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About the Book

‘She combines imagination with delicate feeling, capturing the right atmosphere with a simple style that makes her story timeless’ Times Literary Supplement

A Victorian gentleman is forced by illness to entertain himself with the family archive, and he uncovers the Regency-era correspondence and diaries of one Miles Lufton, MP - apparently a black sheep of the family, connected with a scandal long buried. But through the pieced-together artefacts from the past, a fuller picture emerges of a man torn between two personalities – Miles, serious, studious and penniless, and ‘Pronto’, flirt, political mover and eternal ‘extra man’. Miles longs to dispose of his disreputable alter ego, but that way lies calamity . . .

See also: The Forgotten Smile


About the Author

Margaret Kennedy was born in 1896. Her first novel, The Ladies of Lyndon, was published in 1923. Her second novel, The Constant Nymph, became an international bestseller. She then met and married a barrister, David Davies, with whom she had three children. She went on to write a further fifteen novels, to much critical acclaim. She was also a playwright, adapting two of her novels – Escape Me Never and The Constant Nymph – into successful productions. Three different film versions of The Constant Nymph were made, and featured stars of the time such as Ivor Novello and Joan Fontaine; Kennedy subsequently worked in the film industry for a number of years. She also wrote a biography of Jane Austen and a work of literary criticism, The Outlaws of Parnassus. Margaret Kennedy died in Woodstock, Oxfordshire, in 1967.
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INTRODUCTION

TROY CHIMNEYS is a disconcerting novel. It belongs to Margaret Kennedy’s later period, when her plots became more complicated, sometimes excessively so, and her early rebelliousness was becalmed into a quite perceptible longing for goodness and honour in the conduct of life. Both these characteristics are probably carried to their fullest extension in Lucy Carmichael, arguably the most popular of her last works and a book which carries a charge of an ordeal endured and a resolution vindicated which continues to impress even today, when the comparatively pellucid moral climate of the 1950’s has become clouded to the point of obscurity.

For these late novels of Margaret Kennedy, like those which Elizabeth Taylor was writing at the same time and a little later, are about virtue. They are virtuous novels written by essentially right-minded women, and it is a tribute to their sophistication that they are by no means as simple as that point of departure would seem to indicate, for virtue does not triumph, patience is not rewarded, people do not receive from the author their just deserts. One might then quite legitimately ask how these novels are to be perceived as virtuous. The answer, I think, is to be found in the pain the author feels that moral conundrums cannot be resolved and the result presented like a cheap diagnosis of a chronic malady. Margaret Kennedy (and here Elizabeth Taylor resembles her most closely) is a serious woman who is content to translate her concerns lightly into the traditional forms of the English drawingroom novel.

Her distaste for formulae can perhaps be deduced from a remark made by one of the characters in Troy Chimneys about the novels of Jane Austen.

‘That lady’s greatest admirers will always be men, I believe. For, when they have had enough of the parlour, they may walk out, you know, and we cannot.’

The speaker is Caroline Audley, a lonely thoughtful woman of high intelligence and integrity who is in a position to observe that Jane Austen’s life in the parlour concealed a certain abdication of passion and risk, and, more interestingly, a certain collusion with the traditional male activities of getting and spending: her heroines, with their curious appeal, are essentially gamesters for whom everything comes out right in the end. But for the serious woman (and I do not for a moment compare Jane Austen and Margaret Kennedy as writers) the end can be sad or disappointing or merely inconclusive. Mrs Kennedy does not offer nostrums in the form of easy solutions, and in this it can be seen that she has concerns over and above bringing her story to a neat conclusion.

Troy Chimneys is an exercise in all these negative modes, and at the same time it is not what it seems. The title would seem to promise one of those soothing panoramas of English country life in the middle to upper income range, for Troy Chimneys is the name of a house, and a very idyllic house it would appear to be, somewhere in Wiltshire. It is the house that serves as the main vehicle for Margaret Kennedy’s nostalgia, for it represents peace, happiness, withdrawal from the murky concerns of fortune hunters and politicians, and the reward on earth for all the hard work that men have to devote to their careers, sometimes against their better nature. Yet Troy Chimneys also represents an unattainable goal, for the hero of the novel, Miles Lufton, who buys the house as a guarantee of the time when all his conflicts shall be over, dies before he can ever live there. And despite the really quite complicated and occasionally puzzling arrangement of the novel, it is the image of that house, silent, peaceful, and yet eternally out of bounds, that stays with the reader.

