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	AUTHOR’S NOTE

	I am very grateful to the Belgian literary organization Het Beschrijf for a month’s residency in the Passa Porta writers’ apartment in Brussels, where part of this novel was written.





	ONE

	“Two Acres”
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	SHE’D BEEN LYING in the hammock reading poetry for over an hour. It wasn’t easy: she was thinking all the while about George coming back with Cecil, and she kept sliding down, in small half-willing surrenders, till she was in a heap, with the book held tiringly above her face. Now the light was going, and the words began to hide among themselves on the page. She wanted to get a look at Cecil, to drink him in for a minute before he saw her, and was introduced, and asked her what she was reading. But he must have missed his train, or at least his connection: she saw him pacing the long platform at Harrow and Wealdstone, and rather regretting he’d come. Five minutes later, as the sunset sky turned pink above the rockery, it began to seem possible that something worse had happened. With sudden grave excitement she pictured the arrival of a telegram, and the news being passed round; imagined weeping pretty wildly; then saw herself describing the occasion to someone, many years later, though still without quite deciding what the news had been.

	In the sitting-room the lamps were being lit, and through the open window she could hear her mother talking to Mrs. Kalbeck, who had come to tea, and who tended to stay, having no one to get back for. The glow across the path made the garden suddenly lonelier. Daphne slipped out of the hammock, put on her shoes, and forgot about her books. She started towards the house, but something in the time of day held her, with its hint of a mystery she had so far overlooked: it drew her down the lawn, past the rockery, where the pond that reflected the trees in silhouette had grown as deep as the white sky. It was the long still moment when the hedges and borders turned dusky and vague, but anything she looked at closely, a rose, a begonia, a glossy laurel leaf, seemed to give itself back to the day with a secret throb of colour.

	She heard a faint familiar sound, the knock of the broken gate against the post at the bottom of the garden; and then an unfamiliar voice, with an edge to it, and then George’s laugh. He must have brought Cecil the other way, through the Priory and the woods. Daphne ran up the narrow half-hidden steps in the rockery and from the top she could just make them out in the spinney below. She couldn’t really hear what they were saying, but she was disconcerted by Cecil’s voice; it seemed so quickly and decisively to take control of their garden and their house and the whole of the coming weekend. It was an excitable voice that seemed to say it didn’t care who heard it, but in its tone there was also something mocking and superior. She looked back at the house, the dark mass of the roof and the chimney-stacks against the sky, the lamp-lit windows under low eaves, and thought about Monday, and the life they would pick up again very readily after Cecil had gone.

	Under the trees the dusk was deeper, and their little wood seemed interestingly larger. The boys were dawdling, for all Cecil’s note of impatience. Their pale clothes, the rim of George’s boater, caught the failing light as they moved slowly between the birch-trunks, but their faces were hard to make out. George had stopped and was poking at something with his foot, Cecil, taller, standing close beside him, as if to share his view of it. She went cautiously towards them, and it took her a moment to realize that they were quite unaware of her; she stood still, smiling awkwardly, let out an anxious gasp, and then, mystified and excited, began to explore her position. She knew that Cecil was a guest and too grown-up to play a trick on, though George was surely in her power. But having the power, she couldn’t think what to do with it. Now Cecil had his hand on George’s shoulder, as if consoling him, though he was laughing too, more quietly than before; the curves of their two hats nudged and overlapped. She thought there was something nice in Cecil’s laugh, after all, a little whinny of good fun, even if, as so often, she was not included in the joke. Then Cecil raised his head and saw her and said, “Oh, hello!” as if they’d already met several times and enjoyed it.

	George was confused for a second, peered at her as he quickly buttoned his jacket, and said, “Cecil missed his train,” rather sharply.

	“Well, clearly,” said Daphne, who chose a certain dryness of tone against the constant queasy likelihood of being teased.

	“And then of course I had to see Middlesex,” said Cecil, coming forward and shaking her hand. “We seem to have tramped over much of the county.”

	“He brought you the country way,” said Daphne. “There’s the country way, and the suburban way, which doesn’t create such a fine impression. You just go straight up Stanmore Hill.”

	George wheezed with embarrassment, and also a kind of relief. “There, Cess, you’ve met my sister.”

	Cecil’s hand, hot and hard, was still gripping hers, in a frank, convivial way. It was a large hand, and somehow unfeeling; a hand more used to gripping oars and ropes than the slender fingers of sixteen-year-old girls. She took in his smell, of sweat and grass, the sourness of his breath. When she started to pull her fingers out, he squeezed again, for a second or two, before releasing her. She didn’t like the sensation, but in the minute that followed she found that her hand held the memory of his hand, and half-wanted to reach out through the shadows and touch it again.

	“I was reading poetry,” she said, “but I’m afraid it grew too dark to see.”

	“Ah!” said Cecil, with his quick high laugh, that was almost a snigger; but she sensed he was looking at her kindly. In the late dusk they had to peer closely to be sure of each other’s expressions; it made them seem particularly interested in each other. “Which poet?”

	She had Tennyson’s poems, and also the Granta, with three of Cecil’s own poems in it, “Corley,” “Dawn at Corley” and “Corley: Dusk.” She said, “Oh, Alfred, Lord Tennyson.”

	Cecil nodded slowly and seemed amused by searching for the kind and lively thing to say. “Do you find he still holds up?” he said.

	“Oh yes,” said Daphne firmly, and then wondered if she’d understood the question. She glanced between the lines of trees, but with a sense of other shadowy perspectives, the kind of Cambridge talk that George often treated them to, where things were insisted on that couldn’t possibly be meant. It was a refinement of teasing, where you were never told why your answer was wrong. “We all love Tennyson here,” she said, “at ‘Two Acres.’ ”

	Now Cecil’s eyes seemed very playful, under the broad peak of his cap. “Then I can see we shall get on,” he said. “Let’s all read out our favourite poems—if you like to read aloud.”

	“Oh yes!” said Daphne, excited already, though she’d never heard Hubert read out anything except a letter in The Times that he agreed with. “Which is your favourite?” she said, with a moment’s worry that she wouldn’t have heard of it.

	Cecil smiled at them both, savouring his power of choice, and said, “Well, you’ll find out when I read it to you.”

	“I hope it’s not ‘The Lady of Shalott,’ ” said Daphne.

	“Oh, I like ‘The Lady of Shalott.’ ”

	“I mean, that’s my favourite,” said Daphne.

	George said, “Well, come up and meet Mother,” spreading his arms to shepherd them.

	“And Mrs. Kalbeck’s here too,” said Daphne, “by the way.”

	“Then we’ll try and get rid of her,” said George.

	“Well, you can try …,” said Daphne.

	“I’m already feeling sorry for Mrs. Kalbeck,” said Cecil, “whoever she may be.”

	“She’s a big black beetle,” said George, “who took Mother to Germany last year, and hasn’t let go of her since.”

