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TO MY WIFE
and also my children
(especially Penelope)
in affectionate gratitude
for their help


NOTE

The Human Predicament is conceived as a long historical novel of my own times culminating in the Second World War. The fictitious characters in the foreground are wholly fictitious. The historical characters and events are as accurately historical as I can make them: I may have made mistakes but in no case have I deliberately falsified the record once I could worry it out.

The reader may wonder why a novel designed as a continuous whole rather than as trilogy or quarter should appear volume by volume: the plain truth is I am such a slow writer that I have been urged not to wait.

R. H.
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BOOK ONE

Polly and Rachel


Chapter 1

Only the steady creaking of a flight of swans disturbed the silence, labouring low overhead with outstretched necks towards the sea.

It was a warm, wet, windless afternoon with a soft feathery feeling in the air: rain, yet so fine it could scarcely fall but rather floated. It clung to everything it touched; the rushes in the deep choked ditches of the sea-marsh were bowed down with it, the small black cattle looked cobwebbed with it, their horns were jewelled with it. Curiously stumpy too these cattle looked, the whole herd sunk nearly to the knees in a soft patch.

This sea-marsh stretched for miles. Seaward, a greyness merging into sky had altogether rubbed out the line of dunes which bounded it that way: inland, another and darker blurred greyness was all you could see of the solid Welsh hills. But near by loomed a solitary gate, where the path crossed a footbridge and humped over the big dyke; and here in a sodden tangle of brambles the scent of a fox hung, too heavy today to rise or dissipate.

The gate clicked sharply and shed its cascade as two men passed through. Both were heavily loaded in oilskins. The elder and more tattered one carried two shotguns, negligently, and a brace of golden plover were tied to the bit of old rope he wore knotted round his middle: glimpses of a sharp-featured weather-beaten face showed from within his bonneted sou’-wester, but mouth and even chin were hidden in a long weeping moustache. The younger man was springy and tall and well-built and carried over his shoulder the body of a dead child. Her thin muddy legs dangled against his chest, her head and arms hung down his back; and at his heels walked a black dog—disciplined, saturated, and eager.

Suddenly the older man blew through the curtain of his moustache as if to clear it of water before speaking, but he thought better of it after a quick glance round at his companion. There was no personal grief in the young man’s face but it was awe-struck.

An hour later the two men had left the sea-marsh behind them: they had reached higher ground where a lofty but tangled and neglected wood traversed a steep hillside. So soft was this south-western Welsh climate, and so thick the shelter of all that towering timber round, that here a glade of very old azaleas planted in a clearing had themselves grown almost into gangling trees and dripping rhododendron-scrub had spread half across what had once been a broad gravelled carriage-drive. Deep black ruts showed where in the war years the steel tires of heavy farm-wagons had broken through the crust of this long-derelict drive; but nowadays in places the roadway was blocked altogether with newly-fallen trunks and branches that nothing could pass.

Soon however the two men turned off by a short-cut, a steep footpath squeezed between a ferny rock the size of a cottage and a watery plantation of twenty-foot bamboos.

Beyond the bamboos their path tunnelled under a seemingly endless ancient growth of rhododendrons and they had to duck, for though the huge congested limbs of this dark thicket had once been propped on crutches to give the path full headroom many of these were now rotten and had collapsed. At the very centre of this grove the tunnel passed by a small stone temple; but here too the brute force of vegetation was at work, for the clearing had closed in, the weather-pocked marble faun lay face down in the tangle of ivy which had fallen with him, the little shrine itself now wore its cupola awry. Thus it was not till the two men had travelled the whole length of this dark and dripping tunnel and finally reached the further border of all this abandoned woodland that they really came right out again at last under the open whitish sky.

Here, a flight of vast garden terraces had been cut in the hillside like giant stairs. Downwards, these terraces led to a vista of winding waterlily lakes and distant park with a far silver curl of river: upwards, they mounted to a house. The walking figures of the two men and the dog, ascending, and presently turning right-handed along the topmost of these terraces, looked surprisingly small against that house—almost like toys, for this ancient pile was far larger than you had taken it for at first. Nevertheless there was no hum from this huge house, no sign of life even: not one open window, nor a single curl of smoke from any of its hundred chimneys. The men’s sodden boots on the stone paving made little sound, but there was none other.

This topmost terrace ended at a tall hexagonal Victorian orangery projecting rather incongruously from the older building, the clear lights in its Gothic cast-iron traceries deep-damasked here and there with dark panes of red and blue Bristol. In the angle this projection made with the main structure a modest half-glazed door was set in the house’s ancient stone-work, and here at last the two men halted: the young man with the small body over his shoulder took charge of the guns as well and sent the furtive, feral-looking older man away. Then the young man with the burden and the wet dog went in by themselves, and the door closed with a hollow sound.


Chapter 2

Augustine was the young man’s name (the dog’s name I forget).

Augustine had the thick white skin which often goes with such sandy red hair as his, the snub lightly-freckled nose, the broad intelligent forehead. Normally this young face was serene; but now it was beginning to show the first effects of shock and for a full minute he stood stockstill in his dewy oil-skins, staring round the familiar walls of this warm and cosy room with new and seemingly astonished eyes. Then Augustine’s dilated pupils focused—fascinated, as if seeing it for the first time—on his great-grandfather’s gun. This stood in the place of honour in the tall glass-fronted case which was the room’s chief furnishing: a beautiful double-barrelled hammer-gun damascened with silver, its blue-black barrels worn paper-thin with firing. Pinned to the wooden back of the case behind it there was an old photograph of someone short and bushy standing with this very gun over his arm; and with him two bowler-hatted keepers, equally bushy. The print was faded to a browny-yellow, but now as Augustine’s abnormal gaze lit on it the faint figures seemed to him to clarify and grow—to take on for him an advisory look. At that his gaze widened to include the whole family of these beloved guns racked in that great glass gunroom case there: guns of all calibres from rook-rifles and a boy’s 20-bore by Purdey to a huge 4-bore punt-gun: grouped round the veteran, they too now seemed veritable councillors.

