
THE THIRD EARL OF CHEVENING 
 
‘Another of Lord Stanhope’s valuable discoveries was a system of rendering buildings fireproof. To 
illustrate this invention he built a fireproof wooden house, surrounded it with combustible materials, 
and then invited a party of friends to assemble on the upper floor. The combustibles were set alight, the 
flames rose to a height of eighty seven feet, yet the guests imprisoned within this terrible circle of fire 
were declared not to have suffered the slightest inconvenience from their situation.’ 
 
Lady Hester Stanhope, by Mrs. Charles Roundell, 1909, London 
 
 
The Lord Stanhope left his study at midday, after five indefatigable hours of pacing 
thought, and retired to a private dining chamber where he was fed a luncheon of hams 
and mixed vegetables on a platter he was said to consider unreasonably large 
(although such a complaint would have been fatuous, for it was important not to be 
seen to have undue influence over certain areas; and, once transgressed, an act of 
delegation was, he believed, worthless). 
 
The study, emptied of his eminence, murmured with the sounds of those who might 
enter. He had, in a good year, or perhaps a year coteried by bad ones, decided to 
enlarge it vertically, and knocked out two ceilings so that the room’s bookshelves 
were as high as the house. Three pairs of windows, unshaded by curtains, threw a 
tepid light into a room whose floor was carpeted in green, whose wall was tapestried 
with books. On sunny days the gold lettering in their dirty spines reflected light 
dappled through the grease of the glass, and dusts were caught drifting like dead 
butterflies towards the attic’s obscurity. The areas between the windows still bore the 
scars of his Lordship’s designs; beneath splinters blistered plaster in unfinished 
dejection, flapping minutely, noiselessly, as if under water. It was upon a constricted 
floor that the Lord’s desk squatted beside its chair, both oakenly Romanesque and 
unadorned. The two neighbouring rooms had been the studies of, on the left, his 
father, and to the right, his grandfather. The former had been locked by the son 
immediately after his bereavement, and its key flung - enunciated the rumourous - 
into the sea by St. Malo, on a desolate dark evening, the sort of evening that makes of 
despair a kind of joy, in which, for those unaccustomed to tears, there is the shrieking 
of the winds, and for those weary of solitude, the phantom kisses of the waves.  
 
The older study was assumed to be locked; the Lord, now finishing his lunch, had a 
curiosity, it was observed, directed only at regions remote. The specifics of tradition, 
and the whereabouts of certain keys, were to remain unknown.  
 
As he was being served coffee, Lord Stanhope crimsoned slightly at the news, 
delivered in unctuous tones above and behind his right ear, that the workmen had not 
returned from their lunch in the village. He was, however, assured that someone had 
been dispatched.  
 
The workmen were, in actuality, not in the village, but upstairs at the request of his 
daughters, who, it was often remarked, brought irresistibly to one’s mind the image of 
their mother. Opinion was divided as to the fate of her bedroom’s key; it was 
generally supposed, however, to swing against her husband’s hollow hairless breast as 
he made his way heavily up the stairs. There, in the gloom of the unlit far wing, 
between scabrous paintings of hateful landscapes - the whites of beagles’ eyes bared 



through speckled grey hooves at some common victim (the spectator, already 
strained, is obliged to also search for a fleeting orange tail) - the key is withdrawn 
from its robes by a colourless hand, and inserted into a battered brass hole, in which it 
is achingly turned. The door is shut, footsteps sound across a wooden floor, there is a 
silence, and, in the mud of a ditch that is always the same, dogs bound in a joyful 
anger that, in the pause, one can almost hear. And then they are suddenly strokes of 
paint, and behind the door there is the discreet splashing of a bath in the centre of a 
pallid room, uncarpeted and bare. 
 
