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  Robert Aickman was an English writer best known for his “strange stories,” as he termed them, which were subtle and poetic and concentrated more on the emotions of horror rather than material terror. He also wrote longer fiction as well as non-fiction and was an editor and conservationist.


  Robert Fordyce Aickman was born in London on June 27, 1914. His father, William, was “the oddest man I have ever known.” William had married at age 53 to a woman 30 years his junior and, being deeply set in his bachelor ways and accustomed to living alone, could not adapt to married life. This resulted in a family environment that was chaotic and emotionally empty, with the parents constantly bickering. Aickman’s rancorous home life is mirrored in his stories “The Clock Watcher,” “Ringing the Changes,” “The Stains,” “The Fetch,” and others. When Aickman was a teen-ager, his mother deserted the family. His father also eventually left, living Aickman living at home alone.


  Aickman was originally schooled in architecture, which was his father’s profession. However, his interests were more in the arts. Apparently, writing was in his blood as his maternal grandfather, Richard Marsh, was a prolific Victorian novelist, who wrote The Beetle (1897), an occult novel that was almost as popular as Dracula in its time. Aickman’s mother encouraged him to write. He stated, “My mother aimed from the start to make me an author.” He started reading the classics early and began writing while in school.


  His first publication was the collection We Are For The Dark: Six Ghost Stories (1951), which contains three of his stories and three he wrote in collaboration with Elizabeth Jane Howard.


  Critics have compared his work to that of Walter de la Mere and M.R. James. Peter Straub writes in his introduction to The Wine-Dark Sea: “What attracted Aickman to ghosts was not the notion of dripping revenants but the feeling – composed in part of mystery, fear, stifled eroticism, hopelessness, nostalgia and the almost violent freedom granted by a suspension of rational rules – which they evoked in him.”


  The protagonist in “The Visiting Star” (1966) is an author who spends a winter in a desolate English town while researching a book on the mining industry. A famous actress shows up to star in a play at a local theater. The actress has a split personality – literally – with a mysterious character accompanying her embodying that personality.


  “The Inner Room” (1966) tells of Lene, who visits an old shop and buys an odd doll house, the windows of which are shut fast, except for one from which a doll is partially protruding. When Lene gets the doll house home, she finds all the windows are tightly closed, and the doll is nowhere to be seen. She cannot remove the roof or any of the walls, and the only access she has to the inside of the doll house is the front door. Her exploration of the interior reveals many strange and unsettling sights. During a thunderstorm, she has a dream of the doll house and awakens to hear unfamiliar footsteps and then to see life-size dolls skulking about in the darkness. Nevertheless, she keeps the doll house, which affects her strangely for the rest of her life.


  In “The Hospice” (1975), a traveling businessman loses his way in a maze of rural roads and ends up at a mysterious inn, where he has a series of strange encounters. The protagonist in “Into the Wood” (1968) has a similar strange stay at a hotel in the Swiss Alps, but unlike the businessman, is changed by the experience.


  “The Next Glade” (1983) is about a strange hidden glade in a small wooded area in which a woman, Noelle, loses a friend, John, while strolling with him. Months later, while walking there with her husband, Melvin, she finds John standing next to a small house and digging a garden trench. Melvin is mortally wounded by a knife he is using to clear the path. At the funeral, John appears and takes Noelle for a walk in the woods. When they reach the glade, the small house and trench are gone, replaced by a huge pit in which hundreds or thousands of men are working–or is it just a vision? John again disappears. This story reflects Aickman’s preference of nature over industrial progress.


  Aickman’s short stories – he published a total of 48 – have been gathered into eight original collections and four reprint collections. Besides We Are For The Dark, the other original collections are: Dark Entries: Curious and Macabre Ghost Stories (1964); Powers of Darkness: Macabre Stories (1966); Sub Rosa: Strange Tales (1968); Cold Hand in Mine: Eight Strange Stories (1975); Tales of Love and Death (1977); Intrusions: Strange Tales (1980); and Night Voices: Strange Stories (1985). The reprint collections are Painted Devils: Strange Stories, which contains revised stories (1979); The Wine-Dark Sea (1988); The Unsettled Dust (1990); and The Collected Strange Stories, two volumes containing all of his published stories (1999).


  “The Fully-Conducted Tour”, a previously unpublished story, appeared in the Autumn 2005 issue (Issue 5) of Wormwood.


  Besides short stories, Aickman wrote three novels: The Late Breakfasters (1964), about lesbian love, ghosts, and the reviled inhabitants of a mysterious mansion; The Model: A Novel of the Fantastic (1987), a fairy tale set in pre-revolutionary Russia; and Go Back at Once (unpublished).


  On the non-fiction side, Aickman wrote The Story of Our Inland Waterways (1955) and two autobiographies, The Attempted Rescue (1966 and reprinted by Tartarus Press in 2001), which relates his early years, and The River Runs Uphill: A Story of Success and Failure (1986), about his involvement with the Inland Waterways Association. He was also a theater critic for The Nineteenth Century and After, but his reviews have not yet been collected in book form.


  Aickman edited eight volumes of the Fontana Book of Great Ghost Stories, from 1964 through 1972. He included a story of his in six of these anthologies, and he wrote introductions for all but one.


  Some of his writing remains unpublished. Among these works are three plays, Allowance for Error, Duty, and The Golden Round; Panacea, a philosophical work, which runs to over a thousand pages in manuscript; and Go Back at Once. The manuscripts of these works are among the papers preserved in the Robert Aickman Collection at Bowling Green State University in Ohio.


  A few of Aickman’s works were adapted for other media. In 1968, “Ringing the Changes” appeared as “The Bells of Hell” on the BBC2 television program Late Night Horror. The same story was adapted for the CBC Radio drama series Nightfall on Halloween in 1980 and for BBC Radio Four on Halloween in 2000. “The Swords” was filmed in 1997 for the television horror series The Hunger. “The Same Dog” premiered as a musical play in 2000. “The Cicerones” was made into a short film in 2002 (which can be viewed at: The Cicerones).


  As a conservationist, Aickman was best known as one of the co-founders of the Inland Waterways Association, whose aim was to restore and preserve England’s canal system. Another co-founder, L.T.C. Rolt, was also a writer of weird fiction.


  Aickman won the 1975 World Fantasy Award in short fiction for his vampire story “Pages from a Young Girl’s Journal” and the 1981 British Fantasy Award for his story “The Stains.” The Collected Strange Stories won the 2000 British Fantasy Award for best collection.


  Aickman developed cancer and refused conventional medical treatment. He died on February 26, 1981.


  Ron Breznay


  



  The Stains


  After Elizabeth ultimately died, it was inevitable that many people should come forward with counsel, and doubtless equally inevitable that the counsel be so totally diverse.


  There were two broad and opposed schools.


  The first considered that Stephen should ‘treasure the memory’ (though it was not always put like that) for an indefinite period, which, it was implied, might conveniently last him out to the end of his own life. These people attached great importance to Stephen ‘not rushing anything*. The second school urged that Stephen marry again as soon as he possibly could. They said that, above all, he must not just fall into apathy and let his life slide. They said he was a man made for marriage and all it meant.


  Of course, both parties were absolutely right in every way. Stephen could see that perfectly well.


  It made little difference. Planning, he considered, would be absurd in any case. Until further notice, the matter would have to be left to fate. The trouble was, of course, that fate’s possible options were narrowing and dissolving almost weekly, as they had already been doing throughout Elizabeth’s lengthy illness. For example (the obvious and most pressing example): how many women would want to marry Stephen now? A number, perhaps; but not a number that he would want to marry. Not after Elizabeth. That in particular.


  They told him he should take a holiday, and he took one. They told him he should see his doctor, and he saw him. The man who had looked after Elizabeth had wanted to emigrate, had generously held back while Elizabeth had remained alive, and had then shot off at once. The new man was half-Sudanese, and Stephen found him difficult to communicate with, at least upon a first encounter, at least on immediate topics.


  In the end, Stephen applied for and obtained a spell of compassionate leave, and went, as he usually did, to stay with his elder brother, Harewood, in the north. Harewood was in orders: the Reverend Harewood Hooper BD, MA. Their father and grandfather had been in orders too, and had been incumbents of that same small church in that same small parish for thirty-nine years and forty-two years respectively. So far, Harewood had served for only twenty-three years. The patron of the living, a private individual, conscientious and very long lived, was relieved to be able to rely upon a succession of such dedicated men. Unfortunately, Harewood’s own son, his one child, had dropped out, and was now believed to have disappeared into Nepal. Harewood himself cared more for rock growths than for controversies about South Africa or for other such fashionable church preoccupations. He had publishedtwo important books on lichens. People often came to see him on the subject. He was modestly famous.