Then his eyes shifted. In a corner of the room stood the collection of his fishing-rods. Their solid butts were set in a cracked Ming vase like arrows in a quiver; but he felt now as if their wispy twitching ends were tingling, like antennae—his antennae. Above them the mounted otters’-masks on the peeling walls grinned. The tiny wisp of steam from the ever-simmering kettle on the round coke-stove seemed to be actively inviting the brown teapot that stood on the shelf above—the loaf, and the knife, and the pot of jam. In short, these guns and rods of his, and even the furniture, the kettle and the loaf had suddenly become living tentacles of ‘him’. It was as if he and this long-loved gunroom were now one living continuous flesh. It was as if for the time being ‘he’ was no longer cooped up entirely within his own skin: he had expanded, and these four walls had become now his final envelope. Only outside these walls did the hostile, alien ‘world’ begin.

All this passed in a matter of seconds: then mentally Augustine shook himself, aware that his state was more than a little abnormal and reminded at the same time of that dead mite of alien world he had brought in here and carried on his shoulder still.

An old lancet window suggested this had been a domestic chapel once; all the same, not even for a moment could he put her down in here.

In the middle of the room a round oak table stood nowadays; but under the morning’s crumbs, under the oil-stains where for years guns had been cleaned on it and under the bloodstains where game had been rested on it there were still discernible faded inkstains and blurred inscriptions and knife-cuts from its earlier days in the schoolroom. As Augustine moved towards it to lay the guns down his own initials, ‘A.L.P.-H.’, suddenly leapt out at him from the dark wood, pricked there with his compass-points and coloured (he recalled) one drowsy morning in the schoolroom long ago—in imitation of Henry, his godlike elder cousin. For though this house had not been actually his childhood home, much of Augustine’s childhood had in fact been spent here: from his earliest age his two old great-uncles used to invite him on prolonged visits, as company for Henry chiefly… ah, now Henry’s ‘H.P.-H.’ had leaped out of the smudges too (ten times more elegantly tattooed than his, of course).

That little Purdey 20-bore behind the glass (momentarily it stood out from the background of its fellows as the figure in a painted portrait does) had been Henry’s first gun. When Henry quite grew out of it, it had descended to teach Augustine too to shoot. That of course was before 1914: in the halcyon days before the war when the two old men were still living and Henry was the heir.

Augustine, still humping the little body, moved towards the telephone bracketed to the wall behind the door. This was a peculiar apparatus, evidently built to order. It had two hinged ear-pieces, installed one on each side in case one ear or the other should be deaf; and it was ancient enough to have a handle to wind. Augustine wound the handle and asked for the police, addressing the instrument in the toneless but very articulate manner habitual to someone a solitary by his own act and choice who prefers to use his voice as seldom and as briefly as he can.

Then the machine answered him. The upshot was that the sergeant would come out this evening on his bicycle to view, but doubted he could get an ambulance to fetch it till the morning. For tonight it must just stay where it was.

When at last (in a remote and half-darkened formal place of elegance, a room he never used) Augustine did lift the morsel off his shoulder, he found that it had stiffened. This had ceased to be ‘child’ at all: it was total cadaver now. It had taken into its soft contours the exact mould of the shoulder over which it had been doubled and it had set like that—into a matrix of him. If (which God forbid) he had put it on again it would have fitted.

Augustine was absolutely alone with it in all this huge, empty house. He left it dumped there on the big dust-sheeted drawing-room sofa and hurried across the silent stone hall to wash his creeping hands.


Chapter 3

For a while, cleaning the two guns and towelling the dog took all Augustine’s attention; but then he was at a loss till the sergeant should come. He craved for and gulped a spoonful of sugar but otherwise could not eat because he had become aware of his hands again: they felt large, and as if he had not washed them enough. Indeed he was loth to taint with them even the pages of a book.

In this dilemma he wandered from the gunroom almost without knowing it into the billiardroom. This smelt of old carpeting and perished leather; it was a place he seldom went these days, but unlike most of the rest of the house it was unshuttered and now there was still enough of the failing daylight in here to see by.

Billiardrooms are never small. In childhood this one used to seem to Augustine as interminable as the vaults of heaven: it had always been a room of wonder, moreover, for what might not happen in a room where a rhinoceros—lurking in an Africa that must have been just behind the plaster—had thrust head and horn clean through the wall? (Often as a small thing he had peeped in fearfully before breakfast to find if during the night that rhinoceros in his wooden collar had inched any further through.)

This had been a man’s room, which no woman except house-maids ever entered. So, traditionally, it had given asylum to everything in the house no woman of taste or delicacy could stand; and Augustine himself had altered nothing. The paint was a sour chocolate brown. The chairs and settees were uniformly covered in leather. This faded purple leather covered even the top of a kind of stool made from a huge elephant’strotter (Great-uncle William had ridden the beast in battle or shot it in the chase, Augustine could never remember which).

In a tall china-cabinet here there were some lovely pieces of porcelain—Sèvres, Wedgwood, Dresden, Worcester—and other exquisite objects too: a large conch in silver-gilt, engraved with the royal arms of the Wittelsbachs and held out invitingly by a nymph: again, a delicate tureen-like receptacle in Pacific tortoiseshell which had stood (so the printed card stated) in the cabin of Captain Cook. You wondered, perhaps, to see such beauties banished here—till you realised that this was Uncle William’s unique collection of rare spittoons.

But there was even worse here than leather and brown paint and china of equivocal uses. The engravings on the walls for instance: if you looked at them closely and with not too innocent an eye you found they tended to be coarse—or even French.

Those two good old Tory bachelors, those noble Victorian figures—Great-uncle Arthur! Great-uncle William! Indeed what a powder-magazine of schoolboy naughtiness it had pleased them to sit on, in here! Hardly anything in this room was quite what it seemed at first sight. That ribbed-glass picture looked at first just an innocent rustic scene, but as you walked past you saw from the tail of your eye the billy-goat going incessantly in and out, in and out. Again, the top of that elephant-foot stool was hinged, and lifted. Absently, Augustine lifted it now: it housed a commode of course, and there was a dead spider in it; but until this very moment he had never noticed that under the spider and the dust you could just descry, printed in green under the glaze on the bottom of the china pot, the famous—the execrated face of Gladstone.

That had been typical of the fanatical way those two Tory old children felt about Liberals. Their treatment of Augustine’s own father was a case in point. Though a Conservative himself he had married the daughter of a house traditionally Whig and for this he had never been forgiven, never asked here again. Thus Augustine’s own childhood visits here had always been paid either alone or with a nurse. As if the taint was one clinging to the female line, even his elder sister Mary had never once been asked here to Newton Llantony (in fairness for this deprivation, Mary had been sent alone to spend one whole summer holidays in Germany, where they had cousins. That must have been 1913: she was to have gone again, only next year the Kaiser invaded Belgium and the war came).