Yet Troy Chimneys, the house, is merely a strand in the background of the book. The foreground is occupied by Miles Lufton, the almost self-made politician who labours half-heartedly in the England of the Napoleonic and post-Napoleonic period. Should this promise an agreeable exercise in the higher reaches of Regency tosh, the promise is again unfulfilled and the reader discomposed. For Miles is a very complex character. He has apparently all the gifts, loving and virtuous parents, handsome and agreeable brothers and sisters, a country parsonage for a home, good health, a fine wit, no great fortune but an enlightened perception of where his interest lies and a determination to devote his energies to his own advancement. Indeed this perception strikes him early on in his career as something that might lead him into an inferior mode of behaviour, and he resolves to treat himself as two distinctly separate people: as Miles Lufton, a man whose native goodness has not been finally extinguished by self-interest, and as Pronto, the all too available extra man, diner out, weekend guest and flirt who sees all social gatherings as occasions for advancement and who never refuses an invitation because it might lead to useful contacts. Lufton and Pronto combined add up to an extremely plausible public figure: agreeable, even desirable, company, possessing the instincts of the rat pack, yet with a keen memory of original goodness to temper his appetites.

But the interesting thing about the Lufton/Pronto character is that nothing goes right with him. His generous impulses fall short of effectiveness. His passions can be seen to be all too moderate. He cannot carry anything through to fulfilment. And when he finally considers himself to be in love – with the authentically serious Caroline Audley – he cannot see that he has turned the possibility of loving her over in his mind for far too long, has left her to grow older, has in fact ruined her life, because of some flaw in his nature or his character or his outlook which prevents him from making any clear distinction in the moral order of things between the imperative and the merely beguiling. Even his death is a sort of accident, although the occasion is a duel, the proceedings reported by an interested witness, and a great deal of the evidence suppressed.

The story is an oblique one, and is rendered even more oblique by the manner in which it is told. The main body of the narrative is a limpid memoir which purports to be written by Lufton himself. This memoir is sandwiched between two sets of letters written by descendants of the Lufton family who are initially attracted by this colourful ancestor and then prudishly distressed by his example. It is the method used by Benjamin Constant in Adolphe and it would appear that Margaret Kennedy took it from that source. If it is a method which marries uneasily with the tradition of the English novel as practised half way through the twentieth century, then it must be allowed that Margaret Kennedy cannot be relied upon to give her readers what they think they have been led to expect. She is disconcerting in her preoccupations, disconcerting in her methods, and technically more learned and experimental than many of her successors in the 1980’s.

Anita Brookner
London, 1984
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PROLOGUE: 1879

IN LETTERS AND journals of the Regency occasional reference is made to a person called Pronto who is generally mentioned as a fellow guest in a country house.

Conscientious researchers have identified him with a certain Miles Lufton, M.P.; he sat for West Malling, a borough in the pocket of the Earl of Amersham, and he held an important post at the Exchequer during the years 1809-1817. He spoke frequently and well in the House, in support of Vansittart’s financial policy. Nothing else is known of him save that he could sing; in the Bassett Papers he is reported to have been visiting Lingshot in 1813 and to have delighted the whole company one evening by ‘singing like an angel.’

At the age of thirty-six he wrote a short autobiography. This, together with a kind of diary that he had kept, came into the possession of his sister, Susan Lufton. She took them with her to Ireland when she went there to live with another sister, Lady Cullen, of Cullenstown, Co. Kildare. She subsequently married a Mr. Lawless and sailed for India, leaving the Lufton Papers behind her. They lay forgotten in the attics of Cullenstown for thirty years. They were then removed to the library by a Miss Honoria Cullen, who had taken it upon herself to sort all the papers in the house because she had nothing else to do. They were not read at that time, and they remained undisturbed in the library for another thirty years.