  He fostered lichens on the flagstones leading up to the rectory front door; on the splendidly living stone walls, here grey stone, there yellow; even in the seldom used larders and pantries; assuredly on the roof, which, happily, was of stone slabs also.


  As always when he visited his brother, Stephen found that he was spending much of his time out of doors; mainly, being the man he was, in long, solitary walks across the heathered uplands. This had nothing to do with Harewood’s speciality. Harewood suffered badly from bronchitis and catarrh, and nowadays went out as little as possible. The domestic lichens, once introduced, required little attention - only observation.


  Rather it was on account of Harewood’s wife, Harriet, that Stephen roamed; a lady in whose company Stephen had never been at ease. She had always seemed to him a restless woman; jumpy and puzzling; the very reverse of all that had seemed best about Elizabeth. A doubtful asset, Stephen would have thought, in a diminishing rural parish; but Stephen himself, in a quiet and unobtruding way, had long been something of a sceptic. Be that as it might, he always found that Harriet seemed to be baiting and fussing him, not least when her husband was present; even, unforgivably, when Elizabeth, down in London, had been battling through her last dreadful years. On every visit, therefore, Stephen wandered about for long hours in the open, even when ice was in the air and snow on the tenuous tracks.


  But Stephen did not see it as a particular hardship. Elizabeth, who might have done - though, for his sake, she could have been depended upon to conceal the fact - had seldom come on these visits at any time. She had never been a country girl, though fond of the sea. Stephen positively liked wandering unaccompanied on the moors, though he had little detailed knowledge of their flora and fauna, or even of their archaeology, largely industrial and fragmentary. By now he was familiar with most of the moorland routes from the rectory and the village; and, as commonly happens, there was one that he preferred to all the others, and nowadays found himself taking almost without having to make a decision. Sometimes even, asleep in his London flat that until just now had been their London flat, he found himself actually dreaming of that particular soaring trail, though he would have found it difficult to define what properties of beauty or poetry or convenience it had of which the other tracks had less. According to the map, it led to a spot named Burton’s Clough.


  There was a vague valley or extended hollow more or less in the place which the map indicated, but to Stephen it seemed every time too indefinite to be marked out for record. Every time he wondered whether this was indeed the place; whether there was not some more decisive declivity that he had never discovered. Or possibly the name derived from some event in local history. It was the upwards walk to the place that appealed to Stephen, and, to an only slightly lesser extent, the first part of the slow descent homewards, supposing that the rectory could in any sense be called home: never the easily attainable but inconclusive supposed goal, the Clough. Of course there was always R. L. Stevenson’s travelling hopefully to be inwardly quoted; and on most occasions hitherto Stephen had inwardly quoted it.


  Never had there been any human being at, near, or visible from the terrain around Burton’s Clough, let alone in the presumptive clough itself. There was no apparent reason why there should be. Stephen seldom met anyone at all on the moors. Only organizations go any distance afoot nowadays, and this was not an approved didactic district. All the work of agriculture is for a period being done by machines. Most of the cottages are peopled by transients. Everyone is supposed to have a car.


  But that morning, Stephen’s first in the field since his bereavement six weeks before, there was someone, and down at the bottom of the shallow clough itself. The person was dressed so as to be almost lost in the hues of autumn, plainly neither tripper nor trifler. The person was engaged in some task.


  Stephen was in no state for company, but that very condition, and a certain particular reluctance that morning to return to the rectory before he had to, led him to advance further, not descending into the clough but skirting along the ridge to the west of it, where, indeed, his track continued.


  If he had been in the Alps, his shadow might have fallen in the early autumn sun across the figure below, but in the circumstances that idea would have been fanciful, because, at the moment, the sun was no more than a misty bag of gleams in a confused sky. None the less, as Stephen’s figure passed, comparatively high above, the figure below glanced up at him.


  Stephen could see that it was the figure of a girl. She was wearing a fawn shirt and pale green trousers, but the nature of her activity remained uncertain.


  Stephen glanced away, then glanced back.


  She seemed still to be looking up at him, and suddenly he waved to her, though it was not altogether the kind of thing he normally did. She waved back at him. Stephen even fancied she smiled at him. It seemed quite likely. She resumed her task.


  He waited for an instant, but she looked up no more. He continued on his way more slowly, and feeling more alive, even if only for moments. For those moments, it had been as if he still belonged to the human race, to the mass of mankind.


  Only once or twice previously had he continued beyond the top of Burton’s Clough, and never for any great distance. On the map (it had been his father’s map), the track wavered on across a vast area of nothing very much, merely contour lines and occasional habitations with odd, possibly evocative, names: habitations which, as Stephen knew from experience, regularly proved, when approached, to be littered ruins or not to be detectable at all. He would not necessarily have been averse from the twelve or fourteen miles solitary walk involved, at least while Elizabeth had been secure and alive, and at home in London; but conditions at the rectory had never permitted so long an absence. Harriet often made clear that she expected her guests to be present punctually at all meals and punctually at such other particular turning points of a particular day as the day itself might define.


  On the present occasion, and at the slow pace into which he had subsided, Stephen knew that he should turn back within the next ten to fifteen minutes; but he half-understood that what he was really doing was calculating the best time for a second possible communication with the girl he had seen in the clough. If he reappeared too soon, he might be thought, at such a spot, to be pestering, even menacing; if too late, the girl might be gone. In any case, there was an obvious limit to the time he could give to such approach as might be possible.


  As the whole matter crystallized within him, he turned on the instant. There was a stone beside the track at the point where he did it; perhaps aforetime a milepost, at the least a waymark. Its location seemed to justify his action. He noticed that it too was patched with lichen. When staying with Harewood, he always noticed; and more and more at other times too.


  One might almost have thought that the girl had been waiting for him. She was standing at much the same spot, and looking upwards abstractedly. Stephen saw that beside her on the ground was a grey receptacle. He had not noticed it before, because its vague colour sank into the landscape, as did the girl herself, costumed as she was. The receptacle seemed to be half-filled with grey contents of some kind.


  As soon as he came into her line of sight, and sometime before he stood immediately above her, the girl spoke.


  ‘Are you lost? Are you looking for someone? ’


  She must have had a remarkably clear voice, because her words came floating up to Stephen like bubbles in water.


  He continued along the ridge towards her while she watched him. Only when he was directly above her did he trust his own words to reach her.


  ‘No. I’m really just filling in time. Thank you very much.’


  ‘If you go on to the top, there’s a spring.’


  ‘I should think you have to have it pointed out to you. With all this heather.’


  She looked down for a moment, then up again. ‘Do you live here?’


  ‘No. I’m staying with my brother. He’s the rector. Perhaps you go to his church?’


  She shook her head. ‘No. We don’t go to any church.’


  That could not be followed up, Stephen felt, at his present distance and altitude. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked. ‘Collecting stones for my father.’


  ‘What does he do with them?’


  ‘He wants the mosses and lichens.’


  ‘Then,’ cried Stephen, ‘you must know my brother. Or your father must know him. My brother is one of the great authorities on lichens.’ This unexpected link seemed to open a door; and, at least for a second, to open it surprisingly wide.


  Stephen found himself bustling down the rough but not particularly steep slope towards her.


  ‘My father’s not an authority,’ said the girl, gazing seriously at the descending figure. ‘He’s not an authority on anything.’ ‘Oh, you misunderstand,’ said Stephen. ‘My brother is only an amateur too. I didn’t mean he was a professor or anything like that. Still, I think your father must have heard of him.’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said the girl. ‘I’m almost sure not.’ Stephen had nearly reached the bottom of the shallow vale.


  It was completely out of the wind down there, and surprisingly torrid.


  ‘Let me see,’ he said, looking into the girl’s basket, before he looked at the girl.


  She lifted the basket off the ground. Her hand and forearm were brown.


  ‘Some of the specimens are very small,’ he said, smiling. It was essential to keep the conversation going, and it was initially more difficult now that he was alone with her in the valley, and close to her.


  ‘It’s been a bad year,’ she said. ‘Some days I’ve found almost nothing. Nothing that could be taken home.’


  ‘All the same, the basket must be heavy. Please put it down.’ He saw that it was reinforced with stout metal strips, mostly rusty.


  ‘Take a piece for yourself, if you like,’ said the girl. She spoke as if they were portions of iced cake, or home-made coconut fudge.


  Stephen gazed full at the girl. She had a sensitive face with grey-green eyes and short reddish hair - no, auburn. The demode word came to Stephen on the instant. Both her shirt and her trousers were worn and faded: familiar, Stephen felt. She was wearing serious shoes, but little cared for. She was a part of nature.


  ‘I’ll take this piece,’ Stephen said. ‘It’s conglomerate.’


