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For Susan

Never say you know the last word about any human heart.
—Henry James

Acclaim for William Boyd’s
ANY HUMAN HEART
“Crammed with incident and adventure and sex and travel. . . . Mountstuart’s life may be too extraordinary to belong to any old human heart, but heart is something this superb book is full of.”—LA Weekly
“Boyd’s writing here is flawlessly journal-like, fluent; calculatingly ragged and unflashy; shaded by grief, weariness, failure, wistfulness, gusto.” —The Miami Herald
“Witty and well-crafted.” —Rocky Mountain News
“A madcap wonder of a tale . . . Boyd’s previous fiction has been brilliantly inventive. This may be his most cunning yet.”—Book Magazine —Book Magazine
“Such an antic plot should not succeed, and yet disbelief remains suspended, thanks to Boyd’s skill in producing a novel that successfully mimics a diary in all its human pettiness. He allows Mountstuart’s voice to age like port.” 
�The New Yorker
“Boyd does such a nimble job of ventriloquism . . . that we find ourselves forgetting that Mountstuart is a fictional character.”—The New York Times
“Some people get their Brit fix from Harry Potter. They will get that, and much more, from William Boyd’s brilliant, beautiful, and exceptionally British Any Human Heart. . . . Carr[ies] the full, devastating force of a lifetime of intermingled joy and pain.” —Time
“A sweeping, romantic novel . . . beautifully written and heavy in emotional content, with deftly drawn portraits worthy of an Old Master.”—The Star-Ledger (Newark, NJ)
“Tautly intricate. . . . Boyd endows his narrator with no special quality of perception or sensibility. . . . What he does give him is integrity of voice if not of spirit, the lightest mockery of his own inconsequentiality and a gracefully chiseled play of sentence and phrase.”—The New York Times Book Review
“Boyd took on the twentieth century once before, with his brilliant novel The New Confessions, but this is no repeat performance. On the contrary: He’s outdone himself.” —Bookforum
“Boyd has long been known as an inventive writer. Mountstuart is arguably his most compelling and unarguably his most credible invention to date.” —Richmond Times-Dispatch
“Picaresque. . . . Boyd’s world is not an orderly or reasonable place, but it proves to be the best venue we have in which to celebrate the resilience of the human heart.” —The Dallas Morning News
“A glorious, sweeping saga. . . . Flows with energy, wit, honesty and humor. Its plot lines of love and lust, of loss and intrigue, pull the reader along as quickly as any thriller. Boyd manages to create characters you come to love, hate and miss when they are gone.”—The Plain Dealer
“Compelling . . . a fin de siècle novel, a moving distillation of one man’s experience of the last century.” —The Oregonian 
“Strangely powerful. . . . The exquisite lyricism of [Boyd’s] prose left me in tears or nearly so, and sometimes the underwritten pathos left me astonished at its quiet resignation.”—Logan Browning, Houston Chronicle
“Boyd punctuates [his novel] . . . with an addictive intimacy, the tangible impress of life lived.” —The Village Voice
“Brilliant. . . . Any Human Heart gives us a chance to witness [Kierkegaard’s] paradox . . . [that] ‘Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forward.’ ” —St. Petersburg Times

 
 
Any Human Heart
THE INTIMATE JOURNALS OF LOGAN MOUNTSTUART

PREAMBLE TO THESE JOURNALS
“Yo, Logan,” I wrote. “Yo, Logan Mountstuart, vivo en la Villa Flores, Avenida de Brasil, Montevideo, Uruguay, America del Sur, El Mundo, El Sistema Solar, El Universo.” These were the first words I wrote—or to be more precise, this is the earliest record of my writing and the beginning of my writing life—words that were inscribed on the flyleaf of an indigo pocket diary for the year 1912 (which I still possess and whose pages are otherwise void). I was six years old. It intrigues me now1 to reflect that my first written words were in a language not my own. My lost fluency in Spanish is probably my greatest regret about my otherwise perfectly happy childhood. The serviceable, error-dotted, grammatically unsophisticated Spanish that I speak today is the poorest of poor cousins to that instinctive colloquial jabber that spilled out of me for the first nine years of my life. Curious how these early linguistic abilities are so fragile, how unthinkingly and easily the brain lets them go. I was a bilingual child in the true sense, namely that the Spanish I spoke was indistinguishable from that of a Uruguayan.
Uruguay, my native land, is held as fleetingly in my head as the demotic Spanish I once unconsciously spoke. I retain an image of a wide brown river with trees clustered on the far bank as dense as broccoli florets. On this river, there is a narrow boat with a single person sitting in the stern. A small outboard motor scratches a dwindling, creamy wake on the turbid surface of the river as the boat moves downstream, the ripples of its progress causing the reeds at the water’s edge to sway and nod and then grow still again as the boat passes on. Am I the person in the boat or am I the observer on the bank? Is this the view of a stretch of the Río Negro where I used to fish as a child? Or is it a vision of the individual soul’s journey through time, a passage as transient as a boat’s wake on flowing water? I can’t claim it as my first reliable, datable memory, alas. That award goes to the sight of my tutor Roderick Poole’s short and stubby circumcised penis, observed by my covertly curious eyes as he emerged naked from the Atlantic surf at Punta del Este, where we two had gone for a summer picnic one June day in 1914. I was eight years old and Roderick Poole had come to Montevideo from England to prepare me for St. Alfred’s, my English prep school. Always swim naked when you can, Logan, was the advice he gave to me that day, and I have tried to adhere to it ever since. Anyway, Roderick was circumcised and I was not—which explains why I was paying such close attention, I suppose, but doesn’t account for that particular day of all others being the one that sticks in my mind. Up until that precise moment the distant past of my earlier years is all vague swirling images, unfixed by time and place. I wish I could offer up something more telling, more poetic, something more thematically pertinent to the life that was to follow, but I can’t—and I must be honest, here of all places.
The first pages of the lifelong, though intermittent, journal that I began to keep from the age of fifteen are missing. No great loss and, doubtless, like the avowals that begin almost all intimate journals, mine too would have commenced with the familiar determination to be wholly and unshakeably truthful. I would have sworn an oath to absolute candour and asserted my refusal to feel shame over any revelations which that candour would have encouraged. Why do we urge ourselves on in this way, us journal-keepers? Do we fear the constant threat of backslide in us, the urge to tinker and cover up? Are there aspects of our lives—things we do, feel and think—that we daren’t confess, even to ourselves, even in the absolute privacy of our private record? Anyway, I’m sure I vowed to tell the truth, the whole truth, etc., etc., and I think these pages will bear me out in that endeavour. I have sometimes behaved well and I have sometimes behaved less than well—but I have resisted all attempts to present myself in a better light. There are no excisions designed to conceal errors of judgement (“The Japanese would never dare to attack the USA unprovoked”); no additions aimed at conferring an unearned sagacity (“I don’t like the cut of that Herr Hitler’s jib”); and no sly insertions to indicate canny prescience (“If only there were some way to harness safely the power in the atom”)—for that is not the purpose of keeping a journal. We keep a journal to entrap that collection of selves that forms us, the individual human being. Think of our progress through time as one of those handy images that illustrate the Ascent of Man. You know the type: diagrams that begin with the shaggy ape and his ground-grazing knuckles, moving on through slowly straightening and depilating hominids, until we reach the clean-shaven Caucasian nudist proudly clutching the haft of his stone axe or spear. All the intervening orders assume a form of inevitable progression towards this brawny ideal. But our human lives aren’t like that, and a true journal presents us with the more riotous and disorganized reality. The various stages of development are there, but they are jumbled up, counterposed and repeated randomly. The selves jostle for prominence in these pages: the monobrowed Neanderthal shoulders aside axe-wielding Homo sapiens; the neurasthenic intellectual trips up the bedaubed aborigine. It doesn’t make sense; the logical, perceived progression never takes place. The true  journal intime understands this fact and doesn’t try to posit any order or hierarchy, doesn’t try to judge or analyze: I am all these different people—all these different people are me.
Every life is both ordinary and extraordinary—it is the respective proportions of those two categories that make that life appear interesting or humdrum. I was born on the 27th February 1906 in Montevideo, Uruguay, the sea-girt city on its bay in that small country wedged between beefy Argentina and broiling Brazil. The “Switzerland of South America” it is sometimes dubbed and the land-locked associations of that comparison are apt, for, despite their country’s long coast-line—the republic is surrounded on three sides by water: the Atlantic, the vast estuary of the Río Plata and the broad Río Uruguay—the Uruguayans themselves are defiantly non-seafaring, a fact that has always warmed my heart, divided as it is between seadog Briton and landlubberly Uruguayan. My nature, true to its genetic heritage, is resolutely divided: I love the sea, but I love it viewed from a beach—my feet must always be planted on the strand.
My father’s name was Francis Mountstuart (b. 1871). My mother’s was Mercedes de Solís. She claimed to be descended from the first European, Juan Díaz de Solís, who set his foot on Uruguayan soil early in the sixteenth century. An unfortunate move on his part as he and most of his band of explorers were swiftly killed by Charrua Indians. No matter: my mother’s preposterous boast is unverifiable.
My parents met because my mother, who spoke good English, became my father’s secretary. My father was the general manager of Foley & Cardogin’s Fresh Meat Company’s processing plant in Uruguay. Foley’s Finest Corned Beef is their most famous brand (“Foley’s Finest”: we have all, we British, eaten Foley’s corned beef at some stage in our lives), but the bulk of their business was in the exporting of frozen beef carcasses to Europe from their huge frigorífico— a slaughterhouse and massive freezing unit combined—on the coast a few miles west of Montevideo. Foley’s was not the biggest frigorífico in Uruguay at the turn of the twentieth century (that honour went to Lemco’s at Fray Bentos), but it was very profitable—thanks to the diligence and perseverance of Francis Mountstuart. My father was thirty-three years old when he married my mother in 1904 (she was ten years younger than he) in Montevideo’s pretty cathedral. Two years later I was born, their only child, named Logan Gonzago after my respective grandfathers (neither of whom was alive to meet his grandson).
I stir the memory soup in my head, hoping gobbets of Uruguay will float to the surface. I can see the frigorífico—a vast white factory with its stone jetty and towering chimney stack. I can hear the lowing of a thousand cattle waiting to be slaughtered, butchered, cleaned and frozen. But I didn’t like the frigorífico and its chill aura of mass-produced death2—it made me frightened—I preferred our house and its dense and leafy grounds, a big villa on the chic and swanky Avenida de Brasil in Montevideo’s new town. I remember a lemon tree in our garden and lobes of lemon-coloured light on a stone terrace. And there was a lead fountain set in a brick wall, with water spouting from a putto’s mouth. A putto who looked, I now remember, just like the daughter of Jacob Pauser, the manager of the Foley estancia, 30,000 acres of the Banda Oriental, the purple-flowered flatlands where the beef herds roamed. What was this girl’s name? Let’s call her Esmerelda. Little Esmerelda Pauser—you can be my first love.
We spoke English in the house and from the age of six I went to a church school run by monoglot nuns on the Playa Treinta y Tres. I could read English but barely write by the time Roderick Poole arrived in 1913 (fresh from Oxford with a pass degree in Greats) to take my slip-shod education by the scruff of its neck and make me fit for St. Alfred’s School, Warwick, Warwickshire, England. I had no real concept of what England was like, my whole world was Montevideo and Uruguay. Lincoln, Shropshire, Hampshire, Romney Marsh and Southdown— breeds of sheep routinely slaughtered in my father’s  frigorífico were what my country meant to me. One more memory. After my lessons with Roderick we would go sea-bathing at Pocitos (where Roderick had to keep his bathing suit on) and would take the number 15 or 22 tram to reach the resort. Our treat was to order sorbets and have them served to us in the gardens of the Grand Hotel—gardens full of flowers: stock, lilac, orange, myrtle and mimosa—and then rattle home in the tender dusk to find my mother in the kitchen shouting at the cook, my father on the terrace smoking his quotidian cigar.
