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About the Book

Behind the large house, the fragrant camomile lawn stretches down to the Cornish cliffs.  Here, in the dizzying heat of August 1939, five cousins have gathered at their aunt's house for their annual ritual of a holiday.  For most of them it is the last summer of their youth, with the heady exhilarations and freedoms of lost innocence, as well as the fears of the coming war.

The Camomile Lawn moves from Cornwall to London and back again, over the years, telling the stories of the cousins, their family and their friends, united by shared losses and lovers, by family ties and the absurd conditions imposed by war as their paths cross and recross over the years.  Mary Wesley presents an extraordinarily vivid and lively picture of wartime London: the rationing, imaginatively circumvented; the fallen houses; the parties, the new-found comforts of sex, the desperate humour of survival – all of it evoked with warmth, clarity and stunning wit.  And through it all, the cousins and their friends try to hold on to the part of themselves that laughed and played dangerous games on that camomile lawn.


About the Author

Mary Wesley was born as Mary Farmar in 1912 to an upper-class family and grew up a rebel who believed that she was her mother’s least favourite child. Like many girls of her background, she married for escape and her first marriage, to Lord Swinfen, was brief. In 1944, she met Eric Siepmann, an unsuccessful writer whom she adored. Their relationship, which was mercurial and bohemian, lasted until his death. Having taken the pen name Wesley from the family name of Wellesley she published her first novel when she was seventy years old and went on to write a subsequent nine dazzling bestsellers, including The Camomile Lawn. She was awarded the CBE in the 1995 New Years honours list and died in 2002.
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INTRODUCTION

The beginning of this novel is brilliant. We quickly know, without any laborious feeling that we are being force-fed information, what Helena is like, and what her husband Richard is like, and why. Before we meet them – or before they arrive off the London train – we know about their nephews and nieces, Calypso, Walter, Polly and Oliver, whose stories we shall be following. We know about ten-year-old Sophy, and Helena’s dislike of her; and we see fortyish Helena in her deckchair through Sophy’s eyes, as she perches unseen in the ilex tree. We know the house is on a height above the sea. We know Calypso is breathtakingly beautiful. We know it is the summer of 1939, with war imminent. And all this in two relaxed, seductive pages.

The only other crucial characters are identical twins, the rector’s sons, who are part of the group and will be important for Polly; and the Austrian Jewish refugees Max and Monika (who is ‘good without being boring’, and ultimately tragic). They will be important for everyone, before the end. But the novel is shockingly illuminating about the way ageing, blimpish Englishmen, who had fought in the First World War, rather admired Hitler and – before war was declared – assumed concentration camps must be ‘splendid places’, and doing people ‘a power of good’. Calypso too has met young Nazis on her skiing holiday and thought them ‘awfully nice’. The rector’s wife is such a decent woman that she just cannot believe Monika’s account of what is happening to the Jews. ‘I hope Monika exaggerates. It really is hard to believe that even Hitler – surely our propaganda – I mean that exaggerates too.’

The author has no comment to make; she just tells how it was. Since she never explains anything, the novel may need footnotes in another fifty years explaining the topical references – to Suzanne Lenglen, the tennis champion, and to the Gargoyle Club, where Polly points out and names to Oliver the famous real-life literary and theatrical habitués. And why does Helena, offering in war-torn London to prepare ‘the greens’ for supper with her sister-in-law, assert that ‘I know how to do it’? After all, she is a middle-aged woman and runs a household herself. The point is that before the war they would all have had maids and cooks, who have now pushed off joyfully to support the war effort in munitions factories or the services. The lives of upper-middle-class women would never be the same again.

Life will never be the same again for the young people, either. The carefree summer holiday by the sea where the book begins is their last. It is the end of innocence, even before they part, for poor Sophy – whose immature sexuality is flagged by her Uncle Richard’s uneasy interest in her lack of knickers, and who will be traumatised in the course of their annual, ritual cliff-edge race, the ‘Terror Run’. Afterwards, the whole of life becomes a Terror Run. The young men – Oliver, Walter, the twins – are called up into the armed forces, and come and go from their billets, postings, and overseas missions. They cannot all hope to survive. When in London, ‘fearfully randy’, they expect ‘comforts’, i.e. sex, from the girls, whose respectable upper-middle-class expectations are shattered by rackety wartime conditions, bombs, and precipitate adulthood. The older generation too go off the rails, in extremely interesting ways.

For modern readers there are surprises, though there is no reason to doubt Wesley’s memory of how it was. The cousins are nineteen, going on twenty, and seem sophisticated. The F–word is used without inhibition. Yet Calypso has to have explained what an erection is. And surely no ten-year-old today would be ignorant of what she was seeing, as Sophy was, when a strange man showed her a ‘pink snake’. There is a terrible pathos in her efforts, always interrupted, to tell people what happened. Her innocence is in some ways a protection. Uncle Richard’s gropings in her adolescence seem to her ‘not awful’, but just ‘a bore’ and, while everyone is watchfully aware of his proclivities, any idea of rebuking him or, still less, informing on him is never remotely considered.