  ‘Is it?’ said the girl. Stephen was surprised that after so much ingathering, she did not know a fact so elementary.


  ‘I might take this piece too, and show the stuff on it to my brother.’


  ‘Help yourself,’ said the girl. ‘But don’t take them all.’


  Feeling had been building up in Stephen while he had been walking solitarily on the ridge above. For so long he had been isolated, insulated, incarcerated. Elizabeth had been everything to him, and no one could ever be like her, but ‘attractive’ was not a word that he had used to himself about her, not for a long time; not attractive as this girl was attractive. Elizabeth had been a part of him, perhaps the greater part of him; but not mysterious, not fascinating.


  ‘Well, I don’t know,’ said Stephen. ‘How far do you have to carry that burden?’


  ‘The basket isn’t full yet. I must go on searching for a bit.’


  ‘I am sorry to say I can’t offer to help. I have to go back.’


  All the same, Stephen had reached a decision.


  The girl simply nodded. She had not yet picked up the basket again.


  ‘Where do you live?’


  ‘Quite near.’


  That seemed to Stephen to be almost impossible, but it was not the main point.


  Stephen felt like a schoolboy; though not like himself as a schoolboy. ‘If I were to be here after lunch tomorrow, say at half past two, would you show me the spring? The spring you were talking about.’


  ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘If you like.’


  Stephen could not manage the response so obviously needed, gently confident; if possible, even gently witty. For a moment, in fact, he could say nothing. Then - ‘Look,’ he said. He brought an envelope out of his pocket and in pencil on the back of it he wrote: ‘Tomorrow. Here. 2.30 p.m. To visit the spring.’


  He said, ‘It’s too big,’ and tore one end off the envelope, aware that the remaining section bore his name, and that the envelope had been addressed to him care of his brother. As a matter of fact, it had contained the final communication from the undertaking firm. He wished they had omitted his equivocal and rather ridiculous OBE.


  He held the envelope out. She took it and inserted it, without a word, into a pocket of her shirt, buttoning down the flap. Stephen’s heart beat at the gesture.


  He was not exactly sure what to make of the situation or whether the appointment was to be depended upon. But at such moments in life, one is often sure of neither thing, nor of anything much else.


  He looked at her. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked, as casually as he could.


  ‘Nell,’ she answered.


  He had not quite expected that, but then he had not particularly expected anything else either.


  ‘I look forward to our walk, Nell,’ he said. He could not help adding, ‘I look forward to it very much.’


  She nodded and smiled.


  He fancied that they had really looked at one another for a moment.


  ‘I must go on searching,’ she said.


  She picked up the heavy basket, seemingly without particular effort, and walked away from him, up the valley.


  Insanely, he wondered about her lunch. Surely she must have some? She seemed so exceptionally healthy and strong.


  His own meal was all scarlet runners, but he had lost his appetite in any case, something that had never previously happened since the funeral, as he had noticed with surprise on several occasions.


  Luncheon was called lunch, but the evening meal was none the less called supper, perhaps from humility. At supper that evening, Harriet referred forcefully to Stephen’s earlier abstemiousness.


  ‘I trust you’re not sickening, Stephen. It would be a bad moment. Dr Gopalachari’s on holiday. Perhaps I ought to warn you.’


  ‘Dr Who?’


  ‘No, not Dr Who. Dr Gopalachari. He’s a West Bengali. We are lucky to have him.’


  Stephen’s brother, Harewood, coughed forlornly.


  ***


  For luncheon the next day, Stephen had even less appetite, even though it was mashed turnip, cooked, or at least served, with mixed peppers. Harriet loved all things oriental.


  On an almost empty stomach, he hastened up the long but not steep ascent. He had not known he could still walk so fast uphill, but for some reason the knowledge did not make him particularly happy, as doubtless it should have done.


  The girl, dressed as on the day before, was seated upon a low rock at the spot from which he had first spoken to her. It was not yet twenty past. He had discerned her seated shape from afar, but she had proved to be sitting with her back to the ascending track and to him. On the whole, he was glad that she had not been watching his exertions, inevitably comical, albeit triumphant.


  She did not even look up until he actually stood before her. Of course this time she had no basket.


  ‘Oh, hullo,’ she said.


  He stood looking at her. ‘We’re both punctual.’


  She nodded. He was panting quite strenuously, and glad to gain a little time.


  He spoke. ‘Did you find many more suitable stones?’


  She shook her head, then rose to her feet.


  He found it difficult not to stretch out his arms and draw her to him.


  ‘Why is this called Burton’s Clough, I wonder? It seems altogether too wide and shallow for a clough.’


  ‘I didn’t know it was,’ said the girl.


  ‘The map says it is. At least I think this is the place. Shall we go? Lead me to the magic spring.’


  She smiled at him. ‘Why do you call it thatV ‘I’m sure it is magic. It must be.’


  ‘It’s just clear water,’ said the girl, ‘and very, very deep.’ Happily, the track was still wide enough for them to walk side by side, though Stephen realized that, further on, where he had not been, this might cease to be the case.


  ‘How long are you staying here?’ asked the girl.


  ‘Perhaps for another fortnight. It depends.’


  ‘Are you married? ’


  ‘I was married, Nell, but my wife unfortunately died.’ It seemed unnecessary to put any date to it, and calculated only to cause stress.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ said the girl.


  ‘She was a wonderful woman and a very good wife.’


  To that the girl said nothing. What could she say?


  ‘I am taking a period of leave from the civil service,’ Stephen volunteered. ‘Nothing very glamorous.’


  ‘What’s the civil service? ’ asked the girl.


  ‘You ought to know that,’ said Stephen in mock reproof: more or less mock. After all, she was not a child, or not exactly. All the same, he produced a childlike explanation. ‘The civil service is what looks after the country. The country would hardly carry on without us. Not nowadays. Nothing would run properly.’


  ‘Really not?’


  ‘No. Not run properly.’ With her it was practicable to be lightly profane.


  ‘Father says that all politicians are evil. I don’t know anything about it.’


  ‘Civil servants are not politicians, Nell. But perhaps this is not the best moment to go into it all.’ He said that partly because he suspected she had no wish to learn.


  There was a pause.


  ‘Do you like walking?’ she asked.


  ‘Very much. I could easily walk all day. Would you come with me?’


  ‘I do walk all day, or most of it. Of course I have to sleep at night. I lie in front of the fire.’


  ‘But it’s too warm for a fire at this time of year.’ He said it to keep the conversation going, but, in fact, he was far from certain. He himself was not particularly warm at that very moment. He had no doubt cooled off after speeding up the ascent, but the two of them were, none the less, walking reasonably fast, and still he felt chilly, perhaps perilously so.


  ‘Father always likes a fire,’ said the girl. ‘He’s a cold mortal.’


  They had reached the decayed milestone or waymark at which Stephen had turned on the previous day. The girl had stopped and was fingering the lichens with which it was spattered. She knelt against the stone with her left arm round the back of it.


  ‘Can you put a name to them? ’ asked Stephen.


  ‘Yes, to some of them.’


  ‘I am sure your father has one of my brother’s books on his shelf.’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said the girl. ‘We have no shelves. Father can’t read.’


  She straightened up and glanced at Stephen.


  ‘Oh, but surely—’


  For example, and among other things, the girl herself was perfectly well spoken. As a matter of fact, hers was a noticeably beautiful voice. Stephen had noticed it, and even thrilled to it, when first he had heard it, floating up from the bottom of the so-called clough. He had thrilled to it ever since, despite the curious things the girl sometimes said.


  They resumed their way.


  ‘Father has no eyes,’ said the girl.


  ‘That is terrible,’ said Stephen. ‘I hadn’t realized.’


  The girl said nothing.


  Stephen felt his first real qualm, as distinct from mere habitual self-doubt. ‘Am I taking you away from him? Should you go back to him? ’


  ‘I’m never with him by day,’ said the girl. ‘He finds his way about.’


  ‘I know that does happen,’ said Stephen guardedly. ‘All the same—’


  ‘Father doesn’t need a civil service to run him,’ said the girl. The way she spoke convinced Stephen that she had known all along what the civil service was and did. He had from the first supposed that to be so. Everyone knew.


  ‘You said your dead wife was a wonderful woman,’ said the girl.


  ‘Yes, she was.’


  ‘My father is a wonderful man.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Stephen. ‘I am only sorry about his affliction.’


  ‘It’s not an affliction,’ said the girl.


  Stephen did not know what to say to that. The last thing to be desired was an argument of any kind whatever, other perhaps than a fun argument.


  ‘Father doesn’t need to get things out of books,’ said the girl.


  ‘There are certainly other ways of learning,’ said Stephen. ‘I expect that was one of the things you yourself learned at school.’


  He suspected she would say she had never been to school. His had been a half-fishing remark.


