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TO
 JOHN BAYLEY





INTRODUCTION

THIS is Iris Murdoch's third published novel, written in 1957 when she was thirty-eight years old. It is one of her most haunting works. The mood is contradictory: a sundrenched dreamy state in which everything seems possible, contrasts with a sense of dry defeatism, in which almost nothing can be done to escape destiny.

What is interesting about Murdoch as a writer is her resistance to explanation. She has a unique talent for the haunting metaphor, and for a symbolic thread which she leaves the reader to discover for themselves. She introduces characters who come and go without apparent motivation. She is spectacularly enigmatic. Like the lakes and rivers that occur so frequently in her books, her text has a presence and a beguiling surface sheen, it is up to the reader to choose how deep they wish to dive in.

A small example would be the enigmatic portrait of the gipsy reading tarot cards in the silence of the wood while the lovers drive the green Riley beside the glassy river. The gipsy is a silent observer, his only act to 'accidentally' expose the lovers to discovery. At the close of the novel, Mor sees the man walk away, almost as if his work is done. There are few novelists who could resist some explanation for this character, either realistic or magical. Not Murdoch; and it is this artful handling of her material mat is perhaps her greatest strength.

Nowhere in the novel does Murdoch explain the title, 'the sandcasde'. It is just given to us with the cultural richness that the word brings. 'The sandcastle' has resonances of the foolish man of the parable whose house was built on sand and washed away by rain. We hear the echoes of this in William Mor's apparently solid domestic life which is swept away by the young woman whose name is Rain. Only Rain speaks of sandcastles, and that only once, her words almost hidden by Murdoch in lunch-table chatter. She says that as a child she tried to make sandcastles on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea but: 'the sand would just run away between my fingers'. This phrase recurs poignantly when, at the end of the novel, she tells Mor she has lost faith in their proposed future life together: ' "You would be happy with me for a short while," said Rain, "but then what would happen? It's all dry sand running through the fingers".'

This metaphor of dryness weaves through the novel which is set in the last days of a hot summer term. The heatwave breaks when Rain comes to Mor's house knowing that she loves him, knowing that he wants her. She comes with a thunderstorm at her heels, and it pours with rain when Nan Mor walks in unexpectedly in the morning and catches the two of them together. It is either hot or stormy throughout the book until Rain leaves forever, and Mor wakes in the morning, cold.

Murdoch's ability to invoke a metaphor without explanation, and to write at a number of levels with nothing more than the most subtle suggestions that there may be something more beyond, is particularly apparent in The Sandcastle which can be read on a number of levels. It could be read as a simple novel of an adulterous love affair set in a highly realistic setting, or as a psychological novel about a man growing into his power, or even more deeply: as a novel of magic, where the spiritual and natural world overlap with the real world to liberate the real heroine of the novel: the overlooked virgin girl.

Read it as nothing more complicated than a novel about an adulterous love affair, and it is still a gripping story. The opening scene is a most skilled introduction which contains within it everything that the novel will ultimately unfold. The Mors, in characteristic irritable mood, are eating at the minutely described lunch table. From the window we can see the school which dominates their life, and the gothic tower which Donald, driven by his disappointment in his father, will attempt to climb. The couple bicker, they mention the two children: Donald's forbidden love of climbing, Felicity's imminent return home from school, and Mor attempts to placate his wife by mentioning their dog, one of Felicity's spirit guides. We feel the claustrophobia and helplessness which has unmanned Mor, which he must break to find his freedom.

The unappetising food, the overcrowded room, the heat of the summer's day, and the bossiness of Nan's tone, all weave a spell around the reader who can almost smell the staleness of the heat and see Mrs Mor's 'predatory fork' gobble up the slice of ham that Mor does not want. He rejects her provisions, as he rejects her plans for him. The domestic detail – Nan Mor's remark that she has used her pudding spoon to scrape up a drip of gravy, is invoked in nauseating detail. It is made worse, of course, because the gravy must be from the day before, this is a salad lunch. This woman has laid the table with a dirty tablecloth – no wonder her marriage is doomed!

It is a powerful bourgeois setting in which Mrs Mor has imposed her will: food, furniture, conversation, against the environment around her: heat, nature, silence. In contrast, when we first meet the woman who will be her rival, Rain Carter is so much one with the environment that she is at first unseen. Invisible as a chameleon, the brightness of her dress has concealed her against a silk hanging rug, and Mor cannot at first distinguish her from the beautiful room where she is, unconventionally, kneeling on a table, halfway up the wall. Rain Carter ('Cor Lummee! . . . some pathetically comic name', as Nan Mor points out) is an utter contrast to Mrs Mor: a girl who feels passionately, who can see in the dark, who is gleefully ignorant of conventions, who is hugely talented and unworldly, a woman who denies the feminine charms that Nan deploys, and dresses like a child.

It is Murdoch's challenge to ensure that the contrast between these two women never becomes a predictable contrast between dull middle-aged wife and glamorous younger mistress. Murdoch has to add some weight to the marital side of the equation, and she does this by raising unspoken questions about Rain's suitability for a man like Mor. After their first romantic scene when Rain leads him out into the darkness of the rose garden, she then leads him into trespassing into a colleague's bedroom. The romantic venture is contradicted by a pointless solecism: Rain's spontaneous behaviour is revealed as potentially troublesome.

Murdoch further undermines the reader's empathy with the lovers by showing them as only intermittently passionate. From time to time they experience desire but they do not act on it, they are cool adulterers exchanging nothing more sinful than a very few kisses. Mor's intense realisation of his love for Rain occurs when he is alone, his physical passion is often expressed in running or cycling in search of her. We only know which moment Rain fell in love with Mor when the love affair is nearly over. Nor are they passionate or determined about their future. Will they live in France or in England? Will Mor write as Rain paints? Will he live comfortably off her money? Can we imagine the two of them opening an English boarding school together? Can they imagine such a thing? Of course not. The idea is absurd; but we cannot imagine any future for them because Murdoch does not want us to do so. She does not want us to take them seriously. We see that they dream together; but they never plan with any seriousness, and it is this lack of foundation, this building on sand, that permits Mor to keep a secret of his other, previous plans.

Mor's doubts about his future with Rain are the readers' doubts; and we not only doubt his future with Rain, we doubt the nature of Mor himself. At a deeper level than the simple love story this is a novel about a man with a doubtful future. Mor's journey in this concealed reading of the novel is to find himself and his own destiny, not to allow women to decide for him. When the novel opens we learn that he should have been headmaster of the school but he could not satisfy the governors' religious requirements. He did not have a religious faith nor could he pretend to a faith he did not feel. His lack of commitment to either a spiritual life or to deceit, cost him the job he should have had. He wants to be an MP but he does not have the courage to confront his wife with his ambition. We cannot believe that a man whose ambitions are so undermined by his own weakness is going to make a huge adulterous bound into an idyllic future. The lovers' last scene when Rain, echoing their first meeting, is once again perched unattainably high, is a powerful scene of separation; but Mor does not even grasp this reality. The fact that this is a final farewell runs away from him like dry sand through his fingers. By the time he realises what has happened, his lover has gone.

In one reading of the novel which is written, as it were, below the surface of the narrative, the departure of Rain is not the end of the story but a major mid-point development – a crucial revelation for Mor. For the first time he sees that inaction and passivity have powerful consequences, he has lost something he has desired because he did not grasp it with determination, at the right time. This lesson will lead him on to desire and grasp his political ambition. Nan Mor's public support of his decision to stand for nomination as an MP means that she has surrendered the power in their marriage. Mor has won his freedom from his domineering wife and can now pursue his own career and provide appropriately for his children.

The love story has ended in tears; but it contains great satisfaction for the reader. The scene where Mrs Mor reclaims her husband by giving him the one thing he wants in life (other than Rain) is a triumphant addition to the catalogue of scenes with women characters that readers love to loathe. Mrs Mor is a truly redoubtable figure for the reader to respect and hate in equal measure. Her public triumph over her husband at the school dinner is delicious to read, the more so because at some level, the reader is forced to agree with Nan Mor. While we may hate her, we have to agree with her that Mor will make a good MP, that he is a good fattier, that his life is in the real world of his work at school, and that his love affair with Rain has no solid foundation. The reader's satisfaction at this crisis scene when Nan Mor ends the affair is only possible because we have not been swept off our feet by a passionate love affair with an attractive future. The lovers were not overwhelmed by their desire, we were not overwhelmed. The lovers were not convincing about their plans, we were not convinced. The headmaster Dermoyte may blame Mor for missing the chance of a lifetime but we feel we know him better than that. He has indeed missed the chance of a lifetime, but it is right, as Bledyard has already told him, that he should do so.