A sweet irony is that Uncle Richard is the only person who writes to Sophy at her wretched boarding school, posting every week straightforward factual letters giving her the small local news. His letters are the one thing that sustain her, reminding her that the home-world is still there for her to go back to. Thus aberrations are contained, just as strong illicit passions are accommodated. Common sense rules, sometimes brutally but more often beneficently. This may read like a comment on our own over-regulated and over-judgmental times, but I think Mary Wesley is, again, just telling it how it was. This is a story in which the only really destructive person turns out to be someone who was expected to be some kind of a gentle genius, and the tragic irony of this, coming at the end, is shattering.

There is a French phrase that comes up in the book twice: Ceci n’empêche pas cela. It has no comfortable English translation. (‘This is not counted out by that’ does not slip easily off the tongue.) The point is that even though you love a person, it doesn’t mean you cannot love someone else as well. One fact does not cancel out another. Even if you believe something, it does not mean that you cannot believe the opposite at the same time. In her other novels, the author expresses this by saying that people think ‘contrapuntally’. It is a very Mary Wesley notion. In The Camomile Lawn unorthodox couplings proliferate with no feeling or accusation of betrayal, and by the end of the book you have to ask yourself not only who has slept with whom, but who hasn’t (especially with Max). People react to stress in different ways, turning to drink, promiscuous sex, obsessional behaviour. They understand and interpret one another and themselves differently, or not at all. Helena thinks Sophy has no feelings; everyone, including Calypso herself, who marries for money, thinks that Calypso does not know what love is. She discovers she does. Each of the cousins knows a lot about the others, but none knows everything. Here, the reader has the advantage.

What gives the book its special gamey flavour is the bold and sometimes cruel frankness with which the young characters talk to one another. They say things aloud which one would normally only think, and are not shocked either by themselves or by the others. When one of their elders says, ‘What a dreadful thing to say!’, it only serves to draw attention to the candour; and the older people themselves are not exactly inhibited in their own remarks, though Helena’s very worst thought, which is really very bad indeed, is not put into words. Helena is the only person in the book who knows how to hate. Wesley’s technique of directness saves both author and reader nearly all the ‘She thought . . . she wondered . . . she felt . . .’ which clogs up so many novels. It speeds things up, and makes for dramatic effect and for comedy, rather in the manner of the novels of Ivy Compton-Burnett.

This was the second novel in a sequence which May Wesley published in her later years – the first of which, when she was seventy-one, was Jumping the Queue. The Camomile Lawn was her ‘breakthrough’ novel, and was filmed for television in 1991. She had been writing all her life for her own pleasure, but apart from two novels in the late 1960s, which did not make a mark, had always thrown away what she wrote. The wonder is not that Mary Wesley wrote this wise and funny novel when she was in her seventies. The wonder is the advantage that being over seventy affords to a novelist. She could enter into the heart of the ten-year-old Sophy, lonely and displaced, because that was her own situation as a child. She could identify with Calypso and Polly and their emotional chaos during the war, because she herself at that time (though a little older) was in London and living vividly, working at the War Office, having lots of affairs. The novel is cross-cut by the return of the cousins to the house with the camomile lawn for Max’s funeral in the 1980s, when the survivors have grown old. A younger writer would find it hard to make so real the elderly, rambling Polly, or Calypso damaged by a stroke – both of them remaining so utterly and recognisably themselves – with such humour and acerbity. (Only Muriel Spark, another writer with whom Wesley has much in common, was able to do that before she grew old, in Memento Mori.)

When you read Wesley’s other novels, as you must, you will be struck by recurrences of the more startling elements of The Camomile Lawn: the sexual sharing of twins; and murder, of an accidental or casual, opportunistic kind, never detected. More than once, her female characters use the memories of old age to give perspective to the experiences of their wild young days. Her heroines have dark secrets, are secretive and devious by nature, and are the objects of desire and curiosity. Sophy, a ‘super-loner’, and Calypso, ‘a solo act’, between them encapsulate ‘the Wesley girl’.

There are two significant dogs in The Camomile Lawn; in other of her novels, dogs are as important as humans. Wesley’s novels are best read in sequence and as a whole, and not only because characters who are central in one, such as Calypso, appear in the margins of others. As well as the Wesley girl, there is the Wesley world, the West Country. As someone who lives in Somerset, I find unforgettable her passage in this book about driving from Cornwall to London in 1939, which took a whole day. Stately elms flanked the Somerset roads, carthorses pulled the combine harvesters, and one drove through the towns and villages, instead of bypassing them. When they return in the 1980s, for Max’s funeral, they take as we do the M3 motorway, then the lethal A303.