  But all she replied was, ‘Yes’:


  Stephen looked around him for a moment. Already, he had gone considerably further along the track than ever before. ‘It really is beautiful up here.’ It seemed a complete wilderness. The track had wound among the wide folds of the hill, so that nothing but wilderness was visible in any direction.


  ‘I should like to live here,’ said Stephen. ‘I should like it now.’ He knew that he partly meant ‘now that Elizabeth was dead’.


  ‘There are empty houses everywhere,’ said the girl. ‘You can just move into one. It’s what Father and I did, and now it’s our home.’


  Stephen supposed that that at least explained something. It possibly elucidated one of the earliest of her odd remarks.


  ‘I’ll help you to find one, if you like,’ said the girl. ‘Father says that none of them have been lived in for hundreds of years. I know where all the best ones are.’


  ‘I’ll have to think about that,’ said Stephen. ‘I have my job, you must remember.’ He wanted her to be rude about his job.


  But she only said, ‘We’ll look now, if you like.’


  ‘Tomorrow, perhaps. We’re looking for the spring now.’


  ‘Are you tired?’ asked the girl, with apparently genuine concern, and presumably forgetting altogether what he had told her about his longing to walk all day.


  ‘Not at all tired,’ said Stephen, smiling at her.


  ‘Then why were you looking at your watch?’


  ‘A bad habit picked up in the civil service. We all do it.’


  He had observed long before that she had no watch on her lovely brown forearm, no bracelet; only the marks of thorn scratches and the incisions of sharp stones. The light golden bloom on her arms filled him with delight and with desire.


  In fact, he had omitted to time their progression, though he timed most things, so that the habit had wrecked his natural faculty. Perhaps another twenty or thirty minutes passed, while they continued to walk side by side, the track having as yet shown no particular sign of narrowing, so that one might think it still led somewhere, and that people still went there. As they advanced, they said little more of consequence for the moment; or so it seemed to Stephen. He surmised that there was now what is termed an understanding between them, even though in a sense he himself understood very little. It was more a phase for pleasant nothings, he deemed, always supposing that he could evolve a sufficient supply of them, than for meaningful questions and reasonable responses.


  Suddenly, the track seemed not to narrow, but to stop, even to vanish. Hereunto it had been surprisingly well trodden. Now he could see nothing but knee-high heather.


  ‘The spring’s over there,’ said the girl in a matter of fact way, and pointing. Such simple and natural gestures are often the most beautiful.


  ‘How right I was in saying that I could never find it alone!’ remarked Stephen.


  He could not see why the main track should not lead to the spring - if there really was a spring. Why else should the track be beaten to this spot? The mystery was akin to the Burton’s Clough mystery. The uplands had been settled under other conditions than ours. Stephen, on his perambulations, had always felt that, everywhere.


  But the girl was standing among the heather a few yards away, and Stephen saw that there was a curious serpentine rabbit run that he had failed to notice - except that rabbits do not run like serpents. There were several fair-sized birds flying overhead in silence. Stephen fancied they were kites.


  He wriggled his way down the rabbit path, with little dignity.


  There was the most beautiful small pool imaginable: clear, deep, lustrous, gently heaving at its centre, or near its centre. It stood in a small clearing.


  All the rivers in Britain might be taken as rising here, and thus flowing until the first moment of their pollution.


  Stephen became aware that now the sun really was shining. He had not noticed before. The girl stood on the far side of the pool in her faded shirt and trousers, smiling seraphically. The pool pleased her, so that suddenly everything pleased her.


  ‘Have you kept the note I gave you?’ asked Stephen.


  She put her hand lightly on her breast pocket, and therefore on her breast.


  ‘I’m glad,’ said Stephen.


  If the pool had not been between them, he would have seized her, whatever the consequences.


  ‘Just clear water,’ said the girl.


  The sun brought out new colours in her hair. The shape of her head was absolutely perfect.


  ‘The track,’ said Stephen, ‘seems to be quite well used. Is this where the people come?’


  ‘No,’ said the girl. ‘They come to and from the places where they live.’


  ‘I thought you said all the houses were empty.’


  ‘What I said was there are many empty houses.’


  ‘That is what you said. I’m sorry. But the track seems to come to an end. What do the people do then?’


  ‘They find their way,’ said the girl. ‘Stop worrying about them.’


  The water was still between them. Stephen was no longer in doubt that there was indeed something else between them. Really there was. The pool was intermittently throwing up tiny golden waves in the pure breeze, then losing them again.


  ‘We haven’t seen anybody,’ said Stephen. ‘I never do see anyone.’


  The girl looked puzzled.


  Stephen realized that the way he had put it, the statement that he never saw anyone, might have been tactless. ‘When I go for my long walks alone,’ he added.


  ‘Not only then,’ said the girl.


  Stephen’s heart turned over slightly.


  ‘Possibly,’ he said. ‘I daresay you are very right.’


  The kites were still flapping like torn pieces of charred pasteboard in the high air, though in the lower part of it.


  ‘You haven’t even looked to the bottom of the pool yet,’ said the girl.


  ‘I suppose not.’ Stephen fell on his knees, as the girl had done at the milestone or waymark, and gazed downwards through the pellucid near-nothingness beneath the shifting golden rods. There were a few polished stones round the sides, but little else that he could see, and nothing that seemed of significance. How should there be, of course? Unless the girl had put it there, as Stephen realized might have been possible.


  Stephen looked up. ‘It’s a splendid pool,’ he said.


  But now his eye caught something else; something other than the girl and the pool. On the edge of the rising ground behind the girl stood a small stone house. It was something else that Stephen had not previously noticed. Indeed, he had been reasonably sure that there had been nothing and no one, not so much as a hint of mankind, not for a quite long way, a quite long time.


  ‘Is that where one of the people lives?’ he asked, and in his turn pointed. ‘Or perhaps more than one? ’


  ‘It’s empty,’ said the girl.


  ‘Should we go and look?’


  ‘If you like,’ said the girl. Stephen quite saw that his expressed response to the glorious little spring had been inadequate. He had lost the trick of feeling, years and years ago.


  ‘It’s a splendid pool,’ he said again, a little self-consciously.


  Despite what the girl had said, Stephen had thought that to reach the house above them, they would have to scramble through the high heather. But he realized at once that there was a path, which was one further thing he had not previously noticed.


  The girl went before, weaving backwards and forwards up the hillside. Following her, with his thoughts more free to wander, as the exertion made talking difficult, Stephen suddenly apprehended that the need to return for Harriet’s teatime had for a season passed completely from his mind.


  Apprehending it now, he did not even look at his watch. Apart from anything else, the struggle upwards was too intense for even the smallest distraction or secondary effort. The best thing might be for his watch simply to stop.


  They were at the summit, with a wider horizon, but still Stephen could see no other structure than the one before him, though this time he gazed around with a certain care. From here, the pool below them seemed to catch the full sun all over its surface. It gleamed among the heathered rocks like a vast luminous sea anemone among weeds.


  Stephen could see at once that the house appeared basically habitable. He had expected jagged holes in the walls, broken panes in the windows, less than half a roof, ubiquitous litter.


  The door simply stood open, but it was a door, not a mere gap; a door in faded green, like the girl’s trousers. Inside, the floorboards were present and there was even a certain amountof simple furniture, though, as an estate agent would at once have pointed out with apologies, no curtains and no carpets.


  ‘Nell. Somebody lives here already,’ Stephen said sharply, before they had even gone upstairs.


  ‘Already?’ queried the girl.


  Stephen made the necessary correction. ‘Someone lives here.’


  ‘No,’ said the girl. ‘No one. Not for centuries.’


  Of course that was particularly absurd and childish. Much of this furniture, Stephen thought, was of the kind offered by the furnishing department of a good Co-op. Stephen had sometimes come upon such articles on visits paid in the course of his work. He had to admit, however, that he had little idea when such houses as this actually were built at these odd spots on the moors. Possibly as long ago as in the seventeenth century? Possibly only sixty or eighty years ago?


  Possibly—?


  They went upstairs. There were two very low rooms, hardly as much as half lighted from one small and dirty window in each. One room was totally unfurnished. The sole content of the other was a double bed which absorbed much of the cubic capacity available. It was a quite handsome country object, with a carved head and foot. It even offered a seemingly intact mattress, badly in need of a wash.


  ‘Someone must be living here,’ said Stephen. ‘At least sometimes. Perhaps the owners come here for the weekend. Or perhaps they’re just moving in.’


  As soon as he spoke, it occurred to him that the evidence was equally consistent with their moving out, but he did not continue.


  ‘Lots of the houses are like this,’ said the girl. ‘No one lives in them.’