	“She’s a German widow,” said Daphne, with a note of sad realism and a pitying shake of the head. She found Cecil had spread his arms too and, hardly thinking, she did the same; for a moment they seemed united in a lightly rebellious pact.
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	WHILE THE MAID was removing the tea-things, Freda Sawle stood up and wandered between the small tables and numerous little armchairs to the open window. A few high streaks of cloud glowed pink above the rockery, and the garden itself was stilled in the first grey of the twilight. It was a time of day that played uncomfortably on her feelings. “I suppose my child is straining her eyes out there somewhere,” she said, turning back to the warmer light of the room.

	“If she has her poetry books,” said Clara Kalbeck.

	“She’s been studying some of Cecil Valance’s poems. She says they are very fine, but not so good as Swinburne or Lord Tennyson.”

	“Swinburne …,” said Mrs. Kalbeck, with a wary chuckle.

	“All the poems of Cecil’s that I’ve seen have been about his own house. Though George says he has others, of more general interest.”

	“I feel I know a good deal about Cecil Valance’s house,” said Clara, with the slight asperity that gave even her nicest remarks an air of sarcasm.

	Freda paced the short distance to the musical end of the room, the embrasure with the piano and the dark cabinet of the gramophone. George himself had turned rather critical of “Two Acres” since his visit to Corley Court. He said it had a way of “resolving itself into nooks.” This nook had its own little window, and was spanned by a broad oak beam. “They’re very late,” said Freda, “though George says Cecil is hopeless about time.”

	Clara looked tolerantly at the clock on the mantelpiece. “I think perhaps they are rambling around.”

	“Oh, who knows what George is doing with him!” said Freda, and frowned at her own sharp tone.

	“He may have lost his connection at Harrow and Wealdstone,” said Clara.

	“Quite so,” said Freda; and for a moment the two names, with the pinched vowels, the throaty r, the blurred W that was almost an F, struck her as a tiny emblem of her friend’s claim on England, and Stanmore, and her. She stopped to make adjustments to the framed photographs that stood in an expectant half-circle on a small round table. Dear Frank, in a studio setting, with his hand on another small round table. Hubert in a rowing-boat and George on a pony. She pushed the two of them apart, to give Daphne more prominence. Often she was glad of Clara’s company, and her unselfconscious willingness to sit, for long hours at a time. She was no less good a friend for being a pitiful one. Freda had three children, the telephone, and an upstairs bathroom; Clara had none of these amenities, and it was hard to begrudge her when she laboured up the hill from damp little “Lorelei” in search of talk. Tonight, though, with dinner raising tensions in the kitchen, her staying-put showed a certain insensitivity.

	“One can see George is so happy to be having his friend,” said Clara.

	“I know,” said Freda, sitting down again with a sudden return of patience. “And of course I’m happy too. Before, he never seemed to have anybody.”

	“Perhaps losing a father made him shy,” said Clara. “He wanted only to be with you.”

	“Mm, you may be right,” said Freda, piqued by Clara’s wisdom, and touched at the same time by the thought of George’s devotion. “But he’s certainly changing now. I can see it in his walk. And he whistles a great deal, which usually shows that a man’s looking forward to something … Of course he loves Cambridge. He loves the life of ideas.” She saw the paths across and around the courts of the colleges as ideas, with the young men following them, through archways, and up staircases. Beyond were the gardens and river-banks, the hazy dazzle of social freedom, where George and his friends stretched out on the grass, or slipped by in punts. She said cautiously, “You know he has been elected to the Conversazione Society.”

	“Indeed …,” said Clara, with a vague shake of the head.

	“We’re not allowed to know about it. But it’s philosophy, I think. Cecil Valance got him into it. They discuss ideas. I think George said they discuss ‘Does this hearth-rug exist?’ That kind of thing.”

	“The big questions,” said Clara.

	Freda laughed guiltily and said, “I understand it’s a great honour to be a member.”

	“And Cecil is older than George,” said Clara.

	“I believe two or three years older, and already quite an expert on some aspect of the Indian Mutiny. Apparently he hopes to be a Fellow of the college.”

	“He is offering to help George.”

	“Well, I think they’re great friends!”

	Clara let a moment pass. “Whatever the reason,” she said, “George is blooming.”

	Freda smiled firmly, as she took up her friend’s idea. “I know,” she said. “He’s coming into bloom, at last!” The image was both beautiful and vaguely unsettling. Then Daphne was sticking her head through the window and shouting,

	“They’re here!”—sounding furious with them for not knowing.

	“Ah, good,” said her mother, standing up again.

	“Not a moment too soon,” said Clara Kalbeck, with a dry laugh, as if her own patience had been tried by the wait.

	Daphne glanced quickly over her shoulder, before saying, “He’s extremely charming, you know, but he has a rather carrying voice.”

	“And so have you, my dear,” said Freda. “Now do go and bring him in.”

	“I shall depart,” said Clara, quietly and gravely.

	“Oh, nonsense,” said Freda, surrendering as she had suspected she would, and getting up and going into the hall. As it happened Hubert had just got home from work, and was standing at the front door in his bowler hat, almost throwing two brown suitcases into the house. He said,

	“I brought these up with me in the van.”

	“Oh, they must be Cecil’s,” said Freda. “Yes, ‘C. T. V.,’ look. Do be careful …” Her elder son was a well-built boy, with a surprisingly ruddy moustache, but she saw in a moment, in the light of her latest conversation, that he hadn’t yet bloomed, and would surely be completely bald before he had had the chance. She said, “And a most intriguing packet has come for you. Good evening, Hubert.”

	“Good evening, Mother,” said Hubert, leaning over the cases to kiss her on the cheek. It was the little dry comedy of their relations, which somehow turned on the fact that Hubert wasn’t lightly amused, perhaps didn’t even know there was anything comic about them. “Is this it?” he said, picking up a small parcel wrapped in shiny red paper. “It looks more like a lady’s thing.”

	“Well, so I had hoped,” said his mother, “it’s from Mappin’s—,” as behind her, where the garden door had stood open all day, the others were arriving: waiting a minute outside, in the soft light that spread across the path, George and Cecil arm in arm, gleaming against the dusk, and Daphne just behind, wide-eyed, with a part in the drama, the person who had found them. Freda had a momentary sense of Cecil leading George, rather than George presenting his friend; and Cecil himself, crossing the threshold in his pale linen clothes, with only his hat in his hand, seemed strangely unencumbered. He might have been coming in from his own garden.
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	UP IN THE SPARE BEDROOM, Jonah settled the first suitcase on the bed, and ran his hands over the smooth hard leather; in the centre of the lid the initials C. T. V. were stamped in faded gold. He shifted and sighed in his private quandary, alert to the sound of the guest in the house. They were making each other laugh, down below, and the noise came upstairs without the sense. He heard Cecil Valance’s laugh, like a dog shut in a room, and pictured him again in the hall, in his cream-coloured jacket with grass stains on the elbows. He had lively dark eyes and high colour, as though he’d been running. Mr. George had called him Cess—Jonah said it in a noiseless whisper as he traced the C with the tip of his finger. Then he stood up straight, sprang the catches, and released the heady and authentic gentleman’s smell: toilet water, starch, and the slowly fading reek of leather.