The heartbreak at the core of this supremely entertaining novel is the way ‘that’ becomes ‘this’, the way that gorgeous young girls become peculiar old women, and the way that the next generation – Polly’s twins, Calypso’s Hamish, Max and Monika’s horrible Pauli – cannot know, nor care quite enough, about their parents and their extraordinary lives and loves. ‘I should have thought,’ says Polly’s young adult son, ‘that in the war, with the bombing and so on, there wasn’t much time for private life.’ Polly tells him he is so wrong, ‘We lived intensely. It was a very happy time.’ But in the war Polly also knew sadness, loneliness, loss. (Ceci n’empêche pas cela). The children, however, don’t get it. It is not their fault. ‘I bore you as Uncle Richard bored us,’ Polly tells them in the car.

The scented camomile lawn at the house by the sea was, for the cousins, the emblem and essence of summer holiday. Some readers may wonder what a camomile lawn is like, even though they drink camomile tea and recognise the fragrance. Camomile, or chamomile, has feathery leaves, a daisy-like flower, and is in fact quite hard to establish as a lawn. (The variety which flourished in Helena and Richard’s garden was probably ‘Treneague’, best suited for the purpose and native to the West Country.) Sophy, in her fifties and unmarried, remembers at the end ‘being part of the group which had dined on the lawn on one of the last days of August 1939, sitting round a table lit by candles, with the moon rising over the sea.’ She may yet get her heart’s desire, though that too is suggested with a bitter twist. Like her, anyone who reads this novel must be in love with Oliver, whether at nineteen or in his sixties. The book is more than a comedy of manners, more than a sexual entertainment, more than a vivid evocation of the war years, though it is all of those things. With her light touch and uncensored imaginative range, Mary Wesley illuminates the violence and vividness of youth, the griefs and losses of age, the transience of life and of all the people and places we best know and love.

Victoria Glendinning, March 2006
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HELENA CUTHBERTSON PICKED up the crumpled Times by her sleeping husband and went to the flower room to iron it.

When she had suggested they should buy two copies of the paper, so that each could enjoy it in its pristine state, Richard had flared into rage and his accusations of extravagance had gone on for weeks, made worse when she had pointed out that it was her money that paid the paper bill.

Ironing the paper, a self-imposed task, she inclined to regret her period of widowhood after the war when she had read The Times whenever she pleased and not had to wait. Replacing the sheets in their proper order, she considered it ironic that any man could take so long reading the leaders and the Hatch, Match and Dispatches and reduce the paper to hopeless disorder. She looked round the flower room; it was far from tidy. Something should be done about it, but not now. Helena let herself into the garden, walked round to the camomile lawn, sat down in a deck chair and settled to read the paper. Richard would sleep for another hour before fussing as to whether he or she should meet the evening train, and to which bedrooms his nephews and nieces should be assigned, as though they did not always decide for themselves. Richard attributed his temper and fussiness to being gassed in the trenches. Turning the pages of the paper, Helena rather wondered. She laid the paper down and, closing her eyes, lifted her face to the sun. There was no good news these days and although Richard had touching faith in Mr Chamberlain it looked as though Calypso, Walter, Polly and Oliver were in for the next bout of gas. Sophy, too, of course. She tended to forget Sophy, so small, so quiet, so young compared with the ebullient others. Helena knew she should make an effort about Sophy. She had never had a child of her own, neither had Richard. Calypso, Walter, Polly and Oliver were Richard’s siblings’ children. Calypso was the only child of Richard’s elder brother John Cuthbertson, a dim country solicitor with a vapidly pretty wife. Polly and Walter were the children of his younger brother Martin Cuthbertson, a surgeon and rising star, and Oliver only child of Sarah, his elder sister, married to George Anstey, a prominent civil servant.

Richard resented clever Martin’s success, felt contempt for John, and was not only rather afraid of his sister Sarah but also jealous. Poor little Sophy was his half-sister’s child, an error which had killed the half-sister, leaving Sophy solo. Helena admitted to herself that had she known about Sophy when Richard had pressed her to marry him she would have thought twice. The others were all older and only came for visits, whereas Sophy of necessity was always there, though thank God fairly invisible.

Lying on her stomach along the branch of the Ilex tree overhanging the camomile lawn, Sophy looked down on her aunt. She was trapped until Helena chose to move. She had a foreshortened view of Helena, relaxed, legs apart, cotton dress riding up her thighs, lolling. A perfect view across the lawn to the cliff running down to the cove, and of the path winding along the contours of the coast a few feet from the drop to the sea, calm this hot August day. She wondered whether Oliver would have the Terror Run as he had for the last three summers and whether she would be old enough to join in. The Terror Run was run by moonlight along the path from the headland below the coastguard station. The first year Walter had sprained an ankle and last year Polly had been badly scratched by brambles. Oliver so far held the record. Calypso always came in unscathed, her exquisite face no pinker than usual, her breath only lifting breasts the better for the boys to gaze at. As Sophy watched the coastguard walk along the cliff path, going on duty, she wondered what it would be like to have breasts, what it would be like to be loved as Calypso was loved. Aunt Helena’s breasts were packed into a garment called a bust bodice which made Calypso and Polly laugh. They wore Kestos brassières.