In addition to improper pictures, many of the lesser family portraits were hung here in this billiardroom—‘lesser’ in the sense that either the sitter or the painter was better forgotten: black sheep and frail ladies; and the pseudo-Lely, the Academy rejects. But as soon as Augustine’s father had married a Liberal, even the lovely drawing Rossetti had done of him as an infant angel with a tabor could no longer be hung anywhere at all at Newton Llantony—not even in here! Augustine had lately found this drawing hidden away upstairs in his grandmother’s bedroom drawer: whereas Henry’s portrait, posthumously painted by a limited company from photographs—that vast act of worship in oil-paint hung over the fireplace in the largest drawing-room.

Henry even while he lived had been the apple of every eye. The uncles had built him his own squash-court: when he was killed at Ypres in permanent mourning for him the court was not played in any more: it became where the larger stuffed animals were housed, including a giraffe.

So much bitter fanaticism in those two old Tories: yet in practice so much actual kindness to many, including Augustine himself—the “Liberal Woman’s” child! The two things seemed hard to reconcile. Over the carved autumnal marbles of the empty fireplace there hung a huge presentation portrait of Uncle Arthur as Master, his otterhounds grouped around him; so Augustine fell to studying the face now, in the gloaming, in the hope of discovering its secret. But all it showed was that years of concentration on the animal had made the Master himself grow so like an otter it was a wonder his own hounds had not rent him, Actaeon-wise. And Uncle William? The only portrait of him here was a small lady-like watercolour in full uniform painted by an artistic colour-sergeant at Hongkong. It showed the General’s eye large and liquid as a Reynolds cherub’s, the rounded cheek as innocent (there can have been no Liberals in Hongkong for Uncle William to look so much at peace).

The sky was darkening, but the mist seemed to have cleared now: through the tall uncurtained window what seemed like a single low star suddenly winked out, blurred only by the runnels on the glass.

Augustine raised the sash. That ‘star’ must be the lamps in distant Flemton being lit (Flemton was a little mediaeval rock-citadel eight miles away guarding the river mouth: a kind of Welsh Mont-St.-Michel, or miniature Gibraltar). For a minute or two he stood watching, his solid height silhouetted against the window, what little daylight remained illumining his freckled, sensitive, sensible young face. But although his thoughts were distracted now, his features still wore the imprint of the shock he had had—like yesterday’s footprints still discernible on dewy grass.


Chapter 4

Uncle Arthur the otter and Uncle William the faded general… Augustine had been fond of both old men when he was a child, and he warmed to their memory now—but fond of them as objects rather than as people, for what grotesques they were! Too old even for billiards in the end, they had sat here day-in day-out winter and summer one each side of a roaring fire while dust settled on the cover of the ever-shrouded table. Uncle Arthur was stone deaf in the left ear, hard of hearing in the right: Uncle William stone deaf in the right ear, hard of hearing in the left (hence that peculiar custom-built telephone). Both used enormous ear-trumpets: Uncle William was nearly blind too, so used a powerful monocle as well.

Suddenly it struck Augustine with force: how was it so great a gulf divided his own from every previous generation, so that they seemed like different species?

The kind of Time called ‘History’ ended at the Battle of Waterloo: after that, Time had gone into a long dark tunnel or chrysalis called the Victorian Age. It had come out into daylight again at the Present Day, but as something quite different: it was as impossible to imagine one-self born a Victorian or born in ‘History’ as… as born a puma.

But wherein did the difference demonstrably lie? For the moment he could not get beyond his starting-point that all previous generations had been objects, whereas his were people: that is, what mattered were their insides—what they thought, what they felt. Not their outsides at all: the natural face in the shaving-glass was not him, only the invisible mind and the erupting ego within it ranked as him. Whereas those… those ancient objects his uncles and their generation were outsides only: hollow bundles of behaviourist gestures, of stylised reactions to stimuli like Pavlov’s dogs. Their only ‘reality’ was the grotesques they looked, the grotesqueries they did.—Take Uncle William’s story of old Sir Rhydderch Prydderch, a neighbour said to have torn out his staircase at the age of seventy and thereafter swarmed up a rope every night to go to bed: had such a grotesque any reality except as an imagined spectacle half - way up a rope?

Or take the story of that disastrous fox-hunt (it had been Uncle Arthur speaking this time, sitting on Augustine’s little bed one evening and feeding him with bread-and-milk). Wolves, imported by a noble Polish exile to make his new Pembrokeshire home more homelike, were alleged to have crossed with the local foxes and brought forth monstrous hybrid young: hence, ultimately, Uncle Arthur’s bedtime story of those little terrified figures in Pink clinging in trees with a pack of huge red ravening foxes howling underneath (the story had been told with relish, for the Master of Otterhounds had despised fox-hunters “sitting dry-arse on their horses all day” almost as he had despised Liberals).

These particular grotesques were only hearsay, and perhaps even fabulous. But as well as his uncles there were plenty of other notable ‘outsides’ Augustine had seen among his elders with his own eyes. There was Dr. Brinley, for instance: who was legendary, but living still. Dr. Brinley was an aged adored fox-hunting coroner never even half sober even when on a horse. Once Augustine as a schoolboy had pulled off his cap in the High Street at Penrys Cross out of respect for the dead; but it proved to be the coroner not the corpse they were carrying into Court.

Another notable grotesque here had been the late rector: parson not person, a mere clerical keeper of pigs that used to get loose during Service. From his pulpit he could see into his rectory garden, and Sunday after Sunday what he saw there made him falter and repeat himself and then suddenly explode into a cry of ‘Pigs!’ that startled strangers no end. At that cry the rectory children (they had left the sty open deliberately of course) would rise and sidle out of their pew, bow to the altar before turning their backs on it, mince down the aisle with their muffs and prayer-books and Sunday hats… and the moment they were through the church door burst into loud whoops as they scampered off.