The Cullens had no motive for perusing these faded pages. They had little interest in their Lufton grandmother or in any of her family. The Luftons, who came from an obscure parsonage in Gloucestershire, were, by Cullen standards, ‘nothing much.’ Only one of them, a Eustace Lufton who became an admiral, was worth remembering. But the papers were eventually taken from their drawer in 1879, and sent to Brailsford in Warwickshire, at the request of the Hon. Frederick Harnish, brother-in-law to Sir James Cullen. This was not on account of any sudden interest in ‘Pronto,’ but in connection with the following correspondence between Harnish and Cullen.

Brailsford, Dec. 3, 1879

DEAR JIM,

I think Emmie once told me she thought you had some old papers in which frequent reference is made to our queer relative, the Chalfont whose collection of pictures, etc., we now have at Brailsford.

I wonder if you would do me the great favour of letting me see them? Convalescence is such a bore that I have been amusing myself by going through his letters, and am getting very much interested in ‘Cousin Ludovic’ as he is still called. He left boxes upon boxes of papers, all in the wildest disorder. I don’t think they can have been touched since he died in 1830. He never succeeded to the Amersham title; my grandfather was his first cousin and that is how we came in.

I want to know more about him. I had always heard that he was a lunatic. But you know our family! That is what we would say about a man who bought pictures and did not hunt. We have a portrait by Opie, which looks decidedly mad, and there is a secluded suite of rooms, still called ‘Lord Chalfont’s Rooms,’ in which we, as children, imagined that he had been confined with half a dozen keepers. Emmie, who was the bravest of us, was the only one who dared go there after dark.

He must have had lucid intervals. The first papers I looked at were all about the Elgin Marbles, which he seems to have admired when nobody else did. He was one of those who supported their purchase by the British Museum. And I have found a couple of letters from Wordsworth, dull in themselves, but not, obviously, written to a lunatic.

As evidence on the other side there is a portfolio of drawings by the poet Blake. Only a madman could have drawn them or bought them. You never saw such things! One cannot even be sure whether the figures are clothed or not.

There are no letters written by him. Have you got any? He must have written thousands to have got so many replies, and he seems to have kept every scrap of paper ever sent to him. A good many are solemn records of his dreams! He wrote down every dream he had, as soon as he woke up.

It is very difficult to get information about what went on thirty years before one was born. That is an epoch about which everybody shuts up. Family skeletons ain’t respectable for at least a hundred years. My chief source of information about that period is our old neighbour, Sir Mervyn Crockett, now well over ninety. He was no end of a buck in his time, and full of anecdotes, – seldom of a kind which I can stomach. Some of them, in fact, make me feel quite sick. The squalor of their jokes is unbelievable and so was their brutality. He remembers nothing of Cousin Ludovic save that they ‘roasted Chalfont at Eton in 1796.’ I thought this to be some kind of slang, but it is literal. They hung the poor little boy up before a very hot fire for several minutes! Crockett chuckled when he remembered it; to him it was a capital joke.

Do, my dear fellow, let me see those papers, unless they are private and confidential. Love to Emmie. Tell her that I am getting on famously and hope to be well enough to visit you all in the spring.

Yours ever,

F.H.

Cullenstown, Dec. 10, 1879

DEAR FRED,

We have found the papers you mean and sent them off by parcel post. They have been kicking about in the library as long as I can remember. I glanced through them and see that they are full of references to a ‘Ludovic’ who must, I think, be your man.

What you say about family skeletons is very true. I know nothing about the great-uncle Miles Lufton who seems to have written these papers. I once asked my mother about him and she protested that she didn’t either, but with a little blush which she always sports when she tells a fib. I believe she does know something and that he was not quite the thing. She hates anything shady.

I don’t see why he should have vanished into complete obscurity like this. I only took a very hasty look at the papers, but, by his own account, he seems to have been very much the thing, an M.P. and all that, went everywhere, knew everybody, and cut quite a dash. And he owned some property too, a house in Wiltshire called Troy Chimneys. There were one or two letters about it, along with the papers, which I have not sent because they cast no light on Chalfont. They are merely about leases and repairs, etc.