The coastguard reached his station. Uncle Richard limped through the French windows saying ‘Ah, there you are’ in a surprised voice, as though his wife never sat on the lawn. Helena pulled down her skirt.

‘Would you like some tea?’ She wished he would not limp so obviously. There was no need.

‘Yes indeed, why not? Shall I ask Betty?’

‘It’s Betty’s day out. I will get it, it’s all ready.’

Helena sighed and rose to her feet. Above them Sophy edged backwards along the branch to her window.

‘I’d get it if it weren’t for my leg.’ Richard Cuthbertson always said this. The leg was somewhere in Flanders, a place he talked about with nervous affection.

‘You rest it.’ Helena always said this. Oliver had once been heard to say: ‘When I drove through the battlefields of Flanders with Mother the thought of Uncle’s leg double-trenched among the beet made me give up sugar with my tea.’ That Helena had overheard him he was unaware. Calypso had laughed her chuckling laugh.

Imagine in bed! Poor Helena! I mean, as they, well – as they – there it is, the false one, propped against the wall, as often as not still in his trousers. I couldn’t, I simply couldn’t.’

Oliver and Walter had laughed too and increased their laughter when Calypso had added: ‘They don’t, of course. It was twin beds and now he sleeps in the dressing room.’

When Sophy asked, ‘Don’t what?’ Walter had cried: ‘Sweet innocence of youth’, and Sophy had angrily blushed.

As Sophy eased herself over the sill into her room she saw Jack from the post office pop up the path leading to the lawn.

‘Telegram, Major, for you.’ She watched Uncle Richard tear the envelope with his thumb, read, then glare at Jack. ‘Damn the boy!’ he exclaimed, staring at Jack, who retreated a couple of steps and asked: ‘Any answer, sir?’

‘No, no thank you. Damned inconsiderate.’

Jack disappeared down the path to his bicycle.

Uncle Richard shouted, ‘Helena, Helena, I say.’

‘What is it?’ Helena came through the French windows, pulling a trolley. ‘I thought tea out here would be nice. What is it?’ she asked, bringing the trolley up to the deck chair. ‘I’ll get another chair,’ she added, as her husband sat in the one she had vacated.

‘It’s Oliver. Has an appointment in Harley Street, isn’t arriving until the midnight train. He is inconsiderate. It’s inconvenient, means meeting two trains. I ask you.’

‘Calypso can meet him, she can drive.’

‘Not my car.’ Uncle Richard helped himself to a scone. ‘Any cream?’

‘On your left.’ Helena poured tea. ‘She can take mine, then.’ Helena passed her husband his cup. She seldom allowed herself to refer to the fact that not only the car but the house and nearly all their possessions were hers. It was a pity Army pensions were so small, a good thing her first husband had left her well off.

‘Oliver has been wounded in Spain. I expect George wants to make sure he is all right.’

‘George is a fool. Why did he allow the boy to get mixed up with those dagos?’

‘I don’t suppose Oliver asked, he just went. They are lucky he has come back. The Turnbulls’ son has been killed.’

‘At least he was fighting on the right side.’

‘Do you mean right or Right?’ Helena spread jam on her scone.

‘If you are going to start up again with that attitude I refuse to discuss this – this scuffle in Spain. Where is that child Sophy? Should she not be here for tea? Sophy?’ He raised his voice to shout as he would have liked to shout at his wife if he had not been afraid of her.

‘Coming.’ Sophy wiped the tear she had spilled in disappointment, combed her hair and called again, ‘Coming.’ Perhaps Calypso would let her go to meet Oliver, although it was all too probable that she would be sent to bed long before midnight. That she loved Oliver with all her heart and always would was Sophy’s burden. 
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HELENA MET THE London train, taking Sophy, who seemed quieter than usual. Sophy was small, ten, and her appearance had a touch of the Orient, not what Richard would call the Tarbrush, but the Orient. Her cheekbones could be called Slav but not her eyes. Helena hoped that she would improve. She had never enquired precisely what and who Richard’s half-sister had been up to with or where.

The London train snaked into Penzance. Calypso, Walter and Polly sprang from it with zest, kissing Helena, hugging Sophy and crying, ‘Well, well, how are you? Isn’t this lovely? Isn’t this wonderful? What air after London! Let’s grab the luggage, find a porter. Where’s the car? How’s Uncle Richard? How’s his leg?’ Their anxiety always seemed to be addressed to the artificial limb, which indeed went wrong oftener than the active member.

