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FOR

ROBERT AND JULIET

who enjoyed the hors d’œuvre

and demanded the full dish


I

SOME people are born with the faculty of reasoned, consecutive thought—that is, thought bidden to commence at a certain point and to travel along certain lines. Others, under the stress of business requirements, develop the faculty and use it when occasion demands. Nathaniel Hearn was born without this faculty, and at the age of thirty-three had long since abandoned any hope of acquiring it. His was the type of brain that ranged, that projected lines of thought without conscious beginning and without effectual end, that meandered here and there along the avenues of his imagination like an untidy brook reaching not the sea, nor even a broader stream, but losing itself more often than not in a water-meadow, where it spent itself to no apparent purpose.

Perhaps this failing, if failing it was—for it gave him a local reputation for excessive amiability—was responsible for his returning to Sandcombe at all. He had received Samuel’s letter weeks ago, asking him point-blank: did he or did he not wish to return to his pre-war post as Assistant Editor to the Sandcombe and District Clarion? If so, would he reply immediately, as the post, while reserved for him, could not be held open indefinitely.

Nat had considered this letter. At any rate, he had begun to consider it, but he got no farther than the word ‘Assistant’, which made him indulge in one of those slow, rueful grins for which he was already famous in Sandcombe, the grin that made local councillors, stationmasters, club secretaries and rectors say: “Hearn? That reporting chap? He’s all right—do anything for you if you tackle him the right way. What sort of stuff does he write? Mostly what Old Sam Vane lets him, but he cooks it up brightly enough. He won’t ride a hobby-horse, if that’s what you’re after—been there too long—always gives you both sides of the question. Can’t afford to do otherwise.”

On the whole, this was a fair estimate of Nat and of his paper, the Clarion. With a four thousand circulation, a general stationer’s shop and a busy little printing-works behind, the Clarion Press (the word ‘Press’ embodied the lot, even to the sidelines, such as sale of toilet-rolls to the Urban Council) was not in a position to take sides. Ever since its foundation, the week General Gordon was cut up in the Sudan, the Clarion had pursued such a middle course that it seemed to be no course at all.

Sam Vane was a realist. His bread was spread with printer’s ink, and the sources of that ink were confined by the S.U.D.C. boundaries. The strain of maintaining this course throughout the greater part of his life was not as great as one might imagine. Within a year of settling down in the converted livery stables off St. Luke’s Road, Sam Vane had realised that the one obstacle in the way of making a steady living in Sandcombe was to hold an opinion. With every Friday—the day the Clarion was published—the balancing trick became easier. At sixty-six he was incapable, not only of saying anything in his editorials, but of imagining, for one instant, that he had not said a great deal.

Sam had told himself for so long that his regular clients were right, his possible clients might be right and outsiders (who took printing orders elsewhere) were wrong, that he never hesitated a second in writing as much in his ‘Round About Town’ column, which served as his editorial. And he wrote, if necessary, in direct contradiction to fact. Facts never bothered him. Facts could not be taken to the bank every Saturday in a little Gladstone bag. Nobody questioned facts in a comment column, and in the hard news—accidents and the like—both Sam and Nat had been liberal with ‘alleged’. There was no need to worry unduly while that word was still in the Oxford Dictionary, and if it didn’t quite fit there was always ‘we learn on good authority’. (Nat had never known what authority, and none of the readers ever asked.)

Nat’s habit of ragged thought had driven him, on this first morning of demobilisation leave, to make a wide detour on his way to the office. Leaving his bed-sitting room near the promenade, he could have cut straight into the town at the junction of High Street and Pilot Street, pursuing his way up the former thoroughfare to St. Luke’s Road, where the Clarion Press sprawled away in a range of uneven slate roofs to the edge of the Beck, which ran behind the premises.

The realisation, however, that within a matter of minutes he would be making a decision that would shape the remainder of his life, forced him to walk quickly past the head of High Street and along the sea-front, where the seasonal orchestra—an octet of women in Russian tunics, ‘Sonia and Her Rhythmettes’—were playing excerpts from ‘The Gondoliers’.

It says little for Nat’s powers of concentration that the sight and sound of the octet, penned like circus apes in the cast-iron cage of the bandstand, reminded him of his first evening at Sandcombe, in June 1928, when another band had been playing ‘Carolina Moon’ to a half-empty enclosure and a dozen youths who used the gravel path round the stand as a mating corridor and sniggered greetings to the same girls a dozen times the same evening. The girls walked round in the opposite direction, and thus both groups avoided the chair-money collector.