The late bishop (who had a beard like old Kruger’s) came to luncheon here at Newton one day: it was 1916, and Henry was home on embarkation leave. The rector was there, but the reverend wits had now begun noticeably to fail and so Uncle Arthur asked the bishop himself to say Grace. The rector protested—etiquette was for him to say Grace, and he struggled to his feet. But after ‘For what we are about to receive…’ the usual form of words must have escaped him, for he stumbled on ex tempore: “The plump chicken, the three excellent vegetables…” Then he sat down, seething with indignation and muttering what sounded like “May the Lord in His mercy blast and braise us all!”

Next Sunday he announced from the pulpit a momentous discovery: Johns the Baptist and Evangelist were one and the same person! He was stuttering with excitement, but Augustine heard no more because Uncle William, startled at the news, dropped his eyeglass in his ear-trumpet and began fishing for it with a bunch of keys. Uncle Arthur in his senior corner of the family box-pew kept commenting “Damn’ young fool!” (he was unaware of the loudness of his own voice, of course) “Oh the silly damn’ fool!” then snatched the ear-trumpet from his brother’s hand and dislodged the eyeglass by putting the trumpet to his lips and blowing a blast like the horn of Roland.

As the scene came back to him now Augustine burst out laughing in the echoing, comfortable room those two old men had made: which should have been Henry’s: but which instead was his.

A breath of wind came through the opened window. In the dusk something white fluttered off the marble fireplace shelf where it had been propped and Augustine struck a match to look at it. It was an engraved and emblazoned invitation-card:

The High Steward and Worshipful Court
of
FLEMTON
Request

—and then his name, and so on.

At the sight of that card his conscience pricked him; for the annual Banquet was tonight and he had not even remembered to answer. His two old uncles, of course, had attended the High Steward’s Banquet yearly to the last; but wild horses could not drag Augustine to any function of that kind and surely the sooner people ceased even inviting him, the better! Bucolic banquets, flower-shows, the magistrate’s bench, audit-days, hunt balls—the young squire of Newton was absolutely determined not to get ‘involved’; and surely the neighbourhood ought to be only too thankful—nobody wants a Heavy Squire these days! In 1923 it’s quite out of date. At the very least he wouldn’t be missed: there are plenty of noisome little creatures who like doing that sort of thing. Thus he could feel his lip curl a little in derision—though quite involuntarily—as he turned himself in the dusk to contemplate once more that low fixed star which was all the lights of distant… of gregarious, festive Flemton.

For the moment he had clean forgotten what had just happened on the Marsh; and yet in his face that look of yesterday’s footmarks had still persisted even while he laughed.


Chapter 5

Flemton, the object of Augustine’s mild involuntary derision…

That long line of dunes dividing the seven-mile stretch of sea-marsh from the sea ended in a single precipitous peninsular outcrop of rock, and this was washed by the mouth of a small smelly tidal river which served as creek still for a few coasting smacks (though the trade was already dying). The tiny, unique self-governing township of Flemton was crowded right on top of this rock, the peeling yellow stucco of its Regency houses bulging out over its mediaeval walls like ice-cream from a cornet.

This was Flemton’s great night—the night of the banquet—and now the rain had stopped. Princes Street was decorated: Chinese lanterns hung in the pollarded limes: signal-flags and other bunting, coloured tablecloths, tanned sails, even gay petticoats and Sunday trousers streamed from some of the poorer windows. The roadway milled with happy citizenry hoping for a fight presently but not yet: little Jimmy-the-pistol was bicycling up and down among them letting off rockets from his handlebars, the pocket of his jacket on fire.

Moreover the aged, famous Dr. Brinley had driven himself over early from Penrys Cross along the sands in his pony-trap. Dr. Brinley knew Flemton of old: each elegant, rotting, fungusy house and the men, women and children who swarmed in them. He saw all these people as he tended to see the whole world—and indeed, as the world too saw him—with a heightening, Hogarthian eye; but he loved them and needed them none the less. The scene tonight was meat and drink to Dr. Brinley and he paused to enjoy it.

A group of women in the middle of Princes Street had their heads together: “Can’t think where that Dai of mine has got to,” Mrs. Dai Roberts was saying.

She seemed to speak with difficulty. ‘That woman has mis-laid her false teeth and the ones she has borrowed are a poor fit,’ thought Dr. Brinley in the shadows, chuckling.

“Down on the Marsh, shooting with Mr. Augustine he was very usual,” said a yellow-haired young man with a hare-lip: “Happen they’ve stopped on for the evening flight.”

“My Dai’ll never give the Banquet a miss, I know that!” said Mrs. Roberts.

“Will Mr. Augustine be attending this year, Mrs. Roberts, do you know?” a woman asked her diffidently.

Mrs. Roberts spat like a man and returned no other answer; but the quivering of her goitre made her look like an angry turkey and the others took their cue:

“It’s a crying shame,” said someone.

“Shut away in that great house all alone—it’s not natural,” said another.

“Clean mental, to my way of thinking,” said someone else. Then she lowered her voice a little: “There’s mentality in the blood, they say.”

“Mentality!” exclaimed Mrs. Roberts contemptuously: “Wickedness you mean!” Then she too lowered her voice to a sinister tone: “Why for should he shut hisself away like that if his life was fit to be seen?”

A knowing and a scandalised look descended on them all:

“Flying in the face of Almighty God!”

“Enough to bring his uncles back from the grave.”

There was a brief pause. Then:

“Poor young Mr. Henry… Pity he got hisself killed in that old war.”

“The little duck! I seen him guv his bath once, the little angel! Loviest little bit of meat…”

“Aye, it’s always that way: while them as could be spared…”

“Rotten old Kayser!”

“Still: if most days he’s out shooting with your Dai…”

“ ‘Days’! But what about the nights, Mrs. Pritchard? Answer me that!”

Mrs. Pritchard evidently couldn’t.

Dr. Brinley strolled on, but now another early arrival had paused for breath after the steep ascent. This was the new bishop, whose first visit to Flemton it was. Meanwhile the talk had been continuing:

“All alone there with no one to see—it just don’t bear thinking on!”

“I wouldn’t go near the place—not if you paid me.”

“Quite right, Mrs. Locarno! Nor I wouldn’t neither!”

“Not even by daylight I wouldn’t!”

