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For Alun Evans


If you believe the doctors, nothing is wholesome; if you believe the theologians, nothing is innocent; if you believe the soldiers, nothing is safe.

LORD SALISBURY


1

I first met Hallie at Hatherley; even the names were gently coincidental. Ironically, it was Moira, my wife, who invited her to come there to meet me. In retrospect, I would rather have met her anywhere but at Hatherley, which I loved; it was an invasion of its sanctity.

Here, in the house of my parents and three generations before them, were the long summers of my childhood; fishing with my father on sultry summer afternoons, tennis, swimming, and mad chases over the Big Field after butterfly specimens—the straw-boatered adolescent on half-term from Eton.

Ancient, seemingly indestructible, Hatherley had survived the blood-bath of the First World War, when it lost many of its sons, and had defied the indiscriminate bombing of the Second. Its huge poplars still waved down the Woking lanes; its woods, guarded by the Mole River, were hazed with blue now that spring had come again. Here, it was claimed, was always heard the first cuckoo in the area of Woking; here the kingfishers flashed their colours down the little brook that sang to the mill. Hatherley, for me, was classically perfect—a house unchanged until the coming of Moira: perhaps it was a tribute to her strength of character that only she could have changed it.

The house with its eight acres was born in the manner of the period; my father increased the family fortune by big legal cases abroad. He read to me religious tracts every Sunday evening, shot grouse in Scotland, and possessed a mistress in London called Fifi. His Jewish conservatism contrasted with my mother’s liberal maternalism, which extended to the housemaids. With one of these, Dolly Barber, I was in love at the age of fourteen; she was two years older, and ought to have known better, according to my mother. She had black hair and wet, red lips, I recall, and dandruff on her shoulders. And I got her in the wood shed with the light out, and Cook stood on a brick and peeped through the window, and later reported us. Dolly was discharged and sent to her mother with a letter, while I sat in sweating terror, listening to my father’s footsteps mounting the stairs to my bedroom. But it was worth it. Next to Sharps’ Creamy Toffee, Dolly Barber was the sweetest thing that had then happened to me.

Originally, the Goldstein fortune (my father had changed our name to Seaton by deed poll) had been battered out of the Gold Coast, where finger-amputation was the standard punishment for leaving one’s place of work without permission, but Hatherley had managed to absorb such unpleasantries and none of this affected the liberalism I had learned from my mother. The house, for me, was an oasis of peace and love (including that of Dolly Barber) until the advent of Moira twenty years later and, more recently, the arrival of Hallie.

Marriage to Moira, the daughter of a Connemara gipsy landowner, had brought the sherry parties. With my mother dead and my father practising in Stuttgart, the place was invaded most weekends by blue-jowled men of tweed who barked over whisky about hunting and the Market, while their shagged-out, nasal wives planned the working-class vote through meals-on-wheels and a now politically conscious W.I. All this, plus fanatical bridge, was Moira’s world, and she swept through it with the gusto of the horsed beggar, receiving the approbation of the Woking executive set, the Master of the local hunt, and the tributes of one lover after another.

It was a far cry from the white breast of little Dolly Barber, who was my first real descent into the moral abyss, before I met Hallie.

Following Moira’s invitation, Hallie had come to Hatherley with Anthony Hargreaves, now head of Brander’s Moral Guidance Council—scarcely a diplomatic choice, I considered. She had been given a double bedroom with him by a mischievous Moira, and accepted it without protest. And, when I came in from London after a hard day at the Ministry, she was sitting at the lounge window where my mother used to sit, staring over the Big Field beyond the drive. I saw her the moment I stopped the car, and did not bother to garage it. For she was like a ghost of the past sitting there in her long, white dress, unmoving. The party was already going with a swing, I remember, with Marsella, Moira’s hunting friend, the centre of attraction; there were some beautiful women in the room, but only Hallie attracted me. I paused before her, holding my briefcase against my stomach, now an indiscretion.

“Good evening,” I said.

If she replied, I did not hear her.

It was her eyes. They drifted over me in slow assessment, seeming to dance with an inner merriment. There was a reason for this, of course, and I should have been aware of it. She was beautiful, but scarcely pretty. White lace at her throat enhanced the dark sheen of her flawless skin. Her hands and feet were tiny; she was a woman in miniature. Then Hargreaves, coming up, cried, “Ah, here you are, Mark …!” and was instantly pushed aside by Marsella, who cried, gin in hand:

“Oh, no you don’t, Tony, this is mine.” And she swung to the guests, shouting in her raucous voice, “Mark, this is Hallie Fitzgeralt, the five-foot model of the Courval Salon, where we now buy our clothes. Hallie, my pet, this is Mark Seaton, the new Director of Contracts in his Ministry and the master of beautiful Hatherley,” and she added, “Look out, Moira, she’s got him!”

She had.

Making love to Hallie Fitzgeralt, I discovered later, was like swimming in a jar of warm honey. But there was more to it than the intensity of my physical relief; she was like a balm—freedom from my immense and awful loneliness.

And if Moira, in the coming weeks, knew of our affair she made no visible sign. She could have had me back with the touch of her hand, but doubtless, with more lovers than she could at present conveniently handle, she was glad to be free of me.

For my part I never really loved Hallie. After the nightmares and the savage, sweating dreams that reached out from my youth, she was a woman in which to hide in the absence of my wife.

Later, with the guests gone, Moira said, “She’s a pretty wee thing that Hallie, ye know. She’s a Jewess, says Marsella—d’ you realise that?”

I paused at the lounge door on my way to bed. She was lying on a settee with her shoes off and a large gin, moving with accentuated indolence.

“No,” I answered. “I did not know.”

She said at nothing, “You could do worse than a return to the tribe of Israel, you know—God knows why you ever married out of it.”

“Good night,” I said.

It was forgivable—she was a little drunk, of course.
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