friend made sure of the cleanliness of our teacups. ‘Not,’ she added abruptly, ‘that Brenton is negligible, by any means.’

‘He publishes?’

‘In the last couple of years he’s said to have produced several significant papers, and to be gaining in order and method.’ Having offered this by way of a scholar’s scrupulousness, Mrs Mountpatrick added: ‘Whether he’s been gaining in grace is another matter. He makes me think of the wretched man in George Eliot’s novel.’

‘Casaubon?’ I had got to this quite quickly – and also to wondering whether I had detected an odd hint of animus in Mrs Mountpatrick’s voice.

‘That’s right. Deluding himself. Beavering away at something been-and-gone in Germany or somewhere a generation before.’

‘And egocentrically slighting a devoted and idealistic wife. Is that how it was between Jethro and your Fernanda?’

‘Well, I couldn’t quite say that. I don’t really know why Fernanda and Jethro did part. At least, I hope I don’t.’ On this enigmatic note Alison Mountpatrick peered inside our teapot. ‘Not really why. Superficially, it had the look of one of those disgusting collusive things that still went on then. You know? The husband taking a tart to what the Germans call a Stunden hotel, and humiliating the poor girl by high-mindedly spending the night on the floor, swathed in an eiderdown-quilt. For some reason, Jethro and Fernanda had simply agreed to break up.’

‘I know their son, as a matter of fact. He was at Anglebury. His name’s Avery, and—’

‘Oh, yes. I know about Avery.’

‘You mean you know he’s in Florence now?’

‘In Florence?’ My friend was obviously interested. ‘Fernanda’s deep,’ she said.

‘That’s precisely her son’s word. It’s a quality he professes to admire.’ I paused. ‘The news surprises you, Alison?’ I had recalled that Mrs Mountpatrick and I were on Christian name terms. ‘Because you regularly correspond with the divine Fernanda, and on this she has kept mum?’

‘Charles, I thought you’d become President of Sarcophagus College, or something of the sort. But now it seems you’ve been taken on by a private detective agency. You’re pumping me.’

‘I’m concerned,’ I said seriously, ‘about Avery Brenton, my former pupil. He has been set to something – and, I suspect, without really being allowed to take the measure of it. Is there any evident reason why your friend Fernanda Brenton should—well, want Jethro Brenton back?’

‘Why should there be?’ As if conscious of evasiveness, Mrs Mountpatrick somewhat elaborately poured our very pale straw-coloured tea.

‘Well, haven’t you been keeping her up to date? And you say the corpus is looking up. Is Jethro really a dark horse? Is he going to emerge ahead of il Bibi after all, and be a kind of all-Europe prize?’

‘He’s a bogus B.B., and the Buontalenti’s a tatty I Tatti.’ Having achieved this uncharitable joke, my friend clearly felt either compunction or some kindred motion of the divided mind. ‘No, that’s silly. But Fernanda is definitely not glamourised by the notion of Jethro emerging as a Nobel prize-winner, or whatever, after all. At least, I’m almost sure not. With Fernanda, things are sometimes difficult to tell.’

‘Has she declared a revived passion for her former husband? More specifically, is she an Octavia who has got wind of her Antony’s amorous courses in Egypt?’

It was perhaps Mrs Mountpatrick’s dip into George Eliot that prompted me to this oblique manner of putting my question. It caused my companion to stare at me strangely, and there was an answering obliqueness in her reply.

‘You must realise that Jethro Brenton is very attractive to women?’

‘Why should I realise such a thing? I’ve set eyes on the man only once, and there weren’t any women around. I can see that he’s what’s called handsome; indeed, that he’s extremely so. And he has an air. All that. But, if your friend is haunted by the memory of him as a lover, why did she sack him in the first instance – pack him off, I mean, to that Stunden hotel?’

‘I’ve already told you I don’t know.’ Mrs Mountpatrick was impatient. ‘Nor do I know about any other woman at present in the picture. There may be one. I’m not at all of Jethro Brenton’s intimity.’

‘It’s an idea that even his son – who is a simple lad – has from somewhere had lodged in his head.’

‘And you’re afraid the boy is actually going to encounter something unpleasant of the kind? He must be eighteen, I suppose. Would it be too dreadful if he found a mistress tucked away somewhere in the Villa Buontalenti?’

‘Avery certainly doesn’t fuss about it as a prospect.’

‘Nor, on the other hand, condone it?’

‘Oh, decidedly not. He thinks his parents ought to come together again. Which is just as well, considering that he has so plainly been sent to Florence by his mother in that particular interest. Only, Alison, you see that’s not, to my mind, the deeper reason for his having come. Avery, whether he knows it or not, is here less in search of a restored husband for his mother than of a father for himself.’

‘Charles, are you sure you’re not being a sentimental old bachelor?’ Mrs Mountpatrick was looking unaccountably perturbed. ‘Is it really true that eighteen-year-old young men, whose parents happen—’

‘They’re what I know about.’ I was so clear on this that I had interrupted my friend brusquely. ‘Or at least – lads of that age and younger – they’re to what I’ve been constrained to apply—well, any intuitive sense I may have.’ I paused. ‘And I can give you a piece of hard fact. Avery has been learning Italian. And he’s not at all an intellectual boy.’

‘Then what’s eventually going to be done with him? Will he be shoved into a shipping-office – something of that kind?’

‘I think not, or say not quite yet. It’s my secure guess – although I keep my fingers crossed – that he’s going to get into Oxford.’

‘Why do that with your fingers?’

‘Because Avery is doing so himself. It’s the thing – call it the other thing – that’s terribly important to him.’

‘I see.’ It was plain that Mrs Mountpatrick did see, since she colloquially added: ‘I say! What a nuisance Oxford and Cambridge must be to your crowd.’

‘To headmasters, and so on? Yes, indeed. And particularly in the case of boys with whom it isn’t exactly ambition that’s the point.’

‘But not letting down papa and grandpapa?’

‘Roughly that.’

‘I never heard of anything so unwholesome. You ought to have set your face against it. It’s a morbid ancestor-worship. The army, too. Think of all the round pegs – scholars, cowards, artists, astute business men in embryo – who have thrust themselves into that square hole because of some tiresome family tradition! What ought your Avery to do?’

‘Well, he would make a good soldier, as a matter of fact. So the round and the square is with him, you may say, that way on.’

‘If I meet him, I shall talk to him about the army as a career.’

‘I hope you will. Meet him, I mean, and harangue him if you care to. He’s finding Florence rather thinly populated.’

‘Of course I must meet him! Where is the child to be found?’

‘After today, at the Buontalenti. There has been a short delay, but now he is to join his father. For how long, I can’t guess, nor can he. I don’t know how his mission is supposed to conduct itself. He’s a nice boy – his mother seems to have made an accurate assessment of that – and in his society his father’s heart is to kindle towards the old domestic felicities. Perhaps the thing is calculated to run on those lines. Meanwhile, I can’t at all guess what sort of society Avery is going to encounter. Have you ever heard tell of the Comtesse de Criquetot? He – Jethro, that is – has named her as a friend.’

‘I never have. But people say he talks about rather nebulous French or German or Scandinavian friends – all well-born – in default of Italian ones.’

‘Nebulous? You mean, he makes them up – Mme de Criquetot and the rest?’

‘I think they exist in a come-and-go fashion. Old-style minor foreign notabilities. And he makes the most of them.’

‘Would you call the King of Sweden a minor foreign notability?’ I didn’t pause on this. ‘Do you mean that, so far as Florentine society is concerned, Brenton is for some reason ostracised?’

‘It couldn’t be called that. But for some years he must have been aware of a certain coolness. He blotted his copy-book, in fact.’ Mrs Mountpatrick glanced at me sharply; she might have been wondering whether I was in possession of information I hadn’t owned to. ‘It was a purely professional matter,’ she added quickly and strangely. ‘And quite long ago.’

‘Avery told me something which perhaps squares with that, and which, indeed, I had a vague sense of having been aware of. Brenton stopped being much of a man to appeal to for an expertise. Something like that.’

‘Yes. There was some sort of scandal. He’d had money from an Italian nobleman who was selling a picture, when he ought to have had it only from the American client who was proposing to buy it. And one can’t do that sort of thing here without being—well, thrown out of the club.’

‘I should hope not.’ This piece of information about Avery’s father had horrified me.

‘Only, he was only half thrown out. Or even a shade less than that.  Not what you call ostracised. I never knew the details, but there appear to have been some influential people who judged that he’d been more sinned against than sinning. Having been got at by the Duca of Whatever-it-Was caught him on a vulnerable side.’

‘A snobbish side?’

‘Just that. And they so worked on him – the Duca’s wily agents – that he ended up, I suppose, on his familiar note of successful self-deception. For he has such a note.’

‘So I myself came to judge within twenty minutes.’

‘And of course the Duca wasn’t going to have any scandal reflecting on him. So it was all clamped down on. And now it wouldn’t prompt anyone to cut Mr Brenton in the street, or to refuse to talk civilly to him at a party. A good, strong push would rehabilitate him – art-wise.’ Mrs Mountpatrick paused on this odd addendum. ‘But still,’ she said.

‘I see. He has to put a good face on things. And it might be possible to view him as a figure of unwholesome pathos. But that can’t be Fernanda’s line? Of course, I possess no more than a speculative sense of your old school-friend. But I do keep on thinking of her as a soldier, whatever Avery’s going to be. And not as the sort of soldier—commander, really—who makes the mistake of re-enforcing failure rather than success. She wouldn’t think, surely, to rescue Jethro?’

‘I just don’t know. Fernanda plans things, I agree, and your military metaphor is entirely apt. Only it’s possible that she may be a woman first and a soldier afterwards.’

‘With whatever implication for the mystery that may be said to carry.’ I put down my empty cup with the knowledge that there would be no more tea in the pot. And Mrs Mountpatrick had already gathered up her handbag. ‘Thank you, my dear Alison, for being so communicative. You’ve provided me with the most abundant information on the whole affair.’

‘Have I?’ My friend gave me the glint of a queer look. ‘More may, of course, be available. But you will have to ferret it out for yourself.’

‘Does that mean’—I glanced at the little tab hanging from the pot between us—’that you still see yourself as having been given an expensive cup of Snake Tea by a wheedling character who has turned private enquiry agent?’

But Mrs Mountpatrick had risen to her feet – considerately, I saw, since the next filobus for Fiesole was just turning into the Piazza.

‘You’re at the Serena again?’ she asked. ‘Then you have any remaining mystery at your back door. Almost on your back stairs.’

‘Quite so.’ I was uncertain what to make of this. ‘And I’ll be the kinder to Brenton for knowing that he has a semi-murky past. He’s very conscious of it, no doubt.’

‘One can see it makes a burden,’ Mrs Mountpatrick said coolly, and shook hands.


 

 

Part Three

LUIGI

 


I

 

A week went by without my receiving from Jethro Brenton the summons he had promised as soon as Avery should be settled with him. At the end of it I went to spend a few days in Pisa, where one of my oldest Italian friends, a classical scholar, is a professor at the university. It is a city of which I am not particularly fond. The Arno, now within sniff of the sea, is more sluggish than ever, and the architecture is full of bizarre notes: there is a little church like a hedgehog; the Baptistry is full of tourists enchanted by its maniacal whisperings; the drunken campanile, as the guide-book tells one, is best viewed by moonlight. Galileo, I don’t doubt, derived his predilection for tiresome practical jokes from having been bred in the place.

When I got back to Fiesole it was to find that I had just missed a letter from Brenton, which had contained an invitation to lunch at the Villa Buontalenti on the day following its delivery. This had been short notice. But he was a formal person nevertheless, and it struck me that I ought to have let him know in advance about my absence. I decided to walk up the hill and present my apologies in person.

Although so near at hand, the Buontalenti proved not easy to locate. But the route to it at least paid appropriate tribute to the arts, since I had first to climb to the Piazza Mino da Fiesole and then wind my way along the Via Verdi. Presently on either hand sundry houses, large and small, were precariously perching themselves upon steeper and steeper acclivities which constituted the nearer slopes of Monte Céceri. But it remained true that I was winding round to a position from which a rude bellow could be conceived as disturbing my host Signor Galbiati at the Serena – if he was not already disturbed, indeed, by the intervening infant uproar from the Villa Montagnola.

But in fact, it was a singularly soundless place. The dogs had gone to sleep. The poultry were discouraged. The trees were devoid of songsters – doubtless because the songsters had been shot or netted and eaten. And the trees were very thick on the ground. When at length I glimpsed the pale walls of the Buontalenti it was amid a huddle of tall cypresses like a black-cowled Misericordia procession congregated round a corpse. Nor was this the only suggestion of change and decay before me. There was a drive in reasonably good order, and beyond the wrought-iron gates giving on this was a respectable lodge-like dwelling with the word portineria over its doorway. But as the gates were rusted and padlocked, and the porter demonstrably for many years a non-resident, I was obliged to move on. Fifty yards up the road there was a second entrance, with similar gates and a similar lodge – one announcing itself as sheltering the giardiniere. An ugly barbed-wire entanglement, however, suggested that this had become an independent concern, admitting no allegiance to the big house beyond. The impression was reinforced by a scrawled notice on the barricade.  Chi entra furtivo – this pleasantly read – muore tosto.

I now appeared to have found, nevertheless, the current entrance to Jethro Brenton’s property. A letter-box (which, in the expansive Italian fashion, invited the delivery of telegrams) had been recently polished; the gates opened easily; the drive had received as much weeding as is necessary at the close of a hot summer. I walked past the lodge as little furtively as possible, and made my way down a steep incline towards the villa. On the left there appeared a group of outbuildings suggesting little more than a clutter of cowhouses randomly disposed, but which no doubt, sheltered in addition to any livestock the Buontalenti kept, those retainers from the Abruzzi whom Brenton had mentioned. I hoped that they were better affected than the gardener. As Abruzzese domestic architecture consists in the main in elevating caves, dens and grottoes to the condition of hovels, it was possible that they regarded themselves as transported amid amenities of the first order, and that they were in consequence indisposed to quarrel with their employment.

I came suddenly upon the house. It consisted of a square tower, massive and of evident antiquity, round two sides of which several centuries had more or less casually pitched their disparate notions of what may be appropriately added to a country dwelling. Nothing more than a place of villeggiatura had ever been envisaged, I imagine, but it had been by persons of means and taste, and the resulting composite was wholly harmonious. Moreover a real garden – by which, in an Italian context, one must mean a formal garden – had after a fashion survived, so that instead of banana-plants surrounded by cannas, or distant cousins of French parterres, or threadbare relations of English lawns, there ran the ordered lines of tall dark hedges squarely hewn, which carried the eye down through a fine perspective of small successive terraces, low balustrades, oblongs of shallow water trickling continently each into the next, fountains modest alike in volume and elevation, battered’ and discoloured statues, pedestalled noseless busts. As a background to this were the cypresses again, darkly fingering the sky. And beyond one sun-soaked gap between them lay the city of Florence.

Upon these last appearances I had arrived only by rounding the villa. This had been necessary in order to find any means of entering or alerting it. On its northern side there was indeed a curved staircase of the up-and-down-again sort, which had obviously been designed to lend consequence to the principal approach to the house. But this scalino I had climbed in vain, since the door to which it led had neither bell nor knocker, and suggested itself as having become one with the immobile main fabric of the building. The south side was another matter. Here again there was a staircase: otherwise one’s only entrance would have been, I imagine, into a honeycomb of dismal cellars. What this second ascent presented me with was a loggia and a wide open door: this, and the talk and laughter of two young voices, neither very distinguishable from the other.

 
I went straight in – I believe without a thought to how casual such behaviour was when venturing a first call upon the ceremoniously inclined Jethro Brenton. It was the mere quality of what I had heard that attracted me; I walked towards the sound as unthinkingly as I might have done at Anglebury towards some agreeable hubbub in the junior day-room of School House. There was a high square hall, its walls of dressed stone, its floor of marble, and its proportions fine enough to be set off by the sparseness of the furniture it contained. And then, unexpectedly, there was a billiard-room – or at least there was a large room with a billiard-table, distinguishably moth-eaten, at the end of it. Avery was perched on this, swinging his legs. Beside him, and in a similar attitude, was Luigi Fagandini. They were rolling the balls about the table – not quite idly, I judged, but in the pursuit of some loosely conceived game of their own invention.

Avery’s standard ‘Oh, hullo, sir!’ and Luigi’s more formal ‘Buon giorno’ were simultaneous, nor could I have determined which youth took the initiative in jumping politely to the floor. They exchanged a quick glance as they did so. It would have had to be described as discreetly at my expense, since its acknowledgement was of the fact that, here suddenly turned up on them, was somebody they had lately been discussing in a spirit of humorous indulgence. I was far from resenting this; I do, I know, render a certain ‘period’ effect; a youth would even appear a shade dull to me to whom the circumstance wasn’t available as a prompting to mild amusement. What more struck me at the moment was the observation that the two young men were as thick as thieves; there was even a curious air of co-proprietorship in whatever the Villa Buontalenti offered apparent in their manner of welcoming me.

‘Isn’t it amazing?’ Avery said. ‘Luigi has turned out to be my father’s secretary. His colleague, really. He manages the whole archive along with just one old man.’

‘Well, well!’ I hadn’t been particularly surprised that the youths had got together again; nor, somehow, was I amazed at the new information given me. At our earlier meeting I had been aware of Luigi as dissimulating an impulse to size Avery up. There seemed no reason not to refer to this. ‘Luigi kept mum about it,’ I said, ‘in the Brancacci.’

‘Avery might have been any Brenton.’ Luigi took up my challenge at once. ‘I was uncertain of my ground.’

‘Listen to the child’s English,’ Avery said joyously. ‘It’s quite idiotically idiomatic. Do you know, he can do riddles? We’ve been doing riddles on forfeit, and I come off worst.’

‘What’s the forfeit?’

‘One with a billiard-cue,’ Avery said cheerfully. ‘Look, I’ll do him one now. I’ll do him the one about the elephants. You remember?’

‘I’m afraid not.’ I saw that some conundrum once in vogue at Anglebury must be in question. ‘But go ahead.’

‘How would you stop a stampede of elephants, Luigi?’ As he asked this, Avery climbed on the table again, and once more fell to swinging his legs. ‘Come on, bambino,’ he said absurdly. ‘It’s as easy as stink.’

‘As stink?’ Luigi queried, momentarily diverted. He knitted his brows. ‘But, no – this one is too hard.’

‘I should damned well think it is.’ On this inconsequence, Avery’s hand moved hopefully towards a billiard-cue lying on the table – whereupon, being unminded to witness some scene of sadistic excess, I picked the object up and restored it to its rack.

‘Una telefonata intercomunale,’ Luigi said suddenly. ‘It is known as a trunk call. So that is the clue, the key, the crux. Avery! I should call trunks and . . . and reverse the charge.’

‘You see?’ There was triumph in Avery’s voice. ‘Isn’t it amazing? Luigi might be a free-born Englishman, and no Italian.’

‘Most amazing.’ It was clear that the two boys had taken to each other in a thoroughgoing fashion, and that the basis of this must be precisely the steep contrast between them in both character and ability. It was unlikely that at Anglebury Avery Brenton had gained any close friends among the really clever boys, and it was this that now made him so ready to goggle at Luigi in an admiring way. And Luigi, about whose acute intelligence there could be no question, was correspondingly fascinated by there having been suddenly tumbled out before him, as it were, a figure so representative as Avery of that fabulous world in which his own adolescent imagination had indulged itself. For Luigi, I decided, Avery was Stalky and Co. rolled into one.

I had now sat down – an action which the correctly mannered Luigi took as licensing him to rejoin Avery on the billiard-table. So there they were again as I had discovered them: of an age, but of disparate types; slightly turned towards each other in relaxed attitudes which yet seemed to draw them together into a single composition as unified as a painter could desire. I felt a curious persuasion that – no longer now, but in the single instant of my thus first coming upon them – I had glimpsed something about them which they were not themselves in possession of. Perhaps it was no more than the hidden but familiar mechanism which turns youths into what we call ‘inseparables’ for a time. I wondered how much they were in fact running around together, and this prompted me to ask a question.

‘And what about Avery’s artistic education, Luigi? Are you bringing it along?’

‘We have been several times to galleries. Avery is a serious pupil.’

‘I have to get to know the stuff,’ Avery said, with a sobriety which appeared directly elicited by this description of himself. ‘The trouble is that there’s such an awful lot of it. Still, it’s quite fun at times. The bambino is good at making it rather fun. Eh, bambino?’

‘Silly ass,’ Luigi said colloquially – and added, apparently on his system of synonyms, ‘Cheerful young idiot! Mr Bannerman, one can say that?’

‘Certainly. An excellent expression.’

‘For instance,’ Avery said, ‘there’s an Annunciation by Filippino Lippi in the Accademia. He’s the painter, you remember, who had a go long after Masaccio and Masolino in that Brancacci-place.’

‘Yes, I do remember,’ I said, and glanced at Luigi. He was looking a shade uneasy.

‘Well, this Annunciation has two angels, and each of them is carrying a lily. If one of them had a palm-leaf it would be all right. Because, you see, a palm-leaf’s for death. So you get life and death. It’s what’s called an iconographical convention. So I asked Luigi why two lilies?’ On this Avery paused, and I supposed that some notable instance of his friend’s erudition was to be brought forward. ‘And Luigi said,’ Avery concluded, ‘That God had perhaps been thinking of twins.’

Although I found this funny (but not so funny as Avery did) I took care to look at Luigi with gravity – an unkind imposture which increased his confusion. Then he recovered himself, and looked at me with sharp curiosity.

‘You were Avery’s direttore?’ he asked.

‘Yes, of course. His headmaster.’

‘But he tells you his jokes?’

‘Well, he wouldn’t positively not tell them.’

‘And anything else?’

‘I’d suppose so. Indeed, I’d hope so – if he wasn’t too tedious or boring about it.’

‘He says he even showed you his book with the feelthy pictures.’ Luigi didn’t forget his pause on this.

‘His book—?’ For a moment this had me baffled, and then I remembered Avery’s luckless Ossessione Erotica. ‘Oh, that! It was a rotten buy. He was quite bad-tempered about it.’

‘Luigi wanted to borrow it,’ Avery said on his blithest note. ‘I had to explain I gave it away to the good poor.’

There was a pause in which it was almost as if we had taken Luigi out of his depth. The relationship between Avery and myself perplexed and somehow disturbed him. I thought it time to change the subject.

‘I hoped to find your father,’ I said to Avery, ‘and to apologise for having been unable to answer an invitation. Is he at home?’

‘I’m afraid he’s gone down to Florence. But he should be back quite soon, so it will be nice if you can stay and wait for him. As a matter of fact, I’ve got quite a lot to be tedious and boring about.’

‘And may I have my turn later?’ It was instantly that Luigi took his friend’s hint. ‘At present I have some new prints to sort – I should some time very much like to show you our system, Mr Bannerman – so may I ask you to excuse me?’

‘That’s the bambino’s way of saying he’s clearing out,’ Avery said. ‘As a matter of fact, he works fearfully hard. He might be swotting for an exam.’