The Mountstuart family home was in Birmingham, where my father had been born and raised and where the head office of Foley & Cardogin’s Fresh Meat Co. was to be found. In 1914 Foley’s decided to concentrate on its meat-processing factories in Australia, New Zealand and Rhodesia, and the Uruguayan business was sold to an Argentine firm, the Compañía Sansinena de Carnes Congeladas. My father was promoted to managing director and summoned home to Birmingham. We sailed for Liverpool on the SS Zenobia in the company of 2,000 frozen carcasses of Pollen Angus. The First World War began a week after we made landfall.
Did I weep when I looked back at my beautiful city beneath its small, fort-topped, conic hill and we left the yellow waters of the Río Plata behind? Probably not: I was sharing a cabin with Roderick Poole and he was teaching me to play gin rummy.
The city of Birmingham became my new home. I swapped the eucalyptus groves of Colón, the grass seas of the campo and the endless yellow waters of the Río Plata for a handsome, Victorian, redbrick villa in Edgbaston. My mother was delighted to be in Europe and revelled in her new role as the managing director’s wife. I was sent as a boarder to St. Alfred’s (where I briefly acquired the nickname “Dago”— I was a dark, dark-eyed boy) and at the age of thirteen I moved on to Abbeyhurst College (usually known as Abbey)—an eminent boys’ boarding school, though not quite of the first rank—to complete my secondary education. It is here in 1923, when I was seventeen years old, that the first of my journals, and the story of my life, begins.

THE SCHOOL JOURNAL
1923
10 DECEMBER 1923
We—the five Roman Catholics—were walking back from the bus stop up the drive to school, fresh from Mass, when Barrowsmith and four or five of his Neanderthals started chanting “Papist dogs” and “Fenian traitors” at us. Two of the junior sprats began weeping, so I stood up to Barrowsmith and said: “So tell us what religion you are, Barrowboy.” “Church of England, of course, you dunce,” he said. “Then count yourself very fortunate,” said I, “that one religion at least will accept someone as physically repulsive as you are.” Everyone laughed, even Barrowsmith’s simian crew, and I shepherded my little flock together and we regained the purlieus of school without further incident.
Scabius and Leeping3 declared I had done work of sub-magnificent standard and that the encounter and exchange were droll enough to deserve entry in our Livre d’Or. I argued that I should have a starred sub-magnificent because of the potential risk of physical injury from Barrowsmith and his lackeys, but Scabius and Leeping both voted against. The swine! Little Montague, one of the blubbers, was the witness, and Scabius and Leeping both handed over the honorarium (two cigarettes each for a sub-magnificent) with goodly cheer.
When we brewed up after second prep I hatched a plan for the Martinmas term. It was no good, I said, just waiting for the various categories of magnificents to happen—we had to initiate them ourselves. I proposed that we should each be presented with a challenge: that two of us, in turn, should think up a task for the third and that the endeavour would be documented (and witnessed as far as possible) in the Livre d’Or. Only in this way, I averred, could the ghastly rigours of next term be survived, and, after that, we were on the home stretch: summer term was always more agreeable and could take care of itself. There were the School Certificate and scholarship exams and then we’d be free—and of course we hoped Oxford would be waiting (for me and Scabius, at least—Leeping said he had no intention of wasting three years—of what was bound to be a short life—at university). Scabius suggested the raising of a fund to privately print and publish a deluxe limited edition of the Livre d’Or if only to preserve the iniquities of Abbey for all time. “Or as a terrible warning for our offspring,” added Leeping. This was unanimously agreed and we each deposited one penny into the new “publishing fund,” Leeping already pondering weight and weave of paper types, embossed leather binding and the like.4
In the dormitory that night I pleasured myself with delectable visions of Lucy. No. 127 of the term.
12 DECEMBER [1923]
To my intense and gratifying embarrassment Mr. Holden-Dawes commended my essay on Dryden to the English upper sixth as a model of the form. “I’m sure that if any of you seek enlightenment Mountstuart will allow a private reading for a modest fee,” he said. (Unkindly, I thought: H-D has a malicious streak. But perhaps he was simply sensing the blooming of my overweening pride?)
His benign streak was more evident at the end of the day, however, when he came up beside me in the cloisters and we walked to chapel together. “Have we managed to convert you yet?” he asked at the door. I said I didn’t understand. “All this Anglicanism hasn’t undermined your faith?” It was an odd question and I vaguely muttered something about not having given the matter much attention. “Not like you, Mountstuart,” he said and wandered off. At supper I asked Leeping what he considered H-D was up to. “He wants you to be a fanatical atheist like him,” Leeping said. We talked on about faith in an interesting and not too pretentious vein, I thought. Leeping has a good mind, I suspect, if only he could get over his amazing complacency. I asked him why, if he was a Jew, he didn’t go to the synagogue in the same way as we RCs went to Mass. I may be Jewish, he said, but I’m a third-generation, Church-of-England Jew. It was all a bit obscure to me and now I understand why I don’t give religion much thought. The awful boredom of uncritical faith. All great artists are doubters. Perhaps I might work this idea into my next essay for H-D. It would please him. Leeping confessed, as we filed out of the dining hall, that he has developed a bit of a passion for little Montague. I said little Montague was a corrupt brute in the making—a brutette. Leeping laughed loud. That’s why I like him.
18 DECEMBER [1923]
Writing this on the train to Birmingham, a feeling of sour and persistent depression coursing through me. It was galling to see Scabius and Leeping and what looked like 90 per cent of the school boarding the train for London and the south. After the locals dispersed, about twenty of us were left standing around the station waiting for the various trains to our distant and unsavoury provincial towns (Norwich Station, it strikes me, represents the epitome of the dullness at the soul of provincial life). Eventually my train arrived and I managed to find myself a solitary compartment at the rear. I have picked up a few companions as we’ve travelled, however, but I sit here crouched over my notebook writing, and covertly watching, my heart growing ever more leaden as the miles between me and “home” diminish. The burly sailor and his painted doxy, the commercial traveller with his cardboard suitcase, the fat woman eating sweets, taking two for every one she feeds her tiny, bright-eyed, quiescent child. Rather a good sentence.
Later. Mother’s interior decoration has continued apace in my absence. She has papered my room—without permission—in a dark caramel brown with a motif of blurry silvery grey shields or crests. Perfectly vile. The dining room has been converted into her “sewing room,” so we are now obliged to eat in the conservatory, which, it being the middle of winter, is infernally cold. My father appears to accept these and other transformations without complaint. Mother’s hair is as dark as a raven’s wing and I’m afraid she is beginning to look absurd. And we have a new car, an Armstrong-Siddeley, which sits resplendently undriven in the garage under a tarpaulin. Father prefers to take a tram to work.
Went for a walk through Edgbaston, already consumed with boredom, and looked in vain at the big houses and villas for any sign of individual spirit. The Christmas tree must surely be the saddest and most vulgar object invented by mankind. Needless to say we have a giant one in the conservatory, its tip bent over by the glass ceiling. Popped into a cinema and saw thirty minutes of Bride Fever. Left overwhelmed with lust for Rosemary Chance. Thank God Lucy arrives the day after tomorrow. I shall kiss her this holiday or else become a monk.
24 DECEMBER 1923
Xmas eve. Lucy says she wants to go to Edinburgh University to read archaeology. I asked, are there any women archaeologists? And she said, well, at least there’ll be one. She is beautiful—to my eyes, anyway—tall and strong, and I love her accent.5 Though I do miss her long hair. My mother said, contrariwise, that she thought Lucy’s bob was “très mignonne.”
Wrote to Scabius and Leeping suggesting possible challenges. I also declared that we should call each other by our Christian names next term and make a point, publicly, of doing so. I signed off “Logan,” with a small thrill of revolutionary pleasure: who can know where these gestures of independent spirit may lead? I’m sure they’ll both agree. Mother has just put her head around the door (without knocking) to remind me that father’s colleagues are due shortly for the ritual Xmas eve cocktail party: tense, ill-at-ease managers and under-managers who possess a sole topic of conversation, namely, the canning and conservation of beef products. And so the long hell of Christ’s Mass begins. Thank God for Lucy, once again. Delectable, adorable, difficult Lucy.

1924
1 JANUARY 1924
It is 2:30 a.m. and I am tight. As a tick, as a lord, as a newt. Must write this down before the sublime memories fade and blur.
We went to the golf club for the New Year’s Eve dance. Mother, Father, Lucy and me. A bad meal (lamb) followed by dancing to a surprisingly good band. I drank copious amounts of wine and fruit cup. Lucy and I danced a kind of quick-step (all those embarrassing and costly lessons from Leeping paid off: I was fine). I had forgotten how tall she was in her high heels—our eyes were level. We left when the band struck up a tango and my mother led my father to the floor to general applause.
Outside on the terrace overlooking the first tee and the eighteenth green we each smoked a cigarette, commented briefly on the drabness of the venue, the gratifying expertise of the band, the unseasonal warmth of the night. Then Lucy tossed her cigarette into the dark and turned to face me. Our conversation went something like this, as far as I can remember:
LUCY: I suppose you’ll be wanting to kiss me now.
ME: Ah . . . Yes. Please.
LUCY: I’ll kiss you but I won’t marry you.
ME: Lucy, I’m not even eighteen yet.
LUCY: That doesn’t matter. I know that’s what you’re thinking.
But I just want to let you know that I’m never going to marry
anyone. Never. Not you, not anyone.

I said nothing, wondering how she knew my most secret fantasies, most private dreams. And so I kissed her, Lucy Sansom, the first girl I’ve ever kissed. Her lips were soft, my lips were soft, the sensation was . . . a kind of fleshy softness, not at all unlike the practice kisses I have bestowed on the inner portion of my upper arm or the crook of my elbow. It was pleasant—and the sense of otherness was nice, that there were two people involved in this process, that we were each giving something to the other (this is a bad sentence and is not making much sense, I’m afraid).
And then she stuck her tongue in my mouth and I thought I would explode. Our tongues touching, my tongue on her teeth. Suddenly I understood what all the fuss over kissing a girl was about.
After about five minutes of more or less uninterrupted kissing Lucy said we should stop and we went back in, separately, Lucy first, then me after a gap long enough to take a few puffs at a nervous, exulting, trembling cigarette. The golf club crowd were gathered round the bandstand, as there were three or four minutes left until midnight. I was in a kind of daze and couldn’t see Lucy anywhere. My mother beckoned me over (actually, Mother was looking her best, I now think, the red dress suited her new, lustrous hair). As I reached her, she took my hand, drawing me to her and whispering in my ear, “Querido, have you been making love to your cousin?” How does she know these things? How can women tell?
And now to bed and the first pleasuring of 1924—and dreams of sweet Lucy.
3 JANUARY [1924]
Curiously, annoyingly, Lucy has not let me kiss her again. I asked her why and she said, “Too much, too soon.” Mystifying. Leeping and Scabius have replied to my letters and the respective spring term challenges begin to take shape. Scabius wrote that he and Leeping had come up with a “particularly taxing” challenge for me and I should “prepare for an interesting and strenuous term.”
This afternoon I played golf with Father, reluctantly, but he was unusually insistent that we go out and get some fresh air. The day was cold and blustery and we were practically alone on the second course. The greens were mossy and hairy—“The particular stringencies of winter greens,” Father said, as I missed a 15-inch putt—and we were obliged to place all fairway balls. I hacked around erratically while Father played his usual cautious and precise game, “playing for par,” and won comfortably, eight up and six to play. We walked in the last six holes, chatting inconsequentially—about the weather, about the possibility of a return trip to Uruguay, what colleges at Oxford I was thinking of applying for and so on. As we strolled up the side of the eighteenth fairway towards the clubhouse (I could see the small terrace on which Lucy and I had kissed), he stopped and touched my arm.
“Logan,” he said, “there’s something you must know.”
I said nothing but I thought at once, for some reason, of financial ruin. I could see Oxford evanesce and melt as if it had been an ice sculpture left outside in the blazing sun. But my father made no move to continue the conversation, merely stroked his moustache and looked solemn, and I realized he was waiting for the symbolic and rhetorical reply.
So I dutifully said, “What is it, Father?”
“I’m not well,” he said. “It seems . . . It seems I may not live very long.”
