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PRAISE FOR MAKING NICE

‘This pacey book is great fun to read.’

The Sunday Times

‘One of our finest prose stylists.’

Daily Telegraph

‘[Mount] show his gifts for comedy, physical description and for capturing
idiosyncratic mannerisms.’

Wall Street Journal

‘At Making Nice’s heart is a serious lesson about the fine line between success and scandal, truth and lies.’

The Spectator

‘Ferdinand Mount’s exquisite writing … exposes such cold truths with such warmth – I am in eternal awe of his writing, wherever I find it.’

Marina Hyde

‘Making Nice is the funniest, shrewdest, most elegant novel I have read in years. What will Mount conjure up next?’

The Oldie

‘Mr Mount has written a satire to be consumed in one sitting, a pointed
critique of the modern world delivered with pluck and verve.’

The Economist

‘[Mount] is very good on behavioural quirks, often evoking them with
unexpected analogies … Making Nice is a comedy of manners with satirical
trappings, and highly enjoyable, too.’

The Times Literary Supplement

‘Mount’s storytelling is irresistible.’

Literary Review

‘Seldom can a satirical novel have proved more pertinent.’

The Church Times

‘… The utter joy he takes in his craft sings off the page … It is a pleasure to have him back to the novel form.’

Catholic Herald
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‘A Special Adviser works in a supporting role to the British government. With media, political or policy expertise, their duty is to assist and advise government ministers. They are often referred to as “SpAds” or “Spads”.’

 

Wikipedia

 

‘Into the street the Piper stept,

Smiling first a little smile,

As if he knew what magic slept

In his quiet pipe the while.’

 

Robert Browning, The Pied Piper of Hamelin
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Champing

The rain had come in hard and late in the afternoon – as usual not forecast, you could never be sure of what would blow in next from the Irish Sea. We had pitched our tents close to the old stone wall at the top of the field, Flo and Lucy’s in the corner, and ours just below them. They had hardly got the cards out to play piquet – I had managed to teach them the game, they didn’t mind it being so old-fashioned – before it began to pelt, heavy sleety drops driven by the westerly gale. Then out of nowhere came the sound of a bugle, mournful, carried on the wind as though bringing news from some far-off battlefield.

I poked my head out of the tent and there in the middle of the field was the stumpy figure of Ivor blowing away at a tarnished old instrument with a red-and-white tassel dangling from it. Ivor was the campsite manager, or, as he styled himself, ‘the Champion’. ‘You’re champing, see,’ he said, gesturing at the forbidding bulk of St Dingle’s Church the far side of the fence, ‘so what you need is a Champion.’ I hadn’t even heard the word ‘champing’ before, until Jane was put on to it by Nella, an outsdoorsy type in her oncology department. ‘There are these redundant churches and they let them out to campers and you can bed down in the aisles. Of course, if it’s a lovely starry night you sleep out in the field, but it’s great to have the fallback and the rates are very reasonable.’

‘Everybody in,’ Ivor called, blowing the spit out of the bugle, ‘and remember to take your tents down or they’ll finish up in Bullslaughter Bay.’

‘I didn’t know you were a musician, Ivor, to add to your other talents.’

‘I learned it in the TA. I play with Nerys’s church choir.’

‘In St Dingle’s?’

‘No, no, she’s been deconsecrated for years, and we wouldn’t get a licence because of the leaks. You’re here strictly at your own risk.’ 

We shuffled across the already sodden field through the kissing gate into the church porch, about twenty or twenty-five of us, the site only half full this late in the season. It was deathly damp inside, the gloom scarcely reduced by the single hurricane lamp perched on the font. The churchly hush was broken by the splatter of raindrops falling in unseen corners of the gaunt Victorian pile (1866, architect J. P. Philipps of Carmarthen; encaustic tiles in memory of Ava, Lady Kidwelly, whose husband paid for the church; east window: St Dingle rescues three fishermen, in memory of the Hon. Trevor Kidwelly, k. at Jutland. St Dingle appears to be a purely mythical saint).

‘There must be room for three hundred. How could they have ever hoped to fill it? We only saw about three cottages on the way here.’ Jane shivered as she looked up at the damp-stained beams. I could see her thinking, what a ridiculous waste. It’s not that she’s indifferent to God, she hates Him – or she would if He existed. I was surprised in fact that she had agreed to go champing, but it was perhaps a sort of revenge to put these bare ruined choirs to some practical use after so many centuries of enforced delusion. In her position, I can’t say I blame her. If I had to hand out death sentences to so many patients, I might be sceptical about Thy goodness and loving-kindness to all men. She is handsome, Jane. I love the way she looks, with such a classical profile, that alabaster skin and those grey-blue eyes – rather how I imagine the goddess Athena looking. But there is something severe about her, I can’t deny it. She is not the first person I would choose to tell me that from now on it’s palliative care only. 