* 
 
Inevitably - despite the crass jocularity of the workmen, their insolent strut, their 
idleness, their frequent pauses beneath one of the ground floor windows (causing the 
tinkling of a piano to come to a sudden halt, an undignified patter, the appearance of a 
little face through the glass), through which, contorting mouths and waving bulbous 
hands, they would, in the gratified hope of senseless silent laughter, convey a series of 
obscenities - the project was completed. On the vast lawn that ran from the main 
house down to a lake stood the twin wooden edifices, each left unpainted and so, in 
the opinion of Mr. Burwick, “rather handsome, probably after the style popular in 
Scandinavia.” 
 
His companions, Mr. Lehan and Mr. Haeger, made rumbles of agreement. It was a 
Sunday afternoon in the full throes of spring, approaching three o’clock. The three 
men stood on the grass and admired the situation, each clasping his hands behind his 
back. Mrs. Lehan and Mrs. Burwick were approaching behind. Mr. Haeger crossed 
his arms against his chest, and leaned confidentially towards Mr. Lehan to divulge his 
mathematical equation regarding the speed of woman in relation to words produced 
per minute. Mr. Lehan, pitying the bachelor his solitude, laughed as was expected, 
and the two men, resuming their positions, smiled a moment longer than was 
necessary, each quite content. 
 
“I hear he’s invited Dunlop,” said Mr. Burwick, alighting from a train of thought. 
 
“Oh?” said one - or both - of the others. 
 
“Yes. And Hugh. Hugh Stewart?” 
 
“Oh yes. Hugh.” 
 
“Yes. He should be good fun.” 
 
“Yes, I do like Hugh.” 
 
“Wonderfully easy company.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And Delilah is delightful.” 
 
“Delilah?” 



 
“His wife?” 
 
“Oh - Oh!” 
 
“Yes.”  
 
“Reginald?” The three men spun around. Almost unconsciously, the ladies had 
arrived. Mrs. Lehan, heavy haunches wrapped in tweed, held a rosy finger to her chin, 
an unnecessary emphasis on an enquiring frown. 
 
“Yes, darling?” 
 
“We were just saying, is Charles coming then, or not?” 
 
“No, they said he’s held up. In London.” 
 
“Oh?” She looked at Mrs. Burwick, who raised her eyebrows. 
 
“He might be here for dessert, they said.” 
 
“Coffee and a cigar,” said Mr. Burwick. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Hm,” said Mrs. Lehan. Her husband regarded his wife demurely, a smile that he 
chose not to develop playing across his face. Then something behind her distracted 
him. 
 
“Ah!” he said, and the ladies spun around - the men, having already accomplished this 
movement, raised their chins instead. 
 
“Ah,” said Mr. Haeger, and then, with peculiar satisfaction: “Dunlop.” 
 
It was indeed Dunlop, walking from the main house, his hair ruffled by the breeze, 
and now stopped to listen to the piano being practised, its halterings wafted from 
within a ground floor window. His observers crinkled a collective brow. 
 
“What’s he doing?” said Mr. Lehan, with a kind of worry. 
 
There came a false note, and Dunlop shook his head very slightly, in good humour - 
for there are, after all, grosser ills in the world - and continued on his way. 
 
His spectators shifted in reassurance. “Ah, here he comes.” 
 
And he was suddenly there, peering at each of them sagely, smiling, extending a hand 
to all, a hand that was accepted and shaken thankfully - “Margaret! Reginald... 
Belinda... ...Samuel... Rupert!” - irrespective of whether the words were synchronised 
to the touch. 
 



“Well!” he said, and looked at the two twin-storey wooden buildings on the lawn, and 
all followed suit. “Very nice.” 
 
“Aren’t they? I was saying, they rather recall the Scandinavian style.” 
 
“I was going to say Canadian,” said Dunlop. This thought was duly accorded the 
consideration it was due, and most were inclined, after a few moments, to adopt it as 
their own. 
 
“Yes, interesting what you say,” said Mr. Haeger. “I was just going to say, it reminds 
me of the style of building I saw when I was in British Columbia last year.” 
 