I was useless. What is one to say in these circumstances? I muttered something vaguely negative: surely not; how can you be; there must be some other—but I felt more shocked by my absence of shock: it was as if he had said we must get someone in to help with the gardening. As I think about it now I still can’t really believe it: that stark announcement of a future fact has a tenuous hold on the present moment—its potential reality seems virtually ungraspable. It’s as if someone had said to me, equally soberly, your hair will fall out before you’re thirty, or, you’ll never earn more than a thousand pounds a year. However alarming these prognostications are, they have no real impact as you stand there hearing them, they remain forever, ineffably hypothetical. And this is how I felt, how I feel, about Father’s announcement of his impending death: it has no meaning. It has no meaning for me at all despite the fact that he went on at some length about his will, his small fortune, how Mother and I would be well provided for, all necessary provisions made. And, moreover, now I should be a support and a calming presence for my mother. I hung my head and nodded, but it was more dutiful than sincere. When he finished speaking, he offered his hand and I shook it. His hand was dry and smooth, his grip surprisingly strong. We walked back to the clubhouse in silence.
This evening before dinner I kissed Lucy on the landing outside the airing cupboard. She did not resist. We used tongues and this time I put my arms around her and held her body against mine in a hug. She’s a big, solid girl. When I tried to touch her breasts she pushed me away easily, but I saw she was flushed and excited and her chest moved with the intensity of her breathing. I told her I was in love with her and she laughed. We’re first cousins, she said, it’s illegal, we’re committing incest. She goes back up north tomorrow—how will I live without her?
At dinner tonight I looked across the table at my father as he sawed lumps of mutton off the slices of joint on his plate and popped them in his mouth, chewing vigorously—at least there seemed nothing wrong with his appetite. Perhaps it is too gloomy a prognosis? He’s a sober and cautious man, Father, and it would be entirely in his nature to read too much into a doctor’s professional circumlocutions. My mother, I noticed, seemed oblivious, chatting away to Lucy, showing her some new nacreous paint with which she had decorated her fingernails. But perhaps she didn’t know? But if she was meant to be in the dark, wouldn’t Father have said something to me about keeping the matter between ourselves?
After dinner Lucy and I played Splash while Mother and Father listened to music on the gramophone and Father smoked his quotidian cigar. When Mother left the room I followed her and asked her if Father was all right.
“Of course he is. As fit as ten fiddles. Why you asking, Logan, querido?”
“I thought he seemed a bit tired at golf today.”
“Listen, he’s no more such a young man. Did you beat him?”
“No, actually, he won easily.”
“The day he lose to you at golf, my darling, is the day I start to worrying.”
So that was that, and now I sit in my hideous brown and silver bedroom reassured by the famous “golf test” for determining your state of health. Down the corridor Lucy lies in her bed—is she thinking of me, I wonder, as I think of her? I think I truly love her, not for her beauty so much as for her honesty, her strength of character, so much stronger than mine. Perhaps that’s why I’m drawn to her so: I sense my own flaws and failings so acutely and I feel I need Lucy’s strength to compensate—to help me thrive and flourish, to achieve everything I know I am capable of achieving.
[LATE JANUARY 1924]
Filthy school and filthy weather. I have consulted separately with Scabius and Leeping—sorry, Peter and Ben—and we will announce the challenges to each other at brew after second prep.
Holden-Dawes summoned me to him at the end of History this afternoon and asked what colleges I was thinking of applying to at Oxford. I told him it was a toss-up between Balliol and Christ Church and he gave me one of his sardonic smiles and counselled against both. But Scabius is trying for a Balliol scholarship, I reminded him. And you are, of course, the chummiest of chums, H-D said, adding that this was not a tactically sound reason for applying for an Oxford scholarship. He looked at me silently for a while and then prodded his pen in my direction several times as if he’d come to an earth-shattering decision.
“I see you in the Turl,” he said, “not the Broad or the High.”
“And where are these places situated, sir?” I queried.
“They are streets in Oxford, Mountstuart. Yes, I see you nicely ensconced in one of those charming smaller colleges on the Turl— Exeter or Lincoln. No, even Jesus. I’ve an old acquaintance at Jesus who could be helpful—yes, one of those will be ideal. Not Balliol or the House for you, Mountstuart, no, no, no. Trust me.”
He went on in this annoying, slightly patronizing vein for a while, saying he would have a word with the Lizard6 about it, adding that there were some very “gettable” scholarships and exhibitions at Lincoln, Exeter and Jesus that he thought were well within my capabilities. I had no idea what he was talking about, unable to identify any Oxford colleges apart from the famous ones, as I’d only been to Oxford once when I was about twelve. However, I’m now not sure whether to be pleased or irritated by H-D’s interest in me—it’s most unusual that he concerns himself with any individual’s future. Have I, perhaps, become a favourite?
Later. The challenges. They are cads and villains, Scabius and Leeping— they do not deserve the intimacies of a Christian name after what they have done to me. Mind you, we were all pretty taken aback at what we’d thought up for each other. The term will certainly be an interesting one and not without humour. And one more thing is clear—we know each other very well. So, the challenges—I’ll save mine till the end. First Ben Leeping. Scabius had this idea that I endorsed enthusiastically and immediately. Leeping—the Jew—has to become a Roman Catholic but, better still, has to be considered as fit for the priesthood. Leeping was, to put it mildly, somewhat shocked when we told him. “Bastards,” he said several times, “absolute bastards.”
As for Scabius’s challenge, this was my idea, not Leeping’s, though Leeping was quick to see its merits. Near the school is the Home Farm, a place we often walk by and occasionally visit (it forms part of our curricular activities, particularly biology). The farm manager’s name is Clough and he has a daughter (as well as a couple of strapping sons). We had spotted this girl a few times working around the farm buildings—carrying pails, driving cattle—and established her as the child of the Cloughs. She looks to be about nineteen or twenty, a sturdy small girl with a mass of crinkly brown hair that she tries vainly to keep hidden under a succession of head scarves. Our challenge to Scabius— lanky, shy, introverted Peter Scabius—is to seduce her: a witnessed kiss will be the ultimate test. Peter laughed out loud when we told him— actually, his laugh sounded like a terrified neigh, like a donkey being tortured—and he refused to accept the challenge on the grounds that it was a sick joke, impossible, dangerous, potentially illegal. But we were implacable and, reluctantly, he agreed.
And then they told me what my challenge was, and I felt the same cry of “No!” “Impossible!” “Unfair!” rising up within me. My task was to win my school colours for rugby before the term had ended. I not only had to become a member of the First XV, I also had to flourish and shine within it.
The point is, and this is where I feel I have been hard done by, that we in our set have a loathing for organized school sports—it is one of the key factors that binds and draws us together. For Scabius sport presents no problems as he is wholly and utterly unsuited to it—he is uncoordinated, weak, inept—he could not kick a ball against a barn, let alone a barn door. Both Leeping and I have avoided the worst of this sports-mad school by carefully nurturing feigned illnesses: Leeping has migraines, I have a bad back. In this way, as far as rugby is concerned, the most and the worst I have to do is turn out once a week for the House XV in the school leagues. I play on the right wing: if I’m lucky an entire game can go by without my touching a ball or dirtying my knees.
But as I sit here now—and I imagine Peter and Ben contemplating their own tasks—a small, acute thrill of excitement runs through me. This is, in effect, exactly what the challenges were designed to do: we had to manipulate our penultimate, dreariest term of our school life into something more exciting and edifying. And who knows what gems we will provide for our Livre d’Or?
WEDNESDAY [23 JANUARY 1924]
The Lizard summoned me into his study tonight. He was drinking sherry from a tumbler and spent about ten minutes trying to light one of his biggest pipes—he must have had a couple of fistfuls of tobacco crammed into that bowl. Once he’d got the thing going (the air blue with smoke, sparks rising as he tamped down, with some sort of penknife device, his fuming shag), he said that H-D had spoken to him about Oxford and he—the Lizard—thought it an excellent idea that I try for the Griffud Rhys Bowen history scholarship at Jesus College, to which end he asked me if I had any Welsh blood in my veins. I said not as far as I knew, but there was Scottish family on my father’s side. “Ah, well,” he said, “you Celts seem to stick together. You’ll probably be fine.” He really is a loathsome old bigot.
25 JANUARY [1924]
Preliminary moves. The three of us went down to the Home Farm at afternoon break. Boys were encouraged to visit and “lend a hand,” as and when Clough (a solemn, dour man with half a mouthful of brown teeth) deemed it necessary. He met us in the farmyard and said bluntly that there wasn’t much call for help in January but, now we were asking, we could muck out the stables of his plough horses, seeing as his Tess was at the dentist in Norwich.
Tess! We could hardly keep our faces straight when, armed with shovels and pitchforks, we were led round to the stables, where half a dozen massive shire-horses stamped and chewed and swished their tails. As soon as Clough left so did Ben and I, leaving lovelorn Peter to await the return of the beautiful and mysterious Tess.
28 JANUARY [1924]
After Greek this morning I approached Younger, who is in the First XV, and, as casually as I could manage, asked him how the school team was doing and what its weaknesses were. He was a little surprised at this line of questioning coming from a notorious Bolshevik like me but was forthright enough in his replies. “Our pack’s the problem,” he said gloomily. “Our scrum’s not what it was, particularly the front row. All last year’s men have gone, you see.” I nodded sympathetically. What about the backs, I asked? “Oh, spoilt for choice,” he said. “Oozing with talent.”
It seems to me almost impossible, this challenge. In order to win my colours I must get a place in the First XV, which means, logically, I have first to find a place in the Second XV, from where I might have a chance, all being well, of being selected. Yet currently I am a reluctant wing three-quarter in the Soutar House XV, which resides third from bottom in the inter-house league table. It is clear I shall have to resort to nefarious ruses in order to succeed.
The same conclusion had obviously struck Leeping because—as we were enjoying a calming cigarette before the misery of Corps—he began to moan about his challenge and said I had to give him a helping hand. I agreed, but in return said I would need some favours from him, so we shook on it. We both considered that Scabius had far the easiest road. He was already established (“Thanks to us,” Leeping wisely observed) as an eager mucker-out at the Home Farm, and although he had yet to meet the delectable Tess (he’d had to leave before she returned from the dentist), it was inevitable that the encounter would occur—and then it was up to him.
29 JANUARY 1924
I had a double free period before tea and asked the Lizard if I could take a bus to Glympton7 to see Father Doig about a “religious matter.” The Lizard agreed instantly, the old toad. While I was waiting at the bus stop at the school gates—a vile, freezing day with an angled, sleety rain coming in off the sea—H-D pulled up in his motor, asked me where I was going and offered me a lift. He lives in Glympton, as it turns out, and he dropped me at the church door. He pointed out his house to me on the main street and invited me for tea after my “church business” was over.
Father Doig’s glee was almost disgusting when I told him I had a friend of “the Jewish persuasion” who wanted to convert to Catholicism. I said it had to be done with the utmost discretion because if this boy’s parents ever found out . . . etc., etc. Doig could hardly contain himself and said to tell this boy to telephone and he would arrange private instruction, absolutely no problem, not so much a pleasure as a duty and the rest. Doig is really rather a slovenly fellow—he always looks in need of a good shave and his fingernails on his smoking hand are an unpleasant yellow colour from the nicotine.
H-D, by contrast, is the quintessence of spic-and-span. He has a small, narrow, neat cottage giving on to a long, thin, neat garden at the rear. The front room was lined with bookshelves, the spines of the books all aligned like soldiers on parade, flush and precise. Everything on his writing desk was squared off: blotter, paper knife, pen rack. A good fire was burning efficiently in the grate, and H-D had changed into a cardigan and was wearing no tie. This was the first time I had ever seen him tieless.
He served me tea and fruit scones and hot buttered toast with a choice of three jams. I admired his pictures—mainly watercolours and drypoint etchings—looked at some of his prize books and talked about my latest essay (on King Lear), which I was rather pleased with but which he had pedantically ranked alpha-beta plus query plus. Then I noticed on his chimney piece a brass artillery shell casing, which was intricately worked with a complex embossed pattern. I asked him where he had bought it and he said it was a gift from a wounded French soldier he had befriended at a base hospital near Honfleur. As he talked it became clear from the context that he had also been convalescing at the same time from some wound or injury.