The bishop sighed, closing his fine eyes. These unhappy women! So palpably striving to warm their own several loneliness and unlikeability at the fires of some common hatred… They were closing in like a scrum now—huddling over the little hellish warmth they had kindled, and hissing their words. But why this anathema against solitariness? ‘Women who have failed to achieve companionship in their homes, in their marriages: women with loneliness thrust upon them, I suppose they’re bound to be outraged by anyone who deliberately chooses loneliness.’

A man of orderly mind, the bishop liked to get things generalised and taped like that. Now, his generalisation achieved, the tension in his dark face relaxed a little.

Meanwhile Dr. Brinley had poked in his nose at the ‘Wreckers’ Arms’ (as he always called the place). Here, and in the Assembly Room behind, preparation of the banquet was going ahead with equal enjoyment whether their rich neighbour Augustine was going to honour them with his presence or not.

All that morning, while the tide was out, farm carts from the mainland had driven down the river bank to where the track ended at a wide bight of smooth hard tidal sand. This divided the last stretch of low-water river-channel from the saltings of the Marsh; traversing the length of it, they had reached the final sickle of the dunes and the way up into Flemton. These carts had carried chickens, geese, turkeys, even whole sheep; or at least a sack of flour or a crock of butter, for the High Steward’s Banquet was something of a Dutch treat and few of the guests came quite empty-handed.

But that was over, now. Now, the evening tide had welled in through the river mouth and round behind the rock, flooding the sandy bight and turning it from Flemton’s only highway into a vast shallow lagoon. In the dark the shining water was dotted with little boats nodding at anchor and the slanting poles of fish-traps. Flemton was now cut off, except for an isthmus of hummocky sand leading only to the dunes. But already ducks, chickens, geese, turkeys, legs and shoulders of mutton, loins of pork, sirloins of beef, sucking-pigs—there was far more provender than the Wreckers ever could have cooked alone, and according to custom it had been farmed out among all the private ovens in the place.

Now, with all these and with huge home-cured hams boiled in cider as well, with pans of sausages, apple-pies, shuddering jellies in purple and yellow, castellated blancmanges, bedroom jugs of congealed Bird’s custard, buckets of boiled potatoes, basins of cabbage—every matron of Flemton was gathered in the Wreckers’ big kitchen and full of jollity. Even a happy plumber and his mate had managed to choose this day to install the new sink, and were doggishly threatening the ladies’ ankles with their hissing blowlamp.

Barrels of beer were discharging into every shape of jug and ewer.

When the female kitchen company caught sight of Dr. Brinley they all hilariously shrieked together. He raised an arm in acknowledgement, then slipped quietly into the deserted bar from behind.


Chapter 6

Ostensibly Flemton banquet was an occasion for men only. Only men were invited, sat down at table, delivered speeches and sang songs. But the women cooked and waited, teased and scolded the banqueters, heckled the speeches and encored the songs if they felt like it; and the women certainly enjoyed it all quite as much as the men.

To tell the truth, the men were inclined to be a bit portentous and solemn. Indeed the only really happy and carefree male in the whole Assembly Room seemed to be that fabulous Dr. Brinley the Coroner—who was eighty-five, and already very drunk, and knew that everybody loved him.

They had tried to steer Dr. Brinley away from sitting next to the bishop, who was new to the mitre and fifty and cold tee-total: “That seat’s Mr. Augustine’s, Doctor bach: come you along this way…” But the old man looked round in astonishment: “What! Is the boy actually coming, then?”

It was no good: he read the answer in their faces and sat down without more ado.

Presently the doctor nudged the bishop with his elbow, at the same time pointing dramatically across the table at a certain Alderman Teller. Alderman Teller was trying in vain to settle his huge chins into his unaccustomed high collar.

“Do you keep fowls, my lad?” the doctor asked: “My Lord I should say: forgive an old man, laddie, tongue’s taken to slipping.”

“Yes, yes,” said the bishop: “That is… no: not now, but as a boy…”

Leaving his outstretched arm at the point as if he had forgotten it Dr. Brinley turned even more confidentially towards the bishop, breathing at him a blast of whiskey and old age: “Then you’re familiar with the spectacle of a very big broody hen trying to get down to work on a clutch of eggs in a bucket that’s too narrow for her?” At this the bishop turned on him a face like a politely enquiring hatchet; but the doctor seemed to think he had made his point quite clearly enough.

Opposite, Alderman Teller—hearing, but also not catching the allusion—pushed an obstinate fold of jowl into his collar with his finger, then opened his little pink mouth and rolled his eyes solemnly. “Perfect!” shouted Dr. Brinley with a whoop of laughter. “Your health, Alderman Teller dear lad!”

As they clinked glasses the alderman’s face broke into a delighted smile as sweet as a child’s: “Rhode Islands, Doctor! That’s what you ought to have, same as me. But you’re right, they do tend to lay away.”

However the doctor was no longer listening. He had turned in his seat and was now pointing along the table at the High Steward himself. The High Steward, bashful in his seat of honour, was giving nervous little tugs at the gold chain of office hung round his neck. “Penalty Five Pounds for Improper Use, Tom!” the doctor cried suddenly. “And I doubt the banquet will stop for you, at that!”

This time the bishop’s lip did twitch.

“Shut up, Doc,” muttered the High Steward, amiably but just a little nettled: “You’re bottled.” Then he turned round to look at the old man with a wonder not quite free of envy: “Why—and we haven’t even drunk ‘The King’ yet!”

That was true. The bishop began counting the twenty or more toasts on the toast-list in front of him—a toast and a song alternately: with such a start, could Dr. Brinley possibly last the course? ‘The King’… ‘The Immortal Memory of the Founder’… ‘The Fallen in the Great War’… Dr. Brinley was down to sing ‘Clementine’ immediately after ‘The Fallen’, he saw. And then he noticed further down it was Dr. Brinley who was to propose ‘The Lord Bishop’! In his missionary days in Africa he had attended some curious gatherings, but this bid fair… indeed he began to wonder if it had been prudent to accept.

“Glad you came,” said the old man suddenly—apropos of nothing, as if reading his thoughts—and patted him on the shoulder: “Good lad!… Good Lord” he corrected himself under his breath, and chuckled.

Meanwhile, the banquet continued. The banqueters ate fast and in almost total silence: only Dr. Brinley’s sallies kept ringing out in quick succession. “A kind of licensed jester, I suppose,” the bishop ruminated. “But really! At his age!”