“Oh yes, whereabouts?” 
 
“Vancouver.” 
 
“Island, or -?” 
 
“No. City.” 
 
“Ah, yes, because you see - ” 
 
The conversation continued in similarly pleasant fashion as they made their way 
towards the two buildings. There was a moment’s confusion when a section of the 
group made its way to the house on the left, and the other, around Dunlop, continued 
towards the house on the right, which was apparently identical. The latter realised its 
mistake, and, rather embarrassed, hurried over. Dunlop did not condescend to notice, 
and neither did his listeners.  
 
They arrived before the building. Dunlop paused in a story to breathe deeply through 
his nostrils, which quavered faintly with the force. His friends did likewise, Haeger 
and Burwick rather loudly, and ‘humming’ as they exhaled. 
 
“Isn’t it?” said Dunlop. “I adore the scent of the newly built.” 
 
Burwick, believing there to be something rather profound in this, was about to say 
something - Dunlop noticed, and watched expectantly, from the corner of his eye - 
but, after a moment of breathlessness, did nothing more than ‘hum’ again, not quite as 
deeply moved as he appeared, but feeling obliged to make some sort of gesture. 
Dunlop nodded in approbation, as if he understood the sentiment, and looked upwards 
once again. Haeger lent forwards to open the front door. The handle did not turn. 
Haeger frowned, and applied greater force. He muttered. The ladies looked at each 
other and smiled. Dunlop, in good humour, always in good humour, glanced at them, 
and then at Haeger. 
 
“Something the matter?” 
 
Haeger, red in the face, pushed at the handle once more then stood back, and looked 
upwards, at the beams of the building’s surface. In the grass below him, which was 
discoloured and squashed by workmen’s feet, there was a faint dusting of wood 



shavings. Aside from these, and the scent, there was precious little evidence of 
construction; the two houses might have been dropped into position from above. 
 
Burwick and Lehan, incredulous and then angry, had both pushed at the handle, to no 
avail. They sensed the ladies tutting behind them. Dunlop was now pleasantly 
pensive, as prior to an opponent’s third move in a game of chess. He frowned, 
however, for an instant (as if the move had been inconsiderate), then took a 
demonstrative step backwards, and looked at the other house. 
 
“Must be the wrong address,” he said, and smiled. The tension was immediately 
relieved, and the party traipsed in good spirits across the space separating the twin 
constructions. At the other door, which was identical, they formed a semi-circle 
around Dunlop, who, seeing there had now arrived one of the enforced opportunities 
with which it was - tiresomely! - necessary to preserve himself, smiled again, and 
turned the handle. The door opened noiselessly, and he coolly stepped aside to let the 
ladies enter. 
 
There was a green card table, at the far end of the lounge, without chairs, and a bar 
behind it. The dark wooden floor had been polished and glazed so that it shone, and 
squeaked under the shoes of the Lord’s guests. Even if this sound had not been 
immediately absorbed into the warm tightness of the room, it could not have been 
heard above the noise of movement, and collective approval. Opinion was divided as 
to the range of influences - although there was an unquestioned consensus that there 
were several. Dunlop, having appreciated the open fireplace in the middle of the floor, 
sunken and surrounded by stones “in the rustic style”, had readied himself behind the 
bar, and was sipping placidly by the time the ladies had arranged themselves nearby 
in expectation, and Haeger and Lehan had both leaned against the card table, whose 
green felt the latter was now stroking reverentially with his right hand. 
 
Burwick raised the glass, which Dunlop, eyes lowered in concentration, had provided, 
unasked, undemanding of thanks, to his mouth, and frowned. He licked his lips, and 
looked around. 
 
“Do you think he’s coming, then?” 
 
“Who, Charles?” 
 
“No, I meant Hugh. But, now that you mention it, a bit of a funny business this, what, 
Charles not showing up. Don’t you think?” 
 
“He said he might be here for dessert.” 
 
“I know, but, all the same. His place, you know.” 
 