“Oh, so you were in the war, sir,” I said—a bit breezily, I admit.
“Yes. I was.”
“Whereabouts? What regiment?”
“I prefer not to talk about it, if you don’t mind, Mountstuart.”
And that was that—said very abruptly, too—and it rather took the edge off our cosy tea. With the mood now formal and somewhat chill I said I thought I had better catch the 4:30 to Abbeyhurst and he showed me to the door. You could see the spire of St. James’s from his small patch of front garden.
“Odd day to go to church,” he said.
“I had to see Father Doig on a personal matter.”
He looked at me fiercely and I wondered what I had said wrong this time.
“You’re a very intelligent boy, Mountstuart.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Do you believe in your god?”
“I suppose I do, sir.”
“I’ve never understood how a person of real intelligence can believe in a god. Or gods. It’s all balls, you know—complete balls. You must enlighten me one day. Ah, there’s your bus.”
Strange man, I thought on the way back. Not sexless, because he was leanly handsome enough, H-D, and sure of himself too. Very sure. Too uncompromising, really—perhaps that was it. Because it seems to me that to be human you have to be able to compromise. And sometimes there appears something inhuman about Mr. Holden-Dawes.
Good news on my return. A letter from Lucy, and Leeping told me he’d spoken to Beauchamp—who runs our house team—and I am to play in the scrum for our next match. As hooker. So it begins.
2 FEBRUARY [1924]
Scabius has finally met the elusive and ineffable Tess. They worked on some giant of a shire-horse preparing it for a show—grooming it, varnishing its hoofs, plaiting its mane and tail with ribbons and the rest, spending a whole afternoon together. So, what was she like, we asked? Really quite shy, Peter said. We reminded him we were indifferent to her personality; it was her physical charms that intrigued us. “Well, she’s quite small,” he said. “I tower over her. And she has this terrible frizzy corkscrew hair she’s ashamed of, always hiding it under hats and scarves. Quite well endowed in the bosom department, as far as I can tell. And she bites her nails, down to the quick.” They seem to have liked each other well enough, however, and she had invited him back to the farmhouse for tea.
Ben, in his turn, telephoned Father Doig and was told that, in the interests of absolute discretion, he should not come to the church at Glympton but rather meet in the house of one of his parishioners—a Mrs. Catesby, who happened to live in Abbeyhurst itself—at times convenient to Ben. Thus Ben’s first encounter with Father Doig and the Roman Catholic Church is arranged for next Saturday afternoon in Mrs. Catesby’s back parlour—a week from today.
In the meantime, I have played my first rugby match as hooker.
It was a wet, drizzly, cold afternoon as Soutar’s XV turned out on the south-east playing fields against Giffords’ XV. As both sides reluctantly stripped off and vaguely warmed up for the kick-off, it was apparent to me that we were the usual mix of lazy misfits, inept hearties and hopeless inadequates. Somewhere at the other end of the expanse of playing fields another match was going on and the routine shouts of encouragement and despair carried faintly to us over the sodden grass. We had one spectator, Mr. Whitt, our assistant housemaster and theoretical coach of the house side, who, after we kicked off, bellowed and screamed on the touchline as if he were at a cup final. The teams were equally matched in terms of their deficiencies: balls were dropped, tackles fluffed, penalties missed. At half-time the score was 3–0 to Giffords’.
I was slowly accustomizing myself to life in the scrum, which seemed mainly to involve galloping about the field chasing the ball (which I didn’t touch once in the first half). This herd-like meandering was interrupted by whistle blasts, when we would line up for a throw-in or a scrum down. The two packs would face each other and then interlock. We then became a 32-legged human beetle trying to evacuate an oval leather ball. I knew the two props on either side of me: improbably named Brown and Smith (Smith minor, in fact, Smith senior was head boy). Brown was a muddy enthusiast, tireless and full of get-up-and-go; Smith minor—who has truly distressing acne—is a miscreant poseur like me. It was strange to be in the curious dark cave of the scrum: so many heads and faces so close to each other, strange smells and exhalations, strange cheeks rubbing against yours, arms gripping your thighs, and the mixed shovings and heavings against your buttocks, aimless exhortations ringing in your ears, the scrumhalf with the ball screaming instructions (at, I suppose, me): “Ready, Soutar! Wheel right! Wheel right! Hold it! Coming, one, two, three!” And there was the sodden dirty ball at my feet and I would hack away trying to heel it out and back, sometimes succeeding, sometimes not, as everyone around me grunted and heaved and swore. This is not sport, I was thinking: give me my lonely, chilly isolation out on the left wing—at least there I could look at the landscape and the sky.
And then the ball would be out of the scrum. The shouts and instructions would become more distant and we would break out of our crab-like clinch, look around to see where the game was and lumber off in pursuit. I have to confess I was in a state of some despair as we neared the end of the match: I was filthy, covered in mud, exhausted and I had no real idea how the score had reached 9–all.
Then something happened in our half—a three-quarter kicked ahead and there was a fumble by the opposing fullback. Confusion, the ball over the line, fallen upon by one of the defending side. A tweet on the whistle and a drop-out on the twenty-five was ordered. Now I knew, from my perusal of the rule book, that it was one of the hooker’s duties to confront the kicker of the 25-yard drop-out, to face him down and distract him as best he could. So I jogged up to the opponents’ 25-yard line, my boots as heavy as a deep-sea diver’s, my breath coming in great hoarse pants and with steam rising, it appeared, from every part of my body, from my shoulders and my bare knees. I still don’t know what made me do it, but, as I saw their fly-half stepping up to take the drop-kick, I simultaneously flung myself up and forward, arms raised in a vain attempt, at the very least, to put him off his stride. It worked: he kicked badly, low and hard, not high and hanging, and the ball blasted into the side of my face with such velocity that it rebounded a good twenty yards, close enough to the enemy line for one of our nip-pier three-quarters to dart in, snatch the ball up and score under the posts. Try converted—five points—victory to Soutar’s, 14–9.
The side of my face was on fire. I remember that once my mother slapped me on the cheek for some misdemeanour and the same pulsing, peppery, eye-watering heat was the result. The scarred wet leather of the ball left a smarting red weal across my left cheek and on my forehead above the left eye: my face felt molten, my flesh prickly and seared.
People—teammates—were slapping me on the shoulders and on the back. Smith minor was shouting in my ear, “You mad bastard, you mad bastard!” We had won and my inadvertent block had brought the win about: and somehow the pain I was in diminished, magically. Even Whitt, pipe jutting, thin hair strands blowing wildly, called out, “Damned good effort, Mountstuart!”
Later, after I had showered and changed and the redness had faded to a blushing, warm pink, I was heading for our set when I encountered little Montague. “Well done, Mountstuart,” he said. “Well done for what, you filthy harlot,” I replied (uncharitably, I confess). “Well,” he said, “your charge-down. Everyone’s talking about it.”
My “charge-down” . . . So, this is how myths and legends are born. I realize now, with a small sense of absolute revelation, what the way ahead involves. The only possible route to the First XV and my colours is now revealed to me: I have to play with reckless, careless stupidity, the grossest foolhardiness. The more senseless I am, the more I risk life and limb, the more I will be recognized—and hailed. All I have to do is play rugby like a suicidal maniac.
5 FEBRUARY 1924
Letter from Mother announcing that the Mountstuart family will be going to Austria for Easter, to Bad Riegerbach, to be precise, where Father is to take the waters. “He has a sort of anaemia,” Mother writes, which is making him lose weight and become easily tired. So he is now officially ill, it is no longer just a confidential matter between him and me—but what, pray, is a “sort of anaemia”?
Ben has had his first session with Fr. Doig, which he described as “eerie.” Ben’s account sounded very Doig, to me, the man full of ill-concealed self-satisfaction at this potential scalp rather than displaying any concern to explore young Leeping’s religious doubts. They are to meet at least once a week at Mrs. Catesby’s. Ben said that Doig could not conceal his huge disappointment that he was a lapsed Jew. An Anglican was small beer. At least, he’d said to Ben, you look Jewish. I think he was expecting some sort of bearded rabbinical figure with long curls dangling around his ears. Ben thinks his challenge will now be a walkover, Doig is so desperate. We both agree I have the most onerous task of the three of us.
Wrote a Spenserian ode on loss of faith. Not very good. I quite liked the line: “When faith has died we must paint the colours on the sky.”
11 FEBRUARY 1924
Scabius, me, Lacey, Ridout, Sandal and Tothill all travelled to Oxford by train for our scholarship examinations. Eleven others went to Cambridge—Abbey boys have always been favoured by Cambridge colleges; but we are more of an unknown quantity in the City of Dreaming Spires. Peter and I deliberately lingered in the train until the last moment, so as to separate ourselves from the others, and then hired a pony and trap (more like a horse and cart) to take us and our luggage to our respective colleges. We were deposited on Broad Street— the Broad, as I must learn to call it—and Peter went to Balliol while I wandered up Turl Street with my suitcase looking for Jesus. As it happened I chose the wrong one (why do these colleges not post their names outside the main door?) and the porter at Lincoln, a surly brute, pointed me in the right direction.
Jesus was neither inspiring nor disappointing: two rather elegant small quadrangles and a perfectly acceptable chapel. But no college, however grand, could have looked its best on a damp and drizzly February afternoon—the sooty façades of the quads rendered almost black by the rain and the lawns tufty and unmown. I was shown to my rooms and I dined in hall. There seemed to be a lot of bearded, moustachioed, older undergraduates and I was told they were war veterans taking up their places at the university after their time in the army. I slipped out of college and went to Balliol to meet Peter but found the place firmly locked up. It’s a bad start for Oxford, in my opinion: it seems a gloomy, dirty, closed place. I feel I could find more kindred spirits at Abbey, it pains me to say. And Jesus, with all these mature men—like uncles, with their pipes and tweeds and facial hair—does not inspire. Perhaps Leeping is right: why do we want to waste three precious years of our life in these institutions?
12 FEBRUARY [1924]
A morning and afternoon spent taking the History papers, which seemed to pass off well enough. I answered questions on Palmerston’s second government, the French Revolution and Walpole’s financial reforms (dull stuff but full of arcane facts) and I think I gave a fair account of myself. After the afternoon paper I was summoned to meet the History fellow, Le Mayne—P. L. LE MAYNE, it said on his door. This was the “friend” H-D had talked about. He was a pugnacious, stocky, bearded man, and he looked me over with what can only be described as a mixture of distaste and mild curiosity.
“Holden-Dawes says we should take you come what may,” he said. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why should we take you, Abbey boy?”
I muttered a few platitudes—Oxford, distinguished college, huge privilege, the honour—but he cut me short.
“You’re losing it,” he said.
“Losing what?”
“What vestiges of good opinion I had of you—stimulated by James. Why do you want to read History at Oxford? Convince me.”
I don’t know what came over me—perhaps it was the sense that all was lost already, perhaps it was Le Mayne’s abrasive indifference, not to say his overt dislike of me, so I said, regardless: “I don’t give two far-things for history. The only reason I want to come to this depressing place is that it will give me time—time to write.”
Le Mayne groaned, threw his head back and stroked his beard.
“Heaven preserve me,” he said, “another bloody writer.”
I thought about walking out but decided to play this one through.
“I’m afraid so,” I said suddenly, freshly audacious. “Please don’t expect an apology.”
He was unperturbed and said nothing, glancing tiredly at me, and then shuffled through my examination papers.
“Oh, all right,” he said wearily. “You can go.”
Later. Scabius told me that he had met three fellows and had even shaken the hand of the Dean of Balliol, Urquhart, himself. I had been in Le Mayne’s room about five minutes, if that. It seems to me that my Oxford career isn’t even going to get to the starting line. Before I came here Father wrote to say that there was always a job in junior management at Foley’s. I think I would rather slash my wrists.
13 FEBRUARY [1924]
Peter and I found a public house down by the canal where we drank beer and ate bread and cheese before catching our train back to Norwich. Peter’s tutor had shaken his hand at the end of the interview and said he looked forward to seeing him in September. I saw Le Mayne cross the quad in the morning and he had looked right through me with no sign of recognition at all.