	As a rule, Jonah only came upstairs to carry cases or shift a bed; and last winter, his first at “Two Acres,” he had brought the coals up for the fires. He was fifteen, short for his age, but strong; he chopped wood, ran errands, went up and down to the station in Horner’s van. He was the boy, in all the useful senses of the word, but he had never “valeted” before. George and Hubert seemed able to dress and undress by themselves, and Mustow, Mrs. Sawle’s maid, took down all the laundry. This morning, however, George had called him in after breakfast and told him to look after his friend Valance, who he said was used to any number of servants. At Corley Court he had a marvellous man called Wilkes, who had looked after George as well when he stayed there, and given him some good advice without appearing to do so. Jonah asked what sort of advice it had been, but George laughed and said, “Just find out if he needs anything. Unpack his bags as soon as he comes, and, you know, arrange the contents convincingly.” This was the word, enormous but elusive, that Jonah had had on his mind all day, sometimes displaced by some other task, then gripping him again with a subtle horror.

	Now he unbuckled straps and lifted tissue-paper with hesitant fingers. Though he needed help, he was glad he was alone. The case had been packed by some expert servant, by Wilkes himself perhaps, and seemed to Jonah to call for some similar skill in the unpacking. There was an evening suit with two waistcoats, one black and one fancy, and then under the tissue-paper three dress-shirts and a round leather box for the collars. Jonah saw himself in the wardrobe mirror as he carried the clothes across the room, and saw his shadow, from the lamp on the bedside table, go rearing across the slope of the ceiling. George said Wilkes had done a particular thing, which was to take away all his loose change when he arrived and wash it for him. Jonah wondered how he was going to get the change off Cecil without asking for it or appearing to steal it. It occurred to him that George might possibly have been joking, but with George these days, as even Mrs. Sawle had said, it was hard to tell.

	In the second case there were clothes for cricket and swimming, and a number of soft, coloured shirts which Jonah thought were unusual. He spaced them out equally on the available shelves, like a display in a draper’s. Then there was the body linen, fine as a lady’s, the drawers ivory-coloured, vaguely shiny, catching on the roughness of his thumb before he stroked them flat again. He listened for a moment for the tone of the talk downstairs, then took the chance he had been given to unfold a pair and hold them up against his round young face so that the light glowed through them. The pulse of excitement beating under his anxiety made the blood rush into his head.

	The lid of the case was heavy; it had two wide pockets in it, closed with press-studs, and holding books and papers. Jonah took these out with a little more confidence, knowing from George that his guest was a writing man. He himself could write neatly, and could read almost anything, given the time. The handwriting, in the first book Jonah opened, was very bad, and ran uphill at an angle, with the gs and ys tangling the lines together. This appeared to be a diary. Another book, rubbed at the corners like the cash-book in the kitchen, had what must be poems in it. “Oh do not smile on me if at the last,” Jonah made out, the words quite large, but then after a few lines, where the crossing-out began, getting smaller and scratchier, sloping away across the page until they were crowded and climbing over each other in the bottom right-hand corner. There were dog-eared bits of paper tucked in, and an envelope addressed to “Cecil Valance Esqre, King’s College” in the careful writing which he knew at once to be George’s. He heard rapid steps on the stairs and Cecil calling out, “Hallo, which is my room?”

	“In here, sir,” said Jonah, pushing the letter back and quickly squaring up the books on the table.

	“Aha, are you my man?” said Cecil, suddenly possessing the room.

	“Yes, I am, sir,” said Jonah, with a momentary sense of betrayal.

	“I shan’t need you much,” Cecil said, “in fact you can leave me alone in the morning,” taking off his jacket at once and passing it to Jonah, who hung it up in the wardrobe without touching on the stained elbows. He planned to come back later, when they were having dinner, and deal with the dirty clothes unseen. He was going to be very much involved with all Cecil’s things until Monday morning. “Now, what shall I call you?” said Cecil, almost as if choosing from a list in his head.

	“I’m Jonah, sir.”

	“Jonah, eh …?” The name sometimes led to remarks, and Jonah started rearranging the books on the table, unsure if they showed in some way that he’d looked inside them. After a moment Cecil said, “Now those are my poetry notebooks. You must make sure you never touch them.”

	“Very well, sir,” said Jonah. “Did you want them unpacked, then?”

	“Yes, yes, that’s all right,” said Cecil fair-mindedly. He tugged his tie off, and started unbuttoning his shirt. “Been with the family long?”

	“Since last Christmas, sir.”

	Cecil smiled vaguely, as if he’d forgotten the question by the time it was answered, and said, “Funny little room, isn’t it.” Since Jonah didn’t answer, he added, “Rather charming, though, rather charming,” with his yap of a laugh. Jonah had the strange feeling of being intimate with someone who was simultaneously unaware of him. In a way it was what you looked for, as a servant. But he had never been kept in talk in any of the other, smaller, bedrooms. He peered respectfully at the floor, feeling he mustn’t be caught looking at Cecil’s naked shoulders and chest. Now Cecil took out the change from his pocket and slapped it on the wash-stand; Jonah glanced at it and bit his cheek. “And will you run me a bath,” said Cecil, undoing his belt and wriggling his hips to make his trousers fall down.

	“Yes, sir,” said Jonah, “at once, sir,” and slipped past him with a pang of relief.
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	HUBERT FORWENT HIS BATH that evening, and had what he felt was an unsatisfactory wash in his room. He wanted their guest to admire the house, and took some pleasure in hearing the tremendous splashes coming from next door; but he frowned as well, as he tied his tie in the mirror, at the virtual certainty that the sacrifice of his own half-hour in the tub would go unrecognized.

	Having some time to spare, he went downstairs to the gloomy little room by the front door, which had been his father’s office, and where Hubert too liked to write his letters. In truth he had very little private correspondence, and was dimly aware of not having the knack of it. When there was a letter to write, he did it with businesslike promptness. Now he sat down at the oak desk, fished his new gift from his dinner-jacket pocket, and laid it on the blotter with faint unease. He took a sheet of headed paper from a drawer, dipped his pen in the pewter ink-well and wrote, in a rolling, backward-leaning hand:

	
		My dear old Harry—

		I can never thank you enough for the silver cigarette case. It’s an absolute ripper, Harry old boy. I have told no one about it yet but will hand it round after dinner & just watch their faces! You are too generous, I’m sure no one ever had such a friend Harry. Well, it is nearly dinner-time, & we have a young friend of George’s staying, a poet! You will meet him tomorrow, when you come over, he looks the part I must say though I have read not a word from his pen! Tons of thanks, Harry old boy, & best love from yours ever,

		Hubert.