The ladies, each of whom was cradling her glass in both hands above her bosom, 
looked at each other, then back at the assembly, and nodded. 
 
“We were just saying.” 
 
“I’m sure he has his reasons.” 



 
“Yes, I suppose so.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“But I do hope Hugh makes a show,” said Burwick, and he took another sip. 
 
“At - ” began Dunlop, and all turned: “- a beach in Bali, once, when I was younger, I 
believe I saw a similar arrangement.” He indicated the central fireplace with his glass. 
“Only, of course, the walls were bamboo.” He smiled, and the others laughed. 
 
“Yes, I know what you mean,” said Lehan. He had sipped complacently and replaced 
his empty glass on the edge of the table when he looked up and realised he was 
expected to elaborate. “The bamboo, you know. South Asia.” 
 
“We were in the wilds of Borneo,” said Mrs. Lehan. 
 
“Oh, fascinating!” said Dunlop. 
 
Mrs. Lehan saw she was to continue, and, mildly excited, embarked on an anecdote 
designed, unconsciously, perhaps, to humiliate her husband. They had made the 
voyage two years previously, in the company of friends, another couple, at the time 
childless, like the Lehans (who had remained so), to the vast island of Borneo, in the 
Indonesian archipelago.  
 
Tom, rather more than one half of this other couple, had almost been killed, in a fight 
with one of the natives - “ferocious fighters”. 
 
“- Like all South Asians”, accorded Dunlop, wearily.  
 
Mr. Lehan had returned from an expedition of uncertain nature - that it was uncertain 
was now hotly contested - to find his wife bandaging Tom’s wounds. Susan, Tom’s 
wife, had escorted the slain man’s body back to his village, and spent the rest of the 
evening with an interpreter going over the necessary paperwork, death’s bureaucratic 
trappings, although this was not contained in what Mrs. Lehan related, largely 
because she was unaware it had happened. Mr. Lehan was also ignorant, though not 
for lack of trying: that evening, long as a night, the sun obstinating gloriously above 
tiny waves and bloodied sands, had been spent searching her presence. He had in the 
course of the journey shaped a fixation, both because of some vague desire to develop 
an existing contempt for his wife, and, increasingly, an unpronounceable admiration 
of the other woman. When they did speak, some months later, he had lost the habit of 
thinking about her, and found what she said to be unremarkable, even if it had the 
boon of not being about her husband’s exploits in the wilds of Borneo, ensuring her a 
place among the precious few. 
 
When Mrs. Lehan finished, her husband was picking at a piece of green felt that had 
come loose from the card table. 
 



“Yes, frightful business,” said Burwick, as a prelude. The party’s attention was shone 
upon his stout little body, and he sipped at his drink and pushed the toe of his right 
foot forward. 
 
“Belinda and I were in India, recently. In the north-east, in the heartland of the people 
called the Sikhs - you know, the ones with the turbans. Ferocious fellows, bearded. 
Really ferocious, weren’t they Belinda. A friend had recommended we see the holy 
temple in, um, Amritsar. Ghastly place, the city, although that’s what our friend had 
warned us. But said it was worth it for the holy temple. If you can get in. We paid a 
pretty penny, didn’t we, Belinda? Really extortionate. Don’t get that in churches, 
never. Don’t get that in village churches, don’t get that in St. Paul’s, even. Really 
quite ridiculous. But we got in, and we were told we had to wear these hats, a variety 
of turban, only smaller. A kind of anaemic turban.  
 