‘I am indeed in the rat race.’ Luigi said this only perhaps to air the phrase.  ‘A rivederla, signore.’ And with this salutation – a shade more formal than he had offered me as we parted in the Carmine – Luigi left Avery and his former direttore to themselves.

‘Let’s go into the garden,’ Avery said. ‘It’s a bit dusty, but not too bad.’


II

 

It was now noon, and the day seemed to have slid back to high summer. Even here at our respectable elevation it was hot. Below us in the distance, when we had reached the garden’s end, Brunelleschi’s dome wavered on its drum like a part-inflated balloon, or a soap-bubble trembling on a pipe. The haze made ancient and enduring things insubstantial, evanescent, slenderly attached to earth, as if Florence were indeed a city of flowers, and one over which a scorching air blew. Avery regarded the scene for a moment and his lips parted, so that I supposed he was about to offer some comment on it.

‘I still haven’t heard.’

‘From your mother?’

‘Oh, yes, I’ve had a letter. I was meaning from Oxford.’

‘Ah! I see.’ If I was surprised, it must have been because Avery had only minutes before seemed so contentedly absorbed into his new surroundings. Now I realised that it was still an exile who was looking down on Dante’s city. ‘It continues early days,’ I said, ‘when it’s some kind of waiting-list that’s in question.’

‘I suppose so.’ He was looking at me with much more of an air of confession than when he had handed me that absurd erotic magazine. I had an impulse to lecture him on the folly of overestimating conventional courses and prizes. But it would have been impertinent, and I held my peace – whereupon he spoke again himself. ‘As for the present job, it doesn’t get less vague. And I don’t want to fail another test.’

‘Ought you to look at it in that way, Avery?’ As I asked this I cursed in my own mind the obscure purposes of Fernanda Brenton. ‘In any case, you’ve made not a bad start. You seem to get along well with your father’s young man.’

‘Oh, Luigi’s terribly nice – even though he’s so clever. He’d be an awfully good chap to have in a study. But it’s odd, don’t you think?’

‘Odd?’ This mystifies me.

‘Being here like this with my father, and mucking away on the corpus, and all that. He’s only my age, you know. But he seems to have done a couple of years at it.’

‘They’re often intellectually precocious, Italians.’ I supposed Avery to be wholesomely in awe of a contemporary of his own who was actually holding down a job. ‘Did he have some training for it before he took it on?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know at all. Somehow I haven’t really learnt very much about him. I mean about his parents, and what school he was at. The ordinary things of that sort.’

‘And have you offered him your own curriculum vitae?’

‘Sir?’ I saw that this pedantry of mine had grounded Avery for a moment, and that this had abashed him. But then he picked it up. ‘Well, not in what you’d call detail. I don’t think he knew much beforehand. For instance, I think he knew about my mother’s existence – vaguely, perhaps – but not about mine. I think he tumbled in the Brancacci Chapel to who, or what, I must be.’

‘Probably your father felt no occasion to talk to him about family affairs. I take it Luigi lives here – but it’s a professional relationship, after all.’

‘Yes.’ Avery paused. ‘Do you know? I get the impression that Luigi is this corpus thing. The drive behind it, I mean. And the way he has all those photographs filed is pretty staggering.’

‘It’s a matter of photographs?’

‘Thousands and thousands of them – and most of them of quite small bits of paintings. But the real thing is that he has a particular sort of memory for them. Some little squiggle – the way a painter has done something – turns up. And he can go straight to a similar squiggle in the files.’

‘He certainly sounds invaluable.’

‘I’m terribly afraid it would awfully bore me. The question is, does it bore him?’

 
We had turned and were walking back through the garden. To cover the length of it didn’t take all that time, since art had gone long ago to the creating of its apparent dimensions. I liked the Villa Buontalenti, but must not give the impression that there was anything grand about it. Only modest means would be required to a reasonable effect of keeping the place up. But the empty stone basin by which we had now happened to pause hinted a rather forlorn note, nevertheless. I turned from it to glance curiously at Avery. There was, I told myself, nothing obtuse about the intellectually unassuming youth.

‘The question’s that?’ I said. ‘It mayn’t, really and truly, be Luigi’s thing?’

‘Sometimes he’s funny about it in a funny way.’

‘Is he funny about your father?’

‘Oh, no! He’s very’—Avery hunted for what he wanted to say—’well-bred.’

‘I happen to have heard, as a matter of fact, that your father’s research has been picking up impetus lately. Perhaps that’s the whiz-kid at work.’

‘Yes.’ Avery’s tone failed to suggest much approval of my attempt upon a modern idiom. ‘Do you know why Luigi puts up with an ignorant oaf like me, and lets me call him the bambino, and so on? It’s just because he’s awfully keen on England.’

‘That was the first thing I gathered about him. And it’s not as an art historian. He sees it as a country in which big things happen in a practical way.’ I paused on this, aware of how we had been distancing somebody with whom, only half an hour before, Avery appeared to have established a bosom friendship. ‘After I’ve entertained your father – if he will allow me to – you and Luigi must come down and dine with me at the Serena. I believe I could rustle up a couple of girls, if you cared for it. Virtuous, but allowed to accept unchaperoned an invitation from a respectable and elderly Englishman. Is Luigi a ladies’ man?’

‘I don’t know at all.’ Avery had plainly found this term a baffling archaism – just as he had found ‘whiz-kid’ a neologism unseemly on my lips. ‘But that would be very nice,’ he added, without much conviction. I made a mental note that it would be a bachelor occasion.

‘You say you’ve heard from your mother?’

‘I had a letter a couple of days ago. She wants me to suggest to my father, quite casually, that he might perhaps pay a short visit to England some time.’

‘I see. A policy of gradualism.’

Needless to say, I hadn’t uttered these words before I regretted them. They reflected much more my sense of Mrs Brenton’s policies than what ought to have been my regard for Avery’s feelings. But if his ruddy complexion heightened, he took my crudity in good part.

‘I can see there’s something rather comical in it,’ he said. ‘My being a kind of scout, that is, putting out feelers as to how my father may be feeling. I’m even a kind of go-between, like the man in Shakespeare’s play. But, this time, it’s a juvenile Pandarus scurrying between a Troilus and Cressida who aren’t—well, quite young at all.’ Avery didn’t pause to register my surprise at this unusual literary flight, which I considered much to the credit of Anglebury’s English-master. ‘But it’s sensible, isn’t it, really? That we should come together as a family, that is. My parents and myself.’

‘In a general way,’ I said cautiously, ‘it’s no doubt the desirable thing.’

‘Yes.’ Avery seemed to gather my note of reserve. ‘Only, I don’t see how it’s to be started. I don’t see it getting off the ground as a practical proposition.’ He looked at me a shade helplessly. ‘My father is being extremely decent to me. But he’s rather reserved, really. And it’s as if there’s something I can’t quite get at in him. Perhaps it’s early days yet, as you say it is with those Oxford dons.’

‘Of course it is.’ I turned and walked on towards the house. ‘You just mustn’t let your mother be impatient.’

‘No.’ For some way Avery paced beside me in silence, finding satisfaction in kicking a pebble in front of him on the flagged path. ‘Do you know?’ he said. ‘I think I envy Luigi. No family problems. In fact, no family, so far as I can see. On his own, and with a job. A high-powered job with a high-powered name. Iconographical analysis. And you just get on with it. Bliss!’ He took a final kick at his pebble. ‘No!’ he said. ‘I don’t believe all that at all. Isn’t it extraordinarily difficult sometimes not to tell the most enormous lies about oneself?’

‘Or the most idiotically small ones, for that matter.’

‘Listen.’ Avery had come to a halt, and was looking at me. ‘I’ll tell you one truthful thing. I’m coming to think of my mother as a complication.’ He had cast a kind of baffled emphasis on the word. ‘Is that a bit pitiful, would you say?’

‘Not in the least. What you are telling me is that a father, split new, so to speak, and just unpacked from the straw, is a full-time job in himself. Quite as full time as iconographical thingummy.’

‘That’s it.’ Avery was relieved at being understood. ‘If anything’s to come of it – our really knowing each other – it must be let grow, without side-issues getting in the way.’

‘Yes.’ If I was struck by the profoundly unconscious ruthlessness of this, I wasn’t left without a sense of its being indicative of quite a lot. It would be easy to indict Avery as a youth of conventional mind, and to represent his current enterprise as promoted by a mere sense that it is proper to have two parents, if not indeed also a nanny, a pony, and a dog. But if conformity was to some extent a motive with him – and he had said things that squarely planted it as such – he was yet presenting himself increasingly to me as under some more radical impulsion. That this lay deep didn’t necessarily mean that it was all that strong, and I hardly supposed that the action developing itself before me was going presently to reverberate in an elemental way. Still, here was young Telemachus – the figure had come to me before – more concerned with his own quest than with getting things straight for Penelope in Ithaca. ‘I think,’ I said, ‘that if I’d recovered a parent in your circumstances my impressions would have been thoroughly confused for a time. What would you say is your chief impression of your father to date – apart from that of his being rather reserved?’

‘That he must be very attractive to women.’

‘Really?’ I don’t know why Avery’s advancing this surprised me, unless it was my having received the same appraisal from Mrs Mountpatrick. ‘Have you already seen him in much female society?’

‘Oh, no—hardly at all. There has been one woman come to lunch. She was called the Marquise d’Amfreville, and she did seem a bit gone on him, I must say. I’d never met a marquise before. I don’t think my father has a large number of friends, and I get the impression that quite a lot of those he does have are foreigners. Not Italians, that is, but other kinds.’ Avery had stopped on the final steps up to the loggia before the house. ‘Of course, he’s attractive in a general way, I think, just as Luigi is. Luigi’s had a mistress.’

‘That’s something he’s told you?’ I wasn’t clear that Avery had any business to make me this inconsequent and not particularly interesting disclosure.

‘Oh, yes. He’s told me all sorts of thing – but not really about himself. He’s elusive. But he did tell me that.’

‘Do you think he’s told your father?’

‘He hasn’t said, but I’d suppose not. He’s not, somehow, relaxed with him. And you and I puzzled him. I think he believes in being rather close with older people. Perhaps that’s just Italian. But you’d never guess, would you?’

‘About your precious friend’s mistress? Of course not – because I shouldn’t put in time conjecturing. Perhaps mistress is rather a grand word for it.’

‘Well, it was a married woman. I thought that a bit much. But Luigi says it’s the trouble-free thing. That’s extremely continental, I suppose.’

There was a moment’s silence, for I had nothing more to say about this. Avery’s sudden incursion into the amatory field puzzled me. Frankness in talk between old and young is based upon certain unspoken rules, and these Avery had violated – as he would not of course have been doing had he felt impelled to tell me about some change in sexual status he had himself undergone. I had to conclude not merely that the whole subject of the vita sexualis was much on his mind (as it ought to be in a youth lately pitched out of a monastic English public school and cut off from his mother’s apron-strings) but that it was presenting itself to his intuitions, although perhaps scarcely to his conscious mind, in some disturbing form. But now he seemed to become aware that he had been talking, or rambling, out of turn.

‘Listen!’ he said. ‘That’s a car on the drive. It will be my father. I’m so glad you’ll catch him, after all.’


III

 

Luigi came out of the house as we reached it, and I imagined he was proposing politely to meet his employer. But his first words to Avery dispelled this idea.

‘Another visitor! It never rains but it snows.’

‘Pours. But isn’t it my father?’

‘You should know the sound of a car – even an Italian car, Avery. This is a strange one. We investigate.’ Luigi was making a slightly ironical fuss, as if it amused him to set an accent on the fact that visitors did not besiege Jethro Brenton’s gates. ‘But here is Luca.  Luca, chi e?’

Luca, who had appeared from round the tower, was an old man as gnarled as an olive tree. He carried a rake over his shoulder – less for utility, I felt, than with the air of a stage-character making it clear that he is the gardener. He was not presumably the disaffected person in the lodge, alert to slaughter furtive intruders on the spot, but one of those who had come from the Abruzzi to till a strange Tuscan soil. He now halted, and expressively shrugged his shoulders – rake and all.

‘Una signora sconosciuta,’ he said. ‘Inglese, senza dubio.’ And he shuffled on his unhurrying way.

That this had not been beyond Avery as an Italian scholar was apparent in the glance he exchanged with me: a glance one component of which was alarm. We had been visited by the same conjecture. Dissatisfied with the reports of her ambassador, Mrs Fernanda Brenton had arrived. If the same thought was in Luigi’s mind, he gave no sign of it.

‘Avery,’ he murmured, ‘this is for you.’ He turned to me – and made one of his pauses, as it were, in advance. ‘For Avery is the young squire? One says that?’

‘No, Luigi, I don’t think one does. But Avery must receive his father’s visitor. You and I will stand by in his support.’

This nonsense had taken us round the house, and almost into the arms of the caller, who had got out of a bright red Fiat cinquecento now standing some way back on the drive. She came to a halt before us, and I saw that it was Mrs Mountpatrick.

‘Good morning, Charles.’ Mrs Mountpatrick gave me a brisk nod, and then glanced from one young man to the other. ‘And which,’ she demanded, ‘is Jethro Brenton’s boy?’

 
The question produced a moment’s failure of response. It had been designed perhaps as challenging, or as merely cheerful, but its unceremoniousness had the effect of rating the two young men as children still. I have no doubt that both were sufficiently aware of this to feel their dignity affronted. But that the question was also unnecessary I couldn’t feel certain. Avery in an English crowd would never have suggested himself as other than English, nor Luigi in an Italian crowd as other than Italian. But in Italy one does come upon Nordic types, and in England upon Mediterranean ones. And as Avery seemed to me to bear no more resemblance to his father than Luigi did, it was possible that Mrs Mountpatrick, a woman of cosmopolitan experience, was simply making sure of not committing a blunder. In any case, it was for me to speak, since neither of the young men showed any disposition to do so.

‘This is Avery,’ I said. ‘Avery, let me introduce you to an old friend of mine, Mrs Mountpatrick, who also knows your—’ I found myself hesitating, apparently through an inability to choose between ‘father’ and ‘mother’. ‘Who knows your parents,’ I said. ‘And this is Signor Fagandini, Mr Brenton’s secretary.’

‘How do you do?’ Mrs Mountpatrick shook hands with Avery and myself. ‘I haven’t seen your father for a long time,’ she said. ‘But when I heard you were staying with him I decided I must meet you. Is he at home?’ She listened appraisingly to Avery’s reply, and to his assurance that his father was expected back in no time at all. ‘Then that’s just right,’ she said. ‘I can transact my main business first – which is getting to know you – and top off by coming a little up to date with your father when he turns up. Signor Fagandini I feel I scarcely need to get to know.’ She turned and looked at Luigi. ‘I have heard of him.’

Receiving this as idle politeness, Luigi acknowledged it only with a stiff bow – or with that and with a faintly bewildered expression. But Avery filled the gap.

‘All the bambino’s photographs and things?’ he queried enthusiastically. ‘They’re absolutely smashing.’

‘He is as far from being a bambino as you are, young man – or perhaps a good deal farther.’

‘Oh, yes—of course.’ Avery was disconcerted. ‘It’s a silly joke of mine. Part of my having just about six words in Italian, so far. But I’m learning. And a lot faster now that Luigi’s teaching me.’

‘Don’t learn too much from him.’

‘Oh, I’m too slow for that,’ Avery said genially.

I glanced at Luigi and saw that, unlike his English friend, he hadn’t failed to catch something cryptic and almost menacing in Mrs Mountpatrick’s last remark. But for the fact that he had changed colour, I should have supposed that he was merely puzzled. And I recalled the story Avery had told me, not half an hour before, about Luigi’s affair with a married woman. I had classed it as vainglorious fairy-tale, spun by Luigi to keep his end up, perhaps in response to equally vainglorious stuff from Avery about the toughness of life in an English school. It now came to me that it was true; that Mrs Mountpatrick knew about it; and that her attitude to sexual licence – or at least to adultery – was not of the permissive sort. No more is mine. Yet I felt displeased with my friend, and resolved to tell her so. Married women are rarely seduced by boys scarcely out of school, and it was improbable that Luigi had borne the more flagitious part in the affair. Such an episode was certainly no occasion for public rebuke by a stranger. It might be, of course, that Luigi Fagandini was known by reputation to Mrs Mountpatrick as a positively and promiscuously loose-living person, and this would set a different complexion on the small incident. But here I appealed to my own general acquaintance with young men in their several types and varieties. And I decided that Luigi, although one wouldn’t in the least guarantee him as a stern young virgin, was at least equally remote from being the type of the precocious womaniser.

‘The garden is very well worth walking round,’ I said, by way of pacific remark for the moment. ‘Wouldn’t you say, Luigi?’

‘It is not the Gamberaia or the Petraia, but in its small way it is not bad. Particularly as there are so few old gardens round Florence. Old villas, yes; old gardens, no. Rich Americans are most to blame.’ Luigi turned to Mrs Mountpatrick. ‘But I beg your pardon. You are yourself American, I think?’

‘My late husband was American. I am English.’

‘Ah, yes. But the English, I fear, have been to blame too. They settled here in swarms. They bought the villas and preserved them, since it would have been expensive to knock them down. But the gardens – that was easy. So out went the old giardini tagliati, and in came deciduous trees, and lawns to play vigorous games on, and ever so many jolly little flowers.’

‘I have always understood’—Mrs Mountpatrick spoke with a snap—’that the Anglicisation of the Tuscan garden came from France in the age of the Petit Trianon, and was the work of a Francophile Italian nobility. For that matter, there is evidence that a strong naturalistic school of gardening was growing up in Italy itself as early as the beginning of the seventeenth century.’

‘Ah, you are thinking of the Borghese gardens in Rome, and supposing them to have taken their present form under Giovanni Fontana at that time. But the documentation is not strong to my mind. Learned persons have destroyed our gardens too, we are sad to think.’ Luigi offered Mrs Mountpatrick his very rare smile. ‘Enthusiastic archaeologists have dug up gardens, and removed pots, and left mud.’

At this point I nudged Avery (who was merely gaping, I fear, before these learned exchanges and the tone he was acute enough to detect in them). And Avery, recalled to his duty as host, quite competently intervened and led his guest away. There was no reason to suppose that he knew one kind of garden from another. But as Mrs Mountpatrick’s object in making his acquaintance was to commend to him the profession of arms this did not greatly matter.

‘Oh, my!’ Luigi exclaimed.

‘One can say that?’ I asked humorously – perhaps out of some impulse to show the young man that I remained well disposed to him.

‘Oh, my hat! Oh, crumbs!’ It was with Avery’s cheerfulness that Luigi thus overreached himself with a plunge into the most archaic vocabulary of his distant school stories. But despite this artless reaction he was eyeing me warily. ‘Well?’

‘You were a little unfair about the English and their philistinism. You admire them, don’t you? Their vigorous games, even if not their jolly little flowers.’

‘All is fair, Mr Bannerman, in love and war. The lady was hostage to me.’

‘Hostile.’ I thought this odd slip suggested that Luigi was considerably upset.

‘Hostile. I prefer feelthy books – like the one Avery so foolishly gave to the dustman – to feelthy minds.’ Having produced this notable sentiment, Luigi pulled himself up. ‘While Avery shows your friend the garden,’ he said calmly, ‘might I have the pleasure of showing you a little of how we work? Mr Brenton, I know, would wish it.’

 
There followed what I need not detail: an interesting half hour. The top storey of the ancient tower which had become the nucleus of the Villa Buontalenti formed a single large chamber, now by some discreet adaptation excellently lit. Here the whole labour of the corpus (whether vain and outmoded or not) went on. It is popularly believed that art historians and experts generally work surrounded by elaborate scientific devices which alone enable them to tell a Picasso from an El Greco; and I have myself been led through laboratories in which this, to the innocent eye, would scarcely appear to be an exaggeration. But in fact science does much more to preserve than to categorise or classify, and I should have suspended judgement, if tackled, on whether Messrs Brenton and Fagandini – the one equipped, I supposed, with a flash-light and a pair of opera-glasses, and the other lugging round a camera – were too hopelessly an antiquated couple. Certainly what Luigi called the archive was – or was in process of becoming – impressive. On one side of the room was a thicket or jungle of receptacles ranging from cassoni of the seicento and eighteenth-century armoires to Victorian hat-boxes and contemporary plastic bread-bins from Upim. On the other side was a line of steel filing-cabinets. There could be no doubt as to what this betokened. Luigi Fagandini was getting Jethro Brenton straight.

Luigi was a very good cicerone to his own domain. He didn’t pester me with information, and on the other hand he didn’t treat me as an uncomprehending person to whom courtesy has made it obligatory to put on a mere pretence of showing things. He let his wares expose themselves.

Yet I felt there was something missing. And because I own a professional impulse – sometimes rashly indulged – to clarify the minds of young men, I resolved to tackle Luigi on this. I had a shot at it when the time came to go downstairs again.

‘I wonder,’ I asked, ‘how much you’ve realised that Avery’s no fool?’

‘Signore?’

‘I’m sorry. What I mean is this. Avery has a kind of simplicity which amuses and attracts you – and, I think, a background and associations which attract you as well. And you, correspondingly, have a kind of sophistication and (if you’ll forgive the word) a precocity which impress and attract him. When I say he’s no fool, I’m saying that he might be not merely impressed but quite perceptive too. Anything he ventured about you, I’d be myself inclined to listen to.’

‘Ventured about me?’ I saw Luigi’s wary look flit over his attractive features. ‘Avery has been good enough—’

‘Oh, he hasn’t been pronouncing upon you at large. He has simply recorded his impression that this’—and I made a gesture round the room—’just isn’t you.’ There was nothing like an elusive English meaning to concentrate Luigi’s attention.

‘Ah.’ Luigi’s gesture held a subtlety that made my own seem crude. ‘I must not be thought miserable.’

‘Restless?’

‘Forse, signore. Vi sono diverse possibilità.’

Upon this linguistic retreat on Luigi’s part I ought to have stopped off. But I chose to take up what he had said.

‘Well, one of them that I see is your going right to the top – whatever in Italy is the top – at this sort of thing. The Pope telling you to look after the Vatican Museums, or something of that kind.’

‘Which would be very splendid, distinguished, top-drawer.’ I was relieved to see Luigi respond to my smile. ‘Meanwhile’—he looked around him—’there is much work on hand.’

‘And you are determined to go through with it?’

Luigi’s gesture was this time his only reply. As so often, it was simply not to be read by a foreigner – which didn’t mean that I failed to find myself, as it were, poring over it there and then. It struck me as having been involuntary and unguarded; and it was this quality, paradoxically, which first put it into my head that Luigi Fagandini was a young man playing a part. Perhaps it was no more than the kind of part I already suspected: that of one more absorbed in the history of Florentine painting than was in fact the case. Perhaps it was something quite other than this. But my real perplexity arose from a sense that somewhere in Luigi there lay a centre not so much of restlessness (which I had suggested) as of more or less recently implanted bewilderment and resentment. And if these emotions were there, the youth certainly had no disposition to acknowledge them to the world. It was perhaps this that lent even a faint suggestion of the clandestine to his picture.