If you see Crockett again, do pump him. Ask him if he knew anybody called Pronto, for that seems to have been my great-uncle’s nickname among his fellow bucks. And pass on anything that he may let fall, the more disreputable the better. Emmie agrees with me that there might be some mystery. When my mother comes here after Christmas I will try her again.

Emmie sends her love and tells you not to keep your nose in dusty papers all day long, for it can’t be good for your cough.

Yours ever,

JIM

Brailsford, Dec. 15, 1879

DEAR JIM,

How very good of you to send the Lufton Papers. Tell Emmie that it is good for my cough. When people ask after me, my family say: Oh, he is so much better that he is writing a history book!

How curious that your great-uncle once owned Troy Chimneys! I think I have seen it. At least, I have seen a house in Wiltshire answering to that odd name, and I can’t believe there are two. A local antiquary told me that it is probably a corruption of Trois Chemins, and three roads do certainly meet at its front gate. I saw it when I was staying at Laycock, and we all agreed that it is a pity such a striking old house should not be properly kept up. It is a mere farm-house now. There is a manure heap by the front door and half the windows are boarded up. I remember it chiefly for a very pretty stone dovecote and a great old mulberry tree in the rough grass in front.

I saw Crockett yesterday and tried to pump him about your great-uncle. The name Lufton stirred no memories, but Pronto did. He burst out laughing and said that of course he knew Pronto. Everybody knew Pronto.

He remembers no good of anybody, but I am sorry to say that he could not produce anything very disreputable about Pronto, or tell me what became of him. He described him as ludicrously determined to get himself on in the world, out to please, especially where the ladies were concerned.

He claims to be himself the author of the nickname. Signor Pronto, he says, was a character in a popular farce, — a most obliging person who always turned up in the nick of time to arrange matters for everybody. The catch word of the farce was: Pronto will manage it! Some great lady was lamenting the difficulties of arranging charades at her country house party; ‘But,’ she cried, ‘I expect Mr. Lufton tomorrow and he will manage it for me.’ At which Crockett, who was present, said: ‘Oh ay! Pronto will manage it.’ After that they all called Lufton Pronto behind his back.

I must catch the post with this. Love to Emmie.

Yours ever,

F. H.
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To The Rt. Honble. The Earl of Thame Copley, Northamptonshire

The Parsonage, Great Bramfield, Gloucestershire May 20th, 1818

MY DEAR LORD,

I have the honour to inform you that I mean to be your guest at Copley towards the middle of July, – for how long I cannot tell. I will engage to quit Northamptonshire as soon as I have secured a more agreeable invitation elsewhere. Had I been able, this year, to arrange my usual succession of summer visits I should have done my best to avoid your lordship’s hospitality. But my affairs are somewhat confused; I am out of a place and mean to give my acquaintance no peace until they have done something for me.

I therefore find myself obliged to depend upon a sort of invitation issued by Lady Thame, in the autumn, which I choose to construe into a firm engagement. She may have forgotten it, or believe that she has not absolutely committed herself in the matter, in which case you will be so good as to inform her that she has, for I intend to come, little as you both may desire my company.

I believe, however, that I shall be tolerably welcome, since guests at Copley are shy birds. In autumn you shoot them, in winter you ride over them, and in spring you let loose your pedigree bulls upon them. July, so I have heard, is as safe a month as any.

I need no assurance of your lordship’s concern for my health and happiness. All my friends have been, these six months, so anxious to know how I do that they have ventured upon no enquiries, lest they might learn that my accident, last November, proved fatal. They believe me dead, I suppose, and are very sorry for it. Most of them were at Gracedieu when this misfortune befell me. Your lordship witnessed it and was so good as to inform me that I had broken my neck. ‘By God, Pronto!’ said you, ‘I believe that you have broken your neck.’ ‘By God,’ said I, lying in the ditch, ‘I believe that I have.’ But you were gone on by then, and killed, so they told me after, near Ulverscroft. Some cottagers came to my assistance and carried me on a hurdle to my inn. My neck, as it turned out, was safe, but I had broken a leg and three ribs.