  Stephen wondered vaguely whether the clear air or some factor of that kind might preserve things as if they were still in use. It was a familiar enough notion, though, in his case, somewhat unspecific. It would be simpler to disbelieve the girl, who was young and without experience, though perfectly eager, at least when others were eager. They returned downstairs.


  ‘Shall we see some more houses?’ asked the girl.


  ‘I don’t think I have the time.’


  ‘You said you had a fortnight. I know what a fortnight is.’


  ‘Yes.’ He simply could not tell her that he had to report for Harriet’s astringent teatime; nor, even now, was that in the forefront of his mind. The truth was that whereas hitherto he had been trying to paddle in deep waters, he was now floundering in them.


  The girl had a suggestion. ‘Why not live here for a fortnight?’


  ‘I am committed to staying with my brother. He’s not very fit. I should worry about him if I broke my word.’ He realized that he was speaking to her in a more adult way than before. It had really begun with her speaking similarly to him.


  ‘Does your worrying about him do him any good? ’


  ‘Not much, I’m afraid.’


  ‘Does your worrying about everything do you any good? ’ ‘None whatever, Nell. None at all.’


  He turned aside and looked out of the window; the parlour window might not be too grand a term, for all its need of cleaning.


  He addressed her firmly. ‘Would you give me a hand with all the things that need to be done? Even for a tenancy of a fortnight?’


  ‘If you like.’


  ‘We should have to do a lot of shopping.’


  The girl, standing behind him, remained silent. It was an unusual non-response.


  ‘I should have to cook on a primus stove,’ said Stephen. ‘I wonder if we can buy one? I used to be quite good with them.’ Rapture was beginning.


  The girl said nothing.


  ‘We might need new locks on the doors.’


  The girl spoke. ‘There is only one door.’


  ‘So there is,’ said Stephen. ‘In towns, houses have two, a front door and a back door. When trouble comes in at one, you can do a bolt through the other.’


  ‘People don’t need a lock,’ said the girl. ‘Why should they?’ He turned away from the filthy window and gazed straight at her. ‘Suppose I was to fall in love with you? ’ he said.


  ‘Then you would not have to go back after a fortnight.’


  It could hardly have been a straighter reply.


  He put one arm round her shoulders, one hand on her breast, so that the note he had written her lay between them. He remembered that the first letter written to a woman is always a love letter. ‘Would you promise to visit me every day?’


  ‘I might be unable to do that.’


  ‘I don’t want to seem unkind, but you did say that your father could manage.’


  ‘If he discovers, he will keep me at home and send my sister out instead. He has powers. He’s very frightening.’


  Stephen relaxed his hold a little. He had been all along well aware how sadly impracticable was the entire idea.


  For example: he could hardly even drive up to this place with supplies; even had his car not been in the course of an opportune overhaul in London, a very complete overhaul after all this anxious time. And that was only one thing; one among very many.


  ‘Well, what’s the answer?’ Stephen said, smiling at her in the wrong way, longing for her in a very different way.


  ‘I can’t come and go the whole time,’ said the girl.


  ‘I see,’ said Stephen.


  He who had missed so many opportunities, always for excellent reasons, and for one excellent reason in particular, clearly saw that this might be his last opportunity, and almost certainly was.


  ‘How should we live?’ he asked. ‘I mean how should we eat and manage? ’


  ‘As the birds do,’ said the girl.


  Stephen did not inquire of her how she came to know Shakespeare, as people put it. He might ask her that later. In the meantime, he could see that the flat, floating birds he had taken to be kites, were indeed drifting past the dirty window, and round and round the house, as it seemed. Of course his questions had been mere routine in any case. He could well have killed himself if she had made a merely routine response.


  ‘Let’s see,’ he said. He gently took her hand. He kissed her softly on the lips. He returned with her upstairs.


  It would perhaps have been more suitable if he had been leading the party, but that might be a trifle. Even the damp discolouration of the mattress might be a trifle. Harriet’s teatime could not, in truth, be forced from the mind, but it was provisionally overruled. One learned the trick in the course of one’s work, or one would break altogether.


  ***


  There were of course only the bed and the mattress; no sheets or blankets; no Spanish or Kashmiri rugs; no entangling silkiness, no singing save that of the moor. Elizabeth had never wished to make love like that. She had liked to turn on the record player, almost always Brahms or Schumann (the Rhenish Symphony was her particular favourite), and to ascend slowly into a deep fully made bed. But the matter hadnot seriously arisen for years. Stephen had often wondered why not.


  Nell was lying on her front. Seemingly expectant and resistant at the same time, she clung like a clam. Her body was as brown as a pale chestnut, but it was a strong and well-made body. Her short hair was wavy rather than curly. Stephen was ravished by the line of it on her strong neck. He was ravished by her relaxed shoulder blade. He was ravished by her perfect waist and thighs. He was ravished by her youth and youthful smell.


  ‘Please turn over,’ he said, after tugging at her intermittently, and not very effectively.


  Fortunately, he was not too displeased by his own appearance. The hair on his body was bleaching and fading, but otherwise he could, quite sincerely, see little difference from when he had been twenty-four, and had married Elizabeth. He knew, however, that at these times sincerity is not enough; nor objectivity either. When are they?


  ‘Please,’ he said softly in Nell’s ear. Her ears were a slightly unusual shape, and the most beautiful he had ever beheld, or beheld so intently.


  He put his hand lightly on her neck. ‘Please,’ he said.


  She wriggled over in a single swift movement, like a light stab from an invisible knife. He saw that her eyes were neither closed nor open, neither looking at him, nor looking at anything but him.


  On the skin between her right shoulder and her right breast was a curious, brownish, greyish, bluish, irregular mark or patch, which had been hidden by her shirt, though Stephen could not quite see how. It was more demanding of attention than it might have been, partly because of its position, and partly, where Stephen was concerned, because of something vaguely else. In any case, it would mean that the poor girl could not reposefully wear a low-cut dress, should the need arise. Though it was by no means a birthmark in the usual sense, Nell had probably been lying on her front through chagrin about it. Upon Stephen, however, the effect was to make him love her more deeply; perhaps love her for the first time. He did not want her or her body to be quite perfect. In a real person, it would be almost vulgar. At this point, Harriet and Harriet’s teatime came more prominently into view for a few seconds.


  Nell might say something about the mark sooner or later. He would never take an initiative.


  At the moment, she said nothing at all. He simply could not make out whether she was watching him or not. Her mouth was long and generous; but had not her whole proceeding been generous in a marvellous degree? He could not even make out whether she was taut or relaxed. No small mystery was Nell after years and years of a perfect, but always slow-moving, relationship with Elizabeth!


  He kissed her intimately. When she made no particular response, not even a grunt, he began to caress her, more or less as he had caressed his wife. He took care not to touch the peculiar blemish, or even to enter its area. There was no need to do so. It occurred to Stephen that the mark might be the consequence of an injury; and so might in due course disappear, or largely so. In the end that happened even to many of the strangest human markings. One day, as the nannies used to say.


  Suddenly she made a wild plunge at him that took away his breath. The surprise was directly physical, but moral also. He had found it a little difficult to assess Nell’s likely age, and inquiry was out of the question; but he had supposed it probable that she was a virgin, and had quite deliberately resolved to accept the implication. Or so he had believed of himself.


  Now she was behaving as a maenad.


  As an oread, rather; Stephen thought at a later hour. For surely these moors were mountains, often above the thousand-foot contour; boundless uplands peopled solely by unwedded nymphs and their monstrous progenitors? Stephen had received a proper education at a proper place: in Stephen’s first days, one had not made the grade, Stephen’s grade, otherwise. Stephen’s parents had undertaken sacrifices so immense that no one had fully recovered from them.


  The last vestige of initiative had passed from Stephen like a limb. And yet, he fancied, it was not because Nell was what Elizabeth would have called unfeminine, but merely because she was young, and perhaps because she lived without contamination, merging into the aspect and mutability of remote places. So, at least, he could only suppose.


  Soon he ceased to suppose anything. He knew bliss unequalled, unprecedented, assuredly unimagined. Moreover, the wonder lasted for longer than he would have conceived of as possible. That particularly struck him.


  Nell’s flawed body was celestial. Nell herself was more wonderful than the dream of death. Nell could not possibly exist.


  He was fondling her and feeling a trifle cold; much as Elizabeth would have felt. Not that it mattered in the very least. Nell was no maenad or oread. She was a half-frightened child, sweetly soft, responsive to his every thought, sometimes before he had fully given birth to it. She was a waif, a foundling. And it was he who had found her. And only yesterday.


  ‘Tell me about your sister,’ said Stephen. He realized that it was growing dark as well as chilly.


  ‘She’s not like me. You wouldn’t like her.’


  Stephen knew that ordinary, normal girls always responded much like that.