Murdoch poses a moral argument against the love affair, indeed against all love affairs. This is one of the clues that the book is more profound and has deeper issues than simply the telling of a love story. The argument against sexual love as a motivating force is expressed by the eccentric art master, Bledyard. He is a character whose type frequently occurs in Murdoch novels: the morally wise outsider. Like the novel itself, Bledyard speaks on a number of levels. The first is one of conventional morality: Mor is deeply bound to his wife and to his children and to his own life. 'If you break these bonds you destroy a part of the world.' The words are prophetic: Mor's attempt to break the bonds leads to the near-tragedy of his son's accident, the mortal wound to Dermoyte, the exposure of the power struggle at the heart of the Mor marriage, and great emotional pain for Rain Carter, and for Mor himself. Bledyard also speaks at a deeper level. He says that Mor's mistake is that he cannot 'see' either his wife or Rain. He does not understand their individuality. When Mor argues with him, Bledyard makes his most powerful statement: that Mor's individual happiness is not the most important thing, that pursuit of individual happiness is by its nature misguided.

This philosophy tales us directly to a deeper level than could be expressed in a simple story of a love affair, since such a story automatically assumes that the pursuit of happiness is the right thing for a character to do, and is an activity so worthy of attention and so interesting, that one can justifiably write and read a novel about it. Bledyard's message is against such individualism, he denies to Mor the importance of his desire, and he denies to the reader our interest in such a desire. Bledyard's argument in favour of seeing people at a deeper level than as catalysts to personal satisfaction but instead as people in their own right, carries the clue that we need to look at all the characters in this way. And once we do that, we see a rich novel in which all the characters, from Rigden the nervous schoolboy who becomes a hero, to Tim Burke the jeweller who is revealed as a man with secret desire, have their own journeys. It is not only the lovers who are of interest.

When we read the novel as a story in which all the characters should be considered as interesting in their own right, we switch our attention from the two women fighting for one man, and find instead a rich cast of characters of whom the real heroine is Mor's daughter, Felicity. Felicity is a wonderful Murdochian child with a bizarre inner life of invisible companions, magic, rituals and secret relationships. It is for Felicity and her undervalued and charming brother Donald that Mor must reject Rain Carter and return home.

Once Nan has given up her power over Mor she cannot stop him taking Dermoyte's money to send Felicity to university. (Murdoch was a woman of her time – she could think of no greater destination for a young woman of intelligence than Oxbridge.) Thus Felicity will get the recognition she deserves, her talent will not be obscured by the emphasis the Mors have put on their son.

Felicity is of immense importance in the novel. In many instances she is the moral judge; it is her curiosity about Rain Carter which alerts us to the danger that Rain poses to the Mor family, it is her dislike of Jack Carde her brother's best friend which casts a question over their otherwise sunny scenes together, and it is her inviolable detachment from her mother which tells us that it is possible to live with Mrs Mor and yet not be consumed by her. Felicity's ability to tolerate her mother indicates a beyond-the-end-of-the-novel possible future for Mor. He can find a way, like Felicity, to live with his wife and yet not be ordered by her. She can, as Murdoch points out in that tightly-packed first scene, continue to shift the furniture, but it need not disturb the residents of the house.

Felicity contradicts her mother to tell her that she believes that she can behave 'anyhow to people' and expect them to love her, 'just the same'. Felicity demands an unconditional love and we see that this is what Donald needs and does not have from his father. It is Tim Burke who always has some treat in his pocket, who is generous to Donald. It is Mor who tries to prevent his son from accepting these little gifts. Mor loves his son but he cannot express this love. It is his journey in this novel to learn to offer love to both his children generously; so that his daughter, on whose education he thought he would skimp, will go to university, and his son may follow the trade of his choice.

Once we see the importance of Felicity in the novel we see that it is her opposition to Rain Carter where the true struggle takes place. All the more powerful for never being explicitly stated by Murdoch, the conflict where the stakes are highest is between the young woman who has lost her father to death, and seeks to deny death by finding another father, and the young woman who fears losing her father to another alternative life with an alternative daughter.

The two women confront each other with surprising equality. Rain is frequently described as a girl or a child. Murdoch frequently reminds us that she is a young woman who is still grieving for her father. As such it is the daughter's place she wants, not that of the wife. Her wealth and her talent have protected her from the real world, like a child she has no insight into people nor common sense. Rain enjoys an extended childhood, the real world of conventional behaviour and economic necessity does not bear hard on her. She dresses in eccentric costume: trousers, pierrot costume, she comes and goes as she likes, she enjoys unearned wealth.

Unlike Rain's pseudo-childhood, Felicity's life is that of a real child: completely ordered by others. She arrives in the Mor household from her boarding school wearing uniform, no amusing costumes for her. Felicity has a predictable routine and her parents can predict her moods which are often sulky. Her exchanges with her mother are mostly about domestic work: laundry. But Felicity liberates herself from this disciplined outer life to enjoy a rich inner world of magic by which she can control events. Her intuitive wisdom and powerful sense of her self make her more mature than Rain, her self-proclaimed psychic skills give her powers far greater than Rain's nervous superstitions. She is certainly more cunning. When they first meet Felicity has entered Rain's bedroom and stolen a pair of stockings from her, she then hoodwinks Rain with a gift of flowers which grow in 'waste places' – the sort of place that Rain would make of Felicity's home. Felicity is taller than Rain, and Rain 'had to look up to her'.

Ultimately, we can believe, if we wish, that Felicity's magic spell defeats Rain's desire. Nan Mor's recapture of her husband costs her all the power she has established over Mor. From now on he will be free of her control. The real prize for the defeat of Rain, goes to Felicity, who wins back her father, witnesses the return of her brother, and gains the future she deserves.

A powerful indication of Felicity's triumph is that the only time we see Mor planning willingly and in detail is in the final scene when he talks with Felicity. All the other characters of the novel seek to bend Mor to their view; but it is only Felicity who plans with her father a mutually agreed, mutually agreeable vision of a genuinely realisable future. Together they plan the future of the family: their move to London, buying a new dog, an apprenticeship in the jewellery business for Don, and a university career for Felicity. And it is Felicity who has the last words of the novel which she speaks through her tears: 'Everything was all right now. It was all right. It was all right.' Ambiguous to the last, Murdoch leaves the reader to decide whether Felicity's words or her tears are the most appropriate response.

PHILIPPA GREGORY
 2002
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Chapter One
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"FIVE hundred guineas!" said Mor's wife. "Well I never!"

"It's the market price," said Mor.

"You could articulate more distinctly," said Nan, "if you took that rather damp-looking cigarette out of your mouth."

"I said it's the market price!" said Mor. He threw his cigarette away.

"Bledyard would have done it for nothing," said Nan.

"Bledyard is mad," said Mor, "and dunks portrait painting is wicked."

"If you ask me, it's you and the school Governors that are mad," said Nan. "You must have money to burn. First all that flood-lighting, and then this. Flood-lighting! As if it wasn't bad enough to have to see the school during the day!"

"Shall we wait lunch for Felicity?" asked Mor.

"No, of course not," said Nan. "She always sulks when she comes home. She wouldn't want to eat anyway." Felicity was their daughter. She was expected home that day from boarding school, where an outbreak of measles had brought the term to an early conclusion.

They seated themselves at the table at opposite ends. The dining-room was tiny. The furniture was large and glossy. The casement windows were open as wide as they could go upon the hot dry afternoon. They revealed a short front garden and a hedge of golden privet curling limply in the fierce heat. Beyond the garden lay the road where the neat semi-detached houses faced each other like mirror images. The housing estate was a recent one, modern in design and very solidly built. Above the red-tiled roofs, and over the drooping foliage of the trees there rose high into the soft midsummer haze the neo-Gothic tower of St Bride's school where Mor was a housemaster. It was a cold lunch.