You were all gone next day, but I lay perforce for three weeks in that inn, doing my best to die. In addition to my injuries I had got a fever from lying in the rain, untended, for so long. I must have an excellent constitution for I began to mend and crept off to my father’s parsonage, an earth to which I return when wounded in the chase, but about which I keep pretty mum at other times. The fever has at last departed and I can hobble about. But I doubt that I am perfectly recovered, for this letter won’t do at all. It is scarcely in Pronto’s style.

Pronto, however, is not dead. He sleepeth. Another week or so may see him out of the wood and he shall then write a prodigiously civil letter to your lordship, securing his invitation to Copley. In the meanwhile,

I have the honour to be,

With great insincerity,

Your most obliged and faithful servant

MILES LUFTON (Pronto to you, old boy!)

May 21st

I thought that I had torn up my effusion to Ld T: but here it is in my desk! I shall keep it as evidence of my reviving spirits. A week ago I should have found no amusement in composing it. I wish that I had the assurance to send it!

But I have torn up another letter which I began and never finished, – to Ludovic. His neglect I cannot overlook. For the rest I care nothing. I know that they value me only as I am useful to them. My vanity was wounded when I learnt how easily they could forget me. But I thought, I believed, that Ludovic had a real regard for me. Our friendship is now of many years’ duration; he knew me long before Pronto came upon the scene and I have ever been a loyal friend to him. If he were to be near dying, I should not treat him so. He should have written. He should have showed some concern.

I must remember that he never does write letters unless he is riding some hobby horse. His concern is all reserved for the muses; he will weep at a poem but not for a friend. I have always known him for a heartless little monster. But life here is such a dead bore that I wish somebody would write to me.

Sunday

I hobbled to church this morning. It is the first time that I have got so far. I was in pain for most of the Service and could not sleep as all the rest of the world did. George preached today as my father has a touch of his lumbago. Only Macbeth could have remained awake when my brother preaches and I doubt if even he could have listened. My eyes were open but I can recollect nothing save the text: The children of Israel brought a willing offering unto the Lord (Exodus 35, 29). He preached for an hour but it would have taken him less than a minute to make his point: Those who will not pay tithes in full must certainly expect eternal damnation.

Sukey and Anna slept with their heads sunk forwards so as not to crush the feathers in their Sunday bonnets. In my sister, slumber was excusable; I would have joined her if I could. But Anna should have stayed awake; a wife should listen when her husband preaches, however tedious he may be. In the Park pew, over against ours, I heard a rumbling like the Severn Bore. It was Cousin Ned snoring. I spied on him through the old knot hole in the wood; when we were boys we poked marbles through it. He had some half-dozen of his children there with him. They gaped and picked their noses. I wonder he don’t teach them noughts and crosses; that used to be the great game in the Park pew during sermon time, in the old days. But not in ours; any levity would have distressed my mother. We sat to attention, all seven of us, and I believe that we were not a little proud of my father’s sermons.

Mrs. Ned was not at church. She lay in last night, so they say, of another boy. I suppose we shall have the bells ring out this afternoon.

The monument that they have set up to my mother is the most frightful I ever saw. It is a bas-relief representing one of the pyramids of Egypt. At its base, beneath a willow tree, sits, or rather squats, a disconsolate female. But they have done better in the text that they chose:


Strength and dignity are her clothing

And the law of kindness is on her tongue.



The law of kindness!

Is it a blessing or a curse to have known no other, through the first years of infancy?

‘Nothing that you do, my dearest Miles, can make me in the least uneasy, so long as I am satisfied that you feel as you ought.’

I had been stealing green gooseberries and she found me ready to vomit in the kitchen garden.

‘Our feelings,’ said she, ‘must ever be our best guide. How do you feel, my love?’

‘Very bad, Ma’am.’

‘That is conscience, Miles. Conscience will always torment us when we have done wrong.’

I have never doubted it, and got rid of conscience as soon as I could, behind the potting shed.

There go the bells! What a busy fellow is Ned, to be sure! I forget how many he has got, but Mrs. Ned lies in every year about this time.