	

	Hubert turned the paper over on the blotter and thumped it tenderly with his fist. By writing large he had got the final few words on to the third side of the small folded sheet, which was a sign one hadn’t merely written dutifully; the letter ran on pleasantly, and reading it over again he felt satisfied with the touches of humour. He tucked it into an envelope, wrote “Harry Hewitt Esq., Mattocks, Harrow Weald” and “By Hand” in the corner, and placed it on the tray in the hall for Jonah to take over in the morning. He stood looking at it for a moment, struck by the solemn rightness of living just here, and of Harry living where he did, and of letters passing between them with such noble efficiency.
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	GEORGE WAS THE LAST to come down, and even so he stopped on the stairs for a minute. They were almost ready. He saw the housemaid cross the hall with a salt-cellar, caught the odour of cooked fish, heard Cecil’s high overriding laugh, and felt the chill of his own act of daring, bringing this man into his mother’s house. Then he thought of what Cecil had said to him in the park, in the half-hour they had made for themselves by pretending he’d missed his train, and felt his scalp, his shoulders, his whole spine prickle under the sweeping, secret promise. He tiptoed down and slipped into the drawing-room with a nearly dizzy-making sense of the dangers ahead. “Ah, George,” murmured his mother, with a hint of reproach; he shrugged and smirked slightly as if his only offence had been to keep them waiting. Hubert, with his back to the empty grate, had ensnared them all in talk about local transport. “So you were stranded at Harrow and Wealdstone, eh?” He beamed over his raised champagne glass, as proud of the rigours of life in Stanmore as he was of the blessings.

	“Didn’t matter a bit,” said Cecil, catching George’s eye and smiling curiously.

	“As a wit once said, it sounds like some medieval torture. Harrow and wealdstone—can’t you just see it!”

	“Oh, spare me the wealdstone!” said Daphne.

	“We’re devoted to Harrow and Wealdstone, whatever a wit may have said,” said his mother.

	George stood for a moment with his hand pressed flat against Cecil’s lower back and gazed into his friend’s glass. He wiggled his fingers to play the secret notes of apology and promise. “Well, the Valance motto,” Cecil said, “is ‘Seize the Day.’ We were brought up not to waste time. You’d be amazed what one can find to do, even at a suburban railway station.” He gave them all his happiest smile, and when Daphne said, “What sort of things do you mean?” he carried on smiling as if he hadn’t heard her.

	“I gather you came up through the Priory,” said Hubert, genially determined to follow every step of his journey.

	“Yes, indeed we did,” said Cecil, very smoothly.

	“You know Queen Adelaide used to live there,” said Hubert, with a quick frown to show he didn’t want to make a big thing of it.

	“So I gather,” said Cecil, his glass empty already.

	“Later I believe it was a very excellent hotel,” said Mrs. Kalbeck.

	“And now a school,” said Hubert, with a bleak little snuffle.

	“A sad fate!” said Daphne.

	Jesus Christ! thought George, though all he came out with as he crossed the room was a sort of distracted chuckle. He poured himself the last of the bottle of Pommery, and glanced into the window, where the lamplit room was reflected, idealized and doubled in size, spread invitingly across the dark garden. His hand was trembling, and he kept his back to them as he picked up the fullish glass, steadying it with the other hand. It was impossible to imagine such a weakness in Cecil, and a consciousness of this added subtly to George’s shame. He turned and looked at them, and they seemed all to be looking at him, as if they had gathered at his request, and were waiting for his explanation. All he had intended was a quiet family supper, to introduce his friend. Of course he hadn’t reckoned on old Kalbeck, who seemed to think “Two Acres” itself was a hotel—it was really the limit how she’d fished, in her cunning oblivious way, for an invitation to stay on, his mother magnanimously lending her a wrap and dabbing her in her own familiar Coty scent. Now he watched with horror as she questioned Cecil about the Dolomites, her head on one side; her great brown teeth made her smiles both gauche and menacing. But a minute or two later Cecil was yarning with her in German, and almost making a virtue of her presence. Cecil, of course, lived in Berkshire: there was little danger of Frau Kalbeck turning up just before meals at Corley Court. He spoke German nicely, keeping an amused pedantic eye on the slowly approaching end of his sentences. When the maid announced dinner, Mrs. Kalbeck made it seem like an unexpected intrusion on their happy meeting of minds.

	“Will you sit here, Mrs. Kalbeck,” Hubert was saying, standing by his chair at the head of the table and smiling thinly as he watched them find their places. George smiled too, a little disconcerted from his glass of champagne. He felt a twinge of shame and regret at having no father, and forever having to make do. Perhaps it was just the memory of Corley, with its enormous oriental dining-room, that made the present party seem cramped and airless. Cecil stooped as he entered the room, in a possibly unconscious gesture to the cosiness of scale at “Two Acres.” A father like Cecil’s set a reassuring tone for a dinner, being very rich and an authority on shorthorn cattle. He had immense grey side-whiskers, brushed outwards, and themselves like a pair of brushes. Hubert was twenty-two, and wore a soft red moustache; he went to an office every day by train. This of course was what their own father had done, and George tried to picture him in Hubert’s chair, ten years older than when he’d seen him last; but the image was blurred and unavailing, like any much-handled memory, the pale blue eyes soon lost among the flowers and candles crowding the table.

	Even so, his mother was very pretty, and really a great beauty compared to Lady Valance, “The General,” as Cecil and his brother called her, or sometimes “The Iron Duke,” on account of her very faint resemblance to the first Duke of Wellington. Tonight Freda was wearing her amethyst drops, and her red-gold hair seemed to glimmer, like the candle-lit wine in her glass. The General naturally was a strict teetotaller—and now George wondered if Cecil himself had been shocked to see his hostess drinking before dinner? Well, he’d have to get used to it. They were doing things in their best festive style for him, the napkins belaboured into lilies, the small silver items, bowls and boxes of uncertain use, polished up and set down between the glasses and candle-sticks. George reached forward and moved slightly to the left a vase of white roses and trailing ivy that obstructed his view of Cecil opposite. Cecil held his eye for a long moment—he felt the jolt of simultaneous danger and reassurance pass through him. Then he watched his friend blink slowly and turn to answer Daphne on his right.

	“Do you have jelly-mould domes?” she wanted to know.

	“At Corley?” said Cecil. “As a matter of fact, we do.” He said the word “Corley” as other men said “England” or “The King,” with reverent briskness and simple confidence in his cause.

	“What are they,” Daphne said, “exactly?”

	“Well, they’re perfectly extraordinary,” said Cecil, unfolding his lily, “though not I suppose strictly domes.”

	“They’re sort of little compartments in the ceiling, aren’t they,” said George, feeling rather silly to have bragged to the family about them.

	Hubert murmured abstractedly and stared at the parlour-maid, who had been brought in to help the housemaid serve dinner, and was taking round bread-rolls, setting each one on its plate with a tiny gasp of relief.

	“I imagine they’re painted in fairly gaudy colours?” Daphne said.

	“Really, child,” said her mother.

	Cecil looked drolly across the table. “They’re red and gold, I think—aren’t they, Georgie?”

	Daphne sighed and watched the golden soup swim from the ladle into Cecil’s bowl. “I wish we had jelly-mould domes,” she said. “Or compartments.”

	“They might look somewhat amiss here, old girl,” said George, pulling a face at the oak beams low overhead, “in the Arts and Crafts ambience of 2A.”

	“I do wish you wouldn’t,” said his mother. “You make us sound like a flat above a shop.”

	Cecil smiled uncertainly, and said to Daphne, “Well, you must come to Corley and see them for yourself.”