But now he was looking at me with an openness of regard which he might have studied from his English friend.

‘Mr Bannerman,’ he said, ‘do you know something of what I owe to Mr Brenton?’

‘I don’t know anything about you, Luigi. There’s really no reason why I should.’ I saw the young man flush, and realised how much I had got this wrong. It had been my intention to do no more than disclaim any intrusive curiosity, but my words could have been taken as expressing the general inconsiderableness of Jethro Brenton’s secretary. The necessity to straighten the record was so obvious that I did it in words as explicit as I could find. And Luigi’s manner of dismissing the incident was deft and unelaborate; he simply pointed us towards the staircase while giving me, once more, the same frank glance. It was as we took our last steps across the room, I believe, that I became aware of Luigi as not merely good-looking but also beautifully made. He might have been an athlete of the sparer sort: a sprinter, possibly, or a first-class bat. Perhaps it was a consciousness of this potentiality which had endowed him with that mild fixation upon the life of English public schools, or upon the romantic image of that life in books from Tom Brown’s Schooldays onwards.


IV

 

We found Jethro Brenton, together with his son and Mrs Mountpatrick, beneath the shade of the loggia – at one end of which a table had been laid for five. Brenton’s prompt insistence that neither the lady nor myself, if not positively engaged, should depart unrefreshed at so awkward an hour was by this small fait accompli rendered awkward to resist – the more so as he put a good deal of courteous formality into the proposition that life at the Buontalenti was a very informal affair. So an informal meal it had to be.

It seemed to me, rather strangely, that our impromptu festivity took its occasion from some obscure sense in our host that there might be safety in numbers. He could scarcely have been called ill at ease. He had his presence, and anything self-conscious in his manners went no farther than the cultivation of a somewhat old-world air. Nevertheless he did seem a little on his guard. It was a natural stance in an expatriate who had behind him a failed marriage and what sounded to have been, at the least, a near thing in point of a whole professional career. As for the numbers, they weren’t all that considerable, anyway. And it was part of my sense of him that what he would really have liked would have been a gathering: a dozen people or more dotted about the long deep loggia, with himself doing cercle in a semi-regal fashion. Perhaps this was the Berenson-complex. As it was, he did at least have a small power of manoeuvre if anything awkward turned up.

It was possible, in other words, to feel that Brenton was apprehensive. I knew nothing of the routine of his life here at the Buontalenti, except that its principal components seemed to be Luigi Fagandini, three or four peasants from the Abruzzi, and mountains of photographs. But such as it was, it had been disturbed. Avery had arrived, and had certainly not been wholly successful in dissimulating the fact that he portended something. I had arrived myself, and might – although most unjustly – have been equally unsuccessful in asserting that I wasn’t in some dark way an emissary of Avery’s mother. And Mrs Mountpatrick had arrived as well.

Mrs Mountpatrick, although not a stranger to Jethro, had been prompted to turn up simply on account of Avery. That this constituted the sole sphere of her concern was now so apparent in everything she said that I found myself wondering whether I wasn’t witnessing the overplaying of a hand. She had professed entire surprise when I told her that Avery was in Florence. But had this, I asked myself, been disingenuous? Was it conceivable that the deep Fernanda (everybody called Fernanda Brenton deep), having despatched her son to report on her former husband, had straightway commissioned the companion of her schooldays to report on the situation thus created? It was a possibility which was perhaps going through Jethro’s head now.

At least Jethro was puzzled by Mrs Mountpatrick. Or if it wasn’t that – if he wasn’t, as it were, trying to work her out – then he was trying to remember her more clearly than he found it easy to do. I tried a little remembering myself. But Alison Mountpatrick, although an acquaintance of long standing, had never been other than an acquaintance merely, and nothing I had ever known about her could connect her with the Brentons in any degree. There were, of course, things it might be interesting, even amusing, to discover: whether, for example, her friendship with Fernanda had been of the kind that women sometimes renew with school-companions after a total lapse of many years, or whether it had in fact been continuous, and operative at the time both of the Brenton marriage and of its dissolution a decade later. Had the two women been kindred spirits? Had they attracted each other as opposites (like Avery and Luigi), or were they basically the same sort of woman?

This last question for some reason remained with me. It even struck me, rather wildly, that it was just what Jethro was trying to recall the answer to. And I concluded, provisionally, that the answer ought to be a negative. Mrs Mountpatrick’s excavations, for instance, hadn’t been a random scrabbling, merely destructive of gardens, as Luigi had with urbane insolence suggested. She had made her mark in an intellectual world. Fernanda Brenton, as I recalled her, was not at all like that; you at once supposed she might be clever; you acknowledged that she had striking physical attractions; but it didn’t occur to you to suppose that, in the speculative sense, she had a single idea in her head. That this conclusion left considerable areas of feminine psychology aside and uncompared, I didn’t go on to reflect. I had become aware that Jethro, most surprisingly, was addressing Mrs Mountpatrick on the subject of his former wife.

 
‘You must give me any news you have of Fernanda. She and I don’t much correspond. I suppose that’s an uncivilised thing. But successful correspondence depends upon a fairly large area of common interests.’ Jethro paused to glance at his son. ‘Of course, Avery has told me something of his mother’s circumstances. But between Avery and myself there is still a little constraint, as is natural. But it will wear off. Avery – wouldn’t you say?’

‘Yes, sir, of course.’ Avery had given the effect of jumping to attention. Why he should have chosen to address his father as ‘sir’, I don’t know, since it is a habit that English boys of his sort have almost entirely given up. He had, indeed, an old-fashioned streak to him which he could almost have inherited from Jethro, and it might have been expected that Jethro would be pleased by this linguistic instance of it. Jethro didn’t, however, seem to be, for he turned back to Mrs Mountpatrick at once.

‘I think you knew Fernanda long before I did.’ He was speaking with an easy openness which it ought to have been impossible to fault – yet I found myself registering something uncomfortable in it, all the same. ‘For I seem to remember you were at school with her?’

‘Certainly I was. Charles has asked me’—and Mrs Mountpatrick gave me an ironic glance—’which of us was the Terror of the Remove.’

‘Ah, the Remove! Observe Luigi prick up his ears. He is an authority upon English schools. In imagination, Luigi has endured everything that the Fifth Form at St. Dominic’s has to inflict. Luigi, isn’t that so?’

This, like his question to Avery, appeared to be Jethro’s way of bringing our juniors into the talk – and with a hint of extra politeness in that the Italian boy, being an employed person, must be additionally deferred to or conversationally provided for. It might be called the cercle stuff again. Yet it didn’t come off. Jethro had accompanied his words by a movement which appeared at variance with their lightness of tone; he had proposed to touch Luigi – reassuringly, affectionately – on the hand or arm. And Luigi had drawn back. Between these two, also, there was constraint – and of a kind that I registered as not lucid to me. Of course, Jethro was unlikely to be aware of what I had myself discovered in a day: that there lurked in his young secretary an intellectual impatience which he wasn’t finding it easy to reconcile with his job. Perhaps that was it. Certainly what Luigi further produced now, by way of response to the teasing and its accompanying gesture, was itself only a gesture – a resolutely good-natured gesture, indeed, but joined to a marked indisposition to speak. So again Jethro turned back to Mrs Mountpatrick.

‘And what, Alison’—I felt he had just recovered her Christian name—’was your reply to Mr Bannerman?’

‘About Fernanda and myself? My dear Jethro, I don’t remotely remember. But I can think up a reply to give you. We were mighty opposites.’

‘Aha!’ I wondered whether it was because he was disconcerted that Jethro had turned swiftly and gaily to his son. ‘Avery, can you place that one?’

‘Hamlet.’ Avery’s promptness surprised me as much as, I think, it impressed Luigi. ‘It’s when he tells how he arranged to liquidate the two toadies: Rosencrantz and the other one, whose name I forget. He says, “Tis dangerous when the baser nature comes between the pass and fell incensed points of mighty opposites.”’ Having achieved this, Avery was stricken by an appalled sense of showing off. And in this conviction he turned to me. ‘It was one of our set plays, you know,’ he muttered apologetically.

‘Yet another score for Anglebury,’ Jethro said, and raised his glass to me. I made a decent response, but with a consciousness of irritation as I did so. For again it didn’t seem as if he were really pleased with Avery, whose schoolboy patness with a Shakespeare ‘gobbet’ perhaps struck him as childish. And now he turned back to Mrs Mountpatrick. ‘So Fernanda—?’ he prompted.

‘Isn’t to be regarded as invincible.’

If this sounded an odd remark, it was perhaps as having an air of not being quite what Mrs Mountpatrick had intended to say; as having bobbed up from some area of her mind which she had by no means come to the Buontalenti to put on parade. And Jethro Brenton had found it bewildering – of this I had a sudden unchallenged perception – and the result was curious. He glanced at Luigi in a kind of quick helplessness. And instantly Luigi began to say something to Avery, the only person whom he could without awkwardness immediately address. He did it with some nonsense about his friend’s Shakespeare studies to which it was natural that the remaining three of us should turn and listen.

The incident exposed a relation, or confirmed one of which I had already become aware upon no ponderable evidence at all. Luigi Fagandini carried at the Villa Buontalenti a responsibility largely distinct from that of driving forward his patron’s magnum opus. Not wholly distinct, since it must be with the corpus that Jethro Brenton’s confidence, his precarious self-esteem, was inextricably involved. Still, Luigi did in a more general way prop – it was the only word – the not unimpressive but battered personage who was now entertaining us.

I was clearer about this than I was about Mrs Mountpatrick. I had momentarily glimpsed her in a new and surely implausible light: as a predatory woman returning, weirdly, to the charge – and behind this I had glimpsed, entirely as a start of the imagination, a hinterland in which she, Fernanda, and Jethro Brenton had been involved in a situation we knew nothing about. It was certainly something beyond Avery’s ken, and almost certainly beyond the alarmingly intelligent Luigi’s ken as well. Almost assuredly, I told myself, I was making the picture up. Yet there was something significant in a fact I had already noticed, and which became more patent as our not altogether comfortable meal went on.

It was simply that Mrs Mountpatrick was very concerned to establish herself with Avery. Whether, in the interval during which Luigi had been doing me the honours of the corpus, she had indeed urged upon him the satisfactions of a military career was something I had no means of knowing. But she had without doubt picked up from him how very much he wanted to go to Oxford, and it was this that she was running now. She knew what she was talking about; she had, I conjectured, in years unknown to me, been there herself; her conversation, subtly rather than with the forthrightness that was her common note, seemed designed to confirm him in his desire. She wasn’t holding up to him a delusive picture of himself as a promising scholar; her line was what I had told her was his line and which she had, for that matter, denounced to me: the customariness of a boy of his sort going that way; the obligation, as it almost was, to go that way if he got the chance. And she had the pleasures of it all too at her command. Her own brothers had been at Cambridge, one at Trinity and one at King’s. She talked about them amusingly. I could see that Avery was impressed. Some time before the coffee came I was asking myself what this conversational effort (to which Luigi was listening too) was in aid of.

Myself keeping up a conversation with Jethro, I gave half my mind to seeking an answer. One came to me which was as disconcerting as it was utterly speculative. Mrs Mountpatrick knew much more of her friend Fernanda’s plan, her grand design, than I did; and it was a plan for something which Mrs Mountpatrick didn’t approve of. There was to be a reunited Brenton menage, and Avery – or some power that lay deep in Avery simply as Jethro’s son – was to bring it about. This I had already arrived at a notion of. What came to me now was that the reconstituted establishment was to be not in England but in Italy. Realistically, when one thought of it, it could only be there, since it was inconceivable that Jethro at this stage of his life was to be uprooted and removed, say, to Cheltenham or Tunbridge Wells. So Avery would really become what Luigi had absurdly called him: the young squire of the Buontalenti. All this, Mrs Mountpatrick, on account of some design of her own, was not minded to have. She was determined that Avery, the pivot of the scheme, should refuse to play. And what Oxford calls its Michaelmas Term was not now far away. If Oxford in its turn was going to play – and I had given her my own guess that this was likely – then in her game Oxford was her strongest card.

Yet there were two considerations before which all this ingenious theorising of mine fell down. The first was my growing persuasion, as I listened and watched, that my thought was doing an injustice to Mrs Mountpatrick. It wasn’t with manipulating Avery that she was primarily concerned; it wasn’t consciously at least, in some interest of her own that she was feeling for a way to shove him around. She simply wanted to get him out, to remove him from a theatre in which he ought never to have been given a part. I didn’t understand this, but I felt the force of it. It was as if she was fearful that, at any moment, there might be the most awful mess.

I turned from this to the second point destructive of the assumption lurking in my first hypothesis. Mrs Mountpatrick couldn’t herself surely want a man – Jethro Brenton, to wit – whom she so patently disliked. I recalled the terms in which she had first described him to me over our teapot in the Piazza San Marco. They had been very like terms of contempt, and when she had endeavoured to give him his due it was as if she were conscious of having been betrayed into the expression of a positive animus. It was possible that at the root of this lay some long-buried sexual jealousy; lay, say, a triumphant Fernanda. One reads of such things, although one doesn’t often take tea with them. But now, as we lingered a little at table after our completed meal on the shaded loggia, an incident blew up which left me more perplexed than ever.

 
Whether or not we had been regaled with the Castelnuovo Berardenga of Brenton’s former promise to me, I don’t at all know. My main feeling about Italian wines is that they are agreeable enough more often than not, and that something in the country’s air and sun makes it blessedly possible to indulge rather freely in them without any consequence one might afterwards regret. Avery was perhaps in process of discovering this, but he was not relying on it. I found it amusing that he was more prepared to relax over the bottle when lunching with his old headmaster than at what was, in fact, his own family table. He was conscious, one had to conclude, of being in a situation which demanded circumspection.

But it was different with Luigi. In a way, he was more wary than Avery; certainly he was more distinguishably strained. His encounter with Mrs Mountpatrick upon her arrival had either illustrated this or actually in some obscure fashion precipitated it; he hadn’t liked it at all. But whatever was building up in him (for I felt it almost to be that) had inclined him to the fourth and fifth glass – a circumstance which his employer, although I believe he noticed it, scrupulously refrained from casting a glance at. Luigi, after all, had his manners, and nothing ought to have gone wrong. But it turned out rather surprisingly otherwise.

Luigi was Italian; he was grown-up; he had experienced (I didn’t longer doubt it) his adventure with a married lady. And now, as the wine warmed him, he was discovering in Mrs Mountpatrick aspects other than those, whatever they had been, that had at first so discontented him. These are matters in which much is to be allowed to nationality. If Avery, who would one day be the most forthright of lovers, had fallen to such a leisured study of Mrs Mountpatrick’s person as Luigi, although at reasonably discreet intervals, was allowing himself, the effect would have been uncomfortable unless merely bizarre. In Luigi’s case, even if she didn’t care for him, I should scarcely have expected Mrs Mountpatrick to be disturbed. She was practiced in international society; even in the politest company she must have been covertly eyed like this before; Luigi, even if he was grown-up, could readily be thought about as a boy. But Mrs Mountpatrick, as soon as she became aware of his performance, was quite evidently annoyed.

It was almost as if it were precisely as a performance that she was viewing it. I have called Luigi’s joke about archaeologists insolent. Mrs Mountpatrick might have been judging him up to another insolent joke now. And it was while this was in my head that Jethro Brenton made some error in tact. He had remarked Luigi’s misconduct – or, if that be too heavy a word for it, the distinguishable character of what could, after all, be called the youth’s admiring – or concupiscent – regard. Having so remarked it, he took occasion cautiously to catch Mrs Mountpatrick’s eye. The smile he then rapidly offered her, which was that of one mature person signalling to another over some childish head, might have been designed to preserve the sense that Luigi’s indiscretion was not carrying him beyond the bounds of the civilised. But the effect was remarkable. Mrs Mountpatrick’s quick flush of anger was that of a woman in whose presence some grossness has been perpetrated. In a moment she was on her feet, and our luncheon-party was over.


V

 

THERE WAS no question, however, of a rout. Any awkwardness had been of a momentary sort; Avery had not been aware of more than Luigi’s injudicious glances; I am fairly sure I myself gave no sign of having witnessed their disconcerting consequence. And within a minute the theory of there being safety in numbers, even small numbers, had vindicated itself. Luigi pleaded work and vanished; Avery and Mrs Mountpatrick walked off together in order to inspect, before her departure, I have forgotten what minor curiosity in the grounds; Jethro Brenton and I were involved in a similar parting stroll, equally vague, but noticeably in a different direction. And the niceness of Avery at once became Jethro’s theme.

‘I can’t express to you, Bannerman,’ he said, ‘the pleasure of having the boy at the Buontalenti. Of recovering and discovering him, as it were. I want to treat him as the prodigal son – although it is I, of course, who have been a prodigal father.’

‘It must be hard not to dramatise the reunion.’ I don’t know why I said this disagreeable thing – unless, indeed, it was that I was resenting Jethro’s wearing on his sleeve a heart that was conceivably not genuinely available for the purpose. ‘But he’s a boy,’ I added, ‘whom it ought to be not difficult to get on easy terms with.’

‘I abundantly agree. So straightforward a lad! Unburdened by the intellect, let us admit. But—do you know, Bannerman?—I think he is not without aesthetic feeling. Given favouring circumstances, I believe it might be developed in him.’

‘I’m afraid Anglebury wouldn’t much count as a favouring circumstance. I did a little try. But I don’t claim success. For the boys in general, I mean. Avery himself, I’m ashamed to say, I never became properly aware of.’

‘My dear man, don’t think I’d criticise your sort of school. I was unhappy in such a place, but that’s neither here nor there. I recognise Avery as the successful product. I’m moved by it – if I may say so without sounding maudlin. Certainly I shall be sorry when his visit comes to an end. We haven’t, as it happens, had many guests at the Buontalenti since he came up here. But to the few friends who have called, I’ve found it—shall I confess to you?—a pleasant thing to have a son to introduce.’

‘I’m delighted to hear it,’ I said – unaffectedly, since it struck me that Jethro hadn’t made this up; indeed, that he had spoken out of some rather deep yet ambiguous reserve of feeling. ‘I’d have been afraid, if I may say so, that you might experience disappointment, or even irritation, before—well, what you feel to be his limitations on the intellectual and artistic sides.’

‘Not at all.’ This time, Jethro failed to sound so convincing. ‘Of course, if—well, if he were to be here longer, it would be agreeable to bring him forward.’

‘Yes.’ I spoke without being very clear what I was assenting to in this outmoded expression, the connotations of which I supposed to be chiefly social. There had been, moreover, a curiously ambiguous or indecisive tone in Jethro’s manner of invoking the possibility of Avery’s staying longer. Perhaps the boy in himself did touch and attract him, so that he would be glad to think of his staying on – whereas at the same time Avery in his character as emissary continued to fill Jethro with dismay. I decided to explore a little further. ‘It’s a year,’ I said, ‘in which the Oxford Michaelmas Term begins late – almost in the middle of October.’

‘Ah, yes – and you say he may scrape in. I suppose it would be the best thing. Not, however, if I’m right about that latent aesthetic feeling. Dons are philistines, you know. That’s axiomatic.’

I was silent before this outcrop of arrogance, which would also have been ill-mannered had Jethro not probably forgotten that I had recently elected for the society of dons myself. But I wondered whether a certain reversal of relationship or attitude had not taken place since Avery’s arrival: whether Avery’s quest for a father (which I had persuaded myself was an inner mainspring of the affair) had not become Jethro’s (characteristically indecisive) quest for a son. Or perhaps it was rather this: that Avery was a clearer- sighted person than Jethro – or that into him, to put it sombrely, the years had not yet built the treacherous power of self-deception – so that of the two he was now the better aware of stiff impediments to an established confidence. Perhaps Avery’s Italian studies were a symbol of the situation. Jethro had no conception of how hard, and against what discouragements, Avery was prepared to work in the interest of getting an authentic relationship off the ground.

‘At least,’ I said, ‘you won’t find Avery trying to please you by claiming what he hasn’t got. Indeed, it’s so much his instinct not to pretend, that he seems almost obstinately unresponsive at times.’ I paused, and saw that Jethro had encountered this trait. ‘He’ll resist a false position.’

‘Yes.’ Jethro Brenton had come to a halt. It wasn’t to enable me to admire one of the further attractions of his property. We had wandered round the group of outbuildings constituting the Buontalenti’s staff quarters. Their effect was of a small podere of the more impoverished sort. Festoons of maize depending from the eaves proclaimed that polenta was a staple diet within; meagre rags which appeared to be the family linen were drying in the sun; bony poultry pecked in the dust; more or less beneath our noses a large and ill-tended brick incinerator smouldered. Jethro was unobservant of these appearances, and probably would have been so in his calmest moments. But he was oddly agitated now. ‘One can drift into a false position,’ he said, ‘through some mere weakness of will. And it takes more than drift to get one out again.’ He glanced at me and added, very quickly, ‘I’m scared, Bannerman, or rather say terrified, of getting into a false position with my former wife.’

 
I suppose I have revealed myself in the course of this narrative as an inquisitive person. But the confidence thus suddenly made to me I was unprepared for, the more so since I owned a fugitive feeling that some quite different confidence might have been the issue of Jethro’s present state of mind, whatever it might be. But I couldn’t, either by silence or by some discouraging word, now shut him up. He had withdrawn me from the rest of the party for some communicative purpose, and here presumably it was.

‘The puzzle is, you know, what she can possibly want with me.’ We were walking on again, but Jethro’s glance was turned upon me with a great air of candid humility. ‘I’m not young. I’ve no money, and she has—pots of it. My interests were Greek to her at the start, and it’s to be supposed they’d be Double Dutch to her now.’

‘I think that what Mrs Brenton may have represented to Avery—’

‘Ah, yes – one knows what she’d represent. The seemly and sensible, it might be called. She and I are now mature personalities, people of the world. Neither of us has married again, although Fernanda seems to have come pretty near it—’

‘Colonel Greville-Gregory?’

‘Precisely. Whoever he may be.’ Jethro seemed surprised, but not disconcerted, at my being in possession of this intelligence. ‘So why not join up again? It would be nice for Avery. It might even be nice for Avery’s children, if we survive long enough. Respectable grandparents living in the country, and laying on ponies or donkeys at week-ends. That’s what she’d say.’

‘But you would suspect some hidden motive?’

‘One could never fail to, with Fernanda.’ Jethro offered this with good humour. ‘Believe me.’

‘Does Avery fail to, do you think? I’ve an idea not – but that he takes his mother as she comes, and manages a kind of dutiful admiration.’

‘He won’t say much about her. But I repeat, my dear man’—this was the most familiar address Jethro Brenton had yet made me—’what’s she after? Is it some vindictive move?’

‘If it’s anything like that, Avery is certainly ignorant of it.’ For the first time, I was shocked as well as startled by something that Jethro had said. ‘And couldn’t the thing be taken at a little nearer its face value? Many people get divorced, whose principles nevertheless forbid their then marrying somebody else. Does Mrs Brenton, for instance, have strong religious views?’