“But we wore them, uncomplainingly, and went in. Oh yes, and we had to go 
shoeless... Can you imagine? We had to take off our shoes, and wash our feet, and 
generally kow-tow. But beautiful, of course. The temple is made of gold, and lies in 
the middle of a pond, within this enclave. We’d really recommend it, wouldn’t we 
Belinda. But, all the same, quite a bit of bother. And, inside, in the temple, with the 
golden roof - it wasn’t that crowded by the way, but all the same, you know the Sub-
Continent - we were somehow incorporated into this queue... Honestly I don’t know 
how. It was all quite overwhelming, wasn’t it Belinda? You know what India’s like. 
But the thing was, at the head of this queue, there was a vast sort of cauldron, and we 
realised with a bit of a shock that the people were being served food. Some ghastly 
mixture. And we were being carried along in the queue, inexorably... Weren’t we 
Belinda? And of course we had no intention of eating anything. But all the same, one 
mustn’t offend the locals, that’s our rule. So as you might imagine, it was rather a 
dilemma. 
 
“So, when it came to my turn, fortunately I had a handkerchief, and, after making, 
you know, rather an extravagant gesture of thanks, you know, and making a show of 
appreciation, I hid it all in my handkerchief, and put it in my back pocket. No one 
saw me in the throng. Belinda, poor thing, had no choice but to eat it, and was quite 
ill afterwards. Weren’t you Belinda? We couldn’t leave the city for three days, 
couldn’t travel, you know? Ghastly.” 
 
Mrs. Burwick smiled as she had to, and continued to listen quietly. The story would 
now progress, she knew, to the inspection, equally fictitious, of another temple, in 
which her husband, having forgotten to remove the handkerchief package from his 
pocket, would be chased out the temple and down the street by a pack of rabid 
baboons.  
 
“You mean macaques,” said Dunlop. 
 
Mrs. Burwick’s husband conceded his error - as he had on previous occasions. His 
wife wondered passively whether he now incorporated this insignificant mistake on 
purpose, as he did the brief searching pause before the word ‘Amritsar’. 
 
There was a general pause, as each in the party privately examined his or her glass; 
some, Haeger, tilting it back to catch the final dribble; others, Dunlop, whose vessels 



are never empty unless by design, taking a last appreciative gulp; some, Lehan, 
looking quite tenderly at the glass by their side, which now contains only memories, 
and a desire for more. 
 
Dunlop, licking his lips, contained a belch, and gestured at the staircase facing the 
entrance. 
 
“Yes, let’s,” said Haeger. The others made the preliminary, tentative moves, waiting 
for Dunlop to finish his drink. He rose, and the group of friends fell quite naturally 
into the single line necessary to climb the staircase. 
 
The dining table was set for eight in the middle of a tall, dark room; as below, there 
were no windows. The ladies sat down, and then the men. Burwick looked at the 
empty seat next to him, and frowned. 
 
“Damn!” 
 
“He might come yet,” said Mrs. Lehan. 
 
“Hugh?” 
 
“No, Charles.” 
 
“Oh yes. Yes.” 
 
Mr. Burwick sighed, threw his wife a look of reproach - doubly disagreeable in being 
designed for an other - and dropped a hand onto the table, where it rearranged itself 
into a fist. 
 
Mr. Haeger stood, and lifted a silver cover from the largest platter. A small cloud of 
steam gradually dispelled to reveal a slab of meat, criss-crossed by strings, 
smouldering upon a mattress of greenery. Mrs. Lehan clapped her pink hands together 
and squeaked. Haeger delicately seized a knife and prong, and, clutching them above 
the platter, looked to the head of the table. Dunlop, examining a decanter of wine, felt 
the pause, and, having carefully put down the crystal vase, he regarded the knife, the 
ham, then Haeger, and nodded. The fork was thrust into the flesh, and the strings 
ripped away. 
 
As the knife was being poised - with a bachelor’s precision - above the meat, Lord 
Charles Stanhope stood on the lawn outside, in the middle of a considerable semi-
circle of servants, each of whom was carrying a pail of water. Before them stood the 
twin wooden houses.  
 
The tinkling of a piano wafted with the breeze, down the lawn, past them, to the lake, 
beneath the trees on its nearest bank, and was lost across the waters, which 
themselves were to fade away, on the far side, into reeds and marsh. 
 
E.D. 