	“There, Daphne!” said her mother, in reproach and triumph.

	“Do you have brothers and sisters?” asked Mrs. Kalbeck, perhaps already envisaging the visit.

	“There are only two of us, I’m afraid,” said Cecil.

	“Cecil has a younger brother,” said George.

	“Is he called Dudley?” said Daphne.

	“He is,” Cecil admitted.

	“I believe he’s very handsome,” said Daphne, with new confidence.

	George was appalled to find himself blushing. “Well …,” said Cecil, taking a first moody sip of soup, but, thank heavens, not looking at him. In fact anyone would have said that Dudley was extremely good-looking, but George was ashamed to hear his own words repeated back to Cecil. “A younger brother can be something of a bane,” Cecil said.

	Hubert nodded and laughed and sat back as if he’d made a joke himself.

	“Dud’s awfully satirical, wouldn’t you say, Georgie?” Cecil went on, giving him a sly look over the white roses.

	“He works on your mother’s patience,” said George with a sigh, as though he’d known the family for years, and aware too that this repeated “Georgie,” never used by his own family, was showing him to them in a novel light.

	“Is your brother at Cambridge also?” asked George’s mother.

	“No, he’s at Oxford, thank heavens.”

	“Oh, really, which college?”

	“Now, which one is it?” said Cecil. “I think it’s called something like … Balliol?”

	“That certainly is one of the Oxford colleges,” said Hubert.

	“Well, that’s it, then,” said Cecil. George sniggered and gazed with nervous admiration at his pondering face, above the high starched collar and lustrous black tie, the sparkle of his dress-studs in the candlelight, and felt a quick knock against his foot under the table. He gasped and cleared his throat but Cecil was turning with a bland smile to Mrs. Kalbeck, and then as Hubert started to say something idiotic George felt the sole of Cecil’s shoe push against his ankle again quite hard, so that the secret mischief had something rougher in it, as often with Cecil, and after a few testing and self-conscious seconds George regretfully edged his foot out of the way. “I’m sure you’re absolutely right,” said Cecil, with another solemn shake of the head. The fact that he was already mocking his brother made George queasily excited, as if some large shift of loyalties was about to be demanded of him, and he soon got up to deal with the wine for the fish, which the maids were hopelessly dim about.

	Mrs. Kalbeck tackled a small trout with her customary relish. “Do you hunt?” she asked Cecil, in a square, almost jaunty way, rather as though she were always on a horse herself.

	“I get out with the VWH now and then,” said Cecil, “though I’m afraid my father doesn’t approve.”

	“Oh, really?”

	“He breeds livestock, you see, and has a tender feeling for creatures.”

	“Well, how very sweet,” said Daphne, shaking her head with dawning approval.

	Cecil held her eye with that affable superiority that George could only struggle to emulate. “As he doesn’t ride to hounds, he’s gained the reputation locally of being a great scholar.” She smiled as if mesmerized by this, clearly having no idea what he meant.

	George said, “Well, Cess, he is something of a scholar.”

	“Indeed he is,” said Cecil. “He’s seen his Cattle Feeds and Cattle Care go into a fourth edition, the most successful literary production of the Valance family by far.”

	“So far, you mean,” said George.

	“And does your mother share his views on hunting?” asked Mrs. Sawle teasingly, perhaps not sure whom to side with.

	“Oh, Lord, no—no, she’s all for killing. She likes me to get out with a gun when I can, though we keep it from my papa as much as possible. I’m quite a fair shot,” said Cecil, and with another sly glance round in the candlelight, to see that he had them all: “The General sent me out with a gun when I was quite small, to kill a whole lot of rooks that were making a racket—I brought down four of them …”

	“Really …?” said Daphne, while George waited for the next line—

	“But I wrote a poem about them the following day.”

	“Ah! well …”—again, they didn’t quite know what to think; while George quickly explained that the General was what they called Cecil’s mother, feeling keenly embarrassed both by the fact and by the pretence that he hadn’t told them this before.

	“I should have explained,” said Cecil. “My mother’s a natural leader of men. But she’s a sweet old thing once you get to know her. Wouldn’t you say, George?”

	George thought Lady Valance the most terrifying person he’d ever met, dogmatic, pious, inexcusably direct, and immune to all jokes, even when explained to her; her sons had learned to treasure her earnestness as a great joke in itself. “Well, your mother devotes most of her time and energy to good works, doesn’t she,” George said, with wary piety of his own.

	With the serving of the main course and a new wine, George suddenly felt it was going well, what had loomed as an unprecedented challenge was emerging a modest success. Clearly they all admired Cecil, and George’s confidence in his friend’s complete mastery of what to say and do outran his terror of his doing or saying something outrageous, even if simply intended to amuse. At Cambridge Cecil was frequently outrageous, and as for his letters—the things he wrote in letters appeared dimly to George now as a troupe of masked figures, Pompeian obscenities, hiding just out of view behind the curtains, and in the shadows of the inglenook. But for the moment all was well. Rather like the deep in Tennyson’s poem, Cecil had many voices … George’s toe sought out his friend’s now and again, and was received with a playful wriggle rather than a jab. He worried about his mother drinking too much, but the claret was a good one, much commended by Hubert, and a convivial mood, of a perceptibly new kind for “Two Acres,” suffused the whole party. Only his sister’s stares and grins at Cecil, and her pert way of putting her head on one side, could really annoy him. Then to his horror he heard Mrs. Kalbeck say, “And I understand you and George are members of an ancient society!”

	“Oh … oh …,” said George, though at once it was a test above all for Cecil. He found his failure to look at him a reproach in itself.

	After a moment, with an almost apologetic flinch, Cecil said, “Well, no harm in your knowing, I dare say.”

	“And since candour is our watch-word!” George put in, glancing with lurking fury at his mother, who had been sworn to secrecy. Cecil must have seen, however, that a light-hearted embrace of the occasion was wiser than a haughty evasion.

	“Oh yes, absolute candour,” he said.

	“I see …,” said Hubert, who clearly knew nothing about it. “And what are you candid about?”

	Now Cecil did look at George. “Well that,” he said, “I’m afraid we’re not allowed to tell you.”

	“Strict secrecy,” said George.

	“That’s right,” said Cecil. “In fact that’s our other watch-word. You really shouldn’t have been told that we’re members. It’s a most serious breach”—with the steel of a real displeasure glimpsed through his playful one.

	“Members of what?” said Daphne, joining the game.

	“Exactly!” said George, with almost too much relief. “There is no society. I trust you haven’t mentioned it to anyone else, Mother.”

	She smiled hesitantly. “I think only Mrs. Kalbeck.”

	“Oh, Mrs. Kalbeck doesn’t count,” said George.

	“Really, George …!”—his mother almost tumbled her wineglass with the sweep of her sleeve. By luck, there was only a dribble left in it. George grinned at Clara Kalbeck. It was a teasing taste of candour itself, which at Cambridge overrode the principles of kindness and respect, but perhaps wasn’t readily understood here, in the suburbs.

	“No, you know what I mean,” he said smoothly to his mother, and gave her a quick look, half smile, half frown.