‘My dear fellow!’ Jethro was genuinely staggered. ‘You mean that I might be the only—’

‘It has occurred to me as one explanation of the affair of the disappointed colonel. She turned him down when she found that, after – you’ll forgive me – it was you—’

‘Mightn’t it be the affair of the disappointed Fernanda? Perhaps he turned her down. She may have frightened him.’

‘Well, yes. But you see my point. And I don’t know that religious principles are essential to it. Such behaviour is often purely impulsive, I believe. Say that Mrs Brenton has reached an age when a woman may rather strongly—’

‘Feel that her chances are running out?’ Jethro stared at me. ‘We’re for it now, Bannerman. These things are best expressed broadly if they’re to be expressed at all.’ He seemed to take a deep breath. ‘Fernanda needs to get into bed with somebody, and her colonel has been a false cast, so that, in fact, it has to be me again?’

‘Something of the kind is psychologically comprehensible.’

‘I can’t believe it. I don’t pretend not to have—well, groped my way past the notion you express – I mean when I’ve been trying to understand the thing. But—dash it all!—if she and I weren’t right then, how could we be right now? Has she changed—all that? Or have I? I might find her a different woman, I suppose. But equally,’—Jethro was looking at me in something like terror—’she might find me a very different man.’

 
We had come to a dead-end in our walk, and were gazing through a high wire mesh at a derelict tennis-court beyond which, to a sufficient effect of incongruity, an immemorial olive-field tumbled steeply downhill towards Maiano. And if we had not come similarly to a dead-end in our conversation, we had at least arrived at a point at which some movement of withdrawal had become instinctive with me. I wasn’t quite sure what Jethro Brenton was talking about – or was barely not talking about – and I didn’t feel that there existed between us such an established relationship as would render appropriate any further anatomy of his intimate history. The time had come to take my leave.

‘I have to go down to the city,’ I said, ‘and Mrs Mountpatrick has promised to give me a lift. I think I had better seek her out.’

‘Then we must retrace our steps.’ Jethro had turned round at once. ‘You know her well? I haven’t myself seen much of her in the last two or three years. Her turning up this morning was a surprise. As you’ve gathered, she was Fernanda’s friend in the first place. They were so thick for a time, those two, that it was I myself who felt like the terzo incomodo. At the time, that is, that we were all three pretty intimate together.’

‘Then weren’t you, during our very pleasant lunch, rather playing down the extent of your former acquaintance with her?’

‘Was I?’ Jethro looked perplexed. ‘Perhaps I was. My memory is bad. Her name is Alison, and I almost called her Audrey. It wouldn’t have done. And I was afraid of putting my foot in it in other ways.’

‘I see.’ We had quickened our pace, perhaps on my initiative. Jethro’s last remarks seemed a shade idle or foolish to me. ‘I’ve known her myself for a good many years,’ I added, ‘but not awfully well.’

‘And what was she up to?’ As if unable to prevent himself, Jethro had again come to a halt as this question burst from him. ‘She appeared quite out of the blue.’

‘I hardly think you can say that, since you were intimate at one time, and seeing each other regularly until a few years ago. I had told her, remember, about Avery. It was natural that she should want to make his acquaintance.’

‘There was more to it than that.’ Jethro looked at me suspiciously, so that I found myself pondering the extent to which he might really be viewing himself as the victim of comprehensive conspiracy. ‘Don’t you think Fernanda may have put her up to some devilry?’

‘Something of the sort did just cross my mind, I admit.’ Honesty constrained me to offer this reply. ‘But I don’t now think that anything of the kind makes sense. That Mrs Brenton and Mrs Mountpatrick are in any sort of confederacy seemed to me completely ruled out by more than one thing that Mrs Mountpatrick said.’

‘Such as?’

‘Brenton, I don’t really think that I ought to be airing my views. But I will say that what I heard suggested not so much collusion as challenge.’

‘But Alison Mountpatrick doesn’t like me one bit!’ The bizarre manner in which Jethro uttered this as if it represented a last straw to which he might cling showed that he had grasped the implication of my remark. ‘She doesn’t like my way of life. She thinks my work is outmoded and futile. The fact is she has a talent for disapproving of things. She disapproved of my marriage.’

‘Which is a good reason, surely, for not supposing she’s concerned with the re-establishing of it now.’

‘And she disapproved of Luigi. I could see that at once.’ Jethro walked on again. ‘Didn’t you notice?’

‘Yes, I did.’ I think I was surprised at Luigi’s name thus turning up. But Jethro held to this new tack.

‘I’m coming to think a number of people do. Of course he’s uncommonly able, and perhaps inclined to be a little supercilious at times. But it’s something that worries me. Quite selfishly, really. The boy is invaluable to me. As things now are, I almost believe the corpus would grind to a halt without him. So I don’t care to see him snubbed. Did you notice how badly the woman took his casting something of an appraising eye on her? What could be more pardonable in a lad of his age? She ought to have been flattered – at her age. And I’m already uneasy you see. He’s restless. He might suddenly want some quite different life.’

‘Whether suddenly or not, he’s one day almost bound to.’ If there was an inconsiderateness in my manner of saying this it must have arisen from a sense that Jethro Brenton was a singularly selfish man. ‘It will simply be a matter of ability, really,’ I went on – by way, I suppose, of softening what I had said. ‘You have just remarked on it, after all. He’s ambitious, and he’ll want to go far.’

‘Yes, yes—he ought to do that.’ Jethro was suddenly emphatic. ‘I see it—absolutely. But he won’t perhaps have told you much about himself?’

‘Almost nothing at all.’ The subject of the ladies having reached a point of embarrassment, I was quite willing to pursue this less intimate topic. ‘Except that I rather gathered he’d been working for you for about a couple of years.’

‘Ah! Well, he’s a reticent boy. I’m bound to say I like him, on the whole. Do you?’

‘Yes, I do.’ It was almost pathetically, I felt, that Jethro’s dependence upon the young man had stared through his last casually offered remark.

‘I’m very glad. You see – indeed, I hope it has already appeared – that Luigi is rather more to me than an employee of a couple of years’ standing. For one thing, I was a little concerned with his education. His father, who was a friend of mine, died in tragic circumstances when Luigi was an infant, and his mother died not many years later. There was very little money, and I felt that I had to take certain matters in hand. I think I can fairly say I didn’t obtrude myself. One is a little chary of appearing in the role of a benefactor.’ Jethro produced this with such an air of sensitive feeling that I almost expected him to add: ‘—or anything vulgar of that kind.’ What he did add was: ‘You can guess, I suppose?’

‘Guess?’

‘That I have sometimes thought of him as a son. Circumstances had deprived me of my own.’

‘Of Avery, you mean?’

‘Of course.’

I was silent before this, because I felt something not honest about it. Jethro Brenton’s divorce had not deprived him of the right to see quite a lot of his child, had he owned a mind to it. As I have recorded, I had known so much from the time of Avery’s entering Anglebury. And had Jethro been in the least by way of regarding himself as a frustrated parent, excluded from his son’s society through the harsh operation either of law or of some family tyranny, his attitude to Avery’s arrival in Florence would surely not have been quite as, initially at least, it was. He just could not, for instance, have written me that dreadfully artificial letter. Yet here he was, playing up the long period of years during which his lack of interest in the boy had been the next thing to absolute as having left an empty place which Luigi Fagandini, as a befriended orphan, had a little filled. I am uncertain why my mind should have moved so strongly towards these circumstances now – except perhaps that I did have a scarcely owned sense of things being not as they appeared to be. That Jethro felt this in me was presently to appear.

‘But here my true son is. And, as I’ve told you, I like him very much. It would never do if he got wrong ideas into his head; into—shall we say?—that delightfully thick head of his.’

‘If you suppose Avery to be thick, Brenton, I can only tell you that you are mistaken. He can be remarkably acute.’

‘Acute?’ There was something like grotesque alarm in Jethro’s voice. ‘Well, acute or not, who knows what Fernanda – and now this woman who came to lunch – may have stuffed him with?’

‘She didn’t come to lunch. She called, and you invited her to stay.’ I was becoming irritated. ‘Try to keep your own head clear, for heaven’s sake.’

‘Yes, yes.’ Jethro’s tone was now conciliatory. ‘But you must understand me. Luigi is not just a young secretary, who has come and will go. I don’t want to make it all sound too deep, but he has come a little to mean something to me. More than I mean to him, God knows.’ There was a fleeting note of something wholly theatrical in this. ‘I’d hate them to get against each other.’

‘Luigi and Avery? They’ve become good friends, it seems to me.’

‘You don’t think they might become jealous of each other?’

‘You make too much of a loadstone of yourself, Brenton.’ My sense of the man’s egocentricity must have become tolerably sharp to draw from me this stiff retort. Having offered it, however, I was temerariously impelled to say something more. ‘I’ve formed the impression, you know, that you are attractive to women – to women, say, of a certain age. But it isn’t necessary to suppose that young men with their way to make, and with the interests proper to their age, are going to tumble over themselves about you. Take it all more easily, and things will go well enough.’

‘You don’t understand me. And you don’t believe me, either!’ Jethro had produced these words with a sudden flare of feeling upon which I simply didn’t know what was going to succeed. But what he next said was: ‘Ah! Here they are.’

And this was true. We had turned a corner, and the companions from whom we had been separated were before us.


VI

 

‘I don’t know what to make of the man.’ I was in Mrs Mountpatrick’s car, driving down to Florence. ‘I’ve been rude to him; I’ve spoken out of turn; but I feel much more bewildered—alarmed, really—than repentant.’

‘Alarmed? Alarm’s infectious.  He’s alarmed.’ Mrs Mountpatrick slowed as we turned into the small vehicular confusion of Fiesole’s Piazza Mino. ‘I suppose, Charles, you’re at least aware of that.’

‘Certainly he’s bothered. He’s in two minds about his son, for a start. He hates the idea of the boy’s having been sent by his mother as a consequence of some flare-up of predatory feeling on the woman’s part.’

‘As a springe to catch a woodcock? The poor lad is undoubtedly that. He tries to see it as part of a sensible plan for restored family life. But he’s far from a fool, so he’s not finding it easy.’

‘He’s far from a fool – although I surprised Brenton by saying so. Brenton’s tiresome sense of Avery as lacking distinction and cultivation is another thing that counts against the boy with him.’

‘Jethro Brenton is, among other things, a snob. He could be fatally a snob; be carried a long way on some disastrous road by it.’

‘Possibly so.’ In face of Mrs Mountpatrick’s revived animus, I sought for some balance in my own judgement of Jethro. ‘But it does, all the same, please him to have a son in the house. And there’s another thing – and it strikes me as rather pitiable, in a way. He relies a great deal on that Italian boy, but knows that he is restless and may perhaps leave him—’

‘Which he almost certainly will do. That kind of thing doesn’t last.’

‘And he dimly sees Avery as a conceivable replacement. He thinks Avery has no brains, but mutters things about latent aesthetic feeling. I shouldn’t be surprised if he has a vague vision of his son up in that tower, working away on the photographs.’

‘Well, it won’t happen. Avery will finish his visit, and go.’

‘Back to Mrs Brenton?’

‘To Oxford, Charles, if you haven’t been guessing wrong. If that means back to Fernanda as well, one can only say that’s bad luck.’

‘You seem, my dear Alison, thoroughly anti-Fernanda. Do you realise that Jethro regards you as a second emissary, as retained or instructed to back Avery up?’

‘Is that how you regard me?’ At some hazard – for the car was taking a sharp bend – Mrs Mountpatrick gave me a quick cool stare.

‘No, it is not.’ I hesitated, and then reflected that, after all, I was having a thoroughly reckless day. ‘But let’s grant what Fernanda’s up to. Will you explain her determination to me? Is it a very different Jethro she has in her memory from the man I’ve become acquainted with lately? If she turned up in Florence now, would she be likely to persist in her design?’

‘Plenty of women are fools.’

‘Would you say you’re in a special position, Alison, to tell me in just what Jethro’s attractiveness consists?’

‘He might prompt to some sort of salvage work, I suppose.’ Mrs Mountpatrick braked abruptly as we approached the hairpin turn by the road to Maiano. ‘Where did you say you wanted to be put down?’

This – no doubt very properly – shut me up for a time, and it was on Mrs Mountpatrick’s initiative that we resumed our conversation.

‘You think I’m all against Jethro, but it isn’t so. The squalor, after all, is of Fernanda’s making. And it might conceivably be cleaned up. Only I’d like Avery out of the way first.’

‘The squalor?’ Getting nothing by this prompting, I was again silent for several minutes. And in the silence something that Mrs Mountpatrick had said returned to me. ‘What did you mean,’ I demanded, ‘when you said that that kind of thing doesn’t last?’

‘Charles, how can you be so guileless? Don’t you see?’

‘I believe I see what you suppose you see. It has just come to me.’

‘And as for not lasting – well, it’s surely true that middle-aged men who set up in secluded situations with youthful and handsome male secretaries are seldom on to a very permanent thing. The minion finds a more attractive patron, and departs. Isn’t that right?’

‘I suppose it is.’ As I stared at my friend in horror there came back to me, as a shocking ambiguity, the first words she had spoken in the presence of the two young men: Which is Jethro Brenton’s boy? And now my feelings found only the most inadequate utterance in what I went on to say. ‘But aren’t you bringing forward a pretty staggering idea on no evidence at all?’

‘No evidence! Haven’t you, for a start, felt how equivocal the relationship between Jethro and young Fagandini is?’

‘Alison, one can’t rush around suspecting the most sinister things simply because people are a little awkward with each other. It’s true there’s a curious constraint between them. But—’

‘In public there’s that.’

‘My dear woman, you don’t claim to have had their behaviour under your observation, I suppose, in any other way?’

‘Jethro dissembles very badly. He can’t say a word about the young man – or to the young man – that isn’t at least faintly spurious.’

‘You are exaggerating an effect that I admit one does get. And Luigi’s work certainly isn’t spurious; isn’t simply a cover for this thing you suppose. In fact, Luigi now is the enterprise to an extent that could well make the straight professional relationship an uneasy one. Need there be more to it than that?’

‘Wait.’ We were approaching San Domenico, and Mrs Mountpatrick, as if aware that the traffic of Florence would not much assist a suddenly lurid conversation of this sort, had swung her car to the right, so that we were on the narrow road running steeply down to the valley of the Mugnone. But at the Badia Fiesolana she slowed, and we came to a halt on the little terrace before the church. That beautiful Romanesque façade, preserved through the wise obstinacy of Lorenzo the Magnificent, was to confront us as we pursued our disturbing theme. It was I who resumed it.

‘Alison, is this that you’re talking of supposed to be common knowledge?’

‘Not all that many people would be interested, I suppose. But, on a small scale, the answer is yes. Up here too.’

‘Up here too! What do you mean by that?’

‘Servants in the villas, say, and their relations in the little shops. Nothing much. A wink, a breath of scandal – that sort of thing.’

‘I see.’ I was silent for a moment, for a disconcerting recollection had come to me. It was of the two young Fiesolan conscripts who, at the moment of my first meeting with Luigi, had so exactly evinced the kind of behaviour Mrs Mountpatrick had described. ‘Look!’ I said. ‘The currency of this story, no matter whether it be true or false, must be something they are aware of at the Buontalenti?’

‘I feel the young man must be aware of it. If he is, it may induce him to decamp.’

‘You want him to decamp? Supposing, that is, that the situation is as you say, you positively feel it to be your business? If it all became a thing of the past – an episode, an aberration which was over and done with – would you yourself come to feel differently about Jethro Brenton?’

‘That’s a good question.’ Turning in her seat, Mrs Mountpatrick looked straight at me. She had entirely taken my point. ‘But absolutely not. Never! A thing like that is—well, irreversible, indelible.’

‘And Fernanda? Supposing, I mean she were to come to know.’

‘That’s another matter, isn’t it? She owes him restitution. She won him—’

‘Against stiff competition?’

‘Perhaps so, but that’s irrelevant. She ought to have stuck to him, even if he did run after women.’

‘Women?’

‘Yes, of course. You must surely know, Charles, that with some men it’s at quite a mature age that what you call aberration can take over. And being ditched by a wife, and living in exile, and perhaps pretending to a flight of scholarship one doesn’t really command—’

‘I see that a picture can be built up. But what I was asking about is your interest. Is it the unconscious Avery’s having been pitched into a situation of which even his mother has no notion, or only the dimmest and vaguest it’s possible to have, that sets you—’

‘Of course it is. Avery’s being there is an outrage. But there isn’t a great deal I can set myself to do. Except to scare them, perhaps. And particularly that little Italian. If he were really scared, he might ask for his cards and bolt.’

‘You had a shot, if I’m not mistaken, within the first minute of meeting him. Incidentally, you can’t maintain, can you, that Luigi doesn’t take a certain interest in women? At lunch—’

‘That was a most revolting piece of impertinence – put on, I suppose, to amuse Jethro. A lewd mime.’

‘Alison, I think you may be wrong. I mean, for a start, just about that incident and its implication. Luigi Fagandini likes women. To put it crudely, he’s been after them, and has met with what may be called an encouraging initial success. A conquest.’

‘My dear Charles, you know nothing about him.’

‘Alison, my dear, I at least know as much about young men in general as you do. Such knowledge is never more than fragmentary. One admits that. And I don’t at all know that Luigi mightn’t seek fresh pastures with another patron, as you express it. But I do know that he might make off with a woman.’

‘A woman! What woman?’

‘Oh, any woman. But probably one rather like yourself. Only it would be better if you were an heiress. Of course, he may mistakenly regard you as one. So beware!’

For a moment I thought that I had seriously offended Mrs Mountpatrick. She had flushed in the manner I remembered upon the occasion of Luigi’s so indicatively eyeing her at luncheon; and now, as if on an impulse to remove herself from the close proximity of any male, she climbed from the car, walked to the edge of the terrace, and sat down on the low parapet in which it terminated. I followed discreetly. Before the door of the convent a lay brother with a broom was conscientiously stirring up the dust, but the place was deserted except for this.

‘At least you don’t think highly of the young tart,’ Mrs Mountpatrick said.

‘Because he might admire you? Oh, come!’ I paused on this further venture. ‘At least he’s very clever. It quite often is very clever young men, you know, who are attracted by women not absolutely of the youngest, but full of poise and character and brains. As for your question, I think I do rather like him – although I’m bound to say I now feel any such fondness to be something it’s positively rash to express. Seriously, he is rather a brilliant creature, and one always feels an attraction in that. But I don’t see him as a particularly staunch or even trustworthy person. He could be ruthless at a pinch. And what could bring him to the pinch would be ambition.’

‘There’s something rather grand about being ruthless, I suppose. I think I’d call him simply venal. And if he is really sexually straightforward by nature, that merely makes the present spectacle of perversion more squalid still. He’ll take any means to claw his way up. And it’s from nowhere, you know. He was no more than a brat abandoned on a doorstep. Or, at least, nameless.’

‘But that is absolute nonsense!’ I was looking at Mrs Mountpatrick in astonishment. ‘Jethro—’

‘Oh, I know Jethro has a yarn. But Jethro’s yarn is a lie.’

 
I glanced up at the sky, expecting that some wholly improbable cloud had swept over the sun. For I had felt, quite simply, a physical chill. It told me that I had not really been crediting Mrs Mountpatrick’s disagreeable vision of things, and that her final harsh word, so confidently uttered, had brought home how very much I was going to dislike any compulsion upon me to conclude otherwise. I was conscious, at the same time, of being puzzled by the strength of this reaction in myself. I have no strong views on sexual inversion. It seems to come with the genetic packet, like being a blonde or a brunette; whole cultures may have their preference, but are not thereby entitled to hang people for the colour of their hair. I was to be able, a little later, to take a fairly effective retrospective glance into my own mind at this moment. For the present, I simply felt that something bad was coming.

‘I expect Jethro has told you about a dear friend who died prematurely, and whose wife died prematurely, leaving a young child whom we now call Luigi Fagandini?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jethro looked after the orphan’s interests in an unobtrusive way, put up money when it was required, and when the boy’s schooling was over took him into his household and trained him to help with his work?’

‘Just that. And you say I am to disbelieve it?’

‘I’m afraid so – and for the most unnecessary reason.’

‘What on earth do you mean by that?’

‘There was no occasion whatever why the story ever should be disbelieved. Who, after all, was particularly interested?’ Mrs Mountpatrick stood up, and turned to survey the little valley and the hills beyond. ‘You can actually see the pine,’ she said. ‘The one the church is named from: Santa Croce al Pino.’

‘Never mind about the pine. Go on.’

‘Very well. When Luigi Fagandini first turned up at the Villa Buontalenti there was this perfectly convincing tale. But then, a little later, Jethro took to embroidering on it. It’s a trap that liars are said to be apt to fall into. They have a nervous feeling that it helps to pile on—’

‘Yes, yes. I don’t doubt the general psychological proposition. You mean this embroidery didn’t fit?’

‘Just that. I was told about it by a surprised but not particularly interested elderly colleague. Jethro was too specific, you may say, and insufficiently inventive.’

‘But you’ve just said he embroidered the thing.’

‘Yes, but about real Fagandinis, a Roman family whom my friend by the merest chance had happened to know. And the particulars made nonsense. Which settles the matter, you must admit. This story of nurturing a dead friend’s son from near-infancy is entirely bogus. He picked up Luigi, if you ask me, as a personable adolescent in an orphanage.’

‘With the positive intention—’

‘Of what is called corruption.’

‘Luigi doesn’t strike me as straight from whatever is the Italian equivalent of a Dr Barnardo’s Home.’

‘Did Julien Sorel strike people as straight out of a sawmill?’

‘It’s a comparison which I suppose Luigi would be flattered by. He has told me, by the way, that he has a sense of obligation to Jethro.’

‘Then he has gone a shade too far in fulfilling it. Let’s drive on.’ Mrs Mountpatrick turned back to her car, and I obediently followed her. ‘I’ll take you as far as the Repubblica, Charles. It’s handy for the post office.’

‘The post office?’

‘Fernanda has got her son into this nastiness, and Fernanda can get him out of it. I’m sending her a telegram.’


 

 

Part Four

FERNANDA

 


I

 

Fernanda Brenton received her telegram, but not before I had received one myself. It came from London and from the secretary of a learned society, and it invited me, as a matter of urgency, to fill the place, at some formal and commemorative occasion in Rome, of a representative who had suddenly fallen ill. I have no fondness for Latin speeches and academic banquets, but having been run to earth in Florence I had no decent choice but to agree. I may have done so the more readily from a feeling that the Villa Buontalenti was a spot from which a three hours’ journey would constitute a grateful remove. Yet I was conscious of not just running away. I did dimly sense that the imbroglio there – what Mrs Mountpatrick had called the mess – presented confusions which might best be sorted out at a distance.