"Water?" said Nan. She poured it from a blue-and-white porcelain jug. Mor tilted his chair to select his favourite from the row of sauce bottles on the sideboard. One advantage of the dining-room was that everything was within reach.

"Is Donald coming in this evening to see Felicity?" asked Nan. Donald was their son, who was now in the Sixth Form at St Bride's.

"He's taking junior prep," said Mor.

"He's taking junior prep!" said Nan, imitating. "You could have got him off taking junior prep! I never met such a pair of social cowards. You never want to do anything that might draw attention to you. You haven't taken a vow of obedience to St Bride's."

"You know Don hates privileges," said Mor briefly. This was one of the points from which arguments began. He jabbed unenthusiastically at his meat. "I wish Felicity would come."

"I've got a bone to pick with Don," said Nan.

"Don't nag him about the climbing," said Mor. Donald wanted to go on a climbing holiday. His parents were opposed to this.

"Don't use that word at me!" said Nan. "Someone's got to take some responsibility for what the children do."

"Well, leave it till after his exam," said Mor. "He's worried enough." Donald was shortly to sit for a Cambridge College entrance examination in chemistry.

"If we leave it," said Nan, "we'll find it's been fixed. Don told me it was all off". But Mrs Prewett said yesterday they were still discussing it. Your children seem to make it a general rule to lie to their parents for all your talk about truth."

Although he now held no religious views, Mor had been brought up as a Methodist. He believed profoundly in complete truthfulness as the basis and condition of all virtue. It grieved him to find that his children were almost totally indifferent to this requirement. He pushed his plate aside.

"Aren't you going to eat that?" said Nan. "Do you mind if I do?" She reached across a predatory fork and took the meat from Mor's plate.

"It's too hot to eat," said Mor. He looked out of the window. The tower of the school was idling in the heat, swaying a little in the cracked air. From the arterial road near by came the dull murmur, never stilled by day, of the stream of traffic now half-way between London and the coast. In the heat of the afternoon it sounded like insects buzzing in a wood. Time was longer, longer, longer in the summer.

"You remember how poor Liffey used to hate this hot weather," said Mor.

Liffey had been their dog, a golden retriever, who was killed two years ago on the main road. This animal had formed the bond between Mor and Nan which their children had been unable to form. Half unconsciously, whenever Mor wanted to placate his wife he said something about Liffey.

Nan's face at once grew gentler. "Poor thing!" she said. "She used to stagger about the lawn following a little piece of shadow. And her long tongue hanging out."

"I wonder how much longer the heat wave will last," said Mor.

"In other countries," said Nan, "they just have the summer-time. We have to talk about heat waves. It's dreary."

Mor was silent while Nan finished her plate. He began to have a soporific feeling of conjugal boredom. He stretched and yawned and fell to examining a stain upon the tablecloth. "You haven't forgotten we're dining with Demoyte tonight?"

Demoyte was the former headmaster of St Bride's, now retired, but still living in his large house near to the school. The Mors had continued their custom of dining with him regularly. The sum of five hundred guineas, which had so much scandalized Nan, was to be paid for a portrait of him which the school Governors had recently commissioned.

"Oh, damn, I had forgotten," said Nan. "Oh, what a blasted bore! I'll ring up and say I'm ill."

"You won't," said Mor. "You'll enjoy it when you're there."

"You always make that futile remark," said Nan, "and I never do. Will there be company?" Nan hated company. Mor liked it.

"There'll be the portrait painter," said Mor. "I gather she arrived yesterday."

"I read about her in the local rag," said Nan. "She has some pathetically comic name."

"Rain Carter," said Mor.

"Rain Carter!" said Nan. "Cor Lumme! The daughter of Sidney Carter. At least he's a good painter. Anyway, he's famous. If you wanted to waste money, why didn't you ask him?"

"He's dead," said Mor. "He died early this year. His daughter's supposed to be good too."

"She'd better be, at that price," said Nan. "I suppose I'll have to dress. She's sure to be all flossied up. She lives in France. Oh dear! Where is she staying, by the way? The Saracen's Head?"

"No," said Mor, "Miss Carter is staying at Demoyte's house. She wants to study his character and background before she starts the picture. She's very academic about it."

"Demoyte will be delighted, the old goat!" said Nan. "But what a line! I like 'academic'!"

Mor hated Nan's mockery, even when it was not directed against him. He had once imagined that she mocked others merely in order to protect herself. But as time went on he found it harder to believe that Nan was vulnerable. He decided that it was he who needed the consolation of thinking her so.

"As you haven't met the girl," he said, "why are you being so spiteful?"

"What sort of question is that?" said Nan. "Do you expect me to answer it?"

They looked at each other. Mor turned away his eyes. He suffered deeply from the discovery that his wife was the stronger. He told himself that her strength sprang only from obstinate and merciless unreason; but to think this did not save him either from suffering coercion or from feeling resentment. He could not now make his knowledge of her into love, he could not even make it into indifference. In the heart of him he was deeply compelled. He was forced. And he was continually offended. The early years of their marriage had been happy enough. At that time he and Nan had talked about nothing but themselves. When this subject failed, however, they had been unable to find another—and one day Mor made the discovery that he was tied for life to a being who could change, who could withdraw herself from him and become independent. On that day Mor had renewed his marriage vows.

"Sorry," said Mor. He had made it a rule to apologize, whether or not he thought himself in the wrong. Nan was prepared to sulk for days. He was always the one who crawled back. Her strength was endless.

"In fact," he said, "according to Mr Everard she's a very shy, naïve girl. She led quite a cloistered life with her father." The Reverend Giles Everard was the present headmaster of St Bride's, generally known as the Revvy Evvy.

"Quite cloistered!" said Nan. "In France! As for Evvy's judgment, he casts down his eyes like a milkmaid if he meets a member of the other sex. Still, if we have this girl at dinner we shall at least escape Miss Handforth, on whom you dote so!" Miss Handforth was Mr Demoyte's housekeeper, an old enemy of Nan.

"I don't dote on Handy," said Mor, "but at least she's cheerful, and she's good for Demoyte."

"She isn't cheerful," said Nan. "She just has a loud voice —and she expects to be in the conversation even when she's waiting at table. I can't stand that. There's no point in having servants if you abandon the conventions. There's ice cream to follow. Will you have some? No?"

"She keeps Demoyte's spirits up," said Mor. "He says it's impossible to think about oneself when there's so much noise going on."

"He's a morbid old man," said Nan. "It's pathetic."

Mor loved Demoyte. "I wish Felicity would come," he said.

"Don't keep saying that, darling," said Nan. "Can I have your ice-cream spoon? I've used mine to take the gravy off the cloth."

"I think I ought to go into school," said Mor, looking at his watch.

"Lunch isn't over," said Nan, "just because you've finished eating. And the two-fifteen bell hasn't rung yet. Don't forget we must talk to Felicity about her future."

"Must we?" said Mor. This was the sort of provocative reply which he found it very hard to check, and by which Nan was unfailingly provoked. A recurring pattern. He was to blame.

"Why do you say 'must we?' in that peculiar tone of voice?" said Nan. She had a knack of uttering such a question in a way which forced Mor to answer her.

"Because I don't know what I think about it," said Mor. He felt a cold sensation which generally preluded his becoming angry.

"Well, I know what I dunk about it," said Nan. "Our finances and her talents don't leave us much choice, do they?" She looked directly at Mor. Again it was impossible not to reply.

"I suggest we wait a while," said Mor. "Felicity doesn't know her own mind yet." He knew that Nan could go on in this tone for hours and keep quite calm. Arguments would not help him. His only ultimate defence was anger.

"You always pretend people don't know what they want when they don't want what you want," said Nan. "You are funny. Bill. Felicity certainly wants to leave school. And if she's to start on that typing course next year we ought to put her name down now."

"I don't want Felicity to be a typist," said Mor.

"Why not?" said Nan. "She could have a good career. She could be secretary to some interesting man."

"I don't want her to be secretary to some interesting man," said Mor, "I want her to be an interesting woman and have someone else be her secretary."

"You live in a dream world, Bill," said Nan. "Neither of your children are clever, and you've already caused them both enough unhappiness by pretending that they are. You've bullied Don into taking the College exam and you ought to be satisfied with that. If you'd take our marriage more seriously you'd try to be a bit more of a realist. You must take some responsibility for the children. I know you have all sorts of fantasies about yourself. But at least try to be realistic about them."