“My Lord,” said Dr. Brinley, breathing whiskey and bad teeth in his face again: “I wonder would you help an old man in his difficulties, eh?” He pushed his face even closer, and waited for an answer open-mouthed.

“If I can…”

“Then tell me something very naughty you did as a little nipper.”

The bishop’s indrawn breath was almost a gasp—for memory had taken him quite unawares. ‘A blow below the apron,’ the doctor thought, reading his gasp, and chuckled: “No, laddie—not that one,” he said aloud: “Nothing really shaming… just something for a good laugh when I come to speak to your health.”

“You must give me time to think,” the bishop said evenly. That sudden ancient recollection of real wrongdoing unexpiated had shaken him, and he was too sincere a man to force a smile about it.—But was ‘a good laugh’ quite…?

“They’ll like you all the better for it,” the old man cajoled, as if yet again reading his thoughts.

But there the matter rested, for someone was forcing his way through the crowd of women serving—the coroner was wanted on the phone. The police at Penrys Cross, it was; and they wouldn’t take no for an answer, he was told. Dr. Brinley sighed and left the table.

The telephone was in the stillroom, but even above the clatter of the banquet his voice could be heard everywhere: “Eh?—No, not tomorrow: not possible, hounds meeting at Nant Eifion… No, nor Wednesday neither: they’re meeting at the Bridge… Tell ye what, I’ll hold the inquest Thursday… Eh? You ought to be thankful, laddie: gives you longer to find out who she was… Not local: you’re sure of that?”

A screech of laughter from the kitchen drowned the next few words, but everyone heard what followed: “Mr. Augustine did you say?—Then that’s that! Mr. Augustine will have to be summoned.”

Dr. Brinley seemed quite unaware of the general hush as he made his way back to the table. He sat down, grumbling. But at his elbow, arrested in the very act of draining a whiskey-bottle into his glass, stood Mrs. Dai Roberts—and her triumphant eyes were now on stalks:

“Summonsed? What’s he been caught doing, Sir?”

“Who?”

“Why that Mr. Augustine, of course!”

The coroner turned and looked at her judicially: “Hasn’t your Dai told you anything yet?”

“He’s not come home. Missing the banquet and all, I just can’t understand…”

So, Dai had gone to earth again! Just like him, rather than face the witness-box. Shy as a wild thing… ordinarily Dr. Brinley sympathised with Dai’s disappearances, married to that woman; but it was awkward now, just when his evidence would be badly wanted at the inquest. “No Dai, eh?” he murmured to himself.

“Tell me, Doctor bach?” she wheedled. But he fixed his eye indignantly on his half-filled glass:

“Woman! Is that how you pour a drink?”

“Means opening another bottle,” she answered impatiently: “Mr. Augustine, you were just saying…?”

“Then fetch one and open it,” he replied implacably.


Chapter 7

Dr. Brinley was happy. The room had begun to rock gently but only like—like a cradle: the motion was not unpleasant yet.

It was good to see old customs kept up. Flemton Banquet claimed to be as old as Flemton’s Norman charter—old as the titular High Stewardship itself and the little mediaeval garrison of Flemish mercenaries out of which the place had grown (to this day no Welsh was spoken within Flemton, though all the mainland talked it). It had been well worth the long pony-drive from the Cross! Eh? It was good—good to be here among all these good fellows. Laddies, and lassies too: they all liked him. They liked his jokes… That was the point: he was among them and they all loved him so now he was on top of things…

He surveyed the room. It was time now to think up a new joke, else they’d forget him and start talking among themselves. A good one … well then a bad one, anything…

But his cudgelled brains went suddenly as obstinate as a cudgelled ass.

Perhaps another glass?—A-a-a-ah! Thank God for His good gift of whiskey! Drinking… Yes, drinking and hunting: those were the only two times he really felt ‘We’ were all one, felt he truly belonged.

Whiskey… yes, and hunting too—in the past, but now you were old, now you could do no more than jog to the Meet and back…

This motion, now: was it a cradle, or was it a galloping horse titty-tup titty-tup…?

“Hup! And over!” he suddenly exclaimed aloud.

The room faded and he was away: hounds in full cry, Black Bess (or was it Dandy?) between his thighs, leading the field. Hup! Black Bess it was: how beautifully she changed feet on top of the bank and then the downward plunge, the miraculous recovery and away.—Aren’t you afraid?—Yes of course he was afraid. Broken neck, crushed ribs … but damn it!

That gap to the right looks a trifle easier… Well, perhaps, but… Curse her she’s going for the highest place of a-a-a-all! Hup!—Oh, thank God!

“Gentlemen, The King!”

Dr. Brinley was on his feet before any of them, and added a fervent “God bless him!” when he had emptied his glass.—Good lad, George Five! But that boy of his (the Prince) would break his neck one of these days if they let him go on riding.

Yes, hunting was the thing … of course no doctor could practise and hunt three days a week as well! Be damned to private practice, then! They could go on their bended knees…

Was that the real reason, or just you were a rotten bad doctor?—Eh?—Did you leave your practice? Or did your practice leave you?

An angry tear rolled slowly down his nose.

A drunken doctor, a sot?—Well, they’d made him Coroner, hadn’t they? That showed they respected him, didn’t it?—Maybe they’d rather trust you with the dead than with the living…

“Gentlemen, The Memory of the Fallen!”

A bugle sounded—shatteringly, in that enclosed space. Again the whole room rose stiffly to attention. Most had their memories (for that 1914 war had been a holocaust): all wore faces as if they had.

Briefly and gravely the bishop said his piece. As he did so he tried to keep staring at the Legion banner on the wall opposite, but his gaze was drawn down willy-nilly to a young man under it with ribands on his chest. All that young man’s face except mouth and chin was hidden in a black mask which had no holes for eyes … and suddenly the whole room reeked over-poweringly of beer.

The Fallen … as Dr. Brinley drank the melancholy toast his hand trembled, and his heart was torn anew at the tragedy that he himself should have been too young to serve. For what bond can equal the bond which unites for ever those who have once been heroes together, however long ago? ‘I was at the Alma, I was at Inkermann…’ Oh to have been able to say today ‘I charged with the Light Brigade’! But they wouldn’t have him; for alas, in 1853 he was only aged fifteen.