Calypso was breathtaking. Helena was freshly surprised. At nineteen she was still gangly. Her dreadful red mouth and nails and excess face powder could not spoil her beauty. Walter at eighteen had broadened. He was a dark version of his father and uncle except for his nose, which he had broken when small. Polly, on the other hand, favoured her mother with a square jaw and startling green eyes with long lashes. Her teeth slightly out of kilter, like a false step in a chorus line, gave her smile a particular gaiety. At nineteen there was already beauty.

‘Did you hear about Oliver?’

‘Oliver is coming on the late train.’ Helena watched the young people pile into the car. ‘And nobody is to mention General Franco.’ She settled herself at the wheel.

‘Oh, Aunt Helena, you spoilsport. Here, Sophy, sit on my knee.’ Calypso clasped Sophy round the waist and kissed the back of her neck. ‘Nice to see you.’ She squeezed the child. ‘Come and meet Olly with me? May I meet him, Aunt?’

‘If you like, but Sophy should be in bed.’

‘Oh, Aunt, just this once.’

‘She’s a growing child, she needs her sleep. She can see Oliver tomorrow.’

‘Mother talked to Uncle George and he said Oliver had a near miss. The bullet grazed the side of his head.’ In the back with Polly, Walter leant forward to talk to his aunt, who was driving recklessly. ‘What do you think of the war, Aunt?’

‘Which?’ Helena jammed on the brakes to avoid a van. ‘What your uncle calls “the scuffle in Spain” or the coming one?’

‘The coming one. I shall join the Navy.’

‘But you are always sick.’ Polly closed her eyes as Helena increased speed. ‘Even in a dinghy.’

‘I shall get into submarines. You can’t be sick under water.’

‘You are too young,’ said Helena.

‘I am eighteen, I’ve left school.’

‘What about Oxford?’ Helena changed down and set the car up the steep hill out of the town.

‘Either it will have been destroyed or it will wait. Besides, I haven’t got a place like Oliver. I wonder whether he will go now.’

‘Uncle George didn’t at all like him using his waiting year to fight in Spain. He wanted him to learn German.’

‘He wouldn’t have liked Germany. I was there at Easter. It was vile. All those Sieg Heils and Juden verbotens. A filthy Brownshirt was rude to me in Munich because I was wearing shorts.’ Calypso flinched as Helena rasped the gears at the top of the hill.

‘Let’s not discuss politics or war. This may be our last summer holiday ever.’ Polly spoke with urgency. ‘We can’t stop it now.’

‘Your uncle does not think there will be a war. I would rather you did not discuss it in front of him.’

‘Oh, Aunt, really!’ Calypso threw back her head and laughed, then, seeing Helena’s face, stopped abruptly.

‘He wants the last one all to himself,’ Polly muttered to Walter, ‘and Aunt lost her first husband completely not just a leg and an eyeful of gas.’

‘Here we are.’ Helena swung the car into the drive, which led to the back of the house and the entrance protected from the prevailing wind. ‘When you’ve seen Richard will you choose your rooms?’

‘Shall you get full up with evacuees, Aunt?’ Walter hefted the suitcases.

‘Uncle’s leg will prevent that.’ Polly slid out of the car. ‘Oh damn, I’ve laddered my stocking.’

‘Polly, please –’ Helena felt inclined to slap.

‘Sorry, sorry, Aunt. Hullo, Uncle Richard, how are you? Father and Mother sent their love.’

Polly and Calypso kissed their uncle. Walter held out his hand, too old now to kiss and comment on whether or not his uncle had halitosis.

Waiting for the midnight train, which was late, Calypso shivered as she walked along the platform. She remembered Polly’s suggestion that this might be their last holiday. She and her cousins had been coming every summer for ten years, ever since Helena married Richard and bought the house, square and ugly but in a marvellous position.

Every August since she was Sophy’s age she had come with Polly, Walter and Oliver to bathe, climb cliffs and over-eat at Helena’s expense, treating the house as their own, then vanish like a flock of starlings, leaving the house for Uncle Richard and Helena and, for the whole year, Sophy, who could speak of winter storms and violent seas, of driving rain, wind she could not stand up against and fog. Calypso hugged her cardigan close and hopped from one foot to another. ‘Come on, train, come on, Oliver.’ Would he be changed? Would beautiful funny Oliver, who planned all the games, be the same? What had he seen and done in Spain in this war people felt so passionately about?

Oliver stepped stiffly from the train and looked about him. Calypso ran.

‘Oliver, darling, how brown you are! You look like Suzanne Lenglen. Does it hurt?’ His head looked strange bandaged. Oliver put his arm round her shoulder. It was all exactly the same, nothing changed, same porters, same ticket collector, same cab rank, harbour, water lapping at high tide, tired train.

‘Does it hurt?’ she repeated.

‘No, I can take the dressing off tomorrow. Are you driving? Where’s the car?’