Mor winced. If there was one thing he hated to hear about, it was "our marriage". This entity was always mentioned in connection with some particularly dreary project which Nan was trying to persuade him to be unavoidably necessary. He made an effort. "You may be right," he said, "but I still think we ought to wait."

"I know I'm right," said Nan.

The phrase found an echo in Mor's mind. He was perpetually aware of the danger of becoming too dogmatic himself in opposition to Nan's dogmatism. He tried to change the subject. "I wonder if Felicity will mind your having changed her room round?"

Nan liked moving the furniture about. She kept the rooms in a continual state of upheaval in which nothing was respected, neither one's belongings nor the way one chose to arrange them, and thereby satisfied, or so it seemed to Mor, her desire to feel that all the things in the house were her things. He had become accustomed, after many years, to the perpetual flux, but he hated the way in which it hurt the children.

Nan refused to leave her point. "You're so simple-minded, Bill. You think that reactionaries consider all women to be stupid, and so progressives must consider all women to be clever! I've got no time for that sort of sentimental feminism. Your dear Mr Everard has got it too. Did I tell you that he wants me to make an after-dinner speech at that idiotic dinner?" There was to be a ceremonial dinner, at a date not yet arranged, to honour the presentation to the school of the portrait of Mr Demoyte.

"Yes, he told me," said Mor. "I hope you will. You'd make a good speech."

"No, I wouldn't," said Nan. "I'd just make myself and you look ridiculous. I told Evvy so. He really is an ass. Men of his generation have such romantic ideas about female emancipation. But if his idea of the free society is women making after-dinner speeches, he'd better find someone else to co-operate with. He told me to 'think it over'. I just laughed at him. He's pathetic."

"You ought to try," said Mor. "You complain about the narrowness of your life, and yet you never take the chance to do anything new or different."

"If you think my life would be made any less, as you charmingly put it, 'narrow' by my making a fool of myself at that stupid dinner," said Nan, "I really cannot imagine what conception you have of me at all." The two-fifteen bell for the first afternoon lesson could be heard ringing beyond the trees.

"I wish you hadn't stopped your German," said Mor. "You haven't done any for months, have you?"

Mor had hoped to be able to educate his wife. He had always known that she was intelligent. He had imagined that she would turn out to be talented. The house was littered with the discarded paraphernalia of subjects in which he had hoped to interest her: French grammars, German grammars, books of history and biography, paints, even a guitar on which she had strummed a while but never learnt to play. It irritated Mor that his wife should combine a grievance about her frustrated gifts with a lack of any attempt to concentrate. She deliberately related herself to the world through him only and then disliked him for it. She had few friends, and no occupations other than housework.

"Don't go out of your way to annoy me," said Nan. "Haven't you got a lesson at two-fifteen?"

"It's a free period," said Mor, "but I ought to go and do some correcting. Is that Felicity?"

"No, it's the milkman," said Nan. "I suppose you'd like some coffee?"

"Well, maybe," said Mor.

"Don't have it if you're indifferent," said Nan; "it's expensive enough. In fact, you weren't really thinking about my German. You're still stuffed up with those dreams that Tim Burke put into you. You imagine that it's only my narrow-mindedness that stops you from being Prime Minister!"

Tim Burke was a goldsmith, and an old friend of the Mor family. He was also the chairman of the Labour Party in a neighbouring borough, where he had been trying to persuade Mor to become the local candidate. It was a safe Labour seat. Mor was deeply interested in the idea.

"I wasn't thinking about that," said Mor, "but you are timid there too." He was shaken more deeply than he yet liked to admit by his wife's opposition to this plan. He had not yet decided how to deal with it.

"Timid!" said Nan. "What funny words you use! I'm just realistic. I don't want us both to be exposed to ridicule. My dear, I know, it's attractive, London and so on, but in real life terms it means a small salary and colossal expenses and absolutely no security. You don't realize that one still needs a private income to be an M.P. You can't have everything, you know. It was your idea to send Felicity to that expensive school. It was your idea to push Don into going to Cambridge."

"He'll get a county grant," Mor mumbled. He did not want this argument now. He would reserve his fire.

"You know as well as I do," said Nan, "that a county grant is a drop in the ocean. He might have worked with Tim. He might have knocked around the world a bit. And if he learns anything at Cambridge except how to imitate his expensive friends—"

"He'll do his military service," said Mor. In persuading Donald to work for the University Mor had won one of his rare victories. He had been paying for it ever since.

"The trouble with you, Bill," said Nan, "is that for all your noisy Labour Party views you're a snob at heart. You want your children to be ladies and gents. But anyhow, quite apart from the money, you haven't the personality to be a public man. You'd much better get on with writing that school textbook."

"I've told you already," said Mor, "it's not a textbook." Mor was writing a book on the nature of political concepts. He was not making very rapid progress with this work, which had been in existence now for some years. But then he had so little spare time.

"Well, don't get so upset," said Nan. "There's nothing to get upset about. If it's not a textbook, that's a pity. School textbooks make money. And if we don't get some extra money from somewhere we shall have to draw our horns in pretty sharply. No more Continental holidays, you know. Even our little trip to Dorset this year will be practically ruinous, especially if Felicity and I go down before term ends."

"Oh, for Christ's sake, Nan," said Mor, "do shut up! Do stop talking about money!" He got up. He ought to have gone into school long ago.

"When you speak to me like that, Bill," said Nan, "I really wonder why we go on. I really think it might be better to stop." Nan said this from time to time, always in the cool, unexcited voice in which she conducted her arguments with her husband. It was all part of the pattern. So was Mor's reply.

"Don't talk that nonsense, Nan. I'm sorry I spoke in that way." It all passed in a second.

Nan rose, and they began together to clear the table.

There was a sound in the hall. "Here's Felicity!" said Mor, and pushed quickly past his wife.

Felicity shut the front door behind her and put her suitcase down at her feet. Her parents stood looking at her from the door of the dining-room. "Welcome home, dear," said Nan.

"Hello," said Felicity. She was fourteen, very thin and straight, and tall for her age. The skin of her face, which was very white but covered over in summer with a thick scattering of golden freckles, was drawn tightly over the bridge of her nose and away from her prominent eyes, giving her a perpetual look of enquiry and astonishment. She had her mother's eyes, a gleaming blue, but filled with a hazier and more dreamy light. Nan's hair was a dark blond, undulating naturally about her head, the ends of it tucked away into a subdued halo. Felicity's was fairer and straighter, drawn now into a straggling tail which emerged from under her school hat. In looks, the girl had none of her father. It was Donald who had inherited Mor's dark and jaggedly curly hair and his bony face, irregular to ugliness.

Felicity took off her hat and threw it in the direction of the hall table. It fell on the floor. Nan came forward, picked up her hat, and kissed her on the brow. "Had a good term, dear?"

"Oh, it was all right," said Felicity.

"Hello, old thing," said Mor. He shook her by the shoulder.

"Hello, Daddy," said Felicity. "Is Don here?"

"He isn't, dear, but he'll come in tomorrow," said Nan. "Would you like me to make you lunch, or have you had some?"

"I don't want anything to eat," said Felicity. She picked up her suitcase. "Don't bother, Daddy. I'll carry it up."

"What are your plans for this evening?" said Nan.

"I've just arrived," said Felicity. "I haven't got any plans."

She began to mount the stairs. Her parents watched her in silence. A moment later they heard her bedroom door shut with a bang.





Chapter Two
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IT was a fine clear evening. Mor closed the door of the Sixth Form room and escaped down the corridor with long strides. A subdued din arose behind him. He had just been giving a lesson to the history specialists of the Classical Sixth. Donald, who was in the Science Sixth, had of course not been present. It was now two years since, to Mor's relief, his son had ceased to be his pupil. Mor taught history, and occasionally Latin, at St Bride's. He enjoyed teaching, and knew that he did it well. His authority and prestige in the school stood high; higher, since Demoyte's departure, than that of any other master. Mor was well aware of this too, and it consoled him more than a little for failures in other departments of his life.