Yet, for a time at least, it was quite striking that nothing of the kind happened. The train to Rome saw me without an idea in my head, and in Rome itself the whole affair dropped out of my mind in a perfectly pathological way. Of course what one means by one’s mind is philosophy’s obscurest problem. Sigmund Freud, puzzling over how to convey his own emerging sense of it, compared it precisely to the city of Rome – as that city would be if every stage of its development were preserved in strata, the Rome of each succeeding age superincumbent upon the Rome of the last. Conceivably I was simply letting Avery Brenton’s predicament (which alone very much bothered me) drop down a stratum or two in my own mind. I did, it is curious to recall, dream of him, but in a fantastic setting which it would be idle and unbeautiful to record. This was after I had sat up half a night composing – lest the worst should come to the foreboded worst – an éloge (or whatever the Italians call an éloge) of my own. But the august occasion passed off without any need of this, and on my third day, which was my last in the city, I had a free afternoon. This I spent wandering those interminable Vatican galleries which I had blithely suggested might at some future time be presided over by Luigi Fagandini.

They are desperate expanses, full (as Henry James once said) of padding; one is conscious of a finite number of things one must see again; and for the rest one hurries on, oppressed by a mounting sense of the maniacal, the millennial acquisitiveness of the papacy. And occasionally one pauses in front of something new, without knowing why. It was thus that I halted before an antique sarcophagus, perhaps that of Junius Bassus or such another, which presents in lively relief two pudgy small boys. These putti, I have since discovered, are not uncelebrated, since both Luca della Robbia and Donatello copied them. They are Romulus and Remus. Behind them is the she-wolf, agreeably of the stuffed nursery order. The brothers themselves perch, more or less face to face, upon a rectangular object which no doubt represents the trough in which they floated down the mustard-coloured Tiber. They are thoroughly pleased with one another, and with knuckle-bones or the like are playing some game together. But Romulus will one day slay Remus, having fallen out with him over not much more than another game – one of hop, skip and jump.

I found myself looking at this sarcophagus for longer than its merit or intrinsic interest seemed to justify. And when its significance for me ceased to be enigmatic, when I had in fact made my association, I was unburdened (I hasten to say) by any sense of the ominous which might have come to me from the tragedy in which the ancient Roman legend ends. Rather I felt a considerable confusion of mind and an urgent need of fresh air. I made my way to the exit – which, upon such a sudden impulse, is not at all easy to find – with a precipitation which might well have aroused the suspicion of the guardians of the galleries. And from there, as if from a compulsion to clear some large space around myself, I took the devious route, which the intricacy of all that monumental magnificence compels, into the Piazza di San Pietro. Piccadilly Circus used to be called the hub of Empire – but here, much more overwhelmingly, is the hub of Europe. It was a large place to bring a small problem to. Nevertheless I made a full round of the incredible colonnade. When I had done so, it was to ask myself whether I was not, all unexpectedly, in possession of a very simple fact. It might almost be called an amusing fact, at least when set over against a proposition for which I hadn’t cared at all.

I returned to my hotel and packed my bag.


II

 

It was the bag that determined my immediate proceeding (and also, by chance, a little that was to follow) when I got back to Florence. To lug it to San Marco, and later from the filobus stop to the Serena, would be feasible but a little burdensome. So at the railway station I sought out the hotel’s bus. This wanders the city in the interest of delivering travellers of the middling sort at their destinations, and the driver can be persuaded for a surprisingly small sum to finish off by running up to Fiesole. Boarding it without difficulty, I found that no chaffering was required. The Serena was already on the itinerary. So I sat down near the front, and prepared to inspect the exterior appearance of half a dozen pensioni and hotels. I should be at my destination with an hour to spare before dinner.

‘You are Mr Bannerman. The information was offered to my ear – and from directly behind it – in the moment that the bus jerked into motion. It might have been from a determination to waste no time as soon as it was no longer possible for Mr Bannerman (leaving baggage, impedimenta, accoutrements, and even weaponry on the field) to beat a precipitate retreat.

I recalled the voice at once – and wondered why I had not so recalled it, as I had vividly recalled the lady’s physical presence, upon the occasion at Heathrow when I first directed my thoughts towards Avery Brenton’s parents. I have spoken of his mother’s impact. I now realised that it was due in part to an almost alarming disparity between what must be called her manner (which was not remote from that of her school-friend Mrs Mountpatrick) and the sheerly physical timbre with which what she had to say was said. Her voice held, to put it briefly and broadly, a huskiness which did something to one’s spine. And now she had planted herself down beside me.

‘Avery,’ she said, ‘ought to have done better at Anglebury than he did.’

‘I don’t think that Avery did too badly with us at all.’ I noted with satisfaction that it was the insufficiency rather of his school than of the boy himself that Mrs Brenton had appeared to propose as a basis for our present talk. This, at least, was wholesome. ‘And if he gets to Oxford,’ I went on, ‘as I hope he will, it won’t in the least surprise me if he gains his Half-Blue at squash. He’d like that.’

‘So far, so good.’ Fernanda Brenton wasn’t disconcerted. ‘But we must consider his career, his settlement in life. We owe it to him to put our heads together and think about that: you, his father, and myself. A normal background. He has been deprived too long.’

It wasn’t for me to comment on this, although I found it interesting as indicating that Mrs Brenton had a line. So I said nothing, but instead took a look at the lady. She was quietly dressed, I suppose in whatever an Englishwoman nowadays thinks of as travelling clothes. Nevertheless the effect was all there. Delilah sailing into the prison at Gaza, bedecked, ornate, gay like a stately ship of Tarsus, and all intent upon mopping up Samson, was the only image upon which I’d have ventured if called upon to evoke her in a literary way. If I hadn’t been more sorry for Jethro Brenton on other accounts, I should have felt like commiserating with him on the score of what was advancing upon him now.

‘Do they know you’re coming?’ I asked baldly.

‘Of course they must. I had a telegram.’

‘From Alison Mountpatrick?’

‘Yes.’ My question had produced a quick stare. ‘We were at school together. We write to each other from time to time.’

‘Alison has told me as much.’ I paused, very aware of clarifications which must be achieved. ‘It was a summons?’

‘A summons? She simply suggested my coming out. She didn’t say much.’

‘One doesn’t in telegrams.’ I reflected that Mrs Mountpatrick, indeed, could scarcely have made a very explicit communication of her ideas in such a medium.

‘It must be dull for Avery in that outlandish villa of Jethro’s.’ Fernanda spoke as if the bringing of due entertainingness to her son had ranked high among the occasions of her present journey.

‘Well, there happens to be another lad of about his own age living there. A kind of secretary-companion.’

‘Jethro has always liked young men.’

‘So Avery has told me of your telling him. This young man’s name is Luigi Fagandini.’

‘I haven’t heard of him.’ Fernanda was uninterested. ‘Is he competent?’

‘As a secretary? Well, it’s really more than that. He might be called a research assistant. He works on the corpus, and Mr Brenton thinks very highly of him.’

‘I see.’ Fernanda’s tone didn’t suggest that she saw anything particularly agreeable. Beyond this, however, it was completely uncoloured. ‘To my mind Fiesole is an impossible place. A villa at Saltino, yes – with perhaps an apartment on the Lungarno. But Fiesole! Is there any good society there?’

‘Brunetto Latini certainly didn’t think so. He described the inhabitants as ill-savoured crabs, covetous, envious, and proud. But then he was talking to Dante in hell, and perhaps he had a jaundiced view.’ I scarcely knew what perverse impulse had prompted me to offer this nonsense to Mrs Brenton, particularly as the degree of our acquaintance was so slight as to render raillery not very mannerly. I remembered, moreover, that Dante’s former teacher had been not the sort of man whom one should mention, as things at present stood, in the Brenton circle. I suppose I was coming to a nervous awareness of the difficulties with which this abrupt rencontre was confronting me. I had been unprepared for Mrs Brenton, and even more unprepared for her state of innocence. Or was it a state of innocence? One had to remember that Fernanda Brenton was ‘deep’. And supposing her purposes to be simply as they appeared, and her knowledge to be just that too, what on earth should I be saying to her? It wasn’t as if I had knowledge, or anything more than what might be termed a view. Mrs Mountpatrick’s view Mrs Brenton was presumably at once to receive – and her manner of responding to it was anyone’s guess. At least there was nothing to be gained by my rushing in with that; endeavouring to ‘break’, as it were, to Fernanda the present drift of events at the Villa Buontalenti. For one thing, I might be out of date in any assessment of the situation I ventured. I had spent four nights in Rome, and what had been a breath of disaster when I went away might be a destructive gale of disaster by now. What I had inhaled from Mrs Mountpatrick while perched before the Badia was a mephitic vapour of a sort not easy to keep in a bag.

‘Avery has written to me,’ Avery’s mother was saying, ‘about how you travelled out together. You were always so interested in his affairs that I am sure he had a lot to tell you.’

 
This had been a fair sample of Fernanda’s art, since she must have known very well that at Anglebury my awareness of her son had been not substantial. But there was nothing ironical in her tone; on the contrary, its disturbingly Sirenlike note had been intensified. Just at the moment, she was not luring any Ulysses to a doom. But it was plain that she would have a fair shot at it, if occasion prompted.

‘Oh, yes – we had a good deal of talk. He told me about his last interview at Oxford. I’ve said I hope he’ll get in, and it’s only honest to tell you I’m pretty sure he will. Which must be an admirable thing for him.’

‘I’m not confident of that. Of course Avery is clever – much cleverer than one might suppose – but there’s nothing dry-as-dust about him.’

‘Nor is there about at least ninety-five per cent of Oxford undergraduates. You needn’t be afraid he’ll be out of his element.’

‘Perhaps not – yet something else might suit him better. And, I feel, if he has been deprived of his father his father has been deprived of him.’

‘So time lost is to be redeemed? They’re to become—father and son—inseparables?’

‘We are all to become inseparables,’ Fernanda Brenton said.

Through my head at this there passed the spectral form of Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Greville-Gregory. As a good soldier, he must have been taught that it is by audacity that battles are won – but it had perhaps been the audacity of Mrs Brenton that had been a little too much for him. She had exhibited the quality in this exchange. And I should have been alarmed for Avery – fated to be the young squire not even of the Buontalenti but of an apartment on the Lungarno – had I not been more impressed by the dimensions of the unapprehended and ironic cloud impending over Fernanda’s fond vision. I still intended, even at the cost of much disingenuousness, to avoid the region now. But the woman herself led me fatally towards it.

‘Would you say that, so far, Jethro has really taken to Avery?’

‘Well, yes – to a degree.’

‘To a degree?’

‘Mr Brenton is fond of young men, as you said. And Avery is a very likeable one. I judge that Mr Brenton is genuinely touched by having his son arrive on him. He even a little sees what you see – or, at least, one part of that.’

‘Which part, Mr Bannerman?’

‘Avery perhaps fitting into his present way of life – and even into sustaining something of the labour on the corpus. He sees that only very dimly, I think. Even so, I’m bound to say that that’s a good deal more clearly than I see it.’

‘You seem very confident that you understand us all.’

‘I understand Avery a little. He’s a very sensible boy, Mrs Brenton. He appreciates his own bent, and his own limitations. But there’s another thing.’ I paused on this, conscious of how far I was venturing, after all. ‘His father’s thoughts in that direction – companionship, the corpus, and so on – are something in the nature of an insurance policy. You must remember the other boy.’

‘The other boy?’ As she repeated this, Fernanda turned to stare at me. ‘Fagiolini?’

‘Fagandini. He has qualities which Avery – well, doesn’t much bother with: sophisticated intelligence, wit, brilliant technical expertness. But he’s restless, and Mr Brenton is apprehensive that he – Luigi, that is: Luigi Fagandini – may seek to leave his employment.  Then there would be Avery.’

‘As a second best? To some little Italian handy man?’ Mrs Brenton had taken my words stoutly, but there was something in her eyes that conveyed a different message. ‘Are you telling me,’ she asked in a changed voice, ‘the full truth?’

‘I just can’t answer that question. On my honour I can’t. I’m only an outside observer who has had his few glimpses of an obscure situation. You will have to find out for yourself. But you did receive an urgent telegram.’

The bus had by this time made its several halts around the city; we were alone with the driver; and our course was along the Via Alessandro Volta and towards the gentle ascent to what Dante (again) had called the rough mountain- flint of Fiesole. And suddenly I felt that I had done right. If the woman were only a little prepared there might be the less chance of an éclaircissement – or supposed éclaircissement – of a gross and brutal character.

‘And there’s still a shot in the locker,’ I said impulsively – and certainly with a reminiscence of something that Avery had once said to me. ‘So don’t play it rough.’


III

 

They had to work it out for themselves. And they would work it out. Even if they didn’t, it would work itself out – right under their noses. Unless I was wildly wrong, it was in the nature of the case that this should happen. The process might be uncomfortable, but at least they wouldn’t be left severally deluding themselves. As for myself, I ought perhaps to be around – it might be useful to Avery if I were – but not for the purpose of making speeches.

These were the thoughts in my head as I sat down in the Serena’s lofty sala da pranzo and addressed myself to the not very imaginative taglierini in brodo which was to be the beginning of our evening meal. Mrs Brenton, I was relieved to see, had been given a table some way off. Immediately upon our arrival, she had shut herself up in the little glass cubicle in which the Serena keeps its telephone, but whether to announce herself to her former husband at the Buontalenti or to Mrs Mountpatrick in the city, I had no means of telling. She emerged looking a little pale. But this appeared to me not conclusive evidence either way.

She was not pale now, nor was she any longer unobtrusively dressed. Even the Serena’s two aged waiters appeared to be aware of her as a phenomenon. And the boy Gino, an impressionable although undemonstrative lad, could be detected as having to suppress an inclination to stare at her round-eyed. Gino’s function was to dispense the wine, a duty which he commonly held accomplished when he had planted a flask of appropriate size on one’s table. But as soon as Fernanda’s glass admitted of the slightest replenishment he advanced and performed this further service with alacrity.

Fernanda drank quite a lot. She had missed, I fancied, the solace of a stiff gin before the start of the meal. I had missed, for that matter, something of the same sort myself.

Since I have mentioned the brodo disparagingly, I must do Signor Galbiani the justice of adding that the little concoction following it was ingenious, and the vitello following that both abundant and superb. Before the end of the meal I felt more than adequately recruited – yet not to a degree of robustness that would have disposed me to a further immediate colloquy with the lady. Not even a Lucullian banquet would quite have done that. In Rome, an expansive Dutch professor had presented me with several cigars. I withdrew unobtrusively to the terrace to smoke one of these in the brief Tuscan dusk.

Over the city the last violet veils were fading, and the lights had been coming out. Florence was like a woman (I informed myself poetically) who draws from some capacious casket string upon string of many-coloured jewels. Only one great splash of cold and functional illumination over the stadio communale violated this fancy. Perhaps the Atletico Fiorentino F.C. were disporting themselves under the acid arcs. They might be a resource for Avery in place of the spectacle that had failed him at the Sferisterio. I went down into the garden, and it was suddenly almost dark.

‘Buona sera, signore.’

For a moment I supposed myself to have been addressed by one of Galbiani’s randomly disposed chunks of statuary – so immobile had the figure of Luigi Fagandini been.

‘Good evening, Luigi. Do you often come down here?’ I remembered that I was smoking. ‘Would you care for a cigar?’

There was a moment’s silence, and I could just distinguish that Luigi was looking almost bewildered. It was as if he had found something unexpected in this commonplace courtesy.

‘Thank you, I shall be very glad. Although I don’t often indulge.’ What was no more than the ghost of one of Luigi’s linguistic pauses followed this. ‘I didn’t venture to call, to enquire. Only I thought we might meet by chance. I almost came up and peeped through the dining-room window. I might have learnt how to do it.’

‘To do what, Luigi?’ I handed the young man my matches.

‘How to be a waiter. I think I shall go away and be a waiter in a London hotel. It would improve my English, would it not?’

‘It certainly wouldn’t do that.’ I watched Luigi, not very expertly, light his Dutch cigar. ‘I’m glad I happened to come out.’

‘We might walk, Mr Bannerman?’

‘Yes, indeed. But up on the terrace. We’ll break our shins down here.’

From the higher level the lights of the city were again visible. Luigi halted at the sight of them, and what he muttered in Italian I caught as one of Dante’s more sombre reflections on the place.

‘But your poet,’ I said, ‘isn’t encouraging about exile. Tu proverai si come sa di sale Lo pane altrui.’

‘E com’ e duro calle Lo scendere e il salir per l’altrui scale.’’ In Luigi’s manner of concluding the quotation there had sounded a faint irony, as if to mark his consciousness that he was indulging a cultivated foreigner. Then he laughed harshly. ‘But mine is already another’s bread, and I go up and down another man’s stair. I owe much to the charity of Mr Brenton. Yet I am a protetto, a client, a hireling, after all. And it seems that I am other things as well. Surely it is time to call it a day.’

‘I want you to know I don’t believe a word of it.’

‘You are an old-fashioned and honourable person, Mr Bannerman, are you not?’

I became conscious, upon this exchange, of an odd quality in our interview. I had said something I was bound to say, and saw no possibility of saying anything more – or not except at the hazard of disastrous error. I had said something which possessed, at least, the authority of all my experience; what I might further say would be based on nothing more than a single strange start of mind. This being the situation, I might have been expected to feel most sympathetically disposed towards Luigi Fagandini: a young man, and a dependant, who had become aware of himself as the centre and occasion of spreading calumny. Yet this feeling I did not securely possess. Luigi, quite as much as his employer, was an egotistical person. He wanted – I was certain of this – above everything else a position of independence or dominance. And he had a quick pride – which was what had emerged in that last mocking ascription of sentimentality to an expression of faith which I had hoped he might be grateful for. Not that perhaps he hadn’t been. Luigi wasn’t, as Avery was, a simple person. And now the thought of Avery made me ask a question.

‘Have you talked to Avery about this?’

‘Of course not. He would make a row – with Mr Brenton, with Mrs Mountpatrick, or with the servants and the campagnuoli and everybody else. It wouldn’t help.’

‘I see you understand Avery very well. Are you coming to like him, Luigi? Even to feel a certain affection for him?’

‘To like him? Affection?’ It was as if I had plunged into the recess of the English language for unintelligible words. ‘Avery is amusing. It is with him as he says of me. He is fun. I think I have a kind of flirtation with Avery.’

‘A flirtation?’ I stared at Luigi stupidly.

‘Or with his myth. Yes, it is that. Avery is from a dream country.’

‘Luigi, you should remember that you are no longer a small boy – and that you are much too intellectual a person to have any proper traffic with dream countries.’

‘Perhaps it is so.’ Just detectably, Luigi offered the darkness a gesture which told he had been offended – perhaps by no more than the words ‘small boy’. He had as much vanity as pride. It was certainly as a wound to his vanity that this successful lover of a married woman felt the character now being ascribed to him. And again I was conscious of the difficulty of a sympathetic response to Luigi.

 
During these exchanges we had been pacing up and down the terrace, with little more than its vague masses visible to us. And now – although we might have been warned by the glowing tip of a cigarette – we almost bumped into somebody. All three of us came abruptly to a halt. It was Fernanda. Apparently correspondingly conscious of my own identity, she held her ground, so that a moment of awkwardness succeeded. It had not occurred to me – or I had scarcely had the opportunity – to tell Luigi that Avery’s mother had arrived in Fiesole. So here was a sudden encounter. I felt uncertain what to do. But I was quite certain of what I would not do, which was to fade with Luigi into the night. So that settled it.

‘Mrs Brenton,’ I said, ‘this is Mr Brenton’s secretary, Signor Luigi Fagandini. Luigi, Mrs Fernanda Brenton.’

‘Come sta, signora?’

It had been without a second’s hesitation that Luigi spoke. And in the same instant, as if his words had been a direction written into the stage-manager’s copy of a play, somebody within the Serena happened to fling open a French window. Fernanda, and Fernanda alone, stood framed in a brilliant shaft of light.

 
‘How do you do, Signor Fagandini?’ As she spoke, Mrs Brenton extended her hand into the darkness. Both the gesture and her tone told me that it had been quite unnecessary for me to advise her not to play it rough. To do so wouldn’t have occurred to her – or not until some final phase of the battle. Her plan (and I was now sure of its having being formed in the light of a full report from Mrs Mountpatrick) would be to ease Luigi out with no questions asked. What she had heard was no more to her than, as it were, one unexpected and further entrenchment to carry. I don’t know whether I ought to describe myself as lost in admiration before this, but I certainly found it necessary to reflect that she was an over-confident woman. Luigi’s talk of withdrawing upon menial employment in London had been rhetorical or ironical or whatever of that nature one pleased; if he went it would be on his own terms; and I suspected that the values of Italian opera would have a place in them.

And now that earlier hint of theatre repeated itself, although this time the stage-manager was Mrs Brenton herself. Having shaken hands with Luigi, she took a pace backwards into darkness, with the almost automatic consequence that the young man took a pace forward into light. There was no means of telling what she made of what she saw, and I felt that clarity might be served by a little stage-managing of my own. So I crossed the terrace and opened a second French window – an action which the mildness of the evening could make vexatious to nobody. We were now all three in a tolerably diffused glow.

‘Of course Avery has written to me about you,’ Mrs Brenton said – thus flatly contradicting her earlier statement to me that she had never heard of Luigi Fagandini. ‘And I know how much you have been helping Mr Brenton with his work. It will be quite sad when that is over, and you take your departure. But, I don’t doubt, you are destined for higher things than simply assisting an older scholar. Mr Bannerman, that must be your impression too?’

‘Signor Fagandini knows something of my impression.’

‘Exactly. I knew you would agree with me. I think, signor, your people belong to Rome?’

‘I have been told they did so.’ Luigi was looking at Mrs Brenton steadily. He might have been measuring, as it were, the length of the foils. ‘I know little of them.’

‘Everything happens in Rome. I have many friends there, and some of them are people of influence. One of them is the Minister who, I believe, looks after artistic affairs.’

‘You are to be felicitated, Mrs Brenton.’ Luigi paused (as he well might on such a triumph of bookish English). ‘Perhaps you will take Signor Avery there, and show him the sights. He will soon have exhausted our provincial Florence, I fear.’

‘Avery is not a prodigy of learning and expertness. But he is a resourceful boy, and will make his own interests. His natural place is with his father, after all – as Mr Bannerman, who has his interest at heart, has remarked to me.’

The sheer impertinence of this bare-faced lie so staggered me that I was speechless – a condition, indeed, to which the bright speed of Mrs Brenton’s methods might already have reduced me. Yet what I was next aware of was a pause. It was much as if Fernanda had been distracted by some new appearance on the scene. Yet all she was looking at was Luigi, and that unwaveringly enough.

‘It isn’t cold,’ she said, ‘but I think I should like my cloak. Signor Fagandini, I wonder whether you would be so kind? You can’t mistake it. I put it on a chair immediately inside the door.’

‘Con piacere,’ Luigi said coldly, and walked away in the direction indicated. I had concluded that this manoeuvre was designed to give Mrs Brenton an opportunity to say something to me privately. But nothing of the sort occurred. She merely followed Luigi with her glance as he departed – and similarly in silence watched him return. Her first words were again addressed to him.