  He smiled at Nell. ‘But what is she like?’


  ‘She’s made quite differently. You wouldn’t care for her.’


  ‘Has she a name?’


  ‘Of a sort.’


  ‘What do you and your father call her?’


  ‘We call her different things at different times. You’re cold.’ So she was human, after all, Stephen thought.


  She herself had very little to put on. Two fairly light garments, a pair of stout socks, her solid shoes.


  They went downstairs.


  ‘Would you care to borrow my sweater?’ asked Stephen. ‘Until tomorrow?’


  She made no reply, but simply stared at him through the dusk in the downstairs room, the living place, the parlour, the salon.


  ‘Take it,’ said Stephen. It was a heavy garment. Elizabeth had spent nearly four months knitting it continuously, while slowly recovering from her very first disintegration. It was in thick complex stitches and meant to last for ever. When staying with Harewood, Stephen wore it constantly.


  Nell took the sweater but did not put it on. She was still staring at him. At such a moment her grey-green eyes were almost luminous.


  ‘We’ll meet again tomorrow,’ said Stephen firmly. ‘We’ll settle down here tomorrow. I must say something to my brother and sister-in-law, and I don’t care what happens after that. Not now. At least I do care. I care very much. As you well know.’


  ‘It’s risky,’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ he replied, because it was necessary to evade all discussion. ‘Yes, but it can’t be helped. You come as early as you can, and I’ll arrive with some provisions for us. We really need some blankets too, and some candles. I’ll see if I can borrow a Land-Rover from one of the farms.’ He trusted that his confidence and his firm, practical actions would override all doubts.


  ‘I may be stopped,’ she said. ‘My father can’t read books but he can read minds. He does it all the time.’


  ‘You must run away from him,’ said Stephen firmly. ‘We’ll stay here for a little, and then you can come back to London with me.’


  She made no comment on that, but simply repeated, ‘My father can read my mind. I only have to be in the same room with him. He’s frightening.’


  Her attitude to her father seemed to have changed considerably. It was the experience of love, Stephen supposed; first love.


  ‘Obviously, you must try to be in a different room as much as possible. It’s only for one more night. We’ve known each other now for two days.’


  ‘There’s only one room.’


  Stephen had known that such would be her rejoinder.


  He well knew also that his behaviour might seem unromantic and even cold-hearted. But the compulsion upon him could not be plainer: if he did not return to the rectory tonight, Harriet, weakly aided by Harewood, would have the police after him; dogs would be scurrying across the moors, as if after Hercules, and perhaps searchlights sweeping also. Nothing could more fatally upset any hope of a quiet and enduring compact with such a one as Nell. He was bound for a rough scene with Harriet and Harewood as it was. It being now long past teatime, he would be lucky if Harriet had not taken action before he could reappear. Speed was vital and, furthermore, little of the situation could be explained with any candour to Nell. First, she would simply not understand what he said (even though within her range she was shrewd enough, often shrewder than he). Second, in so far as she did understand, she would panic and vanish. And he had no means of tracking her down at all. She was as shy about her abode as about the mark on her body; though doubtless with as little reason, or so Stephen hoped. He recognized that parting from her at all might be as unwise as it would be painful, but it was the lesser peril. He could not take her to London tonight, or to anywhere, because there was no accessible transport. Not nowadays. He could not take her to the rectory, where Harriet might make Harewood lay an anathema upon her. They could not stay in the moorland house without food or warmth.


  Til walk with you to the top of the clough,’ he said.


  She shook her head. ‘It’s not there I live.’


  ‘Where then? ’ he asked at once.


  ‘Not that way at all.’


  ‘Will you get there?’


  She nodded: in exactly what spirit it was hard to say.


  He refrained from inquiring how she would explain the absence of specimens for her father. Two or three stones dragged from the walls of the house they were in, might serve the purpose in any case, he thought: outside and inside were almost equally mossed, lichened, adorned, encumbered.


  ‘Goodnight, Nell. We’ll meet tomorrow morning. Here.’ He really had to go. Harriet was made anxious by the slightest irregularity, and when she became anxious, she became frenzied. His present irregularity was by no means slight already; assuredly not slight by Harriet’s standards.


  To his great relief, Nell nodded again. She had still not put on his sweater.


  ‘In a few days’ time, we’ll go to London. We’ll be together always.’ He could hardly believe his own ears listening to his own voice saying such things. After all this time! After Elizabeth! After so much inner peace and convinced adoration and asking for nothing more! After the fearful illness!


  They parted with kisses but with little drama. Nell sped off into what the map depicted as virtual void.


  ‘All the same,’ Stephen reflected, ‘I must look at the map again. I’ll try to borrow Harewood’s dividers.’


  He pushed back through the heather, rejoicing in his sense of direction, among so many other things to rejoice about, and began lumbering down the track homewards. The light was now so poor that he walked faster and faster; faster even than he had ascended. In the end, he was running uncontrollably.


  ***


  Therefore, his heart was already pounding when he discovered that the rectory was in confusion; though, at the rectory, even confusion had a slightly wan quality.


  During the afternoon, Harriet had had a seizure of some kind, and during the evening had been taken off in a public ambulance.


  ‘What time did it happen? ’ asked Stephen. He knew from all too much experience that it was the kind of thing that people did ask.


  ‘I don’t really know, Stephen,’ replied Harewood. ‘I was in my specimens room reading the Journal, and I fear that a considerable time may have passed before I came upon her. I was too distressed to look at my watch even then. Besides, between ourselves, my watch loses rather badly.’


  Though Stephen tried to help in some way, the improvised evening meal was upsetting. Harriet had planned rissoles sauted in ghee, but neither of the men really knew how to cook with ghee. The home-made Congress Pudding was nothing less than nauseous. Very probably, some decisive final touches had been omitted.


  ‘You see how it is, young Stephen,’ said Harewood, after they had munched miserably but briefly. ‘The prognosis cannot be described as hopeful. I may have to give up the living.’


  ‘You can’t possibly do that, Harewood, whatever happens. There is Father’s memory to think about. I’m sure I should think about him more often myself.’ Stephen’s thoughts were, in fact, upon quite specially different topics.


  ‘I don’t wish to go, I assure you, Stephen. I’ve been very happy here.’


  The statement surprised Stephen, but was of course thoroughly welcome and appropriate.


  ‘There is always prayer, Harewood.’


  ‘Yes, Stephen, indeed. I may well have been remiss. That might explain much.’


  They had been unable to discover where Harriet hid the coffee, so sat for moments in reverent and reflective silence, one on either side of the bleak table: a gift from the nearest branch of the Free India League.


  Stephen embarked upon a tentative demarche. ‘I need hardly say that I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.’


  ‘It speaks for itself that there can be no question of that.’


  Stephen drew in a quantity of air. ‘To put it absolutely plainly. I feel that for a spell you would be better off at this time without me around to clutter up the place and make endless demands.’


  For a second time within hours, Stephen recognized quite clearly that his line of procedure could well be seen as coldblooded; but, for a second time, he was acting under extreme compulsion - compulsion more extreme than he had expected ever again to encounter, at least on the hither side of the Styx.


  ‘I should never deem you to be doing that, young Stephen. Blood is at all times, even the most embarrassing times, thicker than water. It was Cardinal Newman, by the way, who first said that; a prelate of a different soteriology.’


  Stephen simply did not believe it, but he said nothing. Harewood often came forward with such assertions, but they were almost invariably erroneous. Stephen sometimes doubted whether Harewood could be completely relied upon even in the context of his private speciality, the lichens.


  ‘I think I had better leave tomorrow morning and so reduce the load for a span. I am sure Doreen will appreciate it.’Doreen was the intermittent help; a little brash, where in former days no doubt she would have been a little simple. Stephen had always supposed that brashness might make it more possible to serve Harriet. Doreen had been deserted, childless, by her young husband; but there had been a proper divorce. Harewood was supposed to be taking a keen interest in Doreen, who was no longer in her absolutely first youth.


  ‘You will be rather more dependent upon Doreen for a time,’ added Stephen.


  ‘I suppose that may well be,’ said Harewood. Stephen fancied that his brother almost smiled. He quite saw that he might have thought so because of the ideas in his own mind, at which he himself was smiling continuously.


  ‘You must do whatever you think best for all concerned, Stephen,’ said Harewood. ‘Including, of course, your sister-in- law, dear Harriet.’


  ‘I think I should go now and perhaps come back a little later.’


  ‘As you will, Stephen. I have always recognized that you have a mind trained both academically and by your work. I am a much less coordinated spirit. Oh yes, I know it well. I should rely very much upon your judgement in almost any serious matter.’


  Circumstanced as at the moment he was, Stephen almost blushed.