Now, as he emerged through the glass doors of Main School into the warm sunshine, a sense of satisfaction filled him, which was partly a feeling of work well done and partly the anticipation of a pleasant evening. On an ordinary day there would be the long interval till supper-time to be lived through, passed in reading, or correcting, or in desultory conversation with Nan. This was normally the most threadbare part of the day. But this evening there would be the strong spicy talk of Demoyte and the colour and beauty of his house. If he hurried, Mor thought, he would be able to have one or two glasses of sherry with Demoyte before Nan arrived. She made a point of arriving late, to the perpetual irritation of Handy. Then there would be wine with the meal. Nan never drank alcohol, and Mor did not usually drink it, partly as a lingering result of his teetotaller's upbringing and partly for reasons of economy, but he enjoyed drinking occasionally with Demoyte or Tim Burke, though he always had an irrational sense of guilt when he did so.

Demoyte lived at a distance of three miles from the school in a fine Georgian house called Brayling's Close, which he had acquired during his period of office as Headmaster, and which he had left to the school in his will. He had crammed it with treasures, especially Oriental rugs and carpets on the subject of which he was an expert and the author of a small but definitive treatise. Demoyte was a scholar. For his scholarship Mor, whose talents were speculative rather than scholarly, admired him without envy; and for his tough honest obstinate personality and his savage tongue Mor rather loved him: and also because Demoyte was very partial to Mor. The latter often reflected that if one were to have him for an enemy Demoyte would present a very unpleasant aspect indeed. His long period as Headmaster of St Bride's had been punctuated by violent quarrels with members of the staff, and was still referred to as "the reign of terror". A feeling of security in their job was a luxury which Demoyte had not had the delicacy to allow to the masters of St Bride's. If the quality of an individual's teaching declined, that individual would shortly find that Demoyte was anxious for his departure; and when Demoyte wanted something to occur it was usually not long before that thing occurred.

Demoyte had not been easy to live with and he had not been easy to get rid of. He had persuaded the Governors to extend his tenure of power for five years beyond the statutory retiring age—and when that time was up he had only been induced to retire after a storm during which the school Visitor had had to be called in to arbitrate. Ever since Mor had come to the school, some ten years ago, he had been Demoyte's lieutenant and right-hand man, the intermediary between the Head and the staff, first unofficially, and later more officially, in the capacity of Second Master. In this particular role, Mor was sincere enough to realize, he had been able to experience the pleasures of absolute power without remorse of conscience. He had mitigated the tyranny; but he had also been to a large extent its instrument and had not infrequently enjoyed its fruits.

Demoyte would have liked Mor to succeed him as Head; but St Bride's was a Church of England foundation, and at least a nominal faith of an Anglican variety was required by the Governors in any candidate for the Headship. This item Mor could not supply; and a storm raised by Demoyte with the purpose of changing the school statutes on this point, so as to allow Mor to stand, failed of its object. Demoyte himself, Mor supposed, must originally have conformed to the requirement; but by the time Mor first met him his orthodoxy had long ago been worn down into a sort of obstinate gentlemanly conservatism. Under the Demoyte regime not much was heard at St Bride's about Christianity, beyond such rather stereotyped information as was conveyed by the Ancient and Modern Hymnal; and the boys had to learn about religion, much as they learnt about sex, by piecing together such references to these blush-provoking topics as they could discover for themselves in books. What Demoyte cared about was proficiency in work. This his masters were engaged to produce and sacked for failing to produce; and during his period of office the yearly bag of College scholarships by St Bride's rose steadily and surely. As for morality, and such things, Demoyte took the view that if a boy could look after his Latin prose his character would look after itself.

Very different was the view taken by Demoyte's successor, the Reverend Giles Everard, whom Demoyte regarded with unconcealed contempt and always referred to as "poor Evvy". The training of character was what was nearest to Evvy's heart—and performance in Latin prose he regarded as a secondary matter. His first innovation had been to alter the school prospectus, which had formerly reflected Demoyte's predilection for star pupils, in such a way as to suggest that now St Bride's was concerned, not with selecting and cherishing the brilliant boy, but with welcoming and bringing to his humbler maturity, such as it was, the mediocre and even the dim-witted. Demoyte watched these changes with fury and with scorn.

Nan had never taken to Demoyte. This was partly because Demoyte had never taken to her, but she would have disliked him, Mor thought, in any case. Nan hated eccentricity, which she invariably regarded as affectation. She did not, it seemed to Mor, care to conceive that other people might be profoundly different from herself. Nan had, moreover, a tendency to be hostile towards unmarried people of either sex, regarding them as in some way abnormal and menacing; and in Demoyte the sort of bachelor behaviour which made Nan particularly uneasy had developed, through age and through the long exercise of tyrannical power, to the point of outrage. Demoyte was overbearing in conversation and rarely sacrificed wit to tact. Although he was a Tory by habit and conviction, there were few institutions which he took for granted. Marriage was certainly not one of these. In the sacred intimacy of the home Nan was often pleased to refer to "our marriage"; but she did not think that this was a subject which, either in particular or in general, could be discussed or even mentioned in the company of strangers—and everyone beyond the family hearth was to her a stranger. Demoyte felt no such delicacy, and would often embarrass Nan by outbursts on the subject of the married state. "A married couple is a dangerous machine!" he would say, wagging a finger and watching to see how Nan was taking it. "Marriage is organized selfishness with the blessing of society. How hardly shall a married person enter the Kingdom of Heaven!" And once, after an occasion when Mor had sharply defended Nan from one of Demoyte's sarcasms, he had almost turned the pair of them out of the house, shouting, "You two may have to put up with each other, but I'm not bound to put up with either of you!"

After that Mor had had great difficulty in persuading Nan to accompany him to Demoyte's dinners. But he knew obscurely that if it ever became established that he went alone, Nan's hostility to Demoyte would take a more active form and she would seriously endeavour to bring the friendship to an end. As it was, Nan worked off her spleen on each occasion by making bitter comments to Mor as they walked home. With these comments Mor would often weakly concur, excusing his disloyalty to himself on the ground that he was thereby averting a greater evil. Nan was prepared to tolerate Demoyte on condition that he was judged finally by Mor and herself in unison; and to placate her Mor was prepared to allow the judgment to seem final, and to keep his private corrections to himself.

On this occasion as Mor walked across the asphalt playground in the direction of the bicycle-sheds, averting his eyes automatically from the windows of classrooms where lessons were still in progress, he remembered with a small pang of disappointment that tonight Demoyte would not be alone. Mor would sometimes cycle over to Brayling's Close in the late evening after supper—but there was something especially sacred about the short encounters before dinner, when the glow of Demoyte's drawing-room came as a sharp pleasure after the recent escape from school. Mor was glad when Demoyte had guests, but he liked to see the old man alone first, and as he tried to arrive soon after five-thirty he was usually able to do so. This evening, however, the portrait-painter woman, Miss Carter, would of course be present. Mor had a vague curiosity about this young woman. When her father had died some months ago the newspapers had been filled with obituaries and appreciations of his work which had contained many references to her. She was supposed to be talented. Concerning her personal appearance and presence Mor had been able to obtain only the vaguest account from Mr Everard, who, as Nan had remarked, was not generally to be trusted in summing up the opposite sex. Mor's thoughts touched lightly on the girl and then returned to Demoyte.

In spite of the difference in their political views Demoyte had, somewhat to Mor's surprise, been very much in favour of Tim Burke's plan to make Mor a Labour Candidate. "You won't do us any harm," he told Mor, "since whatever else you'll be doing at Westminster you certainly won't be governing the country—and you may do yourself some good by getting out of this damned rut. I hate to see you as poor Evvy's henchman. It's so painfully unnatural." Mor was of Demoyte's opinion on the latter point. As far as this evening was concerned, however, Mor was anxious to warn Demoyte not to mention the matter in Nan's presence. Demoyte's approval would merely increase her opposition to the plan.