The Fallen … at one with them, perhaps, in their everlasting blank sleep: or conscious only at this annual moment of the raised glasses that he too was one of the forever-unforgotten. But now he must die in any case, and die alone…

For Dr. Brinley believed he was at least doctor enough to know that in a very few months he himself would have to take to his bed. For a while the invaluable Blodwen—the fat, white, smiling Blodwen—would look after him. But only for a while. Blodwen was a wonderful nurse, so long as she thought you might recover: but not for ‘the dying part’. She couldn’t do with that. A village woman of fifty, drawn to sick beds like a moth to a candle and never yet had she seen a body dead! No, at a given stage and with nothing said Blodwen disappeared and her sister Eirwen took her place. For Eirwen was wonderful with ‘the dying part’, kind Eirwen had closed more eyes than any woman at the Cross. They always knew what it meant when Blodwen left them and Eirwen took her place.

Meanwhile?—Meanwhile, he drained another glass.

He felt now he was set on a pinnacle: he supposed it must be the pinnacle of his own approaching death. Anyway, from his pinnacle how remote they all suddenly began to seem, this crowd he had courted all his life! This crowd here jabbering and eating … hoping … young.

From his pinnacle (it swayed a little as in the wind, from all the whiskey he had drunk) he now saw all the hearts of all the kingdoms of the world outspread, on offer—such as all his life he had coveted. But a change seemed somehow lately to have seeped into his soul from the very bottom: he found now he did not desire them any more.

Suddenly his pinnacle shot up to a towering height from which these people looked no more than minute gesticulating emmets. Moreover his pinnacle was swinging violently to and fro, now, in a full gale: he had to set his whole mind to clinging on.

He hoped the motion would not make him sea-sick.

The bishop, covertly watching him, saw that grey look, the sagging and trembling jaw: “This man has at last begun to die,” he said to himself. But then he saw also the transparent empty eyes, and recalled looking in through other eyes like them—younger eyes, but opening onto the same unbottomed vacant pit within: “Also he is very, very drunk,” he told himself understandingly.

Maybe—reckoning from the bottom up—the old doctor was indeed three parts dead already: for already there was so much nothing in him down there where once the deeper emotions had been. But at the still-living trivial brink of his mind there was something stirring even now: something which teased and foxed him, for he could not quite recognise what it was…

“Thursday!” that something said.

Moreover his eyes had begun to prick with tears! Was there something wrong about ‘Thursday’, then? ‘Thursday!’ ‘THURSDAY!’ The word was booming insistently in his head like any bell. He took another sip of whiskey to recall his wandering memory. A-a-a-ah! Now it had come back to him. The telephone call, the little body … he had to hold an inquest…

At that the lately too-penetrable eyes clouded over, the jaw closed, the drooping cheeks tautened to expression of a kind. He turned and gripped the bishop’s arm with his bridle hand and his face was all puckered to suit his words: “My Lord!” he gulped, “It’s a mere little maid!” The bishop turned towards him, attentive but mystified. “A green child,” Dr. Brinley went on. “Yet here’s me still, and you!”

The bishop still looked mystified; and the doctor was mildly shocked to find how little his own pathetic words moved even himself. So he tried again—and at least his old voice now quavered dramatically enough: “A wee maid scarce six years of age, they said. Dead! Tell me the meaning of it, you man of God!”

Then he hiccuped, burst altogether into tears and upset his glass. They all turned kindly faces on him.

“Come on, Doc,” he heard the High Steward saying: “Give us ‘Clementine’.”


Chapter 8

Midnight, back now at Newton Llantony…

As the clouds broke and the bright moon at last came out, the single point of light to which distance diminished the lamps of all roystering Flemton paled.

In the big Newton drawing-room the shutters did not quite reach to the semi-circular tops of the windows, and through these high openings the moon sent bars of light into the black gloom within. It shone on the shapeless holland bag which enclosed the great central chandelier: threw criss-cross shadows on the dust-sheets covering the furniture and covering the old mirrors on the walls. It shone on the new gilt frame of the life-size khaki portrait above the fireplace: glinted on the word ‘Ypres’, and the date and the name, inscribed on brass.

It glinted on the painted highlights in the dead young man’s eyes.

It shone on the small shapeless dark shape in the middle of the big sofa opposite, the outstretched arms. Glinted on the little slits of eyeball between the half-open lids.

Augustine, in his white attic bedroom under the roof, woke with the moon staring straight in his eyes.

Round him the house was silent. In all its hundred rooms he knew there was no living being that night but him.

Downstairs a door banged without reason. His scalp pricked momentarily, and the yawn he was beginning went off at half-cock.

He who so loved to be alone felt now a sudden unmitigated longing for living human company.

His sister Mary…

Her child Polly, that little niece he loved…

For a moment, being but half-awake, he thought Polly had crept into his bed and was sleeping there, tiny and warm and humid, her feet planted firmly against his chest. But when he stirred she vanished: the bed was empty and cold.

Where would they be now, Polly and her mother? He had an idea they were away from home, there had been something in Mary’s last letter…

Instinctively Augustine knew that this eremitical phase of his life was now over, had finally served its turn: indeed he was tempted to get out his Bentley that very minute and drive to London, drive right through the night as if he meant never to come back to Newton. ‘London!’ He re-called it now: that was where Mary was taking Polly for a day or two, she had written; and he could be with them there by breakfast.

But he decided after all to wait till morning. He must at least be still here when the ambulance arrived, he remembered…

Meanwhile he lay where he was, neither awake nor asleep, in his familiar boyhood bed, cold and sweating.

Something in the room creaked.


Chapter 9

Augustine waited till the morning before starting; but the belt of rainy weather travelled eastward ahead of him across Carmarthen and Brecon. Clearing even the eastern counties of Wales about midnight, long before dawn it had arrived in London (where Polly was). There it poured heavily and steadily all day. All that wet Tuesday it felt in London as if thunder was about, though none was heard.

On the opposite side of Eaton Square from Polly’s there was a certain tall house which Polly always passed slowly and with evident respect. It belonged to Lady Sylvia Davenant, but Polly called it ‘Janey’s house’. Seen from a window of the upstairs drawing-room of this house, the umbrellas in the street below, that Tuesday, looked like mushrooms on the run (thought Sylvia Davenant), and the tops of the cars like special sleek slugs—also very much on the run, as they cleft a passage through the mushrooms.