Writing this on the train back, fighting against a mounting sense of depression. Ridout and Tothill are playing gin rummy. Peter is asleep, confidently asleep. If I don’t get into Oxford, what will I do? Go to Paris with Ben? Join Father’s firm? It’s all too damnably frustrating. Thank God we had the foresight to set ourselves these challenges this term: it is almost shaming to say this, but, currently, the one thing in my life that I anticipate with some excitement is the prospect of the match tomorrow against O’Connor’s. Younger said he might come and watch. Could this be the first step?
14 FEBRUARY [1924]
Scabius and the lubricious Tess held hands for a few minutes as they walked along some path somewhere after lunch. Peter says she took his hand but he didn’t dare do anything else, then she had to release it when they reached a stile and that was that. I said it was an excellent sign and in future he should take more advantage of such opportunities.
Leeping meanwhile had a second meeting with Doig while we were away in Oxford (he says Mrs. Catesby is really quite charming) that did not go so smoothly: he says he thinks Doig is becoming suspicious of him already. “Why on earth?” I said. “He couldn’t wait to convert you.” “I think the problem is because I have no doubts,” Ben said. So I told him all he had to do was develop some doubts and Bob’s your uncle. But he couldn’t think of any convincing doubts, he said; he had no idea what a potential convert to Roman Catholicism would be doubtful about and so has asked me to suggest some. I think Transubstantiation is too obvious, safer to go with Purgatory and Hell, perhaps. Hell is always a bit of a poser. I’ll come up with something, something doctrinally meaty to soothe Doig, keep him happy.
My own progress continues with some genuine triumph. This afternoon’s house league match between Soutar’s and O’Connor’s was watched by both Younger and Brodrick (who’s also in the First XV). Towards the middle of the second half of an unexceptional game (we were leading 11–3) in which I’d done nothing of any real note, I was suddenly passed the ball and as I received it was upended in a tackle and dumped on my head. I must have been knocked out briefly because everything went black and, when I came to, play had moved on to the other end of the field on the O’Connor line.
I rose to my feet feeling suddenly nauseous and groggy, and, just as I did so, there was a break-out counter-attack from the O’Connor line in the shape of a fly-hack ahead. A whole group of forwards came pounding towards me, booting and dribbling the ball onwards as they went. Our fullback (a weedy fellow called Gilbert) tried to pounce on the ball and, naturally, missed, leaving me as the last line of defence.
I think I must have still been slightly stunned because, to my perception, everything appeared to be happening with precise and logical slowness. I could see the mass of O’Connor forwards thundering on and was aware of our team scampering back trying to make up lost ground. There was a big black-haired brute of a man leading the O’Connor charge who kicked the ball too eagerly in front of him and I saw, with absolute clarity, what I had to do. Somehow I urged my legs into action, ran forward and, just as he was about to kick the ball again, fell upon it and gathered it into my arms.
I heard the crack but felt no pain. I hugged the ball to my chest as bodies thudded heavily on top of me. The whistle blew. The big O’Connor forward (Hopkins? Pugh? Lewkovitch?—I can’t remember his name) was sobbing and moaning—he had broken his leg, badly: the normally straight line of his right shin below his sock now had a distorted kink in it. And blood, I quickly realized, was also streaming down my face. I managed to clamber to my feet and the referee tried to staunch the flow with his handkerchief as urgent calls were made for a stretcher to carry the injured man off. The game was abandoned.
At dinner this evening an ironic cheer went up from the house when I came in, my head bandaged (four stitches). It was not my own injury that drew the admiration of my fellows so much as the damage I had inadvertently done to my opponent. “He broke the other man’s leg, clean through” was the real symbol of my temporary renown rather than “He received a nasty gash above the eye.” Once again there was much gleeful banter about my alleged insanity, my death wish, my suicidal desire to die on the rugby field.
After dinner, Younger approached: I am to turn up for Second XV training as soon as the wound is healed. I can hardly believe that two matches were all it took to advance this far up the rugby ladder, but there you are—perhaps the school team needs an insane hooker. However, a vague worry has started up alongside my self-satisfaction: I have established, with amazing rapidity, a reputation for maniacal, self-destructive courage, and so far my single badge of honour is a really rather nasty cut, but I’m a little perturbed at the thought of future injuries I might incur in the line of this particular duty—I can hardly go all coy and sensible, now. Leeping joyfully predicts all manner of horrible fates—a broken spine, a coma, an ear ripped off. But, while I’m concerned, I know I have to go on. I am going to emerge victorious: I am going to win this challenge.
21 FEBRUARY 1924
Lucy’s letters to me seem either strangely abstract or maddeningly matter of fact. I write to her and talk about what happened between us at Xmas and the night in the golf club and she replies with a lengthy account of an evening of Gregorian chant she attended at St. Giles’s Cathedral. I write—poignantly, in the most heartfelt way—about how I miss her and how I detest my life in this school and she responds with detailed plans for her future life as an archaeologist or philosopher or— new, this—a veterinary surgeon.
Ben L. says his new-found doubts about Purgatory have worked wonders with Doig. They spent a whole afternoon debating over just how long he—Ben—would have to linger there after a lifetime of run-of-the-mill, suburban sinfulness. He says he finds my religion “positively bizarre” and is amazed at how seemingly well balanced I appear with all this mumbo-jumbo in my background. Yes, I said, it’s all balls, isn’t it. H-D would be proud of me.
It’s my birthday in a week—I’ll be eighteen. My only thoughts are of leaving school and beginning my life afresh at Oxford. I feel I cannot make any plans until I leave this place; it’s as if the years here have been some sort of tiresome, ultimately useless apprenticeship for the real thing that lies ahead. Indeed, these challenges prove the depths of my—our—boredom. This system has to be the most iniquitous and crippling way of educating the intelligent young (it may be wonderful for the stupid and backward young, for all I know)—four-fifths of the things I’m obliged to do here strike me as an utter waste of time. Without the company of my few friends, English Literature, History and the rare engagement with some higher mind (H-D) this school—and the expense it entails my parents—strikes me as a national scandal.
Parcel from Mother—the books I ordered: Baudelaire, De Quincey, Michael Arlen—and chocolate and a two-foot-long chorizo sausage. Do not forget, Logan Gonzago Mountstuart, your unique heritage. The sausage is delicious: hot, shouting with pepper and garlic—and irresistible. I was nibbling slices in chapel and I had this horrible feeling that a miasma of garlic was spreading along the pew. My cut is healing fast: I shall be back on the rugby field very soon. It has the makings of a rather interesting scar.
After morning chapel Peter and I had a couple of free periods so we went into Abbeyhurst and took tea and crumpets at Ma Hingley’s. Hot crumpets with butter and jam—what could be more ambrosial? The day I can’t enjoy these pleasures will signal some kind of death of the soul. The place was empty apart from a couple of local crones gossiping about their bunions and arthritis. Peter told me he thought he was falling in love with the delectable Tess. I refused to humour him: this is a test, a challenge, I said, something coldly objective—we have to keep feelings completely out of it. But Peter went mooning on about her sweet nature, her innate sensuality, her firm, full figure and how he feels this strange union with her when they work in silence on the horses. I probed a bit further. She prefers men’s clothes, it turns out, for stable work: cavalry twill trousers with elastic-sided ankle boots, and, beneath her jacket, wears braces. As he talked on I could see that it was this image of a girl turned stable lad that was stimulating him, it was the very absence of sexual allure that was arousing. I told him so and he seemed nonplussed. “You are two manual workers,” I said, “she sees you as some sort of farmhand, a fellow groom and equal. How can you ever become lovers if you allow this to go on?”
Then he confessed, or rather he blushed, and sipped his tea noisily. “She lets me kiss her,” he said, “when we finish. In fact it was Tess who made the first move. She lets me touch her breasts—but only when we finish with the horses.”
“Please don’t lie to me, Peter,” I said. “It’s too shaming.” But he protested and I could sense, from something in his demeanour, that he wasn’t lying. He swore to me that everything he said was true and this was why he had fallen in love with her. “She’s a bold, rare spirit,” he said, and I felt the sour, bilious grip of envy around my heart. Well, you’ve won the challenge, I told him, congratulations. All you have to do now is find a way of letting Ben and myself witness your lovemaking. He nodded seriously: he seemed truly relieved to have told me all this. In fact he seemed all at sea, lost in this strange romance with the farmer’s daughter. Ben and I had a good, sophisticated laugh about it all later, but I was aware that Ben was as surprised—and vaguely irritated—as I was. This sort of thing, this fantastic good luck, was not meant to happen to Peter—it was meant to happen to us. But we agreed we felt sorry for him: poor old Peter Scabius suddenly face to face with sex. Perhaps we have done him a favour.
25 FEBRUARY 1924
Second XV match against Uppingham. Freezing, icy day with a strong east wind. I was extra man and ran the touchline and brought on the quartered oranges at half-time. I suppose what I have achieved in these few short weeks is extraordinary enough (even the Lizard congratulated me for my “unforeseen sporting zeal”), but, as ever, my predominant emotion is one of disappointment. The Second XV hooker is a blond oafish fellow called fforde who, I’m sure, in the fullness of time, I could supplant: he doesn’t have anything like my dash, my insane audacity. But beyond him lies the First XV, whose hooker is a man called Vanderpoel—small, wiry, sporty—who is also captain of the squash team. The term has a few weeks to run and I wonder if I can possibly advance beyond the position I have reached now, if I could supplant a real athlete—I wonder if it is even worth trying . . . A horrible thought: could this be the pattern of my life ahead? Every ambition thwarted, every dream stillborn? But a second’s reflection tells me that what I’m currently experiencing is shared by all sentient, suffering human beings, except for the very, very few: the genuinely talented— the odd, rare genius—and, of course, the exceptionally lucky swine.
Peter Scabius, at the time of writing, seems extremely well placed in the second category. He has gone as far as to specify a location for the “witnessed kiss.” This will take place, according to him, the day after tomorrow on a bridle path in a wood near the farm—he will tell us exactly where to position ourselves. Ben, meanwhile, is as frustrated as I am: Doig has turned hostile again and has insisted that the meetings be moved from Mrs. Catesby’s to the rectory at St. James’s. Ben is convinced that this is merely a form of test, Doig’s thinking (transparent, according to Ben) working along the lines that if Ben is truly sincere then the effort of making his way to the rectory will not be an impediment.
H-D told me this afternoon that Le Mayne had found me “diffident, but with underlying charm and intelligence.” Stark nonsense: I cannot think of a more inaccurate description of my personality.
26 FEBRUARY 1924
Ben and I met after second tea and hurried off to observe the famous “witnessed kiss.” Peter had been very precise in his directions and we found the sunken lane—not too far from the Home Farm—and then the blasted oak and the small grassy hollow to its left-hand side. Ben and I hid some fifty yards off, higher up and well screened by dense leafless bushes with nasty thorns. We huddled in our overcoats and shared a cigarette, wondering how Peter might initiate the erotic moment. Ben, typically, had brought some opera glasses so we would have an excellent view. We talked also about our respective challenges and their respective disappointments but both agreed that they had been worthwhile exercises and had at least livened up, somewhat, the dullest, deadest term of the year. Mrs. Catesby, it transpired, has invited Ben for “tea and cake”—sans Doig, interestingly.
After a wait of about half an hour we saw Peter and Tess emerge from the direction of the lane. Peter spread his overcoat on the grass and they sat down with their backs to the blasted oak. Tess produced a packet of cigarettes and they both lit up—we could catch unintelligible snatches of their conversation and Tess’s rather deep (rather attractive) throaty laugh. A pale sun suddenly shone and the wintry scene took on the aspect of a modest bucolic idyll. They continued talking for a while—though the mood seemed to have gone more earnest, all laughter ceasing—and then Tess shrugged off her own coat and reached into Peter’s pocket for something.
It was his handkerchief, as it turned out, and then Ben—who was peering through the opera glasses—whispered, “I don’t believe it. She’s unbuttoning his flies.”