	“The Society is a secret,” said Cecil, patiently, “so that no one can make a fuss about wanting to get into it. But of course I told the General the minute I was elected. And she will have told my father, since she’s a great believer in candour herself. My grandfather was a member too, back in the forties. Many distinguished people were.”

	“We have nothing to do with politics, however,” said George, “or worldly fame. We’re thoroughly democratic.”

	“That’s right,” said Cecil, with a note of regret. “Many great writers have been members, of course.” He looked down, blinking modestly, and at the same time, sitting forward, gave George a vicious kick under the table. “I’m so sorry!” he said, since George had yelped, and before anyone could quite understand what had happened the talk jumped on to other things, leaving George with a sense of guilty resentment, and beyond it a mysterious vision of screens, as of one train moving behind another, the large collective secret of the Society and the other unspeakable one still surely hidden from view.

	By the time the pudding was brought in George was longing for dinner to be over, and wondering how soon he could politely arrange to get Cecil to himself again. He and Cecil ate everything with rapacious speed, while the others were surely dawdling wilfully and whimsically with their food. In the later phases of a meal, he well knew, his mother might go into trances of decoy and delay, a shivering delight in the mere fact of being at table, playful pleadings for a further drop of wine. After that, half an hour over port would be truly intolerable. Hubert’s friendly banalities were as wearing as Daphne’s prying prattle—“This will interest you,” he would say, before launching into a bungled account of something everyone knew already. Perhaps tonight, being so few, they could all get up together; or would Cecil think that very bad form? Was he hideously bored? Or was he, just possibly, completely happy and at ease, and puzzled and even embarrassed by George’s evident desire to get through the meal and away from his family as soon as possible? When his mother pushed back her chair and said, “Shall we …?” with a guarded smile at Mrs. Kalbeck, George glanced at Cecil, and found him smiling back—a stranger might have thought amiably, but George knew it as a look of complete determination to get his way. As soon as the three females had passed through into the hall, Cecil nodded nicely to Hubert and said, “I have a horrible habit, anathema to polite society, which can only decently be pursued out of doors, under cover of darkness.”

	Hubert smiled anxiously at this unexpected confession, whilst producing from his pocket a silver cigarette case which he laid rather bashfully on the table. Cecil in turn drew out the leather sheath that held, like two cartridges in a gun, a brace of cigars. They seemed almost shockingly designed for an exclusive session à deux. “But my dear fellow,” said Hubert, with a note of perplexity, and a shy sweep of the hand to show that he was free to do as he pleased.

	“No, really, I couldn’t possibly fug up in so”—Cecil was caught for a second—“so intimate a setting. Your mother would think very ill of me. It would be all over the house. Even at Corley, you know, we’re fearfully strict about it,” and he fixed Hubert with a wicked little smile, to suggest this was an exciting moment for him as well, a chance to break with convention whilst still somehow doing the right thing. George wasn’t sure Hubert did see it quite like that, and not waiting for any further accommodations on his part, he said, “We’ll have a proper jaw tomorrow night, Huey, when Harry comes.”

	“Well, of course we will,” said Hubert. He seemed only lightly offended, puzzled but perhaps relieved, acquiescent already to the pact between the Cambridge men. “You’ll see we don’t stand on ceremony here, Valance! You go and make as much stink as you like outside, and I’ll … I’ll just shuffle through and have a gasper with the ladies.” And he flourished his cigarette case at them with an air of cheerful self-sufficiency.
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	AFTER LEAVING the dining-room Daphne went upstairs and came back down in her mother’s crimson shawl with black tassels, and with a feeling of doing things that were only just allowed. She saw the housemaid glance at her in what she sensed was a critical way. Coffee and liqueurs had been brought in, and Daphne asked absent-mindedly for a small glass of ginger brandy, which her mother passed to her with a raised eyebrow and the mocking suppression of a smile. Hubert, standing on the hearth-rug, was fiddling with a cigarette case, tapping a cigarette on the lid, and flexing his face as if about to complain, or make a joke, or anyhow say something, which never came. Cecil, apparently not wanting to pollute the house, had seized the moment to open the french windows and take his cigar outside; and George had followed. Mrs. Kalbeck sat down in her armchair with a preoccupied smile, and hummed one of her familiar leitmotifs as she looked over the various bottles. Everyone seemed to be quite drunk. To Daphne the lesson of these grown-up dinners was the way they went at the drinks, and what happened when they’d done so. She didn’t mind the general increase in friendliness and noise, and people saying what they thought, even if some of the things George thought were quite strange. What troubled her was when her mother got flushed and talked too much, a development that the others, who were drunk themselves, seemed not to mind. The Welsh came out in her voice in a slightly embarrassing way. If they had music she tended to cry. Now she said, “Shall we have some music? I was going to play Cecil my Emmy Destinn.”

	“Well, the window’s open,” said Daphne, “he’ll hear it outside.” She felt drawn to the garden herself, and had put on the shawl with a vague romantic view to going out.

	“Help me with the machine, child.”

	Freda swept across the room, brushing against the small round table with the photographs on it. She was wide-hipped and tightly corseted, and the gathered back of her dress twitched like a memory of a bustle. Daphne watched her for several abstracted seconds in which her mother’s form, known more deeply and unthinkingly than anything in her life, appeared like that of someone quite unknown to her, a determined little woman in front of her in a shop or at the theatre. “Well … I have a few letters to write!” said Hubert. Mrs. Kalbeck smiled at him blandly to show she’d still be there when he got back.

	The gramophone, in its upright mahogany disguise, was a recent gift of their neighbour Harry Hewitt; apart from the handle sticking out on the right it looked just like a nice old Sheraton cabinet, and part of the fun of playing it to people was to raise the lid and open the drawers and reveal it for what it was. There was no visible horn, and the drawers were really doors, concealing the mysterious louvred compartment from which the music emerged.

	Now her mother was stooping and pulling records out from the cupboard at the bottom, trying to find Senta’s Ballad. There were only a dozen records but of course they all looked the same and she didn’t have her spectacles.

	“Are we having the Holländer?” said Mrs. Kalbeck.

	“If Mother can find it,” said Daphne.

	“Ah, good.” The old woman sat back with a glass of cherry brandy and a patient smile. She had heard all their records several times, the John McCormack and the Nellie Melba, so the excitement was mixed with a sense of routine, which she seemed to find almost as pleasing.

	“Is this it …?” said Freda, squinting at the difficult small type on the label.

	“Oh, let me do it,” said Daphne, dropping down beside her and nudging her until she went away.

	It was Daphne’s own favourite, because something she couldn’t describe took place inside her when she heard it, something quite different from the song from Traviata or “Linden Lea.” Each time, she looked forward to running again through the keen, almost painful novelty of these particular emotions. She set the disc on the mat, took another big sip from her glass, coughed shamefully, and then cranked up the handle as tight as it would go.

	“Careful, child …!” said her mother, one hand reaching for the mantelpiece, eyes fixed as if about to sing herself.

	“She’s a strong girl,” said Mrs. Kalbeck.

	Daphne lowered the needle and at once walked towards the window, to see if she could spot the boys outside.