‘How very good of you!’ Fernanda’s astounding voice was in play as she slipped on the cloak. ‘I think you have recently

met one of my friends – Alison Mountpatrick?’ She paused, but her question elicited nothing from Luigi except a formal bow. ‘Alison has very good qualities, but she is not discreet. She sometimes imports an unnecessary note of drama into things. And she can even be rude. But we were at school together, and I have always been able to keep her in order. I look forward to seeing her again. Perhaps she, too, will come up to the Villa Buontalenti tomorrow.’ As she thus announced her own intention, Mrs Brenton further arranged her cloak, much with the air of preparing for a journey. ‘And now, by way of recalling old times here, I am going to take a little stroll by myself. As you see, the moon is coming up.’

This was true. Galileo’s orb had presented itself, no doubt punctually, in the general direction of Pontassieve, and a dim radiance would presently be available for pedestrianism. In any case, we had been dismissed. We made our farewells, and watched the lady go.

‘She is a very odd, extraordinary, striking woman,’ Luigi said. ‘She is not like Avery – except perhaps in looks, a little.’ He frowned. ‘It is possibly the English ruling-class manner?’

‘Nothing of the kind. I’d describe the woman as sui generis.’

‘At least she has a way of disposing of things. It is not my thought, Mr Bannerman, that Mr Brenton will stand up against her very well.’

‘Nor mine.’

‘And as for myself – well, we have seen. There is to be nothing vulgar. I am simply to be’—and Luigi made one of his prelusive pauses—’I am simply to be swept quietly under the stuoino, the little mat. One can say that?’

I nodded silently. One could.


IV

 

Throughout the following morning there was no sign of Mrs Brenton. Like most people at the Serena, she had presumably breakfasted in her room; and if she had sallied out thereafter I had been unaware of it. I had my own breakfast on the terrace – even although the Laurentian, or at least the cupola of the Cappella dei Principi of San Lorenzo, was beckoning to me reproachfully from the plain below. I had decided against walking up to the Buontalenti uninvited, but I was reluctant to go off duty (as I expressed it to myself) altogether. So I sat watching Luca raking up a meagre hay beneath the olive trees, and from time to time I dipped, not very pertinaciously, into Mommsen’s Romisches Staatsrecht. At one o’clock Gino brought me out an omelette and some fruit and wine. At two o’clock, Avery appeared.

He had come round the corner of the villa in a hurry, and I was aware of him abruptly reducing speed when I came in view. At the Buontalenti, I knew at once, the morning had not been eventless. It was abruptly, too, that he flung himself into a chair and declined my offer of coffee.

‘My mother’s here,’ he said.

‘Oh, yes – I know. She’s staying at the Serena, and I’ve met her. So has Luigi. Hasn’t he told you?’

‘Luigi has gone funny, rather. He has turned close. He’s not’—Avery produced a slightly wry smile—’quite the bambino he was. We’ve just finished lunch. I thought I’d come down.’ Avery glanced at the remains of my own lunch, which included half a dozen olive stones on a plate. Oddly, he tipped these on to the stone table, and with the flick of a finger sent one of them across the terrace and surprisingly far into the garden. ‘I don’t think,’ he said, ‘that the whole thing is proving a good idea, at all.’

‘The family reunion?’

‘Yes – the idea of that. Do you?’

‘No, not really, Avery.’ I uttered this surprisingly promptly, considering that what I ought perhaps to have said was, ‘It’s not for me to say.’

‘You see, I don’t think my father has the necessary feelings.’ Avery produced this equally promptly, and with his intermittent and always slightly surprising command of precise speech. And then, instantly and staggeringly, he went far beyond this – and by means of his second incursion during my whole experience of him into figurative language. ‘It would be like dragging a man screaming to the scaffold, if you ask me.’ A second olive stone was sent viciously in the direction of the industrious Luca. ‘The question is, whether it’s just my mother, or if there’s really something else.’

‘What do you mean by that: whether it’s just your mother?’ My heart had sunk, but there was nothing for it except to go on.

‘Whether she has simply got a wrong idea. Whether it’s just that: their being, I mean, two completely incompatible persons. Or whether there’s something else.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well, there being another woman – really very much another woman – after all. Anyway, it’s undignified.’

I was silent. This last remark had been a kind of judgement upon Avery’s mother, and it had cost him something to bring it out. Within a space of two or three hours, I supposed, he had been constrained to admit a vision of her in a new light. What had to be called, decently, her appetitive aspect had been more fully revealed to him. This was not, I felt, to the credit of Fernanda’s finesse. She had tripped up, conceivably, upon a sudden discovery that she had under-estimated the situation. But now another thought came to me.

‘Is Mrs Mountpatrick up there?’ I asked.

‘Not at the moment, but she’s coming this afternoon. I’ve been told to keep a look out for her, as a matter of fact. But I don’t think I need bother – not all that. You won’t know, since you’ve been in Rome. But she has been making pretty free with the place. Do you know, I think she may be rather struck on somebody?’

‘On your father?’ There was folly in my coming out with this. But it didn’t hold Avery up – and for the first time at this interview he produced what was almost a merry smile.

‘Lord, no! Hasn’t the poor man enough on his plate?’ Avery paused on this, as if aware of how much it testified to his enlarged sense of the matter. ‘Luigi,’ he said.

‘My dear Avery, they detest each other.’

‘Well, I know they scrap. But I think it’s something I’ve read about. Bernard Shaw – I think it’s Bernard Shaw – calls it the duel of sex.’

‘If you want that, you’d better read Racine, not Shaw.’ I was unable to repress in myself this melancholy pedagogic irrelevance. ‘And it seems to me that the antagonism between Luigi and Mrs Mountpatrick has quite a different basis.’ It had occurred to me that I could perhaps safely explore Avery’s mind a little. ‘Mrs Mountpatrick feels that your father’s relationship with Luigi has become an unfortunate one.’

‘Oh, yes – I know. That damned corpus. My father knows he relies enormously on Luigi to shove it ahead. But he conceals from himself just how enormously. I expect Mrs Mountpatrick feels there might be a disaster if Luigi walked out.’ Avery paused upon this definitive revelation of present innocence. ‘Perhaps she even feels a bit guilty about it. Because if he did, mightn’t it be in order to walk out with her?’

‘Avery, you’re indulging an idée fixe. Why should Luigi find anything attractive in a middle-aged—’

‘Well, there was that married woman, wasn’t there? The one Luigi seduced. So it may be his sort of thing. And he did stare at her, rather, at that lunch. I know I’m not much of an authority on sex.’ Avery interjected this apologetically. ‘Still, it seems quite likely to me. And there’s another thing. She may have money. Her husband was an American, and all Americans have pots of it.’

‘She hasn’t.’ I was much struck, and not a little appalled, by this further revelation. If Avery’s mind remained naive in one direction, it had made a rapid advance towards cynicism in another.

‘He may still think she has. Of course I know this seems a pretty rotten way to think about the bambino. But Italians are so different. I’ve come to see that. And, sir, it’s all so damned bewildering. Oh, hell!’

I knew this to be (except perhaps among his contemporaries and intimates) Avery’s strongest imprecation. It was almost like a cry for help.

‘Avery, you don’t think, do you, that anything of this is in your father’s head?’

‘Oh, probably not. But he does seem to cling to Luigi. I don’t think I’d be any substitute at all. And yet he’s drawing back from him too. There’s come to be something frightfully awkward between them. And I feel it’s because of something Luigi knows about and my father doesn’t – or doesn’t allow himself to. Or not quite.’

‘It might conceivably be the other way round.’ I was reflecting, perhaps irrelevantly, on the puzzling nature of what we call intelligence. It was not the first occasion upon which I had felt Avery Brenton’s simple mind to hover on the verge of high lucidity. ‘Your father may know something Luigi doesn’t – and it may be in the nature of an embarrassment, a barrier. Perversely so. What if Luigi—’ I came to a dead stop. I might have been hearing (like Matthew Arnold in the poem) a God’s tremendous voice telling me to be counselled and retire. In fact it was simply my returning sense that they must – the Brentons, Luigi, even the Mountpatrick woman – resolve their own confusions. ‘But we’re beating the air,’ I ended feebly.

‘Sir, come and have a look.’

Even as I stared at him, Avery had jumped impulsively to his feet.

‘A look, Avery?’

‘It’s the crunch. This afternoon. I know it is. And you understand these things. Come back with me.’


V

 

We walked up the hill together. The haze of noon had vanished, and in an intense clarity the city seemed to lie almost beneath one’s hand; one might have thought to put finger and thumb to the stone ribs of Brunelleschi’s dome and set Florence spinning like a glittering roulette-wheel upon its green table. On the other side of the road the strip-tease girls still patiently postured within their blotched frames. I wondered whether the impulse that had put Avery in brief possession of Ossessione Erotica had led him to investigate the dismal spectator-sport on offer nightly within. Luigi, I felt, would have been in a position to make some superior recommendation.

This idle thought caused me to wonder just what it was that Avery supposed me to ‘understand’. I didn’t attribute much understanding to myself – or anything more, in relation to our present problem, than what might be called a working hypothesis. And this I hoped was now going to be put to a test and verified pretty well without word spoken by me. But, if necessary, I would act. I would march Jethro Brenton off to some secluded corner of his garden and endeavour at a single stroke to straighten things out. I was tired, I told myself, of the spectacle of these people wandering in a maze of their own devising.

It was upon Jethro that we first came. He was prowling – wandering, indeed – upon the perimeter of his domain, close by the small secessionist territory marked by the barbed-wire entanglement of the gardener.  Chi entra furtivo muore tosto. He might have been described as a shade furtivo himself. Short of positive banishment, he had certainly retreated from the Villa Buontalenti as far as he could.

‘Have you seen anything of Alison?’ he asked at once.

‘No, sir. I don’t think she has turned up yet.’

I might have judged it notable that Mrs Mountpatrick had thus so spontaneously become ‘Alison’ again had I not been more struck by Jethro’s continuing to be ‘sir’. But I understood Avery’s difficulty. ‘My father’ is easy. But ‘Father’ as a vocative for some reason comes a shade awkwardly to an English boy’s tongue. On the other hand ‘Daddy’ or the like carries assumptions which Avery, so far, was unable honestly to get round to.

‘And I don’t know what has become of Luigi either. I thought he might show your mother things.’ Jethro turned to me. ‘My dear Bannerman, I’m exceedingly glad you’ve dropped in.’

It was ludicrously patent that the man was casting round among his resources; even grabbing at rail or rigging, one might say, under threat of the advancing squall. And yet it wasn’t at all likely that Fernanda had been raging or was going to rage. It was her technique to move in rapidly indeed, but with calm. Perhaps Jethro preserved an image of her in his mind as the still eye of the hurricane. And he impressed me now as rather like one of those bobbin-shaped structures – cooling-towers or whatever they may be – which go up round modern power-stations: shapely, almost noble in certain lights, but the vacuity of which renders them liable to crumple before a breeze – to the just indignation of ourselves who have been made to pay for them.

I didn’t think that Avery was now in much doubt about his father’s interior engineering. And similarly too with his mother; it was as if the vast dome of light that is an Italian sky hadn’t been good for her wrinkles. He wasn’t going to have much left after this business had clarified itself. Only – and suddenly I saw this as a whole new troubled vista – he might take it all more for responsibility than disillusionment. What if he were to immolate himself in some stupid way on the altar of this family mess? I thought suddenly and mournfully that I might be left blaming the ethos of Anglebury.

 
And now we were walking down to the house: Jethro between Anglebury’s late headmaster and late pupil, and thus to a slight effect of being under escort.

‘Fernanda hasn’t changed,’ Jethro said to me, and scarcely on a note of satisfaction. ‘But I have a feeling’—he almost brightened—’that she finds I have. I gather you had a talk with her last night. Did she say anything which might suggest that?’

‘My dear Brenton, she hadn’t seen you then.’

‘But of course not.’ Jethro passed a mannered hand over his eyes, but I judged his confusion to be genuine. ‘Things happen so quickly! Avery, has she said anything about me to you?’

‘No, nothing at all. She hasn’t said much to me about anything, so far.’ Avery hesitated. ‘Not even about why she has arrived in such a hurry. It wasn’t a bit her plan.’

‘Her plan?’ It scarcely seemed that Jethro could really find this word bewildering. ‘There must have been some sudden reason for her following you?’

‘Perhaps she thought I wasn’t doing too well.’

There was a silence – into which, surprisingly, I heard myself intrude.

‘Mrs Brenton,’ I said, ‘had a telegram from Mrs Mountpatrick.’

‘From Alison!’ There was agitation in Jethro’s voice, and I found myself not sorry to remark the fact. My unpremeditated interjection had told me I was myself all for the crunch. I’d keep mum if there was a risk of darkening council, but speak up if there was a chance of giving things an onward nudge. But now Jethro was recovering himself.

‘Women are really incomprehensible,’ he said. ‘And they do get in the way of one’s work. Even Mme de Criquetot, for example. She has Pacino di Bonaguida at her finger-tips – Bannerman, I remember telling you that – but nevertheless the dear Comtesse will spend half a day gossiping about nothing at all.’

‘I don’t think you’ll find my mother doing that.’ Avery came out with this with a grimness of tone which surprised me. He had allowed his father’s drift into a small fatuity to irk him – or rather, perhaps, to humiliate him. But he rejected this instantly and loyally. ‘Your work mustn’t be interrupted,’ he said. ‘I do see that as the important thing.’

‘It’s important to me, such as it is.’ Jethro put into this a humility I didn’t care for. At the same time he glanced at Avery wonderingly – almost as if at a stranger in whom some remote possibility might inhere. I cared for this even less. Jethro Brenton, I knew, would never see Avery Brenton in other than an instrumental light.

‘Here comes Luigi,’ Avery said suddenly.

Luigi had appeared at the end of the drive, framed between the reaching cypresses and with the faded pink façade of the Villa Buontalenti behind him. He held something in his hand, and seemed to be looking for us.

‘So it is.’ Jethro’s pace, which had been lagging, lagged further. ‘Avery, there is one important thing. To get clear, that is. Your mother has thoughts that do her honour. I greatly respect her. She’s a notable woman. But work – well, that she just doesn’t understand. A scholar’s dedication. It would always be an enemy to her. So her ideas are impracticable – absolutely.’

Across Jethro Brenton’s finely trimmed beard Avery’s glance met mine. We were both silent – awkwardly acknowledging, I fear, the simulacrum of strength and resolution that had been presented to us. And now Luigi had come up and halted, holding out what he was carrying.

‘It’s for you, Avery,’ he said curtly. ‘A telegram.’

‘Thank you.’ This time, Avery’s colour had really left him, and in his pallor, I glimpsed him, for the first and last time, as physically his father’s son. He took the telegram and thrust it into a pocket without a glance.

 
We rounded the villa while I was digesting the meaning of this, and I expected that we should proceed indoors by way of the loggia. Mrs Brenton, after all, was presumably unattended within, and she had scarcely been long enough an inmate to be left unceremoniously to her own devices. Jethro however put on a spurt – a spurt, it might have been called, disguised as a stroll – which had the consequence of committing us to a full turn round the garden. I supposed that the simplest impulse of procrastination was the occasion of this. However distressing in certain of its aspects the unfolding situation was, it had its one point of mere high absurdity in Jethro Brenton’s terror of his former wife. Whether anything that could be termed fascination went along with this there had been little chance to decide. Even a superficial observer, unconcerned to determine what might or might not be his sexual constitution, would soon have put him down as the kind of middle-aged man who is readily alarmed by women – the more so, perhaps, as himself carrying inescapably round with him something that didn’t at all alarm them. He hadn’t cared for Mrs Mountpatrick’s turning up (like Fernanda, more or less out of a past), and he had been keenly aware of her hostility to Luigi. But once Fernanda entered the ring – it was as simple as that – Mrs Mountpatrick had, potentially at least, assumed the character of one of those substantial barriers on the ring’s periphery which in a crisis may be dodged behind. Or so I read Jethro’s anxiety for Mrs Mountpatrick’s presence now.

The path we were following admitted of only two walking abreast, and it seemed natural that Jethro and I should make a pair. But for some moments we had nothing to say to each other; and I was aware that, behind us, Avery and Luigi had nothing to say to each other either. It had always seemed to me that Luigi might grow bored with Avery more rapidly than Avery with Luigi: this was a probability inherent in their several mental ranges and tempos. It didn’t mean that Romulus and Remus need positively fall out. But I began to feel that Luigi was indeed armouring himself within a very general reserve, and that Avery was right in declaring his Italian friend to have become not the bambino he was.

We had reached a point at the bottom of the garden where two high-backed stone benches were ranged formally on either side of a stone table. Jethro sat down, and perhaps it was because we were still speechless that I found myself remarking something stiff in his movements. The quality appeared too as he walked. It was partly a matter of comportment, no doubt; it simply went with his sense that he was somebody. But he could be no younger, after all, than I was; we were both approaching that phase of life in which a man who doesn’t begin to hint decrepitude is described as well-preserved. A certain stiffness was perhaps afflicting his joints.

I sat down beside him, possibly rather gingerly myself. Even in an Italian garden two slabs of stone set at right- angles are ungrateful to the human frame. The young men, not without a distinguishable reluctance, sat down opposite. It was like a board meeting. And I saw that we were here not merely because Jethro Brenton had baulked at entering his own house. He had something else in mind.

‘We must have a plan,’ Jethro said.

‘A plan?’ It was Avery who echoed the words, and with a blankness that his father found irritating.

‘If your mother has a plan, I suppose I may have a plan too. If you are part of her plan—and why else have you come here?—you’d better cut along to her.’ Jethro paused. ‘At least I can trust Luigi.’

This speech, in its sudden ugliness, brought Avery to his feet – so rapidly that if the table between us hadn’t weighed a tonne or thereabout I believe he would have sent it flying. Luigi was immobile. Only his eyes sought mine briefly, and I found myself resenting what I read in them as an invitation to join in a contemptuous view of the indecorum suddenly before us. I may have been wrong in this. Luigi Fagandini was becoming increasingly inscrutable. As for Avery, he had nearly walked away; and I am sure he was even more hurt than angry. But now he faced his father squarely.

‘Look!’ he said. ‘I know my mother has her idea, and I know now it could be of no use to you. But there’s been nothing wrong in it; it’s perfectly honourable; and I’m no more in a plot than Luigi or the Head is.’ (I had become, in Avery’s moment of perturbation, simply the Head again.) ‘If you can trust Luigi, you can trust me quite as much – that I promise you. There’s the difference that I’m your son. And her son. I have to be square by both of you.’

Long before this short (and satisfactory) speech was over, Jethro Brenton – there is only a painful word for it – was grovelling. Both hands were working in a nervous agitation before him, and in gestures which seemed to implore Avery to sit down.

‘My dear boy, you must forgive me. I am upset. My wretched routine, my small struggles to get on, have been cast in confusion. It has been like a sudden wind blowing at my poor guttering candle.’ Even in what was a genuinely pitiable state, Jethro’s sense of Jethro’s pathos – the devoted scholar against the world – had by no means deserted him. ‘Luigi knows,’ he said.

But Luigi gave no sign of knowing, and his silence and immobility increased the awkwardness of our situation. I had to tell myself not to give way to disliking scenes. ‘Heads’ dislike scenes, no doubt. They get out a cane and whack a clearing round themselves. Or so – as a matter of theory – I have always supposed. But I had better put up with scenes now. There were more coming. What came to us immediately, however, was the sound of a car approaching down the drive.

‘Mrs Mountpatrick,’ Luigi said.

Jethro may have taken in the words; he certainly took in their tone. He looked from Luigi, mysteriously alienated and in a cold fury, to Avery, who had spoken according to his lights and from his heart. And then – there was no doubt where his heart lay – his eyes went back to Luigi.

‘Luigi,’ he said, ‘—you are going to stand by me in spite of everything?’

It was intolerable – or at least it was absurd, and time for another nudge.

‘Brenton,’ I said, ‘Luigi doesn’t have a place in this. No more than I have. It’s a family affair.’

Avery looked at me as if I’d talked sense, and Luigi as if I’d produced a fatuous platitude. But Brenton’s eyes had turned to me with a sudden, swiftly masked, intensity. Then, once more, he turned back to Luigi.

‘I think I see,’ he said. ‘I’ve kept it—so monstrous a thing—from my mind. You know it’s nothing, don’t you – a vileness that the little people talk about us who are scholars, artists, not of their horrible and scrambling world? It will sink as it has risen, I tell you! Luigi, you wouldn’t let it take you away?’ He looked from one to another of us, and we were silent before this rhetoric – but only Avery, I think, in total incomprehension. ‘I will never submit to mockery,’ Jethro said. ‘I will not be laughed at!’

If I myself didn’t find this last utterance a total inconsequence it was only because I was, so to speak, a special case. Momentarily, it brought Avery and Luigi in contact again in a common bewilderment. They must have thought the man was raving.

‘I wonder,’ I said, ‘whether we ought not to join the ladies?’

As if these had been the words of a host, we were all on our feet – like men rising from dessert, straightening their ties, wondering about the lavatory, preparing small talk. We moved silently up the garden, up the steps. There was a brief moment, I believe, in which we all four came mysteriously together. It was simply as a sex – and as if ahead, in the cool shadowy house, something alien, implacable, female was awaiting us.

But what our senses first encountered was a faint perfume, as from a garment thrown carelessly aside; this, and the sound of a piano. Vaguely, I imagined it to be Chopin that was being discoursed, but Avery’s identification was more precise.

‘That’s my mother,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit she’s been getting up.’

The sound guided us into a room I had not entered before: a salotto grande it might have been called, for it was entirely in the Italian taste. At the piano at its farther end sat Fernanda Brenton, with Alison Mountpatrick standing beside her. Both looked up at us, and Fernanda finished a phrase before taking her hands from the keys.

‘You keep your piano well tuned, Jethro,’ she said approvingly.

She looked very much at home.


VI

 

A quiet scene, I told myself, of unassumingly polite life. Two ladies at a piano, and a group of gentlemen strolling in to join them. But the ladies, who could have spent no more than ten minutes together, had arrived at some other decision than to conduct a musical afternoon. Fernanda Brenton, indeed, might still be for settling things quietly – out of court, as it were. But it would be a settlement insisted upon as prompt, and for whatever might be the situation’s equivalent of a ponderable sum in hard cash. And if Alison Mountpatrick wasn’t, contrastingly, for an overt scene, there was yet a dry excitement about her, a flush and a glitter, suggesting that variety of outraged morality which, when vindicated, goes out and dances in the streets. I didn’t feel, I was glad not to feel, that there could be so much as ten minutes’ beating about the bush.

‘Mr Bannerman’—Fernanda judged it necessary to shake hands with me—’I am so glad you have come. You have so much experience with young men.’

I didn’t manage more than a motion of the eyebrows, I imagine, in response to this. And it was by Luigi that my silence was made good.

‘But, signora, are we not to think that ageing men may be in the question also? These, too, it may sometimes be necessary to make dispositions about. To mount a rescue operation for.’ He turned to me. ‘”To mount”,’ he asked urbanely, ‘—one can say that?’