  But Harewood made things all right by adding, ‘Except perhaps in certain matters of the spirit which, in the nature of things, lie quite particularly between my Maker and myself alone.’


  ‘Oh, naturally,’ said Stephen.


  ‘Otherwise,’ continued Harewood, ‘and now that Harriet is unavailable - for a very short time only, we must hope - it isupon you, Stephen, that I propose to rely foremost, in many pressing concerns of this world.’


  Beyond doubt, Harewood now was not all but smiling. He was smiling nearly at full strength. He explained this immediately.


  ‘My catarrh seems very much better,’ he said. ‘I might consider setting forth in splendour one of these days. Seeking specimens, I mean.’


  Stephen plunged upon impulse.


  ‘It may seem a bit odd in the circumstances, but I should be glad to have the use of a Land-Rover. There’s a building up on the moors I should like to look at again before I go, and it’s too far to walk in the time. There’s a perfectly good track to quite near it. Is there anyone you know of in the parish who would lend me such a thing? Just for an hour or two, of course.’ Harewood responded at once. ‘You might try Tom Jarrold. I regret to say that he’s usually too drunk to drive. Indeed, one could never guarantee that his vehicle will even leave the ground.’


  Possibly it was not exactly the right reference, but what an excellent and informed parish priest Harewood was suddenly proving to be!


  Harewood had reopened the latest number of the Journal, which he had been sitting on in the chair all the time. His perusal had of course been interrupted by the afternoon’s events.


  ‘Don’t feel called upon to stop talking,’ said Harewood. ‘I can read and listen at the same time perfectly well.’


  Stephen reflected that the attempt had not often been made when Harriet had been in the room.


  ‘I don’t think there’s anything more to say at the moment. We seem to have settled everything that can be settled.’


  ‘I shall be depending upon you in many different matters, remember,’ said Harewood, but without looking up from the speckled diagrams.


  ***


  As soon as Stephen turned on the hanging light in his bedroom, he noticed the new patch on the wallpaper; if only because it was immediately above his bed. The wallpaper had always been lowering anyway. He was the more certain that the particular patch was new because, naturally, he made his own bed each morning, which involved daily confrontation with that particular surface. Of course there had always been the other such patches among the marks on the walls.


  Still, the new arrival was undoubtedly among the reasons why Stephen slept very little that night, even though, in his own estimation, he needed sleep so badly. There again, however, few do sleep in the first phase of what is felt to be a reciprocated relationship: equally fulfilling and perilous, always deceptive, and always somewhere known to be. The mixed ingredients of the last two days churned within Stephen, as in Harriet’s battered cook-pot; one rising as another fell. He was treating Harewood as he himself would not wish to be treated; and who could tell what had really led to Harriet’s collapse?


  In the end, bliss drove out bewilderment, and seemed the one thing sure, as perhaps it was.


  Later still, when daylight was all too visible through the frail curtains, Stephen half dreamed that he was lying inert on some surface he could not define and that Nell was administering water to him from a chalice. But the chalice, doubtless a consecrated object to begin with, and certainly of fairest silver from the Spanish mines, was blotched and blemished. Stephen wanted to turn away, to close his eyes properly, to expostulate, but could do none of these things. As Nell gently kissed his brow, he awoke fully with a compelling thirst. He had heard of people waking thirsty in the night, but to himself he could not remember it ever before happening. He had never lived like that.


  There was no water in the room, because the house was just sufficiently advanced to make visitors go to the bathroom. Stephen walked quietly down the passage, then hesitated. He recollected that nowadays the bathroom door opened with an appalling wrench and scream.


  It would be very wrong indeed to take the risk of waking poor Harewood, in his new isolation. Stephen crept on down the stairs towards the scullery, and there was Harewood, sleeping like the dead, not in the least sprawling, but, on the contrary, touchingly compressed and compact in the worn chair. For a moment, he looked like a schoolboy, though of course in that curtained light.


  Harewood was murmuring contentedly. ‘Turn over. No, right over. You can trust me’; then, almost ecstatically, almost like a juvenile, ‘It’s beautiful. Oh, it’s beautiful.’


  Stephen stole away to the back quarters, where both the luncheon and the supper washing-up, even the washing-up after tea, all awaited the touch of a vanished hand.


  The cold tap jerked and jarred as it always did, but when Stephen went back, Harewood was slumbering still. His self-converse was now so ideal that it had fallen into incoherence. The cheap figure on the mantel of Shiva or somebody, which Stephen had always detested, sneered animatedly.


  ***


  But there Nell really was; really, really was.


  In his soul, Stephen was astonished. Things do not go like that in real life, least of all in the dreaded demesne of the heart.


  However, they unloaded the Land-Rover together, as if everything were perfectly real; toiling up the heather paths with heavy loads, Nell always ahead, always as strong as he: which was really rather necessary.


  ‘I must take the Rover back. Come with me.’


  He had not for a moment supposed that she would, but she did, and with no demur.


  ‘It’s rough going,’ he said. But she merely put her brown hand on his thigh, as she sat and bumped beside him.


  They were a pair now.


  ‘It won’t take a moment while I settle with the man.’


  He was determined that it should not. It must be undesirable that the two of them be seen together in the village. Probably it was undesirable that he himself, even alone, be seen there before a long time had passed. He might perhaps steal back one distant day like Enoch Arden, and take Harewood completely by surprise, both of them now bearded, shaggily or skimpily. What by then would have become of Nell?


  They walked upwards hand in hand. Every now and then he said something amorous or amusing to her, but not very often because, as he had foreseen, the words did not come to him readily. He was bound to become more fluent as his heart reopened. She was now speaking more often than he was: not merely more shrewd, but more explicit.


  ‘I’m as close to you as that,’ she said, pointing with her free hand to a patch of rocky ground with something growing on it - growing quite profusely, almost exuberantly. She had spoken in reply to one of his questions.


  He returned the squeeze of the hand he was holding.


  ‘We’ll be like the holly and the ivy,’ she volunteered later, ‘and then we’ll be like the pebble and the shard.’


  He thought that both comparisons were, like Harewood’s comparisons, somewhat inexact, but, in her case, all the more adorable by reason of it. He kissed her.


  At first he could not see their house, though, as they neared it, his eyes seemed to wander round the entire horizon: limited in range, however, by the fact that they were mounting quite steeply. But Nell led the way through the rabbit and snake paths, first to the spring, then upwards once more; and there, needless to say, the house was. Earlier that afternoon, they had already toiled up and down several times with the baggage. The earlier occupants had been sturdy folk; men and women alike; aboriginals.


  It was somewhere near the spring that Nell, this time, made her possibly crucial declaration.


  ‘I’ve run away,’ she said, as if previously she had been afraid to speak the words. ‘Take care of me.’


  They entered.


  When they had been lugging in the food and the blankets and the cressets and the pans, he had of policy refrained from even glancing at the walls of the house; but what could it matter now? For the glorious and overwhelming moment at least? And, judging by recent experience, the moment might even prove a noticeably long moment. Time might again stand still. Time sometimes did if one had not expected it.


  Therefore, from as soon as they entered, he stared round at intervals quite brazenly, though not when Nell was looking at him, as for so much of the time she was now doing.


  The upshot was anti-climax: here was not the stark, familiar bedroom in the rectory, and Stephen realized that he had not yet acquired points, or areas, of reference and comparison. He was at liberty to deem that they might never be needed.


  Nell was ordering things, arranging things, even beginning to prepare things: all as if she had been a diplomee of a domestic college; as if she had been blessed with a dedicated mamma or aunt. After all, thought Stephen, as he watched her and intercepted her, her appearance is largely that of an ordinary modern girl.


  He loved her.


  He turned his back upon her earlier curious intimations. She had run away from it all; and had even stated as much, unasked and unprompted. Henceforth, an ordinary modern girl was what for him she should firmly be; though loyaller, tenderer, stronger than any other.


  When, in the end, languishingly they went upstairs, this time they wrapt themselves in lovely new blankets, but Stephen was in no doubt at all that still there was only the one mark on her.


  Conceivably, even, it was a slightly smaller mark.


  He would no longer detect, no longer speculate, no longer be anxious, no longer imagine. No more mortal marks and corruptions. For example, he would quite possibly never sleep in that room at the rectory again.


  ***


  Thus, for a week, he counted the good things only, as does a sundial. They were many and the silken sequence of them seemed to extend over a lifetime. He recollected the Christian Science teaching that evil is a mere illusion. He clung to the thesis that time is no absolute.


  Nell had the knack of supplementing the food he had purchased with fauna and flora that she brought back from the moor. While, at a vague hour of the morning, he lay long among the blankets, simultaneously awake and asleep, she went forth, and never did she return empty-handed, seldom, indeed, other than laden. He was at last learning not from talk but from experience, even though from someone else’s experience, how long it really was possible to live without shops, without bureaucratically and commercially modified products, without even watered cash. All that was needed was to be alone in the right place with the right person.