We watched in snatched five-second glimpses, Ben and I, as the solicitous Tess dug her hand into Peter’s open fly and fetched out his flaccid white penis. She then wrapped the handkerchief around it and proceeded to toss him off—which process seemed to last no more than thirty seconds (Peter with his head back, eyes screwed tight shut). When it was over Peter’s face registered more astonishment than rapture and when—the deed done—Tess handed him back his handkerchief, neatly folded into a thick two-inch square, he simply put it back in his coat pocket without a thought or a glance. Then they kissed for a while, lying back on the coat for about ten minutes or so, but Ben and I could no longer be bothered to watch: we were so astonished and both, we later concurred, so angry. Angry that we had dreamed up this challenge for Scabius (when we could have appropriated it for ourselves) and angry that he seemed to have carried it off so effortlessly— and with the bonus we had just witnessed being thrown in as the cherry on the sundae.
We left before they did, pushing our way through the snaggy undergrowth, as they rolled around on Peter’s coat petting each other, kissing and caressing. We both agreed that Scabius was the luckiest bastard in the school, not to say the British Isles.
Later. Peter could not keep the imbecilic smile off his face all through dinner. He kept leaning over and saying to us, “She touched it, actually touched it, took it in her hand.” We both paid him the pound that the winner was due—which leaves me seriously short of funds this term (I shall have to borrow off Ben). But both Ben and I agreed that we would persevere with our challenges, if only to preserve our integrity rather than out of any enthusiasm. This wasn’t just a bet—there is a more philosophical urgency and import to the whole enterprise. As we filed out of hall, Peter said that he was now “definitely in love” with Tess. I find the idea utterly disgusting.
29 FEBRUARY 1924
Ben arrived back early from his meeting with Doig in Glympton, saying that Doig had thrown him out. I reminded him that we had both made a pact to continue our challenges. “But Peter’s already won,” he said with some weariness. “I just couldn’t see the point of sitting there in front of that reprobate talking about angels and the Virgin Birth.”
Hard to disagree, I suppose. It turned out that Ben kept bringing the discussion back round to the priest’s vow of celibacy and the difficulties involved in maintaining it. Doig eventually lost his patience and told him to leave forthwith—Ben protesting all the time that if he felt a genuine calling for the priesthood then he had every right to examine all the pros and cons. He said Doig got in a fearful bate and practically hurled him out of the door.
Anyway, I told him I was going to persevere, come what may, and, now that he wasn’t doing anything perhaps he might be able to help me out: we only had a few weeks left of term and I still had to reach the First XV, let alone play well enough to earn my colours. He said he thought I was a mad fool, but if I wanted to continue I could count on his full and unswerving support.
SUNDAY [2 MARCH 1924]
After Mass, just as I was trying to slip away from the church unnoticed, Doig confronted me and drew me back into the shelter of the porch.
“What’s going on, Mountstuart,” he said, plainly furious, “with you and your Jewboy friend?”
“That’s not very charitable, Father,” I said.
“What’s your game, boy?”
“There’s no game.”
“Lying little gobshite.”
“Leeping was perfectly sincere in his desire to convert,” said I. “In fact I think he found you the disappointment. I’m thinking of writing to the bishop about your feeble proselytizing—”
Well, he really blew up at that and threatened to report me to the Lizard. I kept a straight and pious face throughout. When I told them about it, Ben and Peter awarded me another sub-magnificent. We all agreed it had been extremely droll.
After the row, while we were waiting at the bus stop for the bus back to Abbey, Holden-Dawes walked by with a young woman on his arm— quite a pretty young woman. I said “good morning” and he gave me his usual sardonic look, without, however, introducing me to his paramour. I watched them continue on their Sunday stroll, thinking it odd to see H-D with a female; I had always thought him quite sexless, somehow.
4TH MARCH [1924]
Ben said he had been making discreet inquiries about Vanderpoel, seeing if there were any possibilities for blackmail, but as far as he could tell the man was sinless and had no obvious passions for any of the sprats. I wondered if we could get little Montague to whore for us, but Ben wisely counselled caution—corruption of minors and the rest. Then I had my grand idea—not blackmail but bribery. I would bribe Vanderpoel to feign injury, thus opening up a gap in the first team for me. But how much money would we need to seduce the sinless Vanderpoel? Ben was commissioned to be my go-between.
Letter from Mother bringing pleasing news: Lucy is to join us on our Austrian jaunt. Mother suggests we can amuse ourselves “hiking up mountains.” What can she be talking about?
7TH MARCH [1924]
At last. I am selected as Second XV hooker for tomorrow’s match against Walcott Hall (fforde has fflu). Ben has been sounding out Vanderpoel and has discovered that he is not rich (his father is a barrister’s clerk, it turns out) but for all that thinks only the most munificent of bribes will tempt him. How munificent, I ask? Five guineas, Ben reckons. Disaster: even between us we can’t muster a third of that. I will write to Father and ask if I can borrow the money—if I can think of some convincing and worthy cause. On second thought I will write to Mother.
8TH MARCH [1924]
Somehow we beat Walcott Hall 64–0, some sort of school record. It appears their ranks were depleted by a chicken-pox epidemic and they had to fill places with the unfit and infirm. It was a joyous rout, actually, and I nearly scored myself, hauled down by three or four men just short of the line. The Second XV preen and strut about the school. fforde claims he will be fit and well by next Saturday but only a fool would change this winning team.
Lucy writes to say that she will come to Austria on the condition that our “romance fantasy” is understood to have terminated. I will write back reluctantly, with pleasing melancholy, to agree. Once I have her there all will be different. Scabius’s maddening success with the farmer’s daughter has emboldened and encouraged me. Lucy shall be mine.
To my vague surprise I find my thoughts turn more and more to next Saturday and I realize I am looking forward to the match—Harrow at home. I mustn’t lose any more of my Bolshevik spirit.
11TH MARCH [1924]
Ben and I cashed Mother’s postal order for five guineas (bless her: I said I wanted to buy Lucy a really special birthday present) and we treated ourselves to tea and anchovy toast at Ma Hingley’s. Ben said that Vanderpoel was willing to drop out for one match only but that he wanted to meet the person who was prepared to pay such a high price. “He suspects it’s you, of course. Or he might just think it’s that ass fforde, I suppose—you’ll have to do it.” He’s right, I have to admit. By the way, we drew 9–9 with Harrow; while our first team were thrashed 3–27—I sense my star is in the ascendant.
Ben told me he was going straight to Paris after school—it seems he’s been offered a job in an art gallery, and he wants to be a dealer. I felt a throb of jealousy: maybe Ben is right? Maybe we are fools to postpone our adult, proper lives by three years at varsity? Three years that, as far as I can see, might be just as frustrating as life at school . . .
The really pleasing news is that Clough has become suspicious of Peter and Tess’s closeness and has contrived to keep them apart. On his last three visits to the farm Peter has been occupied shredding mangelwurzels—or some such menial task (his hands are fearfully blistered)— with no sight of the delicious Tess to distract him or compensate. Ben and I privately rejoice—though I admit such an attitude reflects badly on us both.
Later. Went over to Foster’s after second prep to seek out Vanderpoel. He’s a pale-faced fellow with an unpleasant bulbous nose. We haggled a bit over the price and I was able to knock him down to £5.
“One game, mind you, that’s all,” he kept repeating, pocketing his fiver. Then he looked suspiciously at me: “Why’s it so important for you?”
“My father’s dying,” I said spontaneously. “He played rugby for . . . Scotland. It was his dearest wish to see me in the First XV. Following in his footsteps and all that. Before he went.”
Vanderpoel was so touched that he insisted I have my £5 back— which I naturally accepted (I will not tell Ben this, however). Vanderpoel assured me that he would “twist” his ankle or something during the Friday training session before the game. The match is against Oundle, he said—very rough bunch. “I’ll even suggest you replace me—not that peasant fforde. Don’t worry, Mountstuart, your old man will be proud of you.”
Why am I lying so much? To Mother, to Lucy, to Vanderpoel, to Ben . . . Is this normal, I wonder? Does everybody do it as much as me? Are our lives just the aggregate of the lies we’ve told? (“Lives”—the “v” is silent.) Is it possible to live reasonably without lying? Do lies form the natural foundation of all human relationships, the thread that stitches our individual selves together? I shall go and smoke a cigarette behind the squash courts and think more great thoughts.
13TH MARCH [1924]
Snow—a good six inches—and all sports are cancelled. Yet the newspapers say London is clear—it seems only to have snowed in wretched East Anglia. Why do I feel so frustrated by the thought of the Oundle match being postponed? Longing to get on the field—I must be turning into a true hearty. Vanderpoel sidled up to me in the cloisters and asked me how my father was. I was about to tell him to mind his own business when I remembered.
“Will he make it?” Vanderpoel asked.
“Make what?”
“Make it through to next weekend—or whenever the Oundle match is played?”
“I hope so. My mother says he’s clinging on.”
I did feel some real guilt about this—especially given that Father is actually ill. I worried that by placing him on death’s door like this I was imposing some sort of malign curse upon him. But then I say to myself: they’re only words I’ve uttered. Mere words are not going to accelerate or retard the course of an illness. Yet at house prayers this evening I prayed for him, the hypocrite that I am. How H-D would mock me: having my cake and eating it—like all lazy believers—routinely going through the motions of piety when it suits. Perhaps I should insist Vanderpoel take back the £5.
FRIDAY [22 MARCH 1924]
Worked like the proverbial charm. There we are training when Younger and, to my surprise, Barrowsmith trot over from the First XV pitch. “Mountstuart!” comes the cry. I jog over innocently. Vanderpoel’s lame, twisted his knee—are you up for the match tomorrow? “I’ll do my best,” I say modestly. “Good man!” says Barrowsmith, clapping me on the shoulder. Vague alarm at earning the Barrowboy’s approval. I had forgotten he was in the First XV—no Fenian bastard now.
Ben and Peter seem genuinely delighted for me—and not a little admiring, I think, at my dogged perseverance—and Ben vows he will break the habit of a lifetime and voluntarily watch a game of competitive sport. Peter told me he had had a clandestine meeting with Tess: her father has banned all contact between them (he, Peter, was close to tears as he told me this). He thinks Clough saw them holding hands. He talked wildly of staying in a boarding house in Norwich during the Easter vac in the hope they can surreptitiously meet. We urged him not to be such a fool.
Ben, on his part, said that Mrs. Catesby had written to him offering to give him private instruction in place of Doig. “I think she plans to seduce me,” Ben said. “What an odd lot you RCs are.” What’s she like, your Mrs. Catesby? I asked. “Sort of plump and powdery and pink,” he said, shuddering. “I’d rather sodomize little Montague.” Do you know, I think he would. We talked filth for a pleasant half hour.
EASTER SUNDAY [20 APRIL 1924]
BAD RIEGERBACH
I told Mother my arm was hurting and so have been excused from Easter service. She, Father and Lucy have taken the funicular down to the old town, where the church awaits their pieties. Immediately after they left I ordered a bottle of hock from Frau Dielendorfer and am already feeling better—nothing nicer than being pleasantly tight on a Sunday morning at 10:30—so I thought I would take up the journal again.
The portents for the match against Oundle could not have been better: a clear, sunny, sharp-shadowed day, a thin frost, which had melted by lunch time. In the changing room I could hardly hear the captain’s pep talk: I felt light-headed, as if there were too much oxygen fizzing around my blood vessels. I rubbed horse liniment on to my knees and thighs, stamped my boots upon the tiled floor and grinned at my teammates like an idiot. And when we ran out—and it seemed as if the entire school was on the touchline cheering—I thought (and I must be honest, here of all places) that my heart would burst it was beating so strongly.
The referee tossed a coin for the captains: we lost and prepared to face the kick-off. I jogged across the pitch to join my fellow forwards. From the touchline I heard Ben and Peter screaming my name and I gave them a quick, confident wave.
The whistle blew, the ball was kicked and lofted high in the air before falling directly towards me. I sensed, rather than saw, the charge of the opposing forwards and I caught the ball a second before the first three or four hit me. I had just enough time to tuck the ball under my right armpit and stick out my left arm to ward off the big second-row man who was now, suddenly, on top of me. He fell and then I ducked my head before the whole wave of Oundle forwards crashed against me.