	The orchestra, they had all agreed, left much to be desired. The strings shrilled like a tin whistle, and the brass thumped like something being thrown downstairs. Daphne knew how to make allowances for this. She had heard a real orchestra at the Queen’s Hall; she had been taken to The Rhinegold at Covent Garden, where they’d had six harps as well as anvils and a giant gong. With a record you learned to ignore the shortcomings if you knew what this piping and thumping stood for.

	When Senta started singing it was spellbinding—Daphne said this word to herself with a further shiver of pleasure. She sat on the window-seat with the shawl pulled round her and a mysterious smile on her face at the first intimacies of the ginger brandy. She’d had a real drink before, a half glass of champagne when Huey came of age, and once long ago she and George had done a small but rash experiment with Cook’s brandy. Like the music, a drink was marvellous as well as alarming. She was gripped by the girl’s eerie calls, Jo-ho-he, Jo-ho-he, which had a clear warning of tragedy to them; but at the same time she had a delicious sense of having nothing whatever to worry about. She looked casually at the others, her mother braced as if for the impact of salt waves, Mrs. Kalbeck tilting her head in more mature appraisal. Daphne saw the beauty of being spontaneous, and had to hold back a number of things she suddenly felt like saying. She frowned at the Persian rug. There were two sections, which recurred: there was the wild storm music, where you saw the men hanging in the rigging, and then, when the storm was stilled, the most beautiful tune she’d ever heard came in, dropping and soaring, rapturous and free and yet intensely sad, and in either case somehow inevitable. She didn’t know what Senta was saying, beyond the recurrent sounding of the word Mann, but she sensed the presence of passionate love, and felt the air of legend, which had a natural hold on her. Emmy Destinn herself she saw as a wild waif with long dark hair, somehow marked out by her own peculiar name. Almost at once she sang a high note, the brass fell downstairs and Daphne ran over to lift the needle off the disc.

	“It is sadly shortened,” said Mrs. Kalbeck. “In truth there are two more strophes.”

	“Yes, dear, you said before,” said Freda rather sharply; and then, softening as always, “There is only so much they can squeeze on to the record. To me it’s a marvel that they do that.”

	“Then shall we have it again?” said Daphne, looking back at them.

	“Oh, why not!” said her mother, in a tone of harmless female conspiracy, given more swagger by what Daphne saw as a small crowd of empty glasses. Mrs. Kalbeck nodded in helpless agreement. Records were indeed marvels, but they were only tiny helpings from the ocean of music.

	During the second helping Daphne moved very slowly across the room, picked up her glass and drained it, and put it down again with a complicated feeling of sadness and satisfaction that was thoroughly endorsed by Wagner’s restless ballad. She slipped out into the garden just as the music hurtled to its end. “Oh darling, should you?” wailed her mother. It was simply that the lure of the other conspiracy, the one she had entered into with the boys in the wood, was so much more urgent than keeping company with the two old women. “There may be a dew-fall!” said Freda, in a tone that suggested an avalanche.

	“I know,” Daphne called back, seizing her excuse, “I’ve left Lord Tennyson out in the dew!” Things seemed to come to her.

	She went quickly past the windows of the house, and then stood still on the edge of the lawn. The grass was dry when she stooped and touched it—it was still too warm for dew. Warm and yet not warm. Seeing the house from outside she remembered her earlier twinge of loneliness, when the sun was setting and the lights came on indoors. She did have to find her books, which would be lying just where she’d left them, by the hammock. She wanted to prepare for the Tennyson reading that Cecil had proposed, she was already imagining it … “I’m to be Queen o’ the May, mother, I’m to be Queen o’ the May …,” or, “ ‘The curse is come upon me!’ cried the Lady of Shalott” … completely different, of course—she couldn’t decide. But where were the boys? The night seemed to have swallowed them up completely, leaving only the whispering of the breeze in the tree-tops. All she could see was vague silhouettes of black on grey, but the smells of the trees and the grass flooded the air. She felt that Nature was restoring itself in a secret flow of scent while people, most people, stayed heedlessly indoors. There were privet smells and earth smells and rose smells that she took in without naming them in her heady swoop across the lawn. Her heart was beating with the undeniable daring of being out here, and being slightly adrift, coming suddenly on the stone bench and stopping to peer around. Up above, the stars were gathering all the time, sliding out between high faint trails of cloud as though they had grown used to her. She heard a sort of moan, just ahead of her, quickly stifled, and a run of recognizable giggles; and of course that further smell, distinct from dry grass and vegetation, the gentlemanly whiff of Cecil’s cigar.

	She went a few steps towards the clump of trees where the hammock was slung. She didn’t know if she’d been seen. It was oddly like the minute of uncertainty before, in the wood, when Cecil had just arrived, and she couldn’t tell if she was spying. Now, though, it was far too dark for spying. She heard Cecil say something funny about a moustache, “quite an adorable moustache”; George murmured something and Cecil said, “I suppose he wears it to make himself look older, but of course it has just the opposite effect, he looks like a boy playing hide and seek.” “Hmm … I’m not sure anyone’s seeking especially,” said George. “Well …,” said Cecil, and there was a little stifled rumpus of giggles and grunts that went on for ten seconds, till George said, rather loudly, gasping for breath, “No, no, besides, Hubert’s a womanizer through and through.”

	A womanizer …! The word lay, sinuous and poisonous, in the shadowy borders of Daphne’s vocabulary. For a moment she pictured it, and behind it a vaguer image still, of a man dancing with a woman in a low-cut dress. The drunkenness of her own evening was lurchingly intensified in this imaginary room, where it was really the woman she saw, and certainly not Hubert, who was quite the most awkward figure when it came to dancing. A strange silence fell, in which she heard her own pulse in her ear. Part of her, she realized, needed to learn more. Then, “What is it, Daphne?” said George.

	“Oh, are you here?” she said, and she pushed on, under the low branches that screened the hammock on that side. “I’ve left my books out here, in the dew.”

	“Well, I haven’t seen them,” said George, and she heard the hammock rope shift and creak against the tree.

	“No, you wouldn’t have seen them, of course, because it’s the night.” She laughed mockingly and slid her foot forward over the invisible ground. “But I know where they are. I can picture them.”

	“All right,” said George.

	She edged forward again, and could just make out the slump of the hammock as it tilted and steadied. Again, she stooped to pat the grass, and half fell forward, startled and amused by her own tipsiness. “Isn’t Cecil with you?” she said artfully.

	“Ha …!” said Cecil softly, just above her, and pulled on his cigar—she looked up and saw the scarlet burn of its tip and beyond it, for three seconds, the shadowed gleam of his face. Then the tip twitched away and faded and the darkness teemed in to where his features had been, while the sharp dry odour floated wide.

	“Are you both in the hammock!” She stood up straight, with a sense that she’d been tricked, or anyway overlooked, in this new game they were making up. She reached out a hand for the webbing, where it fanned towards their feet. It would be very easy, and entertaining, to rock them, or even tip them out; though she felt at the same time a simple urge to climb in with them. She had shared the hammock with her mother, when she was smaller, and being read to; now she was mindful of the hot cigar. “Well, I must say,” she said. The cigar tip, barely showing, dithered in the air like some dimly luminous bug and then glowed into life again, but now it was George’s face that she saw in its faint devilish light. “Oh, I thought it was Cecil’s cigar,” she said simply.