‘Usual place.’

‘D’you think there’d be a pub open?’

‘It’s far too late. Have you taken to drink?’

‘Just wanted to delay arriving.’

‘Why?’

‘All the questions.’

‘There won’t be many. Helena says we are not to talk about Spain or the war. How soon will it be, Oliver? How long have we got? They are all in bed by now.’

‘Could we stop on the cliff before we get to the house?’

‘Of course.’ Calypso, vaguely embarrassed, drove fast through the sleeping town on to the cliff road. ‘Will this do?’ She stopped the car. Oliver got out, walked across the rough ground and stood looking down at the sea. He seemed to have forgotten Calypso, who sat in the car watching him. He did not move so she joined him.

‘The Terror Run.’ She pointed to the cliff path. ‘Shall we run it this year? Polly says this may be our last holiday.’

‘May I fuck you? Now, at once? Calypso, I want to marry you.’ She said nothing. ‘Well?’ Oliver looked down at the sea. ‘Well, can I?’

‘No, darling. I’m a virgin. I’d have a baby. I can’t marry you. I want to marry somebody rich, you know that.’

‘To keep you in the state to which you wish to become accustomed?’

‘Yes. I do love you, Oliver, you know that. Besides, we are only nineteen.’

‘Nineteen!’

‘Nineteen is too young for a man to marry. You have to go to Oxford.’

‘Oxford, Christ –’

‘Don’t spoil our holiday.’

‘All right, we will have the Terror Run.’ He walked back to the car. ‘God, I’m tired.’ Calypso got in beside him. ‘The smell. I can’t tell you what it’s like.’

‘What smell?’ She started the engine.

‘Death.’

‘Bits of people, like Uncle’s leg?’

‘Exactly. The poor sod, and we mock him.’

‘You have changed.’ She tried to speak lightly.

‘I’ve only come out of my shell, woken up, grown up.’

‘Here we are.’ Calypso stopped the car by the house. ‘I’m so sorry, Oliver.’

‘Goodnight. Which room am I in?’

‘The red room.’

‘Thanks.’ Oliver went up the stairs without looking back and into his room. He undressed without putting on the light, pulled on pyjamas, crossed to the window to pull back the curtains, found Sophy.

‘Sophy, what are you doing here?’

‘Aunt Helena wouldn’t let me meet you. Calypso wanted to take me to the station.’

‘She did?’

‘Yes, she suggested it, but Aunt Helena said I must go to bed and could see you in the morning. Are you cross?’

‘No. You are cold. Come here.’ He picked her up. ‘Let me warm you.’ He carried the shivering child to his bed. ‘Let’s warm each other. Get in with me.’

‘Does your head hurt? How did you get shot?’

‘No, it doesn’t. Lie quiet. Perhaps we can hear the sea.’

‘Oliver, you are crying.’ She touched his wet face. He held her close in her Viyella pyjamas. She smelt of soap.

‘Just let me cry –’ He wept for the horrors in Spain and Calypso’s rebuff.


3

‘MAY WE ASK the twins over?’ Walter addressed his aunt. ‘Of course.’ Helena glanced fleetingly at her husband’s fingers and balding top, which was all she could see behind the outspread Times. She watched the fingers tighten their grip. ‘Ask them to lunch tomorrow or Friday.’

‘I am out on those days.’ Richard Cuthbertson doubled up the paper with a sweep of his arms, tearing the top sheet. Helena winced and Walter and Polly exchanged a smile.

‘Telephone and ask them.’ Helena spoke towards Polly without moving her head. ‘Such nice boys.’

‘Extraordinary, considering their father. The fellow’s a conchie. I hear he’s filled the Rectory with Germans. What’s he going to get away with next?’

‘Actually, the Erstweilers are Austrian. He played the organ quite beautifully on Sunday, even though it needs repairing. It was so nice of him.’

‘Playing for his supper, that’s all. The fellow’s a Jew, I hear.’

‘Presumably that’s why they are here.’ Walter helped himself to more butter than he needed.

Polly reached for the toast. ‘Are there any young Erstweilers, Aunt?’

‘One, in a camp. The Floyers say the Erstweilers are worried stiff.’

‘Brace him up, do him good. The General says they are splendid places. His friend at the Embassy offered to show him round one when he was over there. Of course he knows it’s all propaganda.’

‘What’s propaganda?’ Calypso came sleepily into the room. ‘Forgive me coming down in a dressing gown, Aunt. Good morning, Uncle.’

‘Concentration camps.’ Walter swallowed his toast.

‘Father says General Peachum is the most gullible man he’s ever come across. Any kedgeree?’

‘I ate it.’ Polly got up from the table.

‘All of it?’ Calypso whispered.

‘There wasn’t much. Sorry.’

‘That’s all right. I’ll eat an egg.’ Calypso sat beside her uncle. ‘I didn’t think it worth dressing as I intend spending all day in the sun. Oliver’s marvellously brown.’