How long ago was that? Nearly eighteen years, and it seemed like eighty, although it struck him as curious how many tiny, inconsequential events he could recall of those intervening years. The indomitable little Bostock woman taking five prizes with five children at every autumnal baby show. The tubercular labourer at Fanshawe’s Farm, who lived dismally enough but died originally, having ended his life by hanging himself with a lavatory chain. The fuss Mrs. Betterby-Stuart had made when her name had been omitted from the list of helpers at the St. Luke’s League of Action sale of work. The occasion he had slipped up on a date and published a wedding, using all the customary adjectives—‘pretty’, ‘dainty’, even ‘smart’—before the wedding actually took place. The marathon debate in the Council over the projected removal of the Crimean cannon from the Headland View battery. The cannon had since gone for salvage, but in those days, when railings were railings, and not potential munitions, Councillor Grimstone-Beech, a veteran of the Dargai campaign, had saved the motion to sell the cannon by declaiming that such an act constituted a direct insult to the heroes who wintered before Sebastopol.

Ah, ancient history. People would laugh at it now, no doubt, but in those days it had been the topic of the week, and he had written two columns on the debate for the Clarion’s inside news-pages.

Nat wondered if Sam had kept advertisements on the front page during the paper shortage. He must have been forced to replan the wasteful lay-out somehow. Had he cut out the front-page block of ‘Sandcombe, from Galleon Hill’, a blurred seascape displayed under the words ‘Established 1884’ and showing pedestrians promenading in crinolines that had been laid aside years before the first issue of the paper?

These were the currents and eddies of Nat’s thoughts, as he sauntered on beyond the Lifeboat Station and on to the Flats—that section of the Sandcombe foreshore which was always due for development, but remained for each succeeding generation a triangular wilderness of wiry grass.

He had reached the concrete blockhouse, where a batch of German prisoners were clearing tank-traps built to hinder their advance inland six years before, when he made a final effort to marshal his thoughts, to force his mind to accept the fact that here, for him, was the true finish of the war. Was he to accept, passively, this return to normal, to Sam’s grating fussiness, to gathering of names at the lych-gate of St. Martin’s Church during funerals, to jotting down the details of the team-race at the local swimming galas, to compiling pages of notes on the date, place, time and circumstances of minor road offences?

He didn’t know, couldn’t tell. It depended. But on what? He didn’t even know that. Perhaps Sam had changed, perhaps he was tired and didn’t argue so much when presented with obvious facts; perhaps Gerald, Sam’s forty-year-old son, had lost the irritating habit of polishing finger and thumb on the lapel of his black ‘business’ jacket; perhaps Skinner, the gnomish little foreman printer downstairs, had taken to washing himself once in a while; perhaps Clarion readers had allowed themselves to be swallowed up in the wider issues, plugged on the front pages of the dailies and over the air, bulletin by bulletin, since that overcast Friday morning in 1939 when Bumble, the mop-headed office-boy apprentice, had rushed into the editorial office over the shop and screamed: “Nat, Nat, ’e’s gorn for ’em!” and Nat had sat back and said, in common with so many other men in their late ’twenties, “This is it!”

Of course, it hadn’t been. For six months little or nothing had changed. Sandcombe saw snow for the first time in two decades. Evacuees came and went. Nat had tracked down and interviewed two or three local seamen who had helped to sink the Graf Spee. An elderly reservist, who had been a market-gardener out in the Leas, had gone down with the Royal Oak at Scapa, leaving a mountainous wife and five indifferent children in Lower Beck Street. The pictures of these men appeared in the Clarion, and Nat wrote potted biographies, heading the Scapa story ‘Sandcombe’s First Sacrifice’.

Spring had arrived, very much as usual, with high tides cascading over the promenade and damage to a Council snack-bar under the cliff. Then came the German advance into the Low Countries and the nagging match with Sam over joining the R.A.F., with Sam gradually giving way, after one or two of his prominent customers, with sons already in uniform, had dropped hints about Nat’s age. Sam seemed to derive a new impetus from the vague tide of satisfaction that stole over all elderly men during these months—the feeling of being wanted in business once more, the quiet satisfaction of a come-back, a rolling up of sleeves, a getting back into comfortable harness, with national shortages in all consumer goods to excuse a little stiffness and disinclination to work too hard.

A week later and Nat was one of millions, with the same story, down to the last detail. Bell-tents at the Reception Centre, stale jokes at the Recruit Centre, North-country billets, a clerk’s desk in an empty hotel, carpetless stairs thudding all day with the impact of recruits’ shiny boots. Airfields in the Midlands, the drone of aircraft all night, rain pattering on the tin roof of the Nissen, queues for meals, endless shuffling along the concrete avenues of hutted camps. Gas-drill, sorting the ‘in’ and the ‘out’ tray in a steaming respirator, light-hearted and obscene slogans on latrine walls—‘We Bull while Russia bleeds’ and ‘Joe for King, Betty Grable for Queen’!