‘A good simile,’ thought Lady Sylvia, ‘because mushrooms and slugs both are creatures of the rain, the very thought of them evokes wetness—but no, a bad simile because mushrooms never move at all and even slugs are… sluggish. But, “run…”? What does run in the rain?—Only colours I suppose,’ she concluded rather wildly.

With an effort she recalled her attention to Janey at her side. For this was little Janey’s ‘Hour’: her drawing-room hour with her aunt between tea and bedtime. Janey had flattened her nose against the pane, thus clouding it with her breath so that she could hardly see out at all.

“Darling,” said Lady Sylvia brightly, “what do you think those umbrellas look like?”

“Like umbrellas,” said Janey perfunctorily. “Auntie, why does rain?”

“Darling!” said Lady Sylvia, “You know I don’t like being called ‘Auntie’, it sounds like someone old. Why can’t you just call me ‘Sylvia’? Don’t you think that’s a pretty name?”

“You are old,” said Janey. “Anyway, Sylvia’s a girl in the Gardens already… ‘Saliva’, I call her.”

“Darling!”

Janey withdrew her face an inch or two from the misted glass, put out her tongue and licked herself a neat round peep- hole.

“Look!” she cried, pointing through the trees at a sudden light which appeared in a top window on the far side of the Square: “There’s Polly-wolly going to bed HOURS BEFORE ME—YAH!” she yelled: “Polly-wolly-doodle! Pollyollywollyollydoodle-OODLE-OO-OOO!”

The yell could not possibly have carried across the wide Square but it nearly split her aunt’s eardrum: extraordinary it could come from so very small a body!

“Darling please! Not quite so loud! And who is this ‘Polly’?”

“Oh, just a person in the Gardens sometimes… soppy little kid.” Janey paused, glanced at the clock, considered, and added with a perceptible effort: “I bet she wets her bed.”

Janey looked sidelong at her aunt. The ‘Hour’ had still twenty minutes to go, but now already Her Ladyship was crossing the room to ring for Janey’s gouvernante. ‘Goody!’ thought Janey, with a chapter to finish upstairs.

Janey was an only child (and the result of a mechanical accident at that). She had been parked on her Aunt Sylvia for a couple of months interminable to both of them while her parents were getting their divorce.


Chapter 10

Janey was quite right about the light opposite. Polly was going to bed, and going to bed rather earlier than usual.

Nanny had lit the gas, although it was not really dark yet, to combat all that wet and gloom outside. Now she sat in front of an enormous blaze of coal mending her stockings (which were of black cotton with white toes and heels). The heat of the fire, and the steam rising from the round zinc bath on the middle of the carpet, made the room with its tight-shut window like a hothouse; and Polly’s face was shiny with perspiration. Nanny had lit the light against the gloom but Polly wanted to look out: she was feeling sad, and the rain and gloom outside and all those wet hurrying people suited her mood.

Polly had a slight cold—it always happened when she came to London! This was the reason she was to have her bath in the nursery tonight instead of going down the draughty stairs to the big mahogany bathroom two floors below. Moreover, Polly had been today to the dentist. That also seemed always to happen whenever she came to London. He seldom hurt her, but he did indignities to the secret places of her mouth—shrivelling its sensitive wet membranes with a squirt of hot wind, plastering a dry cloth onto her wet tongue, poking wads of dry cotton wool into her cheek, hooking over her bottom teeth a bubbling sucking thing which plucked at the roots of her tongue… by the end she had felt as if her dried-up mouth had died of drought and would never be able to wet itself again. Nor could she quite breathe through her nose because of her cold… almost she had wished he would hurt, to take her mind off that horrible dryness and off the thought that any moment her nose might run and she not able to get at it.

But most of all Polly was sad because she was lonely—and that happened only when she came to London! She never felt lonely at home in Dorset; for at Mellton Chase there were animals to play with, but in London there were only children.

Kensington Gardens, you would have thought, were full of ‘suitable’ playmates for Polly. But all those children were Londoners—or virtually Londoners. Already they had formed their own packs, and nothing their nannies could say—Polly’s Nanny was high in their hierarchy, so the nannies tried their best—would make them treat the little country child as one of themselves. Under orders, they would take her kindly by the hand and lead her away; but once out of sight they turned her upside down, or stood round her in a ring jeering her ignorance of their private shibboleths.

They would call her derisively “Little Polly-wolly-doodle”, or even worse names such as “Baby-dolly-lulu”. Any name with ‘baby’ in it was hard to bear, for Polly’s age was just five and her struggle out of the slough of babyhood so recent a memory that the very word ‘baby’ seemed still to have power to drag her back into it.

Of all these groups in the Gardens, the most exclusive and the most desirable was ‘Janey’s Gang’. This gang had a rule: no one could join it who had not ‘Knocked down a Man’. This was not impossible even for quite small children, for nothing in the rule required that he should be looking; and if you had made him fall into water you were an Officer straight away.

Janey herself was huge: she was turned seven. Janey claimed three Men to her credit, two of them in water and the third in a garden frame. She had done it so skilfully (or her curls were so golden, her blue eyes so wide) that not one of the three had suspected the push was intentional. No wonder the gang was titularly ‘Janey’s Gang’!

Grown-ups were ex officio Enemy to all these children, to be out-smarted on every occasion: so, their scores rose. But even if Polly had been old enough and clever enough properly to understand the Rule (she was not, in fact, particularly intelligent), she could never even have made a beginning. For Polly’s own grown-ups were not ‘Enemy’, that was the rub: they were infinitely kind, they made little pretence of not adoring Polly and it never occurred to Polly to make any pretence at all of not loving them back. Loving, indeed, was the one thing she was really good at: how then could she ever bring herself to ‘knock a Man down’?

Mr. Corbett, for example: the head gardener at Mellton Chase, and indeed the greatest potentate on earth: the massive sloping buttress of his front—his gold watch-chain marked the halfway line of the ascent—held him upright like a tower, and nowadays his hands never deigned to touch fork or spade except to weed Miss Polly’s little garden for her; or to pick fruit, except when he saw Miss Polly coming…

It was unthinkable to inflict on Mr. Corbett the indignity of falling!

Or even on dear Gusting (her uncle Augustine, that was). Of course he was a lesser dignitary in the world’s eyes than Mr. Corbett; but she loved him even more. Admired and loved him with every burning cockle of her heart!

There was magic in Gusting’s very smell, his voice.
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