In the old days my mother would have been off to the Park this afternoon with a little crock of our rum butter. It was incomparable, and it went to any house in the parish when a child was born. But we don’t make it now. Sukey has forgotten the receipt, – she is the least housewifely of my sisters. As for Anna, she never knew it; my mother was dead before Anna married into the family. We don’t take presents to our great cousins at the Park nowadays, nor do game and peaches come from them to us. All those pleasant customs are quite gone over. Though, in justice to Ned, I must remember that he did come to see me when I was ill. His appearance put the household into quite a fluster, for no Chadwick had crossed our threshold for close upon two years. He sat for half an hour beside my bed, breathing heavily, and looking as if he wished to say something cordial but getting no further than a gruff enquiry after my bowels. He was not quite sober, but nowadays he seldom is.

I continually look out of my window as if I expected to see my mother set off with the rum butter. I could have followed her course for quite a while, across Parsonage Lane, through the little gate, and among the trees in the park. She had her own way of walking; she neither sauntered nor hurried, but sailed onwards with a smooth easy motion, like some handsome ship gliding over the sea. Wherever she went, she always seemed to be expecting a pleasant end to her walk.

Wednesday

Spirits at zero this morning, although I feel a great deal better. If I have to remain at Bramfield much longer I shall run mad. That is the worst of recovery, – one grows more observant. It is all so dreary, so unutterably dreary here now! When I reflect upon the past I can scarcely bear it. Not only is the loss of my mother daily, hourly, felt, but my father is but the shadow of what he was. His mental powers are failing and his temper is very uncertain. Of the seven children who grew up here, one is dead and three have found other homes. Sukey, George and I are melancholy survivors, nor is the addition of Anna likely to raise our spirits.

Have made a resolution to be kinder to poor Sukey. Her peevish, spiteful ways are very provoking, but her lot is hard, – penned up here. She has no amusement, no distractions. George is an affectionate brother, but he was always a dull dog and his marriage extinguished the last vital spark of sociability. Six months of George and Anna are too much for me; no wonder Sukey grows sour! I wish she could get a husband. She used to be a pretty girl, but her bloom was short. It might revive if she could but get away. If Harriet would invite her to Cullenstown, for a month or so, she might recover her spirits, even if she did not get a husband. Have I not cause to know what havoc such a life may work upon a woman’s heart? If another, far more amiable than Sukey, had not grown hard and bitter I might now be able to call myself a happy man. To live unloved, disregarded by others, is to become, in the course of years, unloving and censorious. We deride old maids, but they cannot help their narrow hearts and spiteful tongues; life has made them what they are.

What could have induced George to marry Anna Cotman? That thought was uppermost in all our minds when we assembled for the wedding. I remember Kitty’s explanation:

‘’Tis all the consequence of Mamma’s death. Poor George was very lonely and wretched and Anna was by. Sukey is to blame. She should have tried to be a more cheerful companion to him.’

He had just taken Orders and was doing the duties for my father at Stokehampton. He was wretched and Anna was by. That must have been the way of it. But Anna had always been by; we were united in wishing that she were not. Mrs. Cotman lived, with her five daughters, in The Red House, just beyond the village, upon the Tewkesbury road. She was the kind of woman whom one cannot imagine as a wife, – only as a widow, as born wearing weeds. Most of the Cotman girls were oppressively lively, but Anna had the spirits of a slug. I think that a determination to be dismal is the most positive trait in her character. My mother always exhorted us to dance with her at children’s balls; each boy must stand up with her at least once, because ‘poor little Anna’ never could get partners. George, in those days, objected as loudly to this kind of charity as did Eustace and I. We felt that Anna preferred to be slighted.

Little did we think that we should all be trooping to church one fine summer’s day, triumphant Cotmans, disconsolate Luftons, George with hay fever, and Anna, awkward and aggrieved as ever, in a prodigious white bonnet and a Brussels veil which (so like her) she contrived to catch and tear upon the latchet of the church door.

All through that ceremony we thought of death, for it was but six months since we had gathered at my mother’s grave-side. And I perceived then that home was home no longer. It was she who had made it so. She had bound us all together, obliging us to love one another because she did, so tenderly. She wrote continually to each, giving news of the rest. When we returned nothing was changed, and the old days were there to welcome us. But gone now for ever, – the children finally scattered, bound only by ties of memory. We buried our childhood in that grave. Bramfield Parsonage was thereafter merely the house where our father lived and where, when we paid him a visit, we might scan ‘the marks of that which once had been.’