It was apparent that Luigi was minded to go down – or, at least, out – fighting. As I made him my customary reply the thought returned to me that, if he was to be pushed around, he might be inclined to see to it that it was towards the centre of the stage, where he would nobble the last aria as his own. What Avery made of this preliminary exercise, I don’t know. Only I did have a feeling, appropriately obscure, that in what might be called a paranormal way he had earlier faintly scented what was in the wind – by which I mean the first whiff of that horrid stink which even Fernanda now seemed unlikely to hold successfully imprisoned in the barrel. At least Avery knew that what was coming was something nasty. He was looking from his parents to Luigi and back in a perplexity that was near dismay – a dismay that might turn to horror. Perhaps he thought that Luigi’s censurable affair with the married lady had been discovered and was to be punished; or that charges of theft, embezzlement, grave defalcations in the mysterious region of the corpus were about to be bandied around. Or conceivably, I say, he had a dim but actual consciousness of the bee veritably buzzing in the female bonnets before us. I found myself not greatly caring. Avery was not alone in being in for surprises, and he must simply put up with them. My main feeling was of satisfaction before the commendable speed with which we were all scrambling on the slippery slide. This didn’t mean that another nudge, perhaps a final nudge, would not be in order.

‘Of course I’ll be delighted to advise,’ I said absurdly to Fernanda. ‘It’s a question of reforming this household, no doubt. Even of breaking it up. Alison is for breaking it up quite a lot.’

It was from Jethro that this bull-dozing effort elicited a protesting noise. Presumably its impropriety offended him. But from his bearing one would really have supposed that the poor man possessed the most guilty of consciences. Avery was not liking his father’s look at all.

‘It’s simple,’ Fernanda said. She had a superb command of ignoring any inconvenient thing obtruded upon her – yet even as I told myself this I remarked in her a heightened colour: quite quickly she might come unstuck and fly off the handle. ‘It’s so simple. We must not be selfish. Signor Fagandini’s services to Jethro have been invaluable’—as she uttered these splendid words Fernanda directed a sharply suppressive glance upon her female companion—’but he must not be held back longer. We are not without influence. Quite definitely, he must be got on.’ Mrs Brenton paused. ‘Tomorrow,’ she said.

‘The Restauro?’ Luigi asked politely.

‘A very good idea. Mr Brenton shall write this evening. Avery shall take the letter up to the post office in Fiesole.’ Fernanda paused again. She might have been Luigi himself, calling attention to his command of English verbs. ‘It is a good thing to have got settled.’ She looked at her former husband. ‘It’s a start.’

Of what it could be a start, I failed to see. A glance at Jethro suggested that it was much more likely to be a finish. We had, at some prompting it wouldn’t have been easy to identify, dispersed ourselves widely about the large room, as if we were a company of actors concerned, in some complex confrontation-scene, to hold a whole stage. And Jethro had taken to a wandering course among us, indecisively approaching, and withdrawing from, each of us in turn. Except, indeed, Fernanda; he kept well away from her. She was the better able to hold him in view. She did so, as he made these agitated small perambulations, with some sharpness of regard. Her glance followed him rather as it had followed Luigi upon the occasion on which she had decided that she wanted her cloak. Perhaps she was comparing their motility. And it was Luigi she was now looking at when it wasn’t Jethro – and with a gaze it was only right and moral to suppose horrified. It certainly held something other than merely objective appraisal.

‘And now,’ Fernanda said, ‘we can have tea. For there’s really nothing further to discuss.’

‘Nothing further to discuss!’ With a tremendous effort, Jethro had squared himself into a posture that was almost commanding. ‘You say that, after having the impertinence to announce that Luigi, at a word from you, is to be turned out of this house – my house?’ He took a couple of steps towards the young Italian, as if to range himself, physically and immediately, on his side – whereupon Luigi made an oblique movement taking him inaccessibly behind a table. Jethro halted, baffled, and turned back to his former wife. ‘Are you, and Alison here, both off your heads? What outrageous reason—’

‘It will be more suitable.’ These words represented Fernanda’s final effort to keep the lid on. Perhaps she would have got away with them – got away with them for the moment – had she not followed them up with a notable folly. ‘You will have Avery,’ she said, ‘after all.’

‘Avery!’Jethro’s pale complexion had strangely darkened. ‘Do you suppose that your mindless boy could ever be to me what—’

‘Stop, please.’ Avery, thus suddenly struck across the face, had taken a step forward. ‘This is most awfully silly. We just must stop.’ He turned to his mother – and must have been aware of her as indeed his mother, since her composure had instantly vanished at the insult to her son. ‘It’s just not sensible, Mummy! It’s not reasonable that Luigi should go away. It’s true that I’m not a patch on him – even if it’s a hard thing to hear. I know just what he means to my father; just how he’s important to him.’

‘You know? You think you know!’ Fernanda’s voice rose suddenly. She had come – perhaps the silent Alison Mountpatrick was somehow driving her – to her uncontrolled moment. ‘I’ll tell you what he is, you blind little fool. Luigi is your father’s—’

‘Luigi is your father’s other son,’ Jethro Brenton said.

 
‘Bambino!’

To the revelation with which four people had been presented, Avery’s was the swiftest reaction. It was as if, without ever having come near an inkling of the truth, it was something he had – idly at some time in these preceding days – actually thought of: the fun of having a tremendously clever younger brother. And now the fact of it produced a piece of sheer physical exuberance. He vaulted the table behind which Luigi had ensconced himself – Avery would certainly be worth that Half-Blue – and put his two hands to Luigi’s shoulders.

‘We’re brothers!’ he said. ‘What a marvellous thing.’

There was certainly no question of the fact. Avery and Luigi on their billiard-table; Romulus and Remus playing with knuckle-bones on their trough: I had myself never really doubted the queer intuition these had brought me. I was thus not wasting time on being astounded. Hadn’t I from the first moment – I asked myself – disliked Alison Mountpatrick’s reading of the thing chiefly from an instinct that it just wasn’t true? Quite how it was with the two women, I don’t know. But they, correspondingly, were wasting no time on scepticism. It is conceivable that, with the simple statement, certain long-past speculations bobbed up in Fernanda Brenton’s mind and fell into place. And to Alison Mountpatrick too, for that matter, there might have come back distant rumours, speculations, now authenticated by the six straight words his crisis had jerked out of Jethro Brenton. But in chief it was simply that everything equivocal at the Villa Buontalenti – every hint of the ambiguous, the suppressed, which might have been the sinister as well – had been clean blown out of the room. And the wind, by the same token, had been taken from the ladies’ sails. It was an extravagantly strange peripety.

‘What I hear, learn,’ Luigi said, ‘is that I am your illegitimate half-brother, I think.’ For an instant he had responded to Avery – it was no more than his own hand placed on an arm – but now he had drawn back again. He was in a very great passion – or at least he was telling himself (I thought ungenerously and in terms of my operatic metaphor) that this was his note. Undeniably he had a sense of style. We were all gazing at him. And he looked quite abominably handsome.

‘Luigi – it’s going to be all right?’ Jethro Brenton was stumbling forward. ‘It was so awkward, you see—so very awkward. It seemed easier—’

‘And for eighteen years it has continued to seem easier! You would not be laughed at. Was it so very laughable a thing?’

‘But you must understand! Your mother was—was a very simple woman.’ Jethro’s voice rose to a despairing wail. ‘Una lavandaia!’

We had arrived at the grotesque: a kind of Gilbert and Sullivan denouement in reverse. Here was the veritable false position, the legacy of a weakness of will, which the wretched man had once muttered about. Not the awkwardness of having fathered an illegitimate child, but the social humiliation of having done so upon a washerwoman, had represented what Jethro couldn’t take. One oughtn’t – I told myself – to be too hard on the old snob. He had, in a fashion, stood by the boy. He had brought him up. And now he loved nobody else in the world.

‘I shall give myself the honour of packing.’ Luigi produced this strange piece of English in a voice trembling with his sense of humiliation, his rage. ‘And – after the things thought, hinted, almost said – I think I shall have a bath.’ He turned to Avery. ‘A tub, fratello mio.’ A moment later, he was brushing past me. ‘One can say that?’ he asked. And he strode from the room.

It was with parted lips, I noticed, that Fernanda Brenton watched him go.

 
‘They were really thinking that?’ Avery asked me, half an hour later. ‘My mother and Mrs Mountpatrick – about Luigi and my father?’ We were walking up the drive to the public road. ‘Really?’

‘You mustn’t think it too wanton – the interpretation, I mean. Your father is deeply attached to Luigi – you have to face it, Avery, that you remain somebody he hardly knows – and there has been a kind of observable intensity of relationship on his side, which Luigi had no means of understanding. Luigi has probably been bewildered for a long time. He became resentful as well when he realised what was being said.’

‘I think it’s ghastly. Luigi’s snubbing me hurt me, rather. But he has every right to be horrified.’

‘Luigi isn’t exactly horrified. In fact, it’s quite the wrong word. What’s outraged is his vanity. That’s another thing you have to face.’

‘His vanity?’

‘He’s humiliated that he has been brought up as a superior sort of waif, a dependant, when he was entitled to something a little different. But there’s this sexual thing, too, you see. Luigi has had his first woman – and everything slap-up and superior about her. He’d have great plans.’

‘Isn’t that a bit—’

‘Avery, you’re grown-up, and I don’t see why I shouldn’t put things to you in a simple way. What has chiefly got under Luigi’s skin is a sense of having been unjustly demoted in other people’s regard. Denied his prowess and turned into something passive and unmasculine. It’s not, I think, a deeply moral thing with him.’

‘I see.’ For some twenty yards Avery considered this soberly. ‘Does that mean,’ he asked, ‘—does it’s not being all that deep mean – that things can be patched up? Apologies, and an agreement to forget and so on – so that we can keep him?’

‘Keep Luigi in – call it the family?’

‘Of course.’

‘I just don’t know. It’s a little hard, Avery, to see that there is a family to keep him in.’

‘It’s absurd, I suppose, but he’s come to mean quite a lot to me. Almost as what can be salvaged, in a way, from this whole fiasco.’

‘Perhaps he might come to England for a bit. If—well, if he makes friends again.’

This was all I could think of to say to Avery, and we walked to the end of the drive in silence. Then I remembered something.

‘Avery,’ I asked, ‘what was that telegram?’

He pulled it, unopened still, from his pocket.

‘Sir, would you mind? Open it for me, I mean, and see.’

I took the telegram from what was not quite a steady hand, ripped the envelope, and read.

‘It’s your place, Avery. In Oxford, at least, they have a bit of sense.’ I handed him back the typed message. ‘You go into residence on the fourteenth.’

‘Thank you very much.’ Still without looking at the thing, Avery returned it to his pocket. Then he halted by the gate, proposing to accompany me no further. ‘I think perhaps I’d better be getting back to the house.’ He contrived a smile which was at once wan and mischievous. ‘And manage my father a spot of masculine support in face of that monstrous regiment of women.’

‘It’s quite an idea.’ I contrived an undemonstrative nod. ‘You’ll come down and see me at the Serena when you can?’

‘Oh, yes. Oh, yes—of course.’

And Avery glanced at me without attention, and walked away.


 

 

Part Five

ALISON

 


I

 

And my first visitor was Alison Mountpatrick. This was three days later, and I can’t claim that the interval very satisfactorily filled itself with the further progress of my research in the Laurentian. I went there religiously; I did progress – in the fashion one does in such enterprises; but often enough I found myself looking up from my work, surveying the few learned respectable bald heads around me, and wondering what the devil was happening at the Villa Buontalenti. It didn’t occur to me to venture there, since I had received the strongest impression that Avery (who, after all, had been firmly informed by me that he was grown-up) had intimated a sense of requiring to go it alone. This had to be respected.

Nor was I able to enjoy the conversation of Fernanda. She wasn’t even available as an object of admiration and mute regard. Fernanda had vanished from the Serena, and mere silence had closed over her departure. Signor Galbiani, who was not commonly (at least by a guest of any long standing such as myself) appealed to for discreet gossip in vain, maintained an attitude of reserve which, although unspecific, I knew very well to be motivated by an indisposition to discuss the Brentons’ affairs. It would have been undignified to attempt conversation with Gino, although I knew equally well that the silent youth would not be unacquainted with anything that was being bruited around. What I gathered from all this was chiefly a feeling that Jethro Brenton had been singularly obtuse in not tumbling, quite some time before, to the extent of the undesirable speculation occasioned by the constitution of his household.

But then in a fashion, I told myself, he had tumbled. But not with any remotely effective part of himself.

The chief tumbler had been Mrs Mountpatrick. But she had regarded the matter, very properly, as none of her business – or had so regarded it until Avery’s arrival. It had been her hearing of that from me that had brought her into action – and with a promptitude of attack which would have done credit to Fernanda herself. She wasn’t going to have a decent English boy mixed up in what she regarded as a shocking mess. This was what had declared itself as her concern, and the result had been her summons to Fernanda. Only when the crisis came along, she had a little hung fire. She had left it all to her friend. And then had come a revelation only to be described as spiking the ladies’ guns. It was this last circumstance that I resolved – as Alison approached me briskly on the terrace of the Serena – to open our own exchange with.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘that was no go, all right. You and Mrs Brenton must have felt uncommon fools.’

‘You knew.’ Mrs Mountpatrick didn’t waste time in being offended by my brusqueness. ‘You knew, Charles. You knew, and you kept mum, simply in the interest of a small piece of dramatic effect. Once or twice you egged the thing on, and then stood back, chuckling to yourself. It was extremely childish.’

‘It was nothing of the sort.’ I couldn’t but admire this boldness of counter-attack. ‘For one thing, I didn’t precisely know. It was just that the possible – say, the probable – true relationship of those two boys had come to me. In Rome, as a matter of fact. You could call it distance lending sanity to the view. But I couldn’t myself come out with what might have been ghastly nonsense. And for another thing – for there is another thing – it seemed to me rather desirable that Jethro should own up to the truth himself. He might feel better afterwards.’

‘I’m sure he does. I give you that. He feels he did the bold, the magnanimous, the decisive thing.’

‘I suppose so.’ It struck me as not having been with unmixed mockery that Alison Mountpatrick had produced this. ‘And now,’ I continued, ‘where do they all go from here? Where, in fact, have they gone? Fernanda has disappeared from the Serena.’

‘She’s at the Buontalenti.’

‘You mean she has moved in?’ This obvious possibility simply hadn’t come to me. ‘The woman is staying there?’

‘Why not? The slander is a thing of the past, isn’t it? The former partner of her life stands convicted of no more than one of the venial slips of youth. A love-child, a by-blow, a little boy on the wrong side of the blanket.’

‘A pretty brisk venial slip, it must have been. There can’t be more than months between Avery and Luigi. I find something indecent in that. And why the man, having eventually cut clear of England, as he thought, for good, couldn’t have acknowledged his son—’

‘He would – if he’d had him by, say, the Comtesse de Criquetot.’ She paused. ‘The washerwoman, I don’t doubt for a moment, was the ample truth of the matter. Jethro’s simple social faith couldn’t face the consequences of her.’

‘He turned out to face much worse consequences.’ I paused on this, aware that we might be drifting into a useless post mortem. ‘But do you know what has happened up there? It can’t be that Fernanda still sticks to her plan?’

‘She wouldn’t be Fernanda without some plan. And when she arrived with all her bags and baggage from this pensione, Jethro couldn’t very well bar the door to her.’ Alison hesitated. ‘He might even weaken, if you ask me.’

‘About the reunited family?’

‘Oh, about anything. The way Jethro goes is just a matter of how much pressure is applied where and when. Fernanda, of course, is a very great mistress of that.’

‘Alison, you take a most disenchanted view of your old friend.’

‘Of Fernanda?’

‘I was thinking of Jethro.  He appears to have been a very old friend too.’

‘I know all about him, if that’s what you mean.’

‘You still haven’t told me anything about the current situation, Alison. For instance, have you any notion as to where Luigi may have gone?’

‘Gone? But he hasn’t gone anywhere.’ Alison Mountpatrick produced this reply with a tiresome air of surprise. ‘Luigi stays put. The corpus, I suppose, goes forward.’

‘Good God! Has he had any sort of rapprochement with his father?’

‘No – and I don’t think he ever will. He’s civil. Jethro implores – I mean, at least in his manner he implores. But it isn’t, it won’t ever be, any good. Luigi Fagandini is an unscrupulous young man, and commanded by some demon of pride.’

‘You certainly wasted no time in disliking him. But, well—he is now Jethro’s son.’

‘So much the worse, if the demon is to be with him still.’

‘At least it hasn’t taken him out of the house.’

‘No – and I don’t suppose he even had that tub.’ Mrs Mountpatrick paused. ‘It has to be thought about. In a sense, Jethro has to be rescued from him.’

‘It’s temerarious, surely, to try to rescue a man from what he loves.’ I waited, but got no reply. ‘Would you say’—I must have added this with transparent anxiety—’that Avery sees a rescue as his job?’

‘I believe you love Avery, Charles.’

‘That’s nonsense, woman. How long have I known the boy for? A bare fortnight. Of course it’s true that I’ve never had a son.’

‘Quite.’

It was gently rather than sharply that Alison Mountpatrick uttered this clipped word. And now we walked about the Serena’s rambling garden – into which we had wandered almost without noticing – in silence for a surprisingly long time. Florence with its customary riches was on view. So too, on the slopes of the hills, and if you knew about them, were the abiding-places of several English exiles dead and gone: the Villa Gherardescha, for example, of Landor, with its roses from England and fruit trees from France. I took no satisfaction in them.

‘Well, then,’ my companion suddenly said, ‘Avery must be rescued too.’

 
We had turned back, and the terrace of the Serena was before us. It was about half an hour after noon. The less culturally avid of the place’s guests – those for whom a mere morning in the Uffizi had been enough – were gathering there in the expectation of luncheon. Alison shook her head at the sight of them.

‘Let’s go up the hill,’ she said.

‘To the Buontalenti?’ I was surprised by this suggestion.

‘No, no. Even I am being quite discreet. Just to the Piazza, where we can have a drink. We can even have martinis – and dead dry – if we’re prepared to pay an unrealistic price.’

‘Very true.’

‘And you needn’t, Charles, stretch your old limbs in the heat. I’ve got my car.’

 
So there, presently, we were: at the very table at which I had discussed Virginia Woolf’s aesthetics with a clever Italian boy not long graduated from Eric or Little by Little and Teddy Lester’s Schooldays. How, I wondered, had Luigi come upon that first shelf of English books? Had they been his father’s? And just what cautious contacts had Jethro had with the washerwoman’s child? It was unlikely that I should ever know.

A crowd of people had been inspecting the scavi – Avery’s slaves – and were refreshing themselves thereafter. But their charabanc honked, and they gathered up their guidebooks and departed. The quiet of high noon descended on the place. It was disturbed only by the momentary but excessive vigour which the barman put into compounding our expensive drinks.

‘Has Fernanda,’ I asked, ‘apologised to Luigi, her unexpected new relation?’

‘How can I tell? Not in my presence, anyway. But I haven’t been haunting the Buontalenti. Perhaps apology hasn’t been necessary.’ Alison took a first sip at her martini, and felt in her bag for cigarettes. Suddenly the movement arrested itself. ‘In fact, you can see it hasn’t. Time off from the corpus, I suppose.’

I followed her glance across the square. Fernanda Brenton had emerged from a little fruiterer’s shop, and behind her came Luigi, carrying a basket. It was like a small fragment of English, not Italian, life: an undergraduate, home for the vacation, dutifully helping with the family shopping.

‘It’s unbelievable!’ I said. ‘She can’t—in this short time she can’t—have tamed your young demon?’

‘Perhaps he has tamed her. Haven’t you noticed he has a fairly rapid way with him?’

‘The idea’s totally absurd.’ I said this with more confidence than I should have commanded seconds later. For now Fernanda and Luigi had paused on the pavement and turned to each other. They might simply have been discussing which shop to go to next. Indeed, they probably were. But there was passing between them – in a manner apparent even across the empty square – a challenge, a tension, which had nothing to do with butter and cheese.

‘Perhaps she proposes to adopt him,’ Alison said ironically. ‘A kind of restitution, you know.’

‘You owe him something of that sort yourself. But you’d scarcely propose—’

‘Definitely not. But Fernanda is really a person with – well, very simple devices and desires. And Luigi is a very handsome young man. Ah! They’ve gone round the corner without seeing us. Which is just as well.’ Mrs Mountpatrick now lit her cigarette. ‘And there’s another thing. It wouldn’t strike you or me, but it may strike her. Luigi isn’t all that younger than the Jethro she still remembers – was still remembering when she took that fatal first step of sending Avery to Florence. She may see the one in the other, as it were. The plan is to fulfil itself after all – but with the pleasing addition of giving a gorgeous backward turn to the clock.’

‘Alison, I’ve never heard a more wildly indecent set of propositions in my life. You’re envisaging something that’s virtually incestuous.’

‘It would not be legally that, although I dare say a parson might jib at marrying them – if he knew what we do.’

‘My dear Alison, you can’t think they’ll get married?’

‘In the last five minutes I’ve become sure they will. Fernanda is wealthy, and not without other relevant endowments – think of that voice – of a high order. But there’s another thing too, you know. She’s a highly virtuous and respectable woman.’


II

 

I hadn’t brought myself to believe in the plausibility of all this – in two full days I hadn’t – when the elopement in fact took place. I say ‘elopement’ by way of feeble irony. It is a romantic word (although carrying, no doubt, overtones of folly) and only perversely to be applied to an act of outrageous wickedness. There were aspects, I admit, in which Fernanda’s exploit failed really to rank like that. A moneyed and sexually restless woman, attractive still in early middle age, had made off with an unscrupulous and undeniably personable young man. The young man, it was true, was her quondam husband’s son. But I didn’t find myself long continuing to make heavy going of this; I was almost as prepared as Alison to laugh at the parson. Much more bizarre conjunctions occur. What I judged abominable was what had been done to Avery – and, for that matter, to Jethro too.

Conventional expressions aside, I’d have been prepared to call Fernanda entitled, if she wished, to flourish a troop of lovers under Jethro’s nose; he had been faithless to her – upon one of his Italian professional occasions – in the earliest period of their marriage. But she wasn’t entitled to flourish this lover. When one thought merely of Jethro, there was a stupid cruelty about the thing that seemed to throw her out of court, and the wretched Italian (or demi-Italian) youth along with her. And what was one to think – in the name of heaven what was one to think – of making off not only with one’s husband’s son but with one’s own son’s newly recovered half-brother as well?

I am still betrayed into indignation as I write. It wasn’t in such tones that Avery spoke to me over the telephone to which I had been summoned from my breakfast tray.

‘Sir,’ his voice said, ‘I wonder if you could possibly come up to the Buontalenti? The fact is, we’ve got into a bit of a jam.’

 
It occurred to me, as I toiled up the hill, that Alison Mountpatrick had treated me better than I had treated her. I had experienced (prompted by a billiard-table and an ancient sarcophagus) an intuition I’d then sat upon. She had experienced something similar – but of an event to come, and not of one long-past – when we had enjoyed together, across the Piazza Mino da Fiesole, the spectacle of that small shopping expedition. Only she had allowed me to share her intuition at once.