‘We are going to ask the Rectory twins to lunch tomorrow,’ said Walter.

‘If they are conchies like their father I won’t have them in my house,’ said Richard aggressively.

‘It’s Aunt Helena’s house, Uncle, and Father says we should all admire people like Mr Floyer. If there had been more like him in 1914 we should all be living in a better world.’

‘Walter,’ said Helena quietly. ‘Stop it. He will wreck The Times if you tease like that!’ The three young people gave a whoop of laughter. Helena suppressed a smile. Richard Cuthbertson left the room.

‘Aunt Helena, he’s worse than ever.’ Calypso laid a hand on her aunt’s.

‘He doesn’t want another war.’ Helena patted Calypso’s hand. ‘He won’t admit it’s coming. Here’s Oliver. You are up early, that’s not like you.’ Oliver came in through the French windows carrying a towel.

‘I’ve developed new habits, Aunt. Not all of them good. I’ve been swimming in the cove with the twins. Is there any coffee left for us?’

‘Come in, twins, we were talking about you. We were going to ask you to lunch.’ Polly went to pour coffee. ‘Don’t just stand there.’

David and Paul came in shyly, muttering ‘good morning’, ‘thank you’ and ‘hullo’. Tall, with startling yellow hair and brown eyes, indistinguishable, they sat down, their eyes fixed on Calypso, by whom they were fascinated.

‘Uncle was suggesting you will be conchies if there’s a war.’ Polly handed them coffee.

‘No, no,’ they said. ‘Not this war. One should fight for the Jews.’

‘Two should.’ Calypso, aware of their eyes, mocked them.

‘Two will,’ said David.

‘Two are joining up at the end of the holidays,’ added Paul.

‘Oh,’ said Walter eagerly, ‘what in?’

‘Air Force,’ they said.

‘Long distance killing.’ Oliver looked at them. ‘Heard of Guernica?’

‘Of course we have. Picasso.’

‘Just as awful as close to. I shall go into the Navy as soon as they will take me.’ Walter spoke eagerly.

‘Oh!’ cried Helena, rising from the table. ‘Do stop, children. There may not be a war. It may not happen. All that over again. I can’t bear it.’ She left the room, closing the door.

‘Poor Aunt Helena.’ Oliver buttered his toast. ‘She will not face the fact that in all of us, even in her, there is the person who is capable of killing, you, you and you.’ He pointed round the table with his knife. ‘Every one of us is capable of killing other human beings. Let’s have that game for this year. As well as the Terror Run we will have the Killing. What do you say? Draw straws? Not afraid, are you? Let’s have a killing, to take any form you choose. We’ll include Sophy. That makes seven of us.’

‘You are mad, Oliver.’ Calypso was looking excited.

‘It’s a mad world. Are you on?’

‘I’m on.’ Calypso smiled across the table at Oliver. ‘I’m on.’

Nobody else spoke until Sophy, who had followed Oliver and the twins into the room, said: ‘What does it matter if there’s going to be a war, anyway?’

‘Out of the mouths –’ said the Floyer boys in a tone of relief and Walter said: ‘All right, let’s make it that the killers kill within a time limit of five years. That should include us all. Sophy doesn’t really count.’

‘But I do. I do count, don’t I, Oliver?’ Sophy screamed suddenly at Oliver.

‘Yes, yes, you count,’ Oliver said soothingly, not taking his eyes off Calypso. Calypso stared back, remembering the coarseness of his words the night before, her hasty refusal more from habit than inclination. Oliver back from Spain had a new dimension.
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RICHARD CUTHBERTSON SMOOTHED his hair with the ivory brushes Helena had given him when they married, brushing the grey hair along the sides of his head. He laid the brushes in exact alignment with the bottle of hair oil in symmetry with the matching clothes brushes, and glanced as he always did at the photograph of his first wife Diana, posed looking away from him, her arm round her dog, a sensible smooth fox terrier, not one of those rough-haired things one saw nowadays with oblong snouts and trembling legs. He had no dog now that his retriever had died. Helena had objected to the smells when it farted and the hair shed on the carpets. She was happier without a dog. She would not prevent him replacing his old companion but difficulties would be made, hints dropped. Two can play at that game, he thought. ‘It would be good for Sophy.’ His eyes travelled past his first wife’s photograph – had she really looked like that? – to the group photographs of his fellow officers, a splendid lot, mostly dead. He ran over their names, a familiar litany. They looked so young. Peter a stockbroker now, Hugh a brewer, Bunty secretary to a golf club, Andrew farming, their commanding officer now retired a general, chairman of the local bench of magistrates, Master of Hounds, rich.