I cannot recall the day, the hour, when this stealthy door closed for ever behind me. I was at Bramfield in October. I suppose that I said goodbye to her and rode away, unaware that this was the final farewell, – that I had weighed anchor and set out upon a voyage from which there could be no return. But whether it was a Monday or a Tuesday I know not, or if it rained or shone, or if I turned at the corner of the lane to wave to her. The leaves must have been falling. When we buried her the snow was on the ground.

Thoughts of that inclement day, when we stood in the snow about an open grave, were so strong upon me during the wedding that I was amazed, coming out of church, to see the lilacs in bloom. Thrushes were singing and the glebe meadow was full of buttercups. Clocks had ticked. The earth had rolled round to summer. But we had been left in the snow.

KAI CHRONOU PROUBAINE POUS!

I forget who said that. I must ask my father. He will like to be asked; I shall do so at dinner. It may give us a little rational conversation and protect us from the eternal bickering of Sukey and Anna.

Thursday

I did ask, and might as well have held my tongue, for any hope of enlivening the dinner-table. My father was in a very ill humour, which is not to be wondered at, for the dinner was abominable. I wish it could be determined whether Sukey or Anna is mistress here. A dinner ordered by either would scarcely charm the gourmet, but we might at least have some consistency in our discomforts. As it is, each insists that it is the other’s province. Nanny, our cook, does her best, but I sometimes suspect that she procures our meat from a knacker.

‘Kai chronou,’ says my father, ‘… never heard of it! Pray Sukey, what d’ye call this?’

‘Mutton, sir.’

‘Mutton? I’m glad to know it. I had thought it might be old shoe leather.’

We champ in silence until an indistinct mutter is heard from Anna about a hare-lip. One can never be quite certain of what she says, but I gather that the midwife told Goody Wellbright, who told Nanny, who told Anna, that Ned’s new infant has a hare-lip.

‘Not very likely!’ snaps Sukey.

I foresee a controversy which will outlast a night in Russia. We shall inspect the child at the christening, but that will settle nothing. An idea, once lodged in Anna’s mind, is a tenacious guest. George supported her, in conjugal loyalty I suppose, for he can know nothing of the matter. Copley, and Thame growing maudlin over his wine, would be Paradise to this.

After the women had gone my father became more genial and asked what my Greek line had been.

‘And the foot of time advanced …’ said he. ‘Let me consider … I fancy it is to be found in Aristophanes. But I believe that it may be a quotation from some other poet.’

After some cogitation he went off to look up the passage and finally pronounced it to be, in his opinion, a quotation from one of the lost plays of Euripides. Being once got on to Euripides he grew quite cheerful, and discoursed for some time upon the merits of this neglected poet. Later he showed me some translations that he has made. I am glad that he should still have the spirit for that sort of thing. His verses are scholarly and elegant, as is all his work; I used to admire it immensely but I have lately come to think that he translates the sense only. Of the sentiment there is little indication. Does a woman describe her probable rape thus?

Perforce the hostile alcove to ascend!

When bewailing her murdered infant does she say:

Alas! Still starts th’ involuntary tear!

I do not believe these lines sounded so to the Greeks, when pronounced in their theatres. It is the sound, the heavy tramp in the syllables, which has taken so strong a hold upon my fancy in this line about Time’s foot. My father can see nothing remarkable in it. I sometimes wonder if he really believes that there were such people as the Greeks, although he has spent a lifetime in deciphering their literature. He refuses to believe that there can be merit in Ludovic’s great dote, the marbles which poor Ld Elgin brought back from Athens. He has not seen them and Humphs! and Pshaws! at any suggestion that they can bear comparison with some acknowledged masterpiece, such as the Apollo Belvedere.

‘Are they not great clumsy, barbarous things?’ said he.

I said my piece, learned from Ludovic, that they are intended to represent gods rather than men.

‘And how,’ asks my father, ‘may gods differ from men?’