The masters' bicycle-shed was a wooden structure, much broken down and overgrown with Virginia creeper, and situated in a gloomy shrubbery which was known as the masters' garden, and which was nominally out of bounds to the boys. Beside it was a stretch of weedy gravel, connecting by a grassy track with the main drive, on which stood Mr Everard's new baby Austin and Mr Prewett's very old enormous Morris. Mor found his bicycle and set out slowly along the track. He bumped along between the trees, turned on to the loose gravel of the main drive, until he reached the school gates and the smooth tarmac surface of the arterial road. Fast cars were rushing in both directions along the dual carriageway, and it was a little while before Mor could get across into the other lane. He slipped through at last and began to pedal up the hill toward the railway bridge. It was a stiff climb. As usual he forced himself at it with the intention of getting to the top without dismounting. He gave up the attempt at the usual place. He reached the summit of the bridge and began to freewheel down the other side.

Now between trees the Close was distantly in sight. At this place on the road it seemed as if one were deep in the country. The housing estate was momentarily hidden behind the bridge, and the shopping centre, which lay on a parallel road on the other side of the fields, had not yet come in sight. Demoyte's house stood there, stately and pensive as in a print, looking exactly as it had looked when company had come down in coaches from London, across heaths infested by highwaymen, to report to their friends in the country what was Garrick's present rô1e and what the latest saying of the Doctor. Mor waited again for a gap in the traffic to get back across the road, turned into Demoyte's drive, and cycled up the untidy avenue of old precarious elm trees. These trees had long ago been condemned as unsafe, but Demoyte had refused to have them cut down. "Let Evvy do it when I'm gone," he said. "I don't grudge him that pleasure. He has so few."

The house was long in the front, built of small rose-coloured bricks, and arching out in two large bow windows. A wide door with a stone pediment faced the avenue across a square of grass. The main garden lay at the side. Mor cycled between two pillars and skirted the grass. He left his bicycle leaning against the wall of what had once been a coach house and made his way on foot toward the front door. He felt that he was being watched, and looked up to see Miss Handforth gazing at him out of the window above the door. He waved cheerfully at her. He was one of Handy's favourites.

Miss Handforth met him in the hall, sweeping round the white curve of the staircase with a vehemence which made the house shake. She was a stout powerful middle-aged woman with a face like a lion and a foot like a rhino. She had once been an elementary school teacher.

"Hello," said Mor. "How goes it, Handy? How's his Lordship?"

"No more lazy and troublesome than usual," said Miss Handforth in ringing tones. "You've arrived early again, but I don't suppose it matters." Handy never addressed people by their names. She coughed unrestrainedly as she spoke. "I've got a most awful cold, though how I could have caught it in this weather's a regular mystery. It must be hay fever, only the hay's in, I don't know if that makes any difference. If you want to wash, go straight through, you know the way, the downstairs toilet this time, if you please. The boss is still getting up from lying down, but Miss Thing is in the drawing-room if you want to be polite. Otherwise go and knock on the dressing-room door. I must go and look at the dinner."

Miss Handforth went away, coughing and sneezing, through a green baize door in the direction of the kitchen. Mor went through to what she called the downstairs toilet and tried to wash his hands. They were blackened, as usual, by the ancient rubber grips on the handle-bars. Soap made little impression on the dirt, although plenty came off on the towel. Mor, who had deduced from Miss Handforth's tone that she was hostile to Mr Demoyte's other guest, decided that he would not be, as she put it, polite, and instead he mounted the stairs and knocked on the door of Demoyte's dressing-room. A growl came from inside.

"May I come in, sir?" said Mor.

"No," said Demoyte's voice. "Go away. You're infernally early. Three minutes ago I was asleep. Now I have to make a decision about my trousers. I'm not going to receive you in my shift. There's a charming lady down in the drawing-room."

Mor turned away and went slowly downstairs again. Half thoughtfully he straightened his tie. As he made for the drawing-room door he saw through a vista of passages straight into the kitchen; the figure of Handy was discovered in a listening attitude. Mor made an ambiguous gesture of complicity. Handy replied with another gesture and a resounding snort. Mor was not sure what she meant. He went into the drawing-room and closed the door softly behind him.

The room was full of yellow evening light and its three tall windows were wide open on to the garden. It faced the side of the house, overlooking a long enclosed lawn which was separated from the front drive by a brick wall. Beyond the lawn was a thick dark yew hedge cut in the centre by a stone archway beneath which an iron gate led into a second garden which was invisible from the windows. This garden consisted of another lawn, with a wide herbaceous border at either end. Beyond it and at a higher level lay a third garden which was reached by a flight of stone steps. On either side of the steps were two clipped holly bushes, and on either side of these a low box hedge which grew on top of the flower-hung wall which marked the difference of level between the two gardens. This last one was the rose garden, a triangular strip ending in an avenue of mulberries which led toward the farthest tapering point of Demoyte's estate. After that there were taller trees through which in winter were revealed the red roofs of the housing estate, but which in summer enclosed the horizon except where at one place their line was broken by the upwardly pointing finger, just visible from the house, of the neo-Gothic tower of St Bride's.

The drawing-room was empty. Mor felt some relief. He fingered his tie again, and sat down quietly in one of the chairs. He loved this room. In his own home, although there were few ornaments, and such as there were chosen carefully by Nan to harmonize with the curtains, no part of it seemed to blend into a unity. The objects remained separate, their shapes and their colours almost invisible. Here, on the contrary, although the room was overcrowded and its contents extremely miscellaneous, all seemed to come together into a whirl of red and gold wherein each thing, though contributing to the whole, became more itself. A rich Feraghan carpet covered the floor, almost entirely obscured by equally splendid rugs which lay edge to edge over its surface. Pieces of furniture stood about, without plan or pattern, their only obvious intention being to provide as many smooth surfaces as possible upon which might be placed cups, bowls, vases, boxes, together with a variety of smaller objects made of ivory, jade, jet, glass and amber. Petit-point cushions crowded so thick upon most of the chairs that it was quite hard to find anywhere to sit down. The walls were papered in a gold-and-white pattern, but were rarely visible between the most splendid of the rugs which hung upon them, stretched at various angles between the floor and the ceiling, and glowing there with silky vitality like the skins of fabulous animals. Mor half closed his eyes and the forms about him became hazier and more intense. He let the colours enter into him. He rested.

Then suddenly with a strange shock of alarm he realized that upon a table at the far end of the room a very small woman was kneeling. He had not noticed her as he came in, since the colours of her dress faded into the background, and he had not expected to see her at that point in space. She had her back to him, and seemed to be examining one of the rugs which hung on the wall behind the table.

"I'm so sorry!" said Mor, jumping up. "I didn't see you!"

The young woman turned abruptly, tilted the table with her weight, tried to spring off it, and then fell on the floor. Mor ran forward, but she had recovered herself before he reached her.

"You frightened me," she said. "I didn't hear you come in."

They looked at each other. Mor saw a very short youthful-looking girl, with boyishly cut dark hair, and darkly rosy cheeks, wearing a black cotton blouse, an elaborately flowered red skirt, and a necklace of large red beads; and he became for an instant acutely aware of what the girl was seeing: a tall middle-aged schoolmaster, with a twisted face and the grey coming in his hair.

"I am Rain Carter," said the girl.

"I am William Mor," said Mor. "I'm so sorry I alarmed you."

"That's quite all right," said Miss Carter. "I was just looking at this rug." She spoke in a slightly prim way.

"That's one of Mr Demoyte's treasures," said Mor. "I believe it's a Shíráz." He thought, how very small she is, and how like a child. Perhaps Evvy was right after all. Her eyes were dark brown and fugitive, her nose rather broad and tilted. A not unpleasant face.

"It is a Shíráz," said Miss Carter. "Do you notice how mysteriously the colours behave here? Each piece has its own shade, and then there is a sort of surface colour which the whole rug has which is different, a sort of blush." She spoke with a pedantic solemnity that Mor found touching and absurd. He found himself wondering if she could really paint. He stretched out his hand to touch the rug, and as he moved it its lustre changed. The surface was extremely close and smooth. He caressed it for a moment.

Before Mor could think of a suitably impressive answer to Miss Carter's remark, Demoyte came in. Mor turned about, and looked at Demoyte with some surprise. At this time in the evening the old man was usually to be found wearing a frayed velvet jacket, of a tobacco-stained red colour, and a rather limp bow tie. This evening, however, he was wearing a grey lounge suit, which Mor had rarely seen, and an ordinary tie. He had put a clean shirt on. He came in with head thrust forward and bore down upon them. Though he stooped now, he was still a tall man and with a head only just not grotesquely large for his body. His nose seemed to have grown bigger with age. His eyes were blue and looked out between many ridges of almost white dry skin. Scant white hairs still clung in a gentle film to his bulging skull.