As a consequence, I was now in the slightly awkward position of already knowing what Avery believed he was going to communicate to me. But at least to be forewarned was to be forearmed. If I couldn’t prepare council, I could prepare an attitude. It wouldn’t do lightly to play the thing down. But it might be useful to set it in a context of the strange way that people do behave; of the freakish and irresponsible acts to which, all over the place, men and women are constantly being prompted by ungovernable concupiscences of one sort and another. But perhaps such considerations were already in Avery’s head. He was a sensible young man.

Avery was waiting where his father had lately waited: by the barbed-wire entanglement. It would be extravagant to speak of an eighteen year-old boy as suddenly aged. A stranger glancing at Avery would simply have concluded that he was ill; that his tummy was upset or that he was going down with flu – something of that sort. He might have been childishly rubbing his eyes with a grubby finger, and have dressed without recalling his nurse’s discipline in the matter of combing his hair. But he spoke firmly enough.

‘My mother and Luigi have gone off to England. She left a note.’ He contrived a strained grin. ‘I expect it was stuck to a pin-cushion. They say that’s the drill.’

‘I’m very sorry. But I’m not wholly surprised.’

‘My father is. Or, rather, he’s bewildered. I didn’t know there was such bewilderment. It’s that that’s the problem really – for the moment. He just wanders around. He won’t listen to me, won’t attend to me. Perhaps he’ll attend to you. I’m sorry we’re such a damned nuisance.’

‘Where is he now? I’ll have a shot.’

‘He’s up in the tower. I think he’s turning over files of those confounded photographs. I wish I knew the first thing about them.’

‘I see.’ What I saw was the direction in which this unremarkable boy’s mind was moving. ‘Well, Luigi is the corpus to him, and the corpus is Luigi. We’d rather decided that already.’

‘Yes, but it’s more than that. It’s Luigi who’s my father’s son. We’d decided that too.’

‘If that’s a fact – and I think it is – it’s an important one, and to be held on to.’

‘I suppose so.’ Avery looked at me askance. ‘I’ve always known – I think I’ve told you – that my mother is . . . is an amazing person. But I’d come to feel the bambino was—well, reliable. He has a terrific brain.’

‘Oh, he has his wits about him, all right.’

‘But I’d got him properly wrong, hadn’t I? You remember how I thought he and that Mountpatrick woman were making eyes at each other.’

‘You weren’t entirely wrong. Luigi was at least making eyes at her. Not that “making eyes” is quite right. He was eyeing her, which is a different thing.’

‘Taking her clothes off as she sat.’ Avery said this surprisingly; he felt himself, I believe, thrust into a region in which there is virtue in unvarnished speech. ‘Of course it’s natural. I’ve done it myself. But one couldn’t call it good manners.’

‘Decidedly not.’ I didn’t find the situation too tragic to be amused by this judgement. ‘It was a revealing moment, I’d say: Luigi’s indulging himself in that fashion at our lunch- party.’

‘If my mother had been there, it might have put ideas in her head.’

‘That’s true.’ I wondered why anybody had ever found Avery unintelligent. I also reflected that it is a faculty which, whether for good or ill, expedites any journey into disillusionment. I decided to support Avery’s sense of our having arrived at a point at which everything was better said. ‘She naturally wouldn’t like to see her school-friend – an old rival, in a way – making all the running.’

‘I wish I knew what she said in her note to my father. He won’t show it to me. I’ve tried suggesting she’s just taken Luigi away on a kind of freakish impulse – to show him England, because he’s such dead nuts on it. That’s a factor anyway, wouldn’t you say? In Luigi’s playing ball, that is. Two birds with one stone.’

‘Yes.’ The hardness of this a little daunted me. ‘Undoubtedly. But it’s not, incidentally, an explanation you entertain yourself?’

‘An innocent association?’ Avery produced a queer laugh. ‘No.’

‘And your father?’

‘I don’t know. He’s just stupid. He might have been hit on the head. But I don’t think so. Please go and talk to him.’

‘I’m going – in a moment. But, you know, I’m not so interested in his future as I am in yours. And you have a future, Avery. An immediate one. When you get back to England, do you feel you can go home?’

‘Of course not. I couldn’t take—could I?—a half-brother and a step-father rolled into one. Luigi would be all too much the prefect, and I’d be all too much the fag.’

‘Yes.’ I found this a wholesome clarity. ‘But it raises practical issues. For instance, how is it likely to be about money?’

‘Money?’ Avery sounded surprised. ‘Well there’s a trust, and a lawyer, and I get nine hundred a year when I come of age. For ever, it seems. And I think I have come of age, because of some new law. Even if it doesn’t apply, the lawyer would see me through. We’re family friends, and I go and stay. He has a very decent daughter of my own age.’

‘Is that the girl at Somerville?’

‘Yes, it is.’ Avery flushed; he seemed astounded at my remembering this. ‘But I’m not thinking about all that.’

‘That income will be just about right for Oxford – if you have to keep yourself during vacations as well.’

‘I mean what I say. I’m not thinking about all that at all.’

 
Avery left me at the foot of the tower, and I climbed its staircase alone. The treads seemed steep and numerous; I took them slowly; perhaps I hoped that, before I had to encounter Jethro, some aim or plan or policy would come into my head. No doubt I ought to have been thinking how to comfort the man, since a great evil had befallen him; and indeed I hope my mind was not innocent of some such intention. Avery, after all, had called me up to attempt just that; and with Avery I had to be (as Avery would have said) ‘square’. Nevertheless it was decidedly the problem of how to deal with Jethro that was engaging me. If the man was a victim, he was a menace as well.

My first observation, as I entered the large work-room, was that some of the ranked filing-cabinets at its farther end had been pulled open, and that their contents lay in an untidy heap on a table, as if thrown there in the course of a muddled and impatient rummage. And for a moment I thought I had made my climb in vain, since Jethro was nowhere to be seen. Then I looked into the only shadowed area in the room. He was sitting there at a table, with his head buried in his arms. I halted awkwardly by the door.

‘Brenton,’ I said, ‘—may I come in?’

He straightened himself and looked at me, seemingly without recognition; but when he spoke it was in Greek. I should have been a poor scholar had the line eluded me, since Aeschylus never penned one more quotable. Agamemnon, while being butchered by his wife, was crying out that he had been struck a mortal blow within his house. This piece of theatre seemed unpropitious. To any reasonable dignity in misfortune a man whose first notion is to posture has a long way to go. Nevertheless, Brenton had every excuse for being in a deep state of shock. And that, one has to suppose, takes one man one way, and another quite another.

‘I have only just heard this strange and sad news,’ I said. ‘Avery rang me up.’

‘Don’t speak of him. I will not have him mentioned to me. He came here as a spy.’

‘Brenton, you are quite wrong. He came with the most honest intentions.’

‘That vile woman sent him. He reported to her, and she came herself. Her ideas, her designs, were laughable and absurd – and she came to know that I judged them so. Who said that hell hath no fury like a woman scorned?’

‘I believe it was Congreve.’

Jethro’s question must have been designed as rhetorical, since my supplying an answer disconcerted him. But in a moment he was off again.

‘Fernanda was the first great disaster of my life, and now she has been the last. She thought to avenge herself by an unspeakable slander. And when that was exposed, crushed, by my boldly speaking forth the truth, she saw, and grasped her chance to do me this supreme injury. She has seduced my son. She has abducted him. And he went, Bannerman! He went in the very moment in which I had made clear to him that he owed me all. That he was my son! Ought not that’—Jethro made a compulsive movement, as if clasping something to his breast—’ought not that to have bound him to me even more closely than the benefits he had enjoyed for so long?’

‘I’m afraid Luigi has felt your acknowledgement of him to have come a little late. But that was certainly no reason for running away with your wife—or former wife. Much less for running away with Avery’s mother. That’s what I can’t take. And it’s Avery who has to be thought of.’

‘Avery has to be thought of! I have forbidden you to mention him.’

‘Very well. And you won’t be bothered with him for long. He’s due in Oxford within a week.’

‘Oxford! The idiot has scrambled into some obscure college after all?’

‘He has scrambled into a very good college. And fortunately, as you must know, he is to have quite a useful private income. You can forget about him.’

‘I have forgotten about him – even although he comes into this room and importunes me.’

‘He won’t do that again, Brenton, if I can find any means of stopping him.’

Jethro had now risen and was pacing about the place. Or rather he was wandering about it so indecisively that to follow his progress was like watching a slow-motion film of a ball on a pin-table. Avery had told me that his father might have been hit on the head. This was literally true. I have seen a boy concussed on the rugger field thus alarmingly meander before being led away. But now Jethro paused and looked around him. He raised his head as if to listen. I think the emptiness of the Buontalenti had come home to him.

‘What use would he be?’ He had turned upon me challengingly, querulously. ‘He’s ignorant and stupid, isn’t he – and every inch Fernanda’s booby son?’

There was a moment’s silence – simply because I had made as if to speak, and then checked myself. These words revolted me; they seemed to approach the pathological. ‘Although I don’t think he’s without taste,’ Jethro went on. ‘He must have something from me, I suppose – unless his mother betrayed me right at the start.’ He paused on this Elizabethan pleasantry. ‘Do you know, Bannerman, he once said something rather perceptive to me about silence in Masaccio and—’

‘Don’t be misled. Avery had that from Luigi. I heard it myself. Avery has no promise as a Kunsthistoriker, or even as a simple aesthete. His is very much a practical intellect.’

‘Of course that’s true. He is practical. We’ve been rather in pieces over the last twenty-four hours, but I can see that he has taken things in hand. What they are to do in the kitchen, and things of that sort. Not, mark you, that I ever want to see him again.’

‘Do you want to see Luigi again?’

This produced a longer silence – into which, as it were, Jethro presently spoke.

‘I could forgive Luigi,’ Jethro said.

 
It was clearly true – and, in a strict judgement, would have to be accounted the first sincere thing the man had said. I didn’t feel too good at pouncing upon it. But I pounced.

‘I think,’ I said, ‘that Luigi might come back. From time to time, I mean, and on a basis of no questions asked. He wouldn’t really be ashamed. Do you understand me, Brenton? Your marriage with Fernanda is past history – and perhaps you at least found it not much of a marriage anyway. But Fernanda is still attractive – honest-to-God sensually attractive – and has lots of money. She makes sense to Luigi – just on those scores. He’d see nothing out of the way in a joint household, really. Only he’d know that you and Fernanda are both too Saxon and irrational for that! Still, he’d turn up. He’d face it – what he felt was to be faced. But he wouldn’t face Avery. There, he has betrayed a brother. And that’s a real Italian crime.’

‘You keep on coming back to Avery.’ Jethro said this irritably. ‘I’ve told you I want to hear nothing about Avery.’ He hesitated. ‘How does Avery feel about Luigi?’

‘He’s been hurt by Luigi. Much more than by you.’

‘Why should I have hurt him? I’m not interested in him. Why should I be?’ Jethro looked at me in simple enquiry. ‘Until two or three weeks ago, I’d scarcely ever set eyes on him. Not that I don’t do him justice, as I’ve said. He could run a fellow’s household, and affairs, and so forth.’

‘You don’t quite get the point I’m making.’ I felt there had been enough of this blundering, monomaniac scheming. ‘Luigi knows how much he has hurt Avery. And he likes Avery. He even – if you can get this into your head, Brenton – admires Avery, who comes straight out of his myth of the English public school. And so he will never square up to him again. His spirit is rebuked by Avery: it’s as simple as that. If you continue to have Avery around, you will most assuredly never see your son Luigi until the day you die.’

‘My dear Bannerman’—Jethro took a long breath—’why, why do you keep on talking about Avery? He’s clearing out, praise the Lord – to whatever very good college it may be.’

‘Just that,’ I said. And after some further decent words – for I wasn’t so inhuman as not to pity the man – I got myself out of the room.

But Avery was waiting for me in the garden. I took him round it twice, and spoke to him with more attempt at persuasiveness than I’d ever ventured to youth or boy before. Then we walked up the drive.

‘No,’ he said – and the barbed-wire entanglement was before us: almost, I felt, it was around him. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m a bore to him, and all that. But he’s alone. It wouldn’t be a bit the thing.’


III

 

I spent three days having a bad time. I had no business, I had no business in the world, to interfere again. What I had come up against was a moral absolute. And that was that. But on the fourth day I walked up to the Villa Buontalenti, all the same.

The garden was deserted and dusty, and it was still a summer warmth that steeped it. But in the air or in one’s bones there was something, hard to define, which spoke of a new season marshalling itself in the farther Apennines. Luca, visible from the loggia in a middle distance, had abandoned his rake in favour of a long wand or pole, and with this was conducting a preliminary skirmish with some olive trees. Beyond him, Florence had withdrawn, if almost imperceptibly, within an atmosphere in which there might have hung suspended innumerable particles of bronze. At any time the tramontana might arrive, and the scene be wholly transformed.

Before a closed door I rang a bell. There was no reply, and I rang again. Nobody seemed to be around. I somehow fancied that the door would open at a turn of the handle, but this time I hesitated to make so free as to walk in. Instead, I took a turn up and down the loggia, and presently I saw that Luca had decided he had a duty to join me. He had put down his pole, and was advancing slowly through the olive grove. Perhaps he felt that an eye should be kept on me. He was a thoroughly autumnal figure – almost an allegory, I told myself, of the turning year. But as he drew nearer, his image changed. He was wearing a faded blue cap which, although crumpled and shapeless, retained a stiff peak which came far forward and down over his aquiline, wrinkled, and toothless face. I had seen him before – I think in some caricature by Leonardo of an aged warrior beneath a barbaric helmet.

I asked for Signor Brenton, and received as answer the information that the young gentleman had gone down to Florence to take photographs. This news gave me pause, and I found I didn’t care for it. I made my first question clearer by asking for Jethro as il padrone. But from Luca this elicited only a vague gesture, which terminated in his stepping forward and courteously opening the front door. The young Signor Avery would be back at any moment, and I might care to wait for him in the tower. It was the tower that he had made his own.

There seemed no reason to reject this proposal, so once more I climbed the steep staircase. The work-room was untenanted. It had been tidied up. The disordered files had been put away. The table at which I had come upon Jethro bowed in his misery had now become Avery’s. Lying in an ash-tray was an object I had seen only once before: the shiny new pipe which Avery had thought better of producing on our aeroplane. There was a tin of English tobacco beside it, and a packet of cerini. Nearby lay Luigi’s paperback copy of Virginia Woolf’s Night and Day. And beside this again, open at an early page, was a copy of Berenson’s Three Essays in Method.

I studied these evidences soberly – and perhaps my eye lingered, in particular, upon the heroic absurdity of that treatise by the fabulous B.B. Of course Avery was methodical. He would decide at once that this was where to begin.

Then I noticed something else. Placed squarely in the centre of the table was an envelope, addressed in what I recognised as Jethro’s hand. It said simply Avery Brenton Esq., and I reflected on the quite small ways in which Jethro could contrive impressions other than agreeable. Beneath the envelope lay a small pile of what appeared to be thousand-lire notes. I was eyeing these curiously when Avery spoke behind me.

‘Oh, hullo – how nice of you to come in!’ He was being so determinedly grown-up that he had forgotten his customary ‘sir’. ‘And I’m sorry you’ve had to wait. I’ve been trying to photograph some pictures, as a matter of fact. A high-up at that kind of thing has given me a permit. One has to begin somewhere, and it’s frightfully interesting. The technique, and so on.’

‘I suppose so. Avery, where is your father?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t know. I gave him a shout when I got in’—Avery said this, I felt, by way of a bid to suggest a cheerful informality as now obtaining in the Buontalenti—’but he didn’t seem to be around. He’s better, by the way. That Mountpatrick woman was here yesterday, and I think she managed to chat him up a bit. A bad conscience, I expect. And quite right too. She owes my father something, I’d say. I think it was she who set that filthy yarn going.’

‘Avery, there’s a note for you on that table. From your father.’

‘How very odd!’ Avery crossed the room. ‘And he has shoved some money under it.’

‘Perhaps it’s your housekeeping money,’ I said drily. ‘I suppose you’re expected to see to all that.’

‘Well, yes. Only—’ Avery’s voice died away, and his glance sought mine. I realised that he was suddenly aware of what he was going to find. He had turned as pale as at the moment of Luigi’s handing him the telegram from Oxford. But as he picked up his father’s letter he gave me a resolute smile. ‘At least it’s not on a pin-cushion,’ he said.

But it was, of course, a pin-cushion communication, all the same. Only two hours before, Jethro Brenton and Alison Mountpatrick had departed together for Rome. They would be back at the Buontalenti, married, within a week. As it would be inconvenient that Avery should still be there, his father would be grateful if his delightful visit might terminate in the interim. Paternally apprehensive that his son might be short of journey-money, he was leaving a substantial sum herewith. And he added the address of the bank to which, at Avery’s convenience, repayment should be made.

I do not think that this summary distorts the tone of the letter which, not quite immediately, Avery was going to hand to me. But first, and as we sat together in that big ancient room, he had the awkward job of apologising for a brief fit of weeping.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Bloody silly. Like a kid. But it’s as it sometimes was before. Not so much what he says as just his way of saying it. He can’t be happy—can he?—ever or at all.’

‘Well, Avery, he’s self-centred to a point that no doubt puts him at a disadvantage there. And I dare say he’s had rotten times. But here’s something not too bad happened to him at last.’

‘Not too bad!’ As he repeated my words, Avery stared at me as if I was mad. ‘Marrying that awful woman? It’s as crazy as my mother going off with the bambino.’

‘No.’

‘No what?’ My tone had startled Avery.

‘Not an awful woman. You are neither to say that, nor think it.’ I paused, but not as being disconcerted by my own sharp assumption of authority. ‘She made a shocking howler about Luigi—’

‘And about my father.’

‘Yes, that is true – and I don’t much suppose you will ever want to meet her again. But your father, at least, has forgiven her.’

‘Damned handsomely, I suppose one must say.  Marrying her!’

‘Avery, don’t repeat yourself in that stupid way.’

‘Sir?’ Not surprisingly, Avery took this rebuke wide-eyed. ‘I’m to respect the wo—I’m to respect Mrs Mountpatrick?’

‘Just that.’ I smiled. ‘It’s an instruction. Respect her – and forget about her, if you like.’

‘Do you mean’—Avery had been silent for a moment—’they were old flames, or something – my father and Mrs Mountpatrick, I mean?’

‘Oh, decidedly, I think. It was why the scandalous story she accepted did so deeply stir her up. People are odd, Avery. You’ll go on discovering it all your life. She thought – she told me so – that your father’s supposed damnation was for her a thing irreversible and forever. When it proved to be moonshine – although not a kind of moonshine greatly to his credit – she was left, you might say, in a vulnerable situation.’

‘I just haven’t known such things happen. I thought they were only in books.’

‘Well, books make rather too much of them, perhaps. But, you know, your father ought probably to have married the lady in the first place – or she ought to have married him. Think of the corpus. If things had happened that way, she’d have seen it through to its conclusion by now. As it is, they have plenty of time.’

‘Pippo Spano, and all that crowd!’ Avery had produced his faint smile; he was like a man breaking surface after a nightmarish dive. ‘I need never try to muck in with them again?’

‘Never. We have to face it. You’re let out.’

‘Let out? I’m booted out.’

‘Well, yes. But you did give it a go.’ I was silent – but no longer, I think, in any acute anxiety. Avery Brenton would have stood up to be counted in stiffer situations than he’d yet met. But his basic endowment, very blessedly, was simple good sense. ‘You can make Oxford,’ I added, ‘in forty-eight hours.’

‘Do you know?’ It was as if he had some new and surprising communication to make to me that Avery uttered this. ‘Just no time ago, there was absolutely nothing else I wanted to do in the world. But now I’m not all that keen. Expectant, you might say, but not dotty. Even so, I suppose I’ll be disappointed in the place?’

‘Inevitably.’ Visible signs of maturity, gratifying to a headmaster, were declaring themselves in Avery Brenton. ‘Only young oafs are not. But still.’

‘But still. I’ll give it a go.’ Avery opened a drawer, pulled out an envelope, and stuffed into it his father’s kindly loan. He was about to lick the flap and stick it down. ‘No,’ he said, and laid the envelope, still open, on the table. ‘I must write him a decent letter. I’ll say I hope he’ll sometimes let me come up to the Buontalenti if I’m in Florence. I’d like to, really – although I don’t know about that—about Mrs Mountpatrick. To see how he’s getting on. But, first, I’m going to pack.’

 
I saw Avery off to Milan on the evening train. Then, lingering for a little in the city, I went to dine in the restaurant in which he and I had lunched together. I knew it was my business to praise God, and I told myself it can be done even if one isn’t feeling too gay. Afterwards, I walked round to the Piazza della Signoria. There is a café there, on the eastern side, in which you just sit and look squarely at the Palazzo Vecchio. But the whole place proved uninhabitable. They were putting up a vast stand, bang on the spot where Savonarola met his end, in the interest of a fancy-dress football match of supposed immeasurable antiquity. The idea is to lure tourists to linger a little longer through the mellowing year. So I crossed the Arno and sat down, nowhere in particular, near the Roman Gate.

I drank my minute espresso, and let Avery and his short history pass through my mind. Was I going to look him up in Oxford; catch him in his rooms, perhaps, in a summer term just as he was setting off with the young woman from Somerville to find a punt? Probably not. I also thought of Alison Mountpatrick. It was very odd that she had wanted to rescue Jethro Brenton. But want it she had. It was a little less odd that she had wanted – as I’d told Avery – to rescue the corpus. She had cleared up her first husband’s Etruscan project, after all, and one could think of her as having been looking around. It didn’t seem to me at all odd that she had wanted to rescue Avery. And that she had quite brilliantly brought off.

I paid my bill, recrossed the river, and strolled eastward along the Lungarno. The Piazzale Michelangelo was a blaze of electricity, but above and beyond it Michelangelo’s bella villanella had chastely tucked herself up for the night. I got to the Piazza Santa Croce and boarded my bus. It wasn’t late, but I wanted to be early at the Laurentian next morning. I had to be in Cambridge within the week, and I still had a good deal to do.
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	The Gaudy
The first volume in J.I.M. Stewart’s acclaimed ‘A Staircase in Surrey’ quintet, (but the second in time), ‘The Gaudy’ opens in Oxford at the eponymous annual dinner laid on by the Fellows for past members. Distinguished guests, including the Chancellor (a former Prime Minister) are present and Duncan Pattullo, now also qualified to attend, gets to meet some of his friends and enemies from undergraduate days. As the evening wears on, Duncan finds himself embroiled in many of the difficulties and problems faced by some of them, including Lord Marchpayne, now a Cabinet Minister; another Don, Ranald McKenechnie; and Gavin Mogridge who is famous for an account he wrote of his adventures in a South American jungle. But it doesn’t stop there, as Pattullo acquires a few problems of his own and throughout the evening and the next day various odd developments just add to his difficulties, leading him to take stock of both his past and future.
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	Young Pattullo


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




 

 

Non-Fiction
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	Thomas Hardy


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