I never felt a thing. The referee’s whistle blew and I found myself buried under a pile of bodies. Slowly they peeled off me, regaining their feet one by one. “Scrum down, knock on,” the referee said, and I realized I no longer had the ball. I felt winded, a little dazed by the series of collisions. Soon I was left lying on the ground alone and looked up, aware of Barrowsmith and some others looking down at me with concern. Then Younger (I think) said, “I say, Mountstuart, is your arm all right?” I looked: it definitely was not—my left forearm had a distinct hump in it, as if there was a golf ball under the skin, and it already looked oddly discoloured. I was helped to my feet, my right hand cupping my left elbow as if my arm were made of the most fragile and translucent porcelain. Then the pain began to surge and pulse and I felt myself stagger as yellow and green lights started to flash before my eyes. Shouts for a stretcher. All my sentient being seemed to contract and focus on that fracture in my shattered and agonized radius. I knew, even through my pain, that my rugby days were gone for ever.
WEDNESDAY, 23 APRIL
Lucy and I went to Innsbruck yesterday, largely at Mother’s behest, to which end she provided us with generous funds. It rained. We sat in a damp and dripping park, umbrellas open above our heads and listened to a military band play Strauss without much enthusiasm. I long to go to Vienna but Mother says it’s too far for a day trip. I long to hear Wagner at the opera house, see the Votive Church and stroll up the Korso. Innsbruck seemed very quiet with hardly any motors, just the clip-clop of horse carriages and the patter of the rain. Lucy was in a taciturn and uncommunicative mood so I asked her what was wrong. She said there was no fun to be had wandering around a new and strange town with a companion who had his arm in a sling. I protested: it was hardly my fault, I said, it was not as if I was trying to start a new fashion trend, for silk waistcoats or multi-coloured berets, or such like. “People will think I’m your nurse,” she said. Preposterous. What a wayward and difficult girl she can be.
Eventually we decided to go to a café for shelter and found one with a glass veranda where we drank interminable cups of coffee. Lucy wrote postcards while I struggled with my Rilke. I would like to speak German but it seems so fearfully complicated: if only there were a way of arriving at moderate fluency (it’s all I ask) with minimum effort. Perhaps I’m not a linguist . . . I developed a sudden longing for English food: veal and ham pie, shoulder of mutton with onions, jam pudding. We ate a cake and decided to go back early.
At the pension there was no sign of Mother. So Lucy and I walked over to the sanatorium to greet Father after his day of baths and scrubs and saltwater showers. When he emerges from these sessions he gives off the illusion of good health for a short while, almost glowing, red spots on his cheeks, his eyes bright. But I have to say he has become noticeably thinner since last vac and in the morning he looks gaunt and tired. He finds it almost impossible to sleep, he says, from the strange pressures in his lungs. He still has a healthy appetite, though, tucking into Frau Dielendorfer’s slabs of cheese, ham, and rye bread with what seems desperate hunger.
Then we saw a curious sight. As we approached the main portico of the sanatorium (it looks like the entrance to a provincial art gallery) we saw that Mother was there, waiting, but on the steps beside her stood a tall man, in a macintosh and a Homburg, and they were talking to each other with some urgency. He left as we drew near. Mother was obviously very surprised to see us back so early from Innsbruck. She cannot feign unconcern, Mother—anger, yes, indifference, no.
“What’re you doing here?” she said, cross, despite her best efforts. “You go to Innsbruck for two hours? What a wasting.”
“Who was that man?” I asked, somewhat audaciously, I admit. “A doctor?”
“No. Yes. Of a sort, yes. A, ah, physician. Yes. I was asking him some advice. Very helpful.”
Her lying was so inept it was all we could do not to laugh. Later, comparing suspicions and intuitions, Lucy and I both agreed he was an admirer. Lucy’s mood, I’m glad to report, improved at the discovery of this subterfuge. We played dominoes in the lounge and she let me kiss her (cheek only) when she said goodnight.
FRIDAY, 25 APRIL
Spent the morning effortfully pushing Father in his bath chair through the streets of Bad Riegerbach. A bath chair can be an unconscionably difficult thing to steer if you only have one hand to provide the power. Father worked the wheels as best he could but I asked him to stop, as all his energies being expended in this way rather defeated the purpose of having him in the chair in the first place. So I parked him in the small square by the post office and I read him articles out of last Wednesday’s Times. He was well wrapped up and the day was not cold, but every time I glanced up at him he looked pinched and uncomfortable.
I asked him from time to time how he was feeling and his replies never varied: “Absolutely tip-top,” “Right as rain.” My mood kept surging from ineffable sadness to huge irritation. Sad that his son was obliged to push him about in a fauteuil roulant, irritated that I should be spending my precious time thus engaged. And yet I can’t remain angry with him for long. I was furious with him when we arrived for presenting Frau Dielendorfer with a gift package of Foley’s potted meats, corned beef, hams in aspic and such like. I said to him, Father, we are not travelling salesmen, there is no need to disperse Foley’s products around Europe. Don’t be so pretentious, Logan, was all he replied and I felt very ashamed. I apologized to him later—he has this effect on me.
Mother had told me to take Father out for a “good three hours,” but when we returned to the pension, Mother was away. “She’s been out all morning,” Lucy said, “left immediately after you did.” Father was served some soup and then hauled himself up the stairs for a nap. For the first time an awful foreboding strikes me that he may never be fully well again and I feel angry at myself for my chronic inability to think more often of others and how they may be feeling.
I am writing this in the pension’s drawing room, alone, listening to Brahms’s first piano concerto on the gramophone. The adagio is reliably calming and contemplating its serene beauty I find myself wondering why Lucy has turned not cold, exactly, but lukewarm towards me. I tried to take her hand in the train back from Innsbruck but she snatched it away. And yet five minutes later she was chatting away (about her father’s new hobby: lepidoptery) as if we were the best and oldest of friends. But I don’t want to be her “friend”: I want to be her lover.
SATURDAY, 26 APRIL
Father back to the sanatorium routine for baths of boiling mud and gallons of sulphurous water and God knows what else. Lucy came to my room after breakfast and said to my surprise that she had formulated a plan—which we duly carried out. We told Mother we were going to take the train to Lans, where there was a local festival (a festival of what, we did not specify: it could have been a festival of lederhosen for all Mother cared)—Mother thought it an excellent idea. So we had Franz, the head waiter and general factotum, drive us down to the station in the pony and trap, whereupon, as soon as he had left us, we took the funicular back up to the old town.
We waited in a souvenir shop with a view of the pension, pretending to choose postcards for a good half hour before Mother emerged, splendidly got up in her sable coat (“See!” hissed Lucy) and wearing a hat with a veil. She hurried past the sanatorium and went into the Goldener Hirsch Hotel. Lucy and I gave her five minutes before we wandered casually into the lobby. We spotted her almost immediately in the residents’ lounge, at the far end, half obscured by a potted palm. She was leaning forward in her armchair talking to the tall, lanky man we’d seen outside the sanatorium.
Lucy called a bellboy over and discreetly indicated the man. “Would you tell Mr. Johnson that I’m here to see him,” she said. The bellboy immediately corrected her: that’s not Mr. Johnson, he said. That’s Mr. Prendergast. From America. Lucy apologized for her error and we left.
I have to say I feel strangely neutral about Mother’s behaviour—I was more impressed by the guileful way Lucy discovered Prendergast’s name. But I have to accept the fact—Lucy refuses to admit any other interpretation—that in the midst of my father’s illness his wife seems to have taken up with an admirer.
TUESDAY, 29 APRIL
Sitting at lunch today I watched my father slowly masticating a chunk of Frau Dielendorfer’s roast veal. He caught me looking at him and automatically gave his faint apologetic smile, as if he’d been doing something wrong. I felt a spasm of hurt on his behalf and also felt tears warm my eyes. Mother was in rampant, unstoppable form, in loud debate with Lucy. They were arguing about polka-dots for some reason, Mother claiming that no one over the age of ten should be allowed to wear them. “Otherwise for servants or dancers,” she said. This was harsh, as Lucy was actually wearing a yellow polka-dotted blouse (in which she looked very fetching, I thought). Mother declaimed on, allowing that polka-dots were suitable for circus clowns as well. Father looked over at me again and winked. Suddenly, I knew he was going to die soon.
FRIDAY, 16 MAY
ABBEY
I thought H-D was more than usually patronizing today when he complimented me on my history exhibition to Jesus College. You would have thought from his self-congratulatory attitude that he’d purchased the place for me himself as one used to purchase a commission in the army. I told you Jesus was the college for you, didn’t I? And so on, as if he’d done me some great seigneurial favour. I said, without the slightest hint of a smile, “I couldn’t have done it without you, sir. Thank you so much, sir.” I think he got the message. By way of apologizing he invited me for tea at his cottage Sunday, promising to tell me more of Le Mayne.
Peter has his place at Balliol confirmed so at least there will be one fellow spirit at Oxford. We went into the woods during sports for a calming cigarette. We both think it strange and something of a shame that Ben is so dead set against varsity. Mind you, I said, given the choice between Paris and Oxford I don’t think I’d hesitate long. We decided that Ben must have some form of private income, though we couldn’t calculate how much. Clearly it wasn’t a fortune or he wouldn’t need to get a job. “Just enough not to worry,” Peter said ruefully. The thought of having to earn a living one day does seem somewhat alien just now, but we both agreed we couldn’t wait to leave Abbey. I said I’ll probably end up a schoolteacher and asked Peter what he dreamed of becoming. “A famous novelist,” he said. “Like Michael Arlen or Arnold Bennett with his yacht.” This took me back somewhat. Peter a writer? The mind does boggle.
The summer term seems to stretch ahead interminably. I realize, with hindsight, how invigorating the “challenges” had been, how they had transformed the boredom and banality of our life at school. H-D lent me a poem called The Waste Land by Eliot, advising me to read it. There were some rather beautiful lines but the rest was incomprehensible. If I want music in verse I’ll stick to Verlaine, thank you very much.
SATURDAY, 17 MAY
At Corps Sergeant Tozer was in a fearful bate. He looked like he was about to explode as he shouted and screamed at us on the parade ground. We are intrigued by Tozer—we find him droll—so we take every opportunity to ask him about the war and how many Germans he had killed. He’s always very vague about the exact figure but gives the impression it was many dozen. Obviously he was nowhere near the front line. Today I told him I’d been in Austria for the vac and that Karl, the major-domo at the pension, had been in the war too—“opposite British troops.”
“What’s that got to do with the price of beer, Mountstuart?”
“I mean it’s funny to think you might have faced each other, sir, across no-man’s-land.”
“Funny?”
“You could have been shooting at him and he at you.”
“Or,” Ben chipped in, “when you attacked the German lines you might have come face to face.”
“I’d have given him short shrift, I tell you. Bloody Huns.”
“You’d have had his guts for garters, wouldn’t you, sir?”
“Damn right.”
“You’d have had your bayonet in his tripes soon as look at him, eh, sir?”
“I’d do whatever I had to do, Leeping.”
“Kill or be killed, sir.”
We can and do keep this sort of banter going for ages and as a result Tozer likes us and gives us soft jobs. But he was in a state today because the night exercise was looming and he saw what a feckless bunch we were (Abbey is taking on St. Edmund’s). Ben says ragging is not enough: we have to come up with a memorable act of sabotage.
MONDAY, 19 MAY
I cycled out to Glympton. Still hot—a summery heat but with, somewhere, a layer of spring freshness lingering. We sat in deckchairs in the sun in Holden-Dawes’s back garden and ate sponge cake and drank tea. I complimented H-D on the cake and asked him where he’d bought it. He said he’d baked it himself and somehow I don’t think he was lying. He asked me what I thought of The Waste Land poem and I said I thought it was somewhat pretentious. He found that very amusing. When he asked me what poetry I preferred I told him I’d been reading Rilke—in German. “And you think that’s not pretentious?” he said—then he apologized. “I look forward to reading your own work,” he said. I asked him how he knew I wanted to write and he said that it was just a wise guess—and then admitted that Le Mayne had told him what I’d said at my interview.