"What!" shouted Demoyte, "you haven't given Miss Garter a drink! Mor, you are only fit to be a country schoolmaster. Excuse our provincial habits, Miss Carter, we don't know any better. You will have some sherry?" He began to pour it out.

"Thank you," said Miss Carter, "but do not blame Mr Mor. He has only this moment seen me. He thought I was part of a rug." As Miss Carter replied to Demoyte her primness became coyly animated. Mor looked at her again. Although she had no accent, she spoke English as if it were not quite her native tongue. He remembered that her mother had been French.

"And so you might be, my dear," said Demoyte; "a flower, a bird, an antelope." He handed her the glass with a flourish.

Miss Handforth was discovered leaning in the doorway. "The dinner's ready," she said, "but I suppose you aren't."

"Go away, Handy," said Demoyte. "You're far too early. You all seem to want to get the evening over quick. Mr Mor's better half is still to come."

"Well, what am I to do about the dinner?" said Miss Handforth. "Spoil it by over-cooking, or let it get cold? I don't mind which it is, but just let me know."

There was a knock on the outside door, and then Nan stepped into the hall. Mor saw her head appear suddenly behind Miss Handforth.

"Nan!" he said, as if to protect her from the hostility of the house against her. He went to help her off with her coat, a service which it never seemed to occur to Demoyte or Miss Handforth to perform, and then led her back into the drawing-room, holding her by the hand. Nan had made what she herself would call a real social effort, and was dressed in a smart well-fitting black dress with which she wore a pearl necklace which Mor had bought once from Tim Burke at a reduced price as a wedding anniversary present. Her wavy hair, glossy and impeccably set, framed the pale oval face, smoothly powdered and unmarked by wrinkles, the long mouth and the shrewd eyes, intelligent, practical, reliable, full of power. She looked a tall handsome woman, well dressed and confident. Mor looked at her with approval. In any conflict with the outside world Nan was invariably an efficient ally.

"Nan, may I introduce Miss Garter," said Mor, since Demoyte said nothing. "Miss Carter, my wife."

The women smiled and greeted each other, and Nan as usual refused the glass of sherry which Demoyte as usual poured out and offered to her.

"As I said before, the meal is ready," said Miss Handforth, who was still standing in the doorway. "If the ladies want to go upstairs first, they know the way. Meanwhile I shall be bringing in the soup."

"Oh, shut up, Handy," said Demoyte. "Give us a moment to finish our sherry, and don't rush the ladies."

Nan and Miss Carter took the opportunity to withdraw, and Miss Handforth stumped away to the kitchen. Mor turned to Demoyte and looked him over. Demoyte peered at Mor, his eyes gleaming and his nose wrinkled in what Mor had learnt to recognize as a smile. Demoyte's heavy sardonic mouth did not follow the usual conventions about smiling.

"Why the fancy dress, sir?" said Mor, indicating the lounge suit.

"Not a word!" said Demoyte, conspiratorially. "Am I to be summed up by a slip of a girl? You don't know what I've suffered in these last twenty-four hours! She wants to see pictures of my parents, pictures of me as a child, pictures of me as a student. She wants to know what I've written. She practically asked if I kept a diary. It's like having a psychiatrist in the house. Her sense of vocation is like a steam hammer. You wouldn't think it to look at her, would you? But I'm going to lead her up the garden. I've got her thoroughly foxed so far. She shan't know what I'm like if I can help it! These clothes are part of the game. Ssh! here she comes." They all went in to dinner.

They had reached the dessert. Nan was methodically eating a pear and Miss Carter was picking daintily at a branch of very small grapes. Mor was enjoying the port. Demoyte sat at the head of the table and Mor sat at the foot with the ladies between them. As Nan had predicted, no place had been set this evening for Miss Handforth. This person towered over the table, often leaning upon it as she made a remark, sneezing from time to time, and breathing down the ladies' necks.

Demoyte said, "I asked old Bledyard to come to complete the party, but he made some excuse, obviously false. Miss Carter hasn't met our Bledyard yet." Bledyard was the art master at St Bride's, an eccentric.

"I look forward to meeting him," said Miss Carter. "I have seen some of his work. It is good."

"Really?" said Mor. "I didn't realize Bledyard ever actually painted anything!"

"He used to, certainly," said Miss Carter. "I have seen at least three good landscapes. But I gather now he has theories which interfere with his painting?"

"His head is full of cant," said Demoyte, "which he employs to excuse the fact that he can't paint any more. That's how I see it. But at any rate Bledyard is a man. He's got some stuff inside him. Not like the pious dolls poor Evvy will fill the place with before long. You'd better start clearing out, you infidel," he said to Mor.

Mor, who was anxious to skirt the dangerous subject of his clearing out, said quickly, "I believe we are both to lunch with Mr Everard on Thursday, Miss Carter. I think Bledyard has been invited too." He regretted this change of subject at once, since it struck him that Everard had as usual blundered in inviting him and failing to invite Nan. This aspect of the matter had not struck him when Everard had mentioned the lunch that afternoon. Nan put down her fruit knife noisily and drank some water.

"You'll get nothing to drink with Evvy," said Demoyte. "Better stoke up now. Have some more wine, Miss Carter. Can't I persuade you, Mrs Mor? See, Miss Carter is drinking like a fish, and is more sober than any of us." Mor had noticed this too.

Miss Carter did not rise to this quip. She said rather solemnly. "I have only met Mr Everard once. I look forward to seeing him again."

"Impossible!" said Demoyte. "What did you think of poor Evvy? Let's hear Evvy summed up!" He winked at Mor.

Miss Carter hesitated. She cast a quick suspicious look at Demoyte. "I think he has a fresh and gentle face," she said firmly. "He seems a man without any malice in him. That is both rare and good."

Demoyte seemed taken aback for a moment. Mor taunted him with his eyes. "Little puritan!" said Demoyte. "So you reprove us all! Let me fill your glass yet again."

"No, thank you, Mr Demoyte," said Miss Carter. "Of course, it takes a long time to know a man, and this is only an impression. What do you think, Mrs Mor?"

Mor held his breath. He thought the question rather bold. He hoped that Nan was not going to dislike Miss Carter.

"Well," said Nan, "I think fundamentally Mr Everard is a fool, and if someone is a fool, especially if he's in a position of authority, this spoils his other good qualities."

"For once," cried Demoyte, "I find myself in complete agreement with Mrs Mor. And now, dear friends, it's time for coffee."

Coffee was taken in the library. Mor loved this room too. It lay above the drawing-room and had the same view, but it was a longer room. There were the three tall windows, corresponding to the ones below, and then an extra piece on the front side of the house giving to the library one of the big bow windows which faced the drive. Directly below this, cut off from the drawing-room, was a little room which Miss Handforth, making what was always supposed to be a joke, would call her boudoir. The bow window on the other side of the hall belonged to the dining-room, and above, to Demoyte's bedroom. Next to the library at the back of the house was a guest bedroom, which also enjoyed a view of the lawn, and through whose other window could be seen, once it had grown dark, a reddish glow which showed, at a distance of some twenty miles, where London lay.

Demoyte's books were all behind glass, so that the room was full of reflections. Demoyte was a connoisseur of books. Mor, who was none, had long ago been barred from the library. Mor liked to tear a book apart as he read it, breaking the back, thumbing and turning down the pages, commenting and underlining. He liked to have his books close to him, upon a table, upon the floor, at least upon open shelves. Seeing them so near and so destroyed, he could feel that they were now almost inside his head. Demoyte's books seemed a different kind of entity. Yet he liked to see them too, elegant, stiff and spotless, gilded and calved, books to be held gently in the hand and admired, and which recalled to mind the fact of which Mor was usually oblivious that a book is a thing and not just a collection of thoughts.

The others sat down near to one of the lamps. Mor wandered about the room. He felt free and at ease; almost, for the moment, happy. He looked out of the windows. The Close was never silent, since day and night there could be heard the hum of the traffic along the arterial road and the distant thunder of trains and their sad piping cries. Headlights of cars swept by perpetually in the middle distance, revealing trees and the scored surface of sandy embankments. Mor turned back into the room. He surveyed the group by the lamp. His eyes still full of the night, he felt detached and superior. Miss Carter was sitting with her legs drawn up under her. Her skirt spread in a big arc about her, and the lamplight falling upon the lower half of it made it glow with reds and yellows. She looked, Mor thought, like some small and brilliantly plumaged bird. He felt he was being rude, and turned to one of the bookcases.