	George chortled in three quick huffs of smoke. And Cecil cleared his throat—somehow supportively and appreciatively. “So it was,” said George, in his most paradoxical tone. “I’m smoking Cecil’s cigar too.”

	“Oh really …,” said Daphne, not knowing what tone to give the words. “Well, I shouldn’t let Mother find out.”

	“Oh, most young men smoke,” said George.

	“Oh, do they?” she said, deciding sarcasm was her best option. She watched, pained and tantalized, as the next glow showed up a hint of Cecil’s cheeks and watchful eyes through a fading puff of smoke. Quite without warning The Flying Dutchman began again, startlingly loud through the open windows.

	“God! What’s that, the third time …!” said George.

	“Lord,” said Cecil. “They are keen.”

	“It’s Kalbeck, of course,” George said, as though to exonerate the Sawles themselves from such obsessive behaviour. “God knows what the Cosgroves must think.”

	“Mother loved Wagner long before she met Mrs. Kalbeck,” said Daphne.

	“We all love Wagner, darling. But he’s quite repetitious enough on his own account without playing the same record ten times.”

	“It’s Senta’s Ballad,” Daphne said, not immune to it herself this third time, in fact suddenly more moved by it out in the open, as if it were in the air itself, a part of nature, and wanting them all to listen and share in it. The orchestra sounded better from here, like a real band heard at a distance, and Emmy Destinn seemed even more wild and intense. For a moment she pictured the lit house behind them as a ship in the night. “Cecil,” she said fondly, using his name for the first time, “I expect you understand the words.”

	“Ja, ja, clear as mud,” said Cecil, with a friendly though disconcerting snort.

	“She’s a mad girl in love with a man she’s never seen,” said George, “and the man is under a curse and can only be redeemed by a woman’s love. And she rather fancies being that woman. There you are.”

	“One feels no good will come of it,” said Cecil.

	“Oh, but listen …,” said Daphne.

	“Would you like a go?” said Cecil.

	Daphne, taking in what she’d just been told about Senta, leant on the rope. “In the hammock …?”

	“On the cigar.”

	“Really …,” murmured George, a little shocked.

	“Oh, I don’t think so!”

	Cecil took an exemplary pull on it. “I know girls aren’t meant to have them.”

	Now the lovely tune was pulsing through the garden, full of yearning and defiance and the heightened effect of beauty encountered in an unexpected setting. She really didn’t want the cigar, but she was worried by the thought of missing a chance at it. It was something none of her friends had done, she was pretty sure of that.

	“No, it is a fine song,” said Cecil, and she heard how his words were a little slurred and careless. Now the cigar was being passed to George again.

	“Oh, all right,” she said.

	“Yes?”

	“I mean, yes, please.”

	She leant on George and felt the whole hammock shudder, and held his arm firmly to take the item, taboo and already slightly disgusting, from between his thumb and forefinger. By now she could half-see the two boys squashed together, rather absurd, drunk of course, but also solid and established, like a long-ago memory of her parents sitting up in bed. She had the smell of the thing near her face, almost coughed before she tasted it, and then pinched her lips quickly round it, with a feeling of shame and duty and regret.

	“Oh!” she said, thrusting it away from her and coughing harshly at the tiny inrush of smoke. The bitter smoke was horrible, but so was the unexpected feel of the thing, dry to the fingers but wet and decomposing on the lips and tongue. George took it from her with a vaguely remorseful laugh. When she’d coughed again she turned and did a more unladylike thing and spat on the grass. She wanted the whole thing out of her system. She was glad of the dark, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Beyond her, in the friendly familiar house, Emmy Destinn was still singing, in noble ignorance of Daphne’s behaviour.

	“Want another puff?” said Cecil, as though satisfied with her reaction to the first.

	“I think not!” said Daphne.

	“You’ll like the second one much more.”

	“That seems unlikely.”

	“And the third one will be better still.”

	“And before you know where you are,” said George, “you’ll be strolling through Stanmore with a pongy old cheroot clamped between your teeth.”

	“Don’t I detect Miss Sawle’s cigar?” said Cecil facetiously.

	“That would never happen,” said Daphne.

	But she was really very happy after all, standing there, peering somewhat speculatively into the smoky darkness. “Is ginger brandy considered a strong drink?” she was saying. It must be the drink that gave this lovely spontaneity to things, so that she spoke or moved without deciding to do so.

	“Oh dear, Daph,” said George. And before she knew what she’d done, she was heaving herself, gasping and laughing, onto the near end of the hammock, where the boys’ feet were.

	“Mind out!” said George. “That’s my foot …”

	“You’ll break the blasted thing,” said Cecil.

	“For God’s sake …!” said George, tilting sideways in the effort to leap out, and in a second she was jolted on to the ground. Cecil was tumbling; his foot caught her, rather hard, between the ribs.

	“Ow!” she said, and then “ow …,” but she despised the shock and fright; she was laughing again as the boys reached awkwardly for each other, and then she let herself be pulled up. She knew she had heard her shawl tearing as she fell, and that this was one part of the escapade she would not get away with; but again she didn’t terribly care.

	“Perhaps we should go in,” said Cecil, “before something truly scandalous happens.”

	They shepherded each other out on to the lawn, with little pats and murmurs. George spent a moment tucking his shirt in and getting his trousers straight. “At Corley, of course, you have a smoking-room,” he said. “This sort of thing could never happen.”

	“Indeed,” said Cecil solemnly. Emmy Destinn had finished, and in her place Daphne saw the figure of her mother coming to the lighted window and peering vainly out.

	“We’re all here!” Daphne shouted. And in the darkness, under the millions of stars, with the boys on either side of her, she felt she could speak for them all; there was a hilarious safety that seemed a renewal of the pact they had made without speaking when Cecil arrived.

	“Well, hurry in,” her mother said, in a hectic, ingenious tone. “I want Cecil to read to us.”

	“There you are,” murmured Cecil, straightening his bow-tie. Daphne glanced up at him. George went responsibly ahead on the path, and as they followed behind him Cecil slipped his large hot hand around her, and left it there, just where he’d kicked her, until they reached the open french windows.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/Holl_9780307700445_epub_sym01_r1.jpg









OEBPS/Images/Holl_9780307700445_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
iani W
Ny





OEBPS/Images/Holl_9780307700445_epub_f01_r1.jpg
HUBERT OWEN SAWLE
15t Lieut “The Blues”
Born Stanmore, Mdds, January 15, 1891
Killed at Ivry April 8, 1917
Aged Twenty-six






OEBPS/Images/Holl_9780307700445_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
ALAN






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
     
       
    

     
       
       
    

     
       
    

     
       
       
    

     
       
    

     
       
       
    

     
       
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/Holl_9780307700445_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE
STRANGERS
CHILD

Alan Hollinghurst