‘Were they not immortal, sir?’

‘Why, what nonsense is this? You don’t suppose that there ever were any such individuals, do you?’

‘No, sir. But the Greeks supposed so.’

‘The more fools they!’

Saturday

George gone to Stokehampton. When he goes over for the duties he sleeps at a farm.

We have suffered all day from a superfluity of icebergs. My father can talk of nothing else. He has been reading an article upon the Arctic Regions in The Gentleman’s Magazine. It appears that an iceberg exposes but one-tenth of its bulk above the surface of the water, concealing nine-tenths below, for the inconvenience of shipping. Since I never intend to visit the Arctic, this peril does not appal me.

I had letters yesterday. Ludovic wrote, sending a song for Sukey. There is no direction on his letter but I imagine that he writes from Brailsford. He says of the song that:

All the women are singing it. The words are striking and you may guess to whom they are attributed when I tell you that T. Moore sang them at Ly Dysart’s one day, and would not name the author, – since when there has been a scramble for copies, and no album is complete without one.

He says that Harding was asking after me and said that I could not be in town, for he never saw me anywhere.

I told him that you are very well, for you always are, an’t you? I assured him that you must be somewhere about.

After raving over some new purchases, – half a dozen drawings by Ingres and David, he suddenly remembers that his sister told him, not long ago, of my death in Leicestershire.

She says you broke your neck, hunting at Gracedieu. Did you? My father is quite put out; he says that you should have informed him of it immediately as Clancarty wants your seat for somebody. An M.P. has no business to die in this hole and corner fashion.

Then, after an airy finish, he changes his tune in a post scriptum.

I begin to grow anxious! Pray let me know immediately that you took no harm from this fall. I shall not be quite easy in my mind until I hear from you.

I shall pay him out for his long neglect by not making him quite easy for a week or so.

My other letter was from King, about Troy Chimneys. He wants to renew his lease for a further five years. I cannot make up my mind. He is a good tenant; if I refuse he may go, and I shall be at the trouble of finding someone else. But five years is longer than I like. I have not given up all hope of living there myself before I am forty, although every dearer scheme connected with it is destroyed for ever.

Sukey tried over the song: They Say that Hope is Happiness. I daresay it really may be by Byron, although, if he is responsible for every set of verses handed round nowadays as his work, besides what he publishes, the poor fellow must have writer’s cramp. But this is in his vein, – a good dismal song which reflects my present mood.

Sunday

Icebergs again for supper. George had to hear about them. He is returned from Stokehampton in a vile temper. The people there are perfect heathens, little better than Dissenters. It was the Sunday for the Sacrament, but no person there except himself and the clerk. The celebration could not have taken place had not George, who is a persistent fellow, gone out and given sixpence to an old woman to make up three.

They were still upon icebergs when I came upstairs. The night is so warm that I doubt if I shall sleep. My chamber window is open and not a breath of air comes to disturb my candle as I sit writing. There is no moon to be seen. All is wrapped in a stifling darkness and silence, though I heard an owl hoot, a few minutes ago, far away among the park trees. I daresay it will thunder before morning.

A human being is uncommonly like an iceberg. Only a tenth of him is apparent to the world. But, in most cases, all is, I believe, pretty much of a piece. We can guess at the submerged creature by that portion of him which is visible above water. Perhaps I am mistaken. In my case it is not so. Do most men carry a Miles and a Pronto about with them? I hope not.

Miles and Pronto don’t converse. That is the trouble. They are formed, I think, of different substances. Pronto is member for West Malling. Miles is still wondering how the devil that came about.

I have a whimsical notion that I should like to write a short life of Miles, while Pronto is out of the way. It will give me an occupation, which I sorely need. If Pronto goes up in the world, which he means to do, he will have his biographers; whereas nobody will put in a word for Miles unless I do.

I think that I will begin tomorrow. For the life of Miles is now quite concluded. He had a blow, poor fellow, which finished him, last summer. Some months before Pronto fell off his horse, Miles took another and a graver toss, from which he can never recover. The foot of Time will advance, and Pronto will go with it. Miles waits by the Styx.
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