“Show anything you do to Le Mayne,” he said. “He’ll be honest with you. And that’s what you need when you’re beginning more than anything—honesty.”
“What about you, sir?” I said suddenly, spontaneously. “Could I show you something?”
“Oh, I’m just a humble schoolmaster,” he said. “Once you go up to Oxford you’ll forget all about us.”
“You’re probably right,” I said. I didn’t mean this but H-D brings this sort of thing out in me. He leads you on and then abruptly rebuffs you; seems to admit you into the circle of his affections and then slams the door in your face. It’s happened too many times to me now and I see it coming—so I say something hard and callous just to let him know. All it did was make him laugh again.
Then the doorbell rang and he came back out into the garden with the woman I’d seen him with before, last term, at the bus stop. She was pretty and dark with very arched, pronounced eyebrows. He introduced her as Cynthia Goldberg.
“And this is Logan Mountstuart,” he said. “We expect great things of him.”
She looked at me keenly and then turned to H-D.
“James! What a terrible burden to place on anyone,” she said. “I shall be scanning the newspapers for the rest of my life.”
“Mountstuart needs burdens,” H-D said.
“He said, as the camel’s back snapped,” I added.
They both laughed at this and for an instant I felt ridiculously pleased and sophisticated, making these adults laugh, as if I were an equal with them, and I sensed a sudden warmth for H-D and his ironic, distanced interest in me. Maybe he was right: this was the only way a master could develop a relationship with one of his charges— goading, provocative, testing, but genuine for all that.
And I was impressed with Cynthia Goldberg, my God. H-D went to fetch some sherry and she offered me a cigarette. I almost dared to accept it but declined, explaining the school rule.
“Don’t you let your boys smoke?” she asked when H-D reappeared. “Poor Logan says he’s not allowed.”
“Poor Logan smokes enough, as it is. Here–” He handed me a glass of pale sherry. He raised his own in congratulation and explained about my exhibition to Jesus. We clinked glasses. Cynthia said, eyes mockingly narrow, “And clever with it, I see.”
It was a rather magical time that afternoon. H-D lit a pipe, Cynthia smoked her cigarette and I drank three glasses of sherry as we talked about this and that. The late sun lit the new leaves on the apple trees from behind, turning them a glowing lime green, and the swifts began to swoop and swerve above our heads. Cynthia Goldberg is a concert pianist—“a poor and striving one,” she said. I find her profoundly, stirringly beautiful—intelligent, worldly, gifted. Oh for a world that contains Cynthia Goldbergs! I feel a growing jealousy for H-D—that he knows her, that she’s a part of his life (Are they lovers? Can they be?). And what will she remember of our encounter? Nothing, probably. Who? Mount-what? Oh, the schoolboy. A schoolboy. Jesus Christ, I have to start my real life soon, before I die of boredom and frustration.
FRIDAY, 23 MAY
Peter, who has not seen the toothsome Tess for weeks, has finally managed to construct a means of communication. They leave notes for each other behind a loose brick of an old gatepost. He is trying to arrange a rendezvous as far away from Abbey as possible and together we have come up with the idea that it might be best achieved during the night exercise which, according to Tozer, is due to take place in the woodland around Ringford. Ben quizzed a school gardener who lived in Heringham and he said there was a nice pub in Ringford called the Lamb and Flag. Peter left a note in the gatepost urging Tess to meet him in the Lamb and Flag at 9:30 p.m. on the 5th of June. Peter invited us along as well—which I thought was unduly civil of him, but there you go.
The school play was last night, I forgot to mention. Volpone — wretchedly bad. Cassell says he has a place at Christ Church—perhaps Oxford won’t be so grim after all.
THURSDAY, 29 MAY
Sergeant Tozer, bless him, has given us a wonderfully idle role in the night exercise: six of us are to guard a signal box on the branch line to Ringford, somewhere on the left flank of the Abbey defence. The section is under the command of a man called Crowhurst-Joyce (a corporal) and the other two are a couple of fifth formers from Swinton’s—all malleable, Ben thinks, though I’m a little worried about Crowhurst-Joyce—he has a little too much military zeal and I don’t think he’ll be easily suborned. It might not be quite so easy to slip away.
At Corps today Tozer was all fire and brimstone. Abbey was meant to be defending a notional ammunition dump that St. Edmund’s would try to capture. Tozer was disappointed to have been cast in a defensive role, but, as he kept repeating as though he’d forged the axiom himself, “The best means of defence is attack.” Aggressive patrolling would be Abbey’s secret weapon, he insisted; in this way we’d stop them as far off as possible, never let them get close.
“How ‘aggressive’ is aggressive, sir?” Ben asked, with due eagerness.
“Use your initiative, Leeping.”
“What—even up to a mile in front of our positions?”
“The aim, boy, is to sow confusion in the enemy ranks.”
“So the sooner our aggressive patrols make contact the better.”
“Catch on fast, Scabius.”
We carried on for another minute or two—as much for Crowhurst-Joyce’s benefit as anyone else’s—ensuring that the idea of aggressive patrolling was firmly established in everyone’s mind.
THURSDAY, 5TH JUNE
Well it all worked like a charm—at first. We were paraded after luncheon and issued with our rifles and ten rounds each of blank ammunition. Then Mr. Gregory, who looked a sad sight in his uniform (How did he ever become a captain?), lectured us on the importance of what we were about to do. “This is not a game,” he kept repeating. “You boys may be called upon one day to fight for your country. What you learn here will stand you in excellent stead.” Then we were all bussed out to Ringford Woods—which turned out to be a mixture of patches of oak and elm coppices, scrubby heath land and some newish plantations of conifers.
The signal-box section were dropped off at the branch line. The box itself stood high on an embankment from where we were afforded a good view of the countryside to the south—whence the St. Edmund’s forces would be advancing. Our brief was that, if we saw any St. Edmund’s activity, we were to send a runner back to base and an aggressive patrol would be dispatched to intercept. Crowhurst-Joyce had been issued with a pair of binoculars.
It was a coolish overcast afternoon and evening. We lay about the embankment (under the amused and curious eye of the signalman— who obligingly brewed us up some tea) with someone always scrutinizing the woods and fields beyond. Studying the map we had been issued with, we reckoned we were about a half-hour walk from Ringford and the Lamb and Flag.
At about 7:30—the first hint of dusk coming upon us—Ben, who had the binoculars, said he had spotted some movement at the fringe of a stand of elms. Crowhurst-Joyce scampered over and peered through the lenses. “Can’t see anything,” he said.
“No, there was about a dozen or so,” Ben insisted. “I just got a glimpse of them.”
“I volunteer to go and check,” I said.
“You can’t go alone,” Peter said. “I’ll come with you.”
“We’ll all go,” Ben said. “I’ll show you exactly where they were.”
“Hang on–” Crowhurst-Joyce said, sensing his authority being threatened.
“We won’t engage,” Ben said. “We’ll scout, then report back. Then you can send one of these sprogs back to Gregory.”
“But I’m in charge of this section,” Crowhurst-Joyce whined.
“You’re still in charge, Crowhurst,” I said. “But remember Tozer said we should use our initiative.”
“You’ll get the credit,” Ben said. “Don’t worry.”
So we picked up our rifles, crossed the tracks and slithered down the other side of the embankment and headed into the woods. As soon as we were lost to sight we circled round and rejoined the branch line—a quarter of a mile or so down from the signal box—and tramped on down it until we could see the church spire of Ringford in the distance. Our plan—to explain our non-appearance in the night exercise, or if we were discovered—was to say we had got lost in the woods and had decided to rejoin the main unit, only to become further lost as night closed in. We hid our rifles in a bramble bush and unwound our puttees. We had our own shirts on under our tunics and our own ties in our kitbags. We looked a little odd, I had to admit: not quite soldiers but not quite bona fide civilians either. But Ben said no publican was going to query our outfits: we certainly didn’t look like schoolboys, and we were hardly deserters. We made Peter discard his tunic just to differentiate ourselves somewhat, then pushed on through a hedge and on to a lane that led into Ringford. We were ensconced at a table in the Lamb and Flag by 8:20.
It was quite a nice pub, the Lamb and Flag, not too busy, and we had pickled eggs and sardine sandwiches with our pints of bitter. We did attract a few strange glances from some of the regulars as one or other of us went to the bar for replenishments—our khaki trousers and hobnail boots did rather signal “military,” I thought—but nobody queried our presence. The landlord asked us if we were anything to do with the archaeological dig at Little Bradgate and Ben said, very smartly, that we were on our way there to lend a hand, so that seemed to settle the question of our identity.
Tess arrived early, just before 9:00, and asked for a port and lemon. Ben and I both went to the bar to fetch the drinks to allow the love-birds a moment alone. When we returned they were sitting squeezed up against each other, holding hands.
This was as close as we had ever been to Tess and, given we had witnessed her tender ministrations, both Ben and I could hardly conceal our curiosity. She was a quiet plumpish girl with a pale square face and the slightest hint of dark downy hair on her upper lip and a slightly more luxuriant silkiness upon what we could see of her forearms. When Peter introduced us she said, in a quiet voice, “How do?” to each of us, her eyes lowered demurely.
She and Peter talked to each other in hurried, almost inaudible voices. I could tell from the pitch and timbre of her words that she was tense—a crisis brewing at the Home Farm—and that whatever they were planning clearly was of some urgency. Ben and I went back to the bar for our third pint. By now I was feeling a little tight.
“Look at them,” I said. “I can’t believe it. It’s like a dream.”
“A bad dream,” Ben said. “How did Peter end up with this wench? What’ve we done for him, Logan? What did we think we were playing at?”
We talked on resentfully, glancing round from time to time, not bothering to conceal our jealousy from each other. I looked at Peter, almost with hatred, as he sat there holding hands with his sturdy country girl.
“I can’t take much more of this,” I said.
Ben looked at his watch. “Ten to ten,” he said. “Better telephone school and tell them we’re lost.”
Then the door of the pub swung open and Captain Gregory and Sergeant Tozer walked in.
FRIDAY, 6 JUNE
In half an hour I’m up before the Lizard. We have been separated, like prisoners, and have each been moved into new studies. I feel curiously indifferent about my fate—in fact I think I’d rather like to be expelled. Ben feels the same: the sooner he goes to Paris the better, he said, and invited me to join him. Only Peter is in a state of shock, terrified as to what his father might do if he were sacked.
The only bit of luck we had was that Tess was not discovered. Peter had leapt away from her the minute he spotted Tozer and Gregory (who were making for us at the bar) and, besides, they would never have dreamed there could have been a girl with us. They were in a filthy mood: St. Edmund’s had captured the Abbey ammunition dump with conspicuous ease.
Things became worse when we couldn’t find the bramble bush beneath which we’d hidden our rifles and Tozer swore vilely at us until Gregory asked him to stop.
Parker has just poked his snouty face round the door and has said that the Lizard will see me now.
Later. I am going to be controlled about this. I am going to set down the facts and record the sequence of events as they unfolded while they are fresh in my mind. I must never forget this, I must never forget what happened.
I knocked and was summoned in. The Lizard was standing looking mournfully out of the window, his pipe going hard. He puffed steadily as I stood there and I could hear his lips making unpleasant little popping sounds like a gas mantle not firing properly.
“I’ve bad news for you, Mountstuart,” he said, still looking out of the window. “But I’m not going to sack you—nor Leeping and Scabius. I would have to sack all three of you. I can’t sack two and not the third.”
“Yes, sir.” I wanted to say something audacious, something devil-may-care, something haughtily indifferent—but I couldn’t think of anything.
“The bad news I have to tell you prevents me from sacking you, you see.”
I knew before he uttered the words.
He turned. “I’m sorry to say that your father died this morning.”
And then the stinking FUCKING bastard flogged me. Twelve strokes of the cane. He told me I was gated for the rest of the term and I would be charged with the cost of replacing the missing rifle. Then he opened the door of his study and showed me out. He never uttered one further word of sympathy. I hope he dies in pain and rots in hell.
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