Years of it. Waiting at the top of hills for a hitch into the town, a visit to the cinema and a cheap meal at the canteen. (Sam, who had ultimately smiled on enlistment, had said nothing about balance of civilian pay.) Camp shows and Welfare Officers with ginger moustaches tapping his shoulder, “Jolly good show, old boy”, and returning to their Mess armchairs and whisky at reduced rates. A feeling of detached bitterness by the late summer of 1943. A slackening of interest in the news and cynical appreciation of Jane’s strip in the Mirror.

Postings without purpose, to camps often hard put to find him a job. Envelope-addressing in Accounts Sections. Pep talks by officers for whom he worked out servant allowances. Fits, starts and stops like ceremonial drill. Morale drives that petered out in forty-eight hours. Long railway journeys up and down the country. Leave with nowhere to go but hostels. Abstract discussions in the hut, lighted by the glow of cigarettes. Bickerings over precedence in NAAFI queues. A gradual descent to primitive standards of life—food three times a day, a bed not too near the radio, which moaned and chattered from 6 a.m. until midnight. Dirty nails and unutterable boredom.

Autumn 1943. The long-delayed commission, hidden three years in an A.M. pigeon-hole. The O.C.T.U. and a nervous attempt to display table manners, long since forgotten. The agony of squad-drill direction. Ultimate posting as an Assistant Adjutant and the smug letter from Sam, “.… glad to hear you are at last an officer.…” The transfer to a photographic unit. ‘D’ Day and the real war. Pitiful towns in Normandy, crushed, reeking, hopeless. Journeys through a land that had once been civilised where now nothing worked, not even locks and taps or washbasin stoppers. Penetration, as C.O. of a small unit, to the land beyond the Loire for bomb assessment. Freezing French hotels and lodgements militaires. Provincial mayors offering pitiful civic welcomes, no food, no petrol, no warmth—nothing but smiles and cognac and embarrassed requests for soap. A land where, it seemed to Nat, the ordinary people had gone beyond hate and patriotism and self-pity, and dismissed both past and future with a characteristic shrug, the music-hall shrug of the Latin, a shrug that said, “Mend the bridge? But why, monsieur? We have a raft made of two old barges and some planks. It serves. Besides, we have no girders, no tools—nothing. And the men are prisoners or playing soldiers in the hills.”

May 8th and a forty-eight-hour pass in London. A sense of high expectancy which turned, as the evening wore on, to a blind pity, not far from contempt, for the solid phalanxes of sheep-like people who stood about waiting for stragglers to climb a lamp-standard or throw a cracker at a shuttered window. An awful anti-climax, shared with millions of people who had forgotten how to enjoy themselves when the cinema box-offices were shut.

The long waiting weeks in the camp, pretending to work. The only real thrill of the whole business, the thrill of hearing his number called at the Demob. Centre. Sam’s letter read and re-read. And now this, full circle.

Nat scratched his nose and turned back from the Flats. How old? Nearing thirty-four. Half-way to the Biblical span, although that meant nothing in Sandcombe, where the Medical Officer of Health was always quoting the average age of mortality as being seventy-six (excluding one-year-olds)—a shade higher than that of Cragport, a few miles along the coast. But if not the Clarion, what? Some other paper? Some other trade? Put in his name at the Resettlement Centre. Go abroad, oil, publishing, Civil Service?

Suddenly Nat realised that he was happy to be back. The air smelled good. People had grinned and waved to him all along the prom. There was a good deal to be said for Sandcombe. Its very smallness (nine thousand in 1931) meant good-fellowship—important to a man without a family background. He had got his old digs back for the asking. The bed-sitting room, stacked with his favourite books, had a good smell. Mrs. Bannister, his landlady, liked him. He was an all-the-year-rounder and a ‘good-class’ lodger—much better than letting the room over and over again to casuals you couldn’t trust. She did her best to mother him, and Nat was a man who liked to be mothered.

Sam hadn’t said anything about money. He never did until he was forced. It had always appeared to Nat that he was hoping against hope that someone, some day, would serve on the staff for nothing, or pay a small premium to learn the trade. But Nat’s money—four pounds ten before he enlisted—was enough. In Sandcombe there were few opportunities to spend and, anyway, he seldom had time enough to buy inessentials. Perhaps the Old Boy would add another pound. He would ask him, just for the fun of seeing the hunted look that always came into Sam’s face when anyone mentioned money.

Nat turned into High Street and made his way through a string of nodding acquaintances to the Clarion Press Offices. After all, perhaps Sandcombe had changed, perhaps Sam’s streak of snobbery would induce him to choose his words now that he was dealing with an ex-officer. Nat thought it unlikely, but the possibility aroused his curiosity, and he passed in through the plate-glass door and nodded at a strange shop-assistant, in the act of telling an elderly customer that her employers refused to stock rude picture postcards.
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