Flo had got the Primus stove going and Lucy was pricking the sausages, while I uncorked the Chilean Merlot. The half-dozen other parties were now encamped in little groups around the church. I waved at a young man with spiky hair whom I had queued behind for the toilets.

‘It might be really nice to be a refugee in one of those camps like on TV,’ Lucy said thoughtfully.

‘Don’t be silly, Lucy,’ her elder sister snapped back. 

‘No, but having nothing and being with lots of other families in the same situation, it would be like a real community.’

‘They haven’t chosen to be in that situation. We could be nice and warm at home if we wanted to.’ 

But I could see what Lucy meant. It was peculiar, after all, that being in a camp could be the worst thing in the world or one of the most exhilarating experiences there was, according to some people anyway. 

The light was fading in the church now, despite the two extra lamps Ivor brought in and placed on the lectern and the ledge of the pulpit. Their lights flickered across the stained-glass windows as the colour drained from them in the gathering blackness.

Nerys, as raven-haired as her husband but taller and with a beaky distinction that he lacked, had set up a tea urn and soon the steam was hissing down the aisle. ‘It’s our kind of champers,’ Ivor said as he passed out the plastic mugs. ‘Nothing’s too good for our guests. Would you like a little music to go with it?’

‘Music, Ivor, how lovely.’ 

They stood side by side on the chancel steps, Nerys leaning rather rakishly on the lectern, as Ivor in his scarlet fleece began to play the tune of ‘Calon Lân’ on his bugle. After he had finished the verse, Nerys began to sing unaccompanied. She had one of those contralto voices that takes you by surprise like nothing else.
 
Nid wy’n gefyn bywyd moethus, 

Aur y byd na’l berlau mân:

Gofyn wyf am galon hapus,

Calon onest, calon lân.

‘What’s it mean?’ I whispered to Jane, who was née Prys Thomas and has the Welsh. 

‘Oh, something like, I don’t ask for a life of luxury, or gold or pearls, all I want is a pure heart, just a heart that’s honest and pure.’

‘My sentiments exactly,’ I said. ‘Funny, though, isn’t it, that the Welsh don’t seem to have their own word for honest?’

‘Do shut up, Dickie,’ she said and elbowed me in the ribs, which wasn’t her style at all.

The applause echoed round the church and we demanded an encore – I don’t remember what it was, another Welsh song anyway. Then we all went back to our supper.

But I was left with a feeling of utter sadness, one of those sudden dejections that startles you as Nerys’s voice had. The church seemed so abandoned, not just by the Christian faith, but by all human hope. I wondered what a service of deconsecration was like, because I felt I was in the middle of one, a huge ongoing impalpable ceremony that was draining the sacred not only from this church but from everything on the whole planet. 

The dejection didn’t really lift even after supper when we played our usual family game of racing demon by the light of our own torches.

‘Cheer up, Dad, it’s only a game. We just happen to be quicker at it, that’s all. No, Lucy, I was first.’

They were fifteen, almost sixteen, and fourteen now, but they still squabbled as they had when they were six and five, still pinched, needled and sly-kicked. Jane hated all that sort of thing, but then she had been an only child and didn’t understand about sisters. She hadn’t got on with her mother either. Mrs Prys Thomas had been embittered by her life married to a popular GP in a gloomy house looking slap into the hill in a small market town in mid-Wales. I felt that it might have been possible to tunnel through to her earlier on, but by the time I came along the tunnel had pretty much fallen in. There had been one time, though, when Jane had forgotten her birthday and sent me out at the last minute to get a present for her because she was tied up at the hospital, and all I could find was a blue-and-white enamel mug inscribed To The Best Mum In The World, and Jane was amazed to get a phone call in her office from her mother sobbing so hard she could scarcely get out her thank-you. After she died, nearly ten years ago now, the enamel mug became a precious memento for Jane, if you can have a memento of a relationship you wished you had had but hadn’t. She had brought the mug with her on the champing holiday and now she held it carefully in both hands as Nerys poured her a coffee. Oddly, Nerys bore a slight resemblance to Mrs Prys Thomas, who had been a handsome woman and so a slight resemblance to Jane too. But how easily Nerys chatted, while I could see Jane struggling with the small talk, as she did in all human relations, even with Flo and Lucy, though she loved them both with a deep silent passion.