"Keep your paws off those books!" called Demoyte. "Come and drink your coffee, or Handy will remove it. You know she only allows seven minutes for coffee."

Miss Handforth appeared. She was wearing a rather grubby apron and was clearly in the middle of washing up.

"Can I take it now," she said, "or have I spoken out of turn?" She sneezed. Nan ostentatiously averted her head while Handy busied herself pulling the curtains. Mor gulped his coffee down and the tray was removed.

Mor joined the conversation. He could see Nan looking restless and knew that she was now calculating how soon she could decently rise to go. He could almost hear her counting.

"I think we ought to be starting for home," said Nan, after some little time. She looked at Mor.

"Yes, I suppose so," said Mor. He did not want to go yet.

Nan rose with determination. Demoyte did not try to detain her. The company began to drift in a polite group toward the door.

"I asked Handy to cut you some roses," said Demoyte, "but I have an uneasy feeling she's forgotten. Handy!" He shouted over the bannisters, "Roses for Mrs Mor!"

Mor was touched. He knew that the roses were really for him, in response to his having, a few days ago, expressed admiration for the rose garden.

Miss Handforth appeared from the kitchen with a loud clack of the green baise door. "I didn't get down the garden today," she announced.

"Well, get down now," said Demoyte in an irritated tone. He was tired of the evening.

"You know I can't see in the dark," said Miss Handforth, well aware that Demoyte was not serious. "Besides, the dew is down."

Nan said simultaneously, "Don't bother, please. They would have been lovely, but now don't bother." Mor knew that she was not interested in the roses. Nan thought on the whole that flowers were rather messy and insanitary things. But she was quite pleased all the same to be able to underline that Handy was in the wrong.

"Let me go!" said Miss Carter suddenly. "I can see in the dark. I know where the roses are. Let me cut some for Mrs Mor." She ran ahead of them down the wide staircase.

"Capital!" said Demoyte. "Handy, give her the big scissors from the hall drawer. You go with her, Mor, and see she really knows the way. I'll entertain your lady. But for Christ's sake don't be long."

Miss Carter took the scissors and vanished through the front door. Mor ran after her, and closed the door behind him. The night was cool and very dark. He could not see, but knew the way without sight to the wooden door in the wall that led into the main garden. He heard the door clap before him, and in a moment he felt its surface under his hand, cool and yielding. He emerged on to the quiet dewy lawn. He heard the distant traffic and saw the interrupted flashes from the headlights, but all about him was dark and still. He blinked, and saw ahead of him the small figure hurrying away across the lawn.

"Miss Carter!" said Mor in a low voice, "wait for me, I'm coming too." After the brilliance of the house the garden was strange, pregnant with trees and bushes, open to the dew and the stars. He felt almost alarmed.

Miss Carter had stopped and was waiting for him. She seemed less tiny now that there were no objects with which to compare her. He saw her eyes glint in the darkness. "This way," she said.

Mor blundered after her. "Yes, you can see in the dark," he said. "I wish I could." They went through the yew hedge under the archway into the second garden.

They walked quietly across the lawn. Mor felt strangely breathless. Miss Carter was laying her feet very softly to the earth and made no sound at all as she walked. Mor tried to step softly too, but he could feel and hear under his feet the moisture in the close-cropped grass. An intense perfume of damp earth and darkened flowers surrounded them and quenched the noises of the world outside. Mor could see very little, but he continued to follow the dark moving shape of the girl ahead. He was still dazed by the swiftness of the transition.

They reached the steps which led up into the third garden. Miss Carter went up the steps like a bird and for a moment he saw the pallor of her bare arm exposed against the black holly bush as she turned to wait for him. Mor plunged forward, his foot seeking the lowest step. He stumbled and almost fell.

"Here, come this way," she said from above him, "this way." She kept her voice soft, compelled to by the garden. Then she came back down the steps and he realized that she was reaching out her hand. Mor took her hand in his and let her guide him up the steps. Her grip was firm. They passed between the black holly bushes, and released each other. Mor felt a strong shock within him, as if very distantly something had subsided or given way. He had a confused feeling of surprise. The moon came out of the clouds for a moment and suddenly the sky was seen in motion.

The rose garden was about them now, narrowing toward the place where Demoyte's estate ended in the avenue of mulberry trees. Mor had never seen it by night. It looked different now, as if the avenue were immensely long, and Mor had a strange momentary illusion that it was in that direction that the house lay, far off at the end of the avenue: Demoyte's house, or else it's double, where everything happened with a difference.

"Quelle merveille!" said Miss Garter in a low voice. She took a few quick steps across the grass, and then stopped, lifting her face to the moonlight. A moment later she began to run and threw her arms about the trunk of the first mulberry tree of the avenue. The branches above her were murmuring like a river.

Mor coughed. He was slightly embarrassed by these transports. "You know, we mustn't be too long," he said.

"Yes, yes," said Miss Carter, detaching herself from the tree, "we shall pick them very quickly now." She began to run between the beds, picking out the buds which were just partly open. The scissors snicked and the long-stemmed roses were cast on to the grass. The moon whitened the paler ones and made the dark ones more dark, like blood. Mor tried to pick a rose, but as he had nothing with which to cut it he only pricked himself and mangled the rose.

"Leave all to me," said Miss Carter, coming to snip off the dangling blossom. "There, that should be enough."

Mor was anxious to get back now. He had a vision of Nan and Demoyte waiting impatiently in the hall. Also, there was something which he wanted to think over. He hastened ahead down the stone steps, his eyes now accustomed to the dark, and ran noisily across the lawn to the yew hedge. Here he waited, and held the iron gate open for Miss Garter. It clinked to behind them, and now they could see the lighted windows of the house where already Miss Handforth had drawn back the curtains in preparation for the night. They passed the wooden gate, and in a moment they were blinking and rubbing their eyes in the bright light of the hall. Miss Garter clutched the great armful of roses to her breast.

"What an age you were," said Nan. "Did you get lost?"

"No," said Mor, "it was just very dark."

"Here are the roses," said Miss Garter, trying to detach them from where they had pinned themselves to her cotton blouse. "What about some paper to put them in?"

"Here, have the Evening News" said Demoyte, taking it from the table. "I haven't read it, but to the devil with it, now the day is over."

Nan spread out the paper on the table and Miss Garter laid the roses upon it, trying to order them as she did so. "How beautiful!" said Nan. "Miss Carter must have one, don't you think?" She selected a deep red rose and held it out graciously to Miss Carter, who took it and fumbled awkwardly to fix it at her bosom. She failed, and held it in her hand, against her skirt.

"Now take your flowers and be off with you," said Demoyte, who was yawning and clearly wanted to be in bed. "Good-night!"

"Good-night, sir," said Mor, "and thank you. Goodnight, Miss Carter."

"Good-night," said Nan. "Thank you for the roses."

"Good-night," said Miss Carter.

Nan and Mor were out on the gravel outside the front door. The house glowed at them for a moment from within, and they saw the figures of Demoyte and Miss Carter waving them off. Then the door shut and the light above it went out. Demoyte did not believe in seeing his guests off the premises. Nan waited while in darkness Mor found his bicycle. They started down the drive, Mor pushing the machine. Nan took hold of his arm.

"Thank heavens that's over!" she said, "it was rather grizzly, wasn't it?"

"Yes," said Mor.

"What did you make of Miss Carter?" said Nan.

"Not much," said Mor. "I found her a bit intimidating. Rather solemn."

"She takes herself seriously," said Nan. "But she's really a little clown. She obviously gets on swimmingly with Demoyte when no one else is there."

"Maybe," said Mor, who hadn't thought of that.

"You were ages in the garden," said Nan. "Whatever happened?"

"Nothing," said Mor, "absolutely nothing."

They walked on in silence and turned on to the main road. Mor was reviving in his mind the curious feeling of shock which he had experienced at the top of the stone steps. He found it hard to interpret.
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