‘And I live on my wife’s money and have one leg.’ Richard looked closer at the regimental group of 1913, young men without fear. He wiped a tear from his right eye with a fastidious handkerchief, a perpetual tear due to gassing just before the loss of his leg, an embarrassment and a nuisance. He would get a dog, to hell with Helena. He settled his tweed jacket squarely on his shoulders, tweaked his trouser crease into correct line down his artificial leg and turned to leave the room. As he did so he glanced out of the window and caught sight of his nephews and nieces running from the house across the lawn, carrying towels and bathing suits and accompanied by the parson’s twins.

‘Wait for me!’ Sophy’s high-pitched scream halted Oliver, who with Calypso made the tail end of the processsion. ‘Wait, wait!’ Irritating child. He watched Oliver pause and noticed with a frown that he and Calypso were holding hands. Oliver had taken off the ridiculous bandage he had worn at breakfast, showing off, of course. Oliver dropped Calypso’s hand and, catching hold of the child, swung her on to his shoulders to sit astride. The child’s gingham dress flew up and Richard saw that she was wearing no knickers, bloody little bastard exposing her bum.

‘Helena?’ Richard shouted, limping downstairs. ‘Helena, where are you?’

‘Here.’

‘Helena, I don’t often interfere in your department, but this time I must insist –’

‘What?’ Helena was in the drawing room, putting roses in a bowl he had won at polo before the war. She did not look round.

‘That bowl needs cleaning.’

‘If we polished the silver according to your directions there wouldn’t be a silver mark left. What is it, Richard?’

‘That child Sophy is wearing no knickers.’

‘How on earth do you know?’ Anxiety showed in Helena’s eyes.

‘I saw Oliver pick her up.’

‘Is that all?’

‘All?’ He was nonplussed. ‘It’s indecent. I ask you.’

‘Richard,’ Helena laughed, ‘she’s only ten, she never wears knickers if it’s hot. What are you fussing about? She’s gone bathing with the others. A little girl of Sophy’s age can’t be indecent.’

Helena’s laughter infuriated Richard.

‘Your friend the General wants you to ring him.’ Helena always referred to the General as ‘your friend’.

‘What about, did he say?’

‘He’s going to put the hounds down, thought you ought to know as you are on the Hunt committee.’

‘Good God!’

‘He says if it’s war it’s total. No more hunting.’

‘Good God! So he thinks there will be a war?’ Richard was shaken.

‘Yes, my dear, he does.’

‘Helena –’ he took the hand she held out to him. ‘Helena, I am useless, useless.’

‘Nonsense, Richard. There will be masses of things for you to do.’

‘Such as what?’

‘Organizations, A.R.P., things like that.’

‘Answering the telephone? I ask you. I’m not a bloody clerk.’

‘Ring the General. Have a talk with him, he will be in the thick of things.’

‘I have only one leg.’

‘You don’t answer the telephone with your legs,’ Helena said brutally. ‘Now I must get on, if Cook and I are to feed your army of relations.’

‘What about Sophy’s knickers?’

‘There’s going to be a war. What the hell do Sophy’s knickers matter? If you are interested I don’t wear knickers in very hot weather. Knickers are a Victorian innovation.’ Helena picked up the flower scissors, brushed stalk ends into the wastepaper-basket and left the room. Oh, why must I be so awful to Richard? she asked herself. If Anthony had only lost a leg instead of being lost altogether would I be so beastly to him? Getting no answer to her hypothetical question Helena dismissed her first husband, whose bones lay somewhere in France, from her mind, and went to discuss meals in the kitchen. It was amazing what a lot of food Calypso, Walter, Polly and Oliver consumed; not only breakfast, lunch, tea and dinner, but continual snacks from the larder. Remembering the last war she speculated on the return of food rationing, one of the chief topics of conversation among her friends and relations of that time. The shortage of potatoes. The occasion when one of her aunts had had her butter ration stolen on a bus, blown up into an epic, treated as a tragedy almost equal to the loss of a dear one in the trenches. Helena stood in the doorway leading to the kitchen, remembering the telegraph boy bringing the news, ‘killed in action’, and the physical shock in her chest. ‘Now all’s to do again.’

‘What, Madam?’ said Cook.

‘Oh, nothing, Cook. I was just thinking. What shall we feed the Major’s crowd on?’

‘Something filling.’ Cook said this every August. Helena was horribly aware of the end of the life to which she had grown used, afraid of what a drastic change might do to her uncertain equilibrium. Women entering what is euphemistically called ‘the change of life’ were not famous for making the passage of others’ lives pleasant.

I must, she told herself, speak to Mildred, she is a rock, and she smiled at Cook as she thought of Mildred Floyer, barely five feet tall but with the strength required to cope with a High Church parson husband in a parish which was essentially Chapel and Low.

‘Poor Mrs Floyer has two sons,’ she said.

‘Coming to lunch, are they?’

‘Going to war.’

‘Then we must see that they get a good lunch,’ said Cook, who had the talent of living in the moment.
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