It had been a long day. We had driven the 250 miles from London without stopping, and the girls were already half asleep as they snuggled down in their sleeping bags. I vaguely hoped that drowsiness might throw a comfort blanket over my dejection, but it only muffled it so that my unhappiness seemed to come from somewhere a long way off but was no less ominous, more so if anything. The flickering hurricane lamps ought to have cast a cheering glow, but they only threw huge unfriendly shadows on the damp walls.

All the same, I must have fallen asleep in the end, because I woke to see first light coming in through the east window, bathing St Dingle’s cloak in a rosy glow. I lifted my head to sniff the dank church air, and as I wriggled my shoulders out of my sleeping bag, I saw a slight figure standing with his back to me, in front of where the altar would have stood, a young man by the look of him. He was wearing some sort of hooded smock, pale grey or beige in the early light, and moss-green leggings down to his slender ankles. The hoodie and the shrunken shanks made you think of a cowled monk doing penance on a medieval rood screen. 

The young man bowed to the non-existent altar several times, three or four times, I think. Then he stretched out his arms with the palms of his hands towards the altar, and brought them high above his head, where he held them still for a few seconds, like a diver about to jump, before bringing them down again, in a gesture of what seemed like deep reverence. Then he took a few steps back and prostrated himself slowly to the altar space. It was only as he lay there flat out on the brown-and-blue encaustic tiles that I realised he was the young man with spiky hair whom I had queued behind for the toilet. Even on that brief glimpse he was the last person I would have expected to go through such a ritual, least of all in a place that wasn’t holy any more.  What sort of ritual was it anyway? Not, I thought, the kind of ritual that priests had once practised here. Was it some sort of Eastern mystical exercise (weren’t there a dozen different variants of yoga?).

The dawn was flooding in over St Dingle now, and gradually the champers began to struggle out of their cocoons and slope off to the toilets and the showers which Ivor had rigged up in the old vestry.

‘Hullo again,’ I said, as Spiky Hair skipped down the aisle towards me.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m Ethel, short for Ethelbert,’ stretching out his hand and shaking mine in a vigorous and prolonged grip as if he was doing it for the cameras.

‘Ethel,’ I echoed reflectively. ‘I suppose they could have shortened it to Bert instead.’

‘Oh, that would have been dead common,’ he said, putting on a dead-common voice. His normal voice was warm with a metallic undertone which lent it authority without being in the least off-putting.

‘Still, I can see that Ethelbert would have been a bit of a mouthful.’ 

‘That was my father’s weird idea. He was an Anglo-Saxon nut, thought everything went pear-shaped after the Norman Conquest. He was rector here when I was a boy, so it’s great to be able to come back and actually kip in the old place.’

‘Yes, that must be a very poignant experience,’ and I couldn’t resist adding, ‘I saw you earlier, up at the altar.’

‘Did you?’ He wasn’t at all embarrassed. ‘It’s a little ritual I devised myself, a blend of East and West really. Dad would turn in his grave if he saw it. He didn’t like show-offs, so it was bad luck he got landed with me.’ He spread out his arms in a MC’s gesture of welcome to his audience. At first glance, you thought he had a merry, beaky sort of face, like a parrot’s because of the spiky quiff, but his eyes were as stony as an Assyrian effigy’s, of basalt or porphyry. When he smiled, which he did a lot, his smile didn’t look put on exactly, more as though it was only a preliminary to some more demanding type of conversation.

‘Jane, this is Ethel.’

‘Hullo, Ethel,’ she said without any hint of surprise.

‘Your husband has been watching my morning ritual.’ 

‘Has he? He is rather nosy. He’s a journalist, you know.’ 

This isn’t quite how I like to present myself, but it gives a fair idea of what Jane thinks of my trade.

‘Dickie Pentecost,’ I said, realising that I hadn’t introduced myself. 

‘Not D. K. Pentecost?’ He fixed his basalt eyes on me. ‘I read all your stuff.’ 

It is not out of modesty, false or otherwise, that I must record that in twenty-odd years in the game this was the first time that anyone had ever recognised my name. That is partly because my pieces often appear under the byline ‘from our diplomatic correspondent’, but also because not many people read my paper and even fewer read that bit of it. 

‘Originally Pentecostas, am I right? Left Smyrna in 1922 – not you of course obviously but your dad perhaps?’

‘Yes, how on
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