  He even saw it as possible that the two of them might remain in the house indefinitely: were it not that his ‘disappearance’ would inevitably be ‘reported’ by someone, doubtless first by Arthur Thread in the office, so that his early exposure was inevitable. That, after all, was a main purpose of science: to make things of all kinds happen sooner than they otherwise would.


  Each morning, after Nell had returned from her sorties and had set things in the house to rights, she descended naked to the spring and sank beneath its waters. She liked Stephen to linger at the rim watching her, and to him it seemed that she disappeared in the pool altogether, vanished from sight, and clear though the water was, the clearest, Stephen surmised, that he had ever lighted upon. Beyond doubt, therefore, the little pool really was peculiarly deep, as Nell had always said: it would be difficult to distinguish between the natural movements of its ever-gleaming surface, and movements that might emanate from a submerged naiad. It gave Stephen special pleasure that they drank exclusively from the pool in which Nell splashed about, but, partly for that reason, he confined his own lustrations to dabblings from the edge, like a tripper.


  Stephen learned by experience, a new experience, the difference between drinking natural water and drinking safeguarded water, as from a sanitized public convenience. When she emerged from the pool, Nell each day shook her short hair like one glad to be alive, and each day her hair seemed to be dry in no time.


  One morning, she washed her shirt and trousers in the pool, having no replacements as far as Stephen could see. The garments took longer to dry than she did, and Nell remained unclothed for most of the day, even though there were clouds in the sky. Clouds made little difference anyway, nor quite steady rain, nor drifting mountain mist. The last named merely fortified the peace and happiness.


  ‘Where did you get those clothes?’ asked Stephen, even though as a rule he no longer asked anything.


  ‘I found them. They’re nice.’


  He said nothing for a moment.


  ‘Aren’t they nice?’ she inquired anxiously.


  ‘Everything to do with you and in and about and around you is nice in every possible way. You are perfect. Everything concerned with you is perfect.’


  She smiled gratefully and went back, still unclothed, to the house, where she was stewing up everything together in one of the new pots. The pot had already leaked, and it had been she who had mended the leak, with a preparation she had hammered and kneaded while Stephen had merely looked on in delighted receptivity, wanting her as she worked.


  He had a number of books in his bag, reasonably well chosen, because he had supposed that on most evenings at the rectory he would be retiring early; but now he had no wish to read anything. He conjectured that he would care little if the capacity to read somehow faded from him. He even went so far as to think that, given only a quite short time, it might possibly do so.


  At moments, they wandered together about the moor; he, as like as not, with his hand on her breast, on that breast pocket of hers which contained his original and only letter to her, and which she had carefully taken out and given to him when washing the garment, and later carefully replaced. Than these perambulations few excursions could be more uplifting, but Stephen was wary all the same, knowing that if they were to meet anyone, however blameless, the spell might break, and paradise end.


  Deep happiness can but be slighted by third parties, whosoever, without exception, they be. No one is so pure as to constitute an exception.


  And every night the moon shone through the small windows and fell across their bed and their bodies in wide streaks, oddly angled.


  ‘You are like a long, sweet parsnip,’ Stephen said. ‘Succulent but really rather tough.’


  ‘I know nothing at all,’ she replied. ‘I only know you.’


  The mark below her shoulder stood out darkly, but, God be praised, in isolation. What did the rapidly deteriorating state of the walls and appurtenances matter by comparison with that?


  ***


  But in due course, the moon, upon which the seeding and growth of plants and of the affections largely depend, had entered its dangerous third quarter.


  Stephen had decided that the thing he had to do was take Nell back quickly and quietly to London, and return as soon as possible with his reinvigorated car, approaching as near as he could, in order to collect their possessions in the house. The machine would go there, after all, if he drove it with proper vigour; though it might be as well to do it at a carefully chosen hour, in order to evade Harewood, Doreen, and the general life of the village.


  He saw no reason simply to abandon all his purchases and, besides, he felt obscurely certain that it was unlucky to do so, though he had been unable to recall the precise belief. Finally, it would seem likely that some of the varied accessories in the house might be useful in Stephen’s new life with Nell. One still had to be practical at times, just as one had to be firm at times.


  Nell listened to what he had to say, and then said she would do whatever he wanted. The weather was entirely fair for the moment.


  When the purchased food had finally run out, and they were supposedly dependent altogether upon what Nell could bring in off the moor, they departed from the house, though not, truthfully, for that reason. They left everything behind them and walked down at dusk past Burton’s Clough to the village. Stephen knew the time of the last bus which connected with a train to London. It was something he knew wherever he was. In a general way, he had of course always liked the train journey and disliked the bus journey.


  It was hard to imagine what Nell would make of such experiences, and of those inevitably to come. Though she always said she knew nothing, she seemed surprised by nothing either. Always she brought back to Stephen the theories that there were two kinds of knowledge; sometimes of the same things.


  All the others in the bus were old age pensioners. They had been visiting younger people and were now returning. They sat alone, each as far from each as space allowed. In the end, Stephen counted them. There seemed to be eight, though it was hard to be sure in the bad light, and with several pensioners already slumped forward.


  There were at least two kinds of bad light also; the beautiful dim light of the house on the moor, and the depressing light in a nationalized bus. Stephen recalled Ellen Terry’s detestation of all electric light. And of course there were ominous marks on the dirty ceiling of the bus and on such of the side panels as Stephen could see, including that on the far side of Nell, who sat beside him, with her head on his shoulder, more like an ordinary modern girl than ever. Where could she have learned that when one was travelling on a slow, ill-lighted bus with the man one loved, one put one’s head on his shoulder?


  But it was far more that she had somewhere, somehow learned. The slightest physical contact with her induced in Stephen a third dichotomy: the reasonable, rather cautious person his whole life and career surely proved him to be, was displaced by an all but criminal visionary. Everything turned upon such capacity as he might have left to change the nature of time.


  The conductor crept down the dingy passage and sibilated in Stephen’s ear. ‘We’ve got to stop here. Driver must go home. Got a sick kid. There’ll be a reserve bus in twenty minutes. All right?’


  The conductor didn’t bother to explain to the pensioners. They would hardly have understood. For them, the experience itself would be ample. A few minutes later, everyone was outside in the dark, though no one risked a roll call. The lights in the bus had been finally snuffed out, and the crew were making off, aclank with the accoutrements of their tenure, spanners, and irregular metal boxes, and enamelled mugs.


  Even now, Nell seemed unsurprised and unindignant. She, at least, appeared to acknowledge that all things have an end, and to be acting on that intimation. As usual, Stephen persuaded her to don his heavy sweater.


  It was very late indeed, before they were home; though Stephen could hardly use the word now that not only was Elizabeth gone, but also there was somewhere else, luminously better - or, at least, so decisively different - and, of course, a new person too.


  Fortunately, the train had been very late, owing to signal trouble, so that they had caught it and been spared a whole dark night of it at the station, as in a story. Stephen and Nell had sat together in the bulfet, until they had been ejected, and the striplighting quelled. Nell had never faltered. She had not commented even when the train, deprived of what railwaymen call its ‘path’, had fumbled its way to London, shunting backwards nearly as often as running forwards. In the long, almost empty, excursion-type coach had been what Stephen could by now almost complacently regard as the usual smears and blotches.


  ‘Darling, aren’t you cold?’ He had other, earlier sweaters to lend.


  She shook her head quite vigorously.


  After that, it had been easy for Stephen to close his eyes almost all the way. The other passenger had appeared to be a fireman in uniform, though of course without helmet. It was hard to believe that he would suddenly rise and rob them, especially as he was so silently slumbering. Perhaps he was all the time a hospital porter or a special messenger or an archangel.


  On the Benares table which filled the hall of the flat (a wedding present from Harewood and poor Harriet, who, having been engaged in their teens, had married long ahead of Stephen and Elizabeth), was a parcel, weighty but neat.


  ‘Forgive me,’ said Stephen. ‘I never can live with unopened parcels or letters.’


  He snapped the plastic string in a second and tore through the glyptal wrapping. It was a burly tome entitled Lichen, Moss, and Wrack. Usage and Abusage in Peace and War. A Military and Medical Abstract. Scientific works so often have more title than imaginative works.


  Stephen flung the book back on the table. It fell with a heavy clang.


  ‘Meant for my brother. It’s always happening. People don’t seem to know there’s a difference between us.’


  He gazed at her. He wanted to see nothing else.


  She looked unbelievably strange in her faded trousers and


  the sweater Elizabeth had made. Elizabeth would have seen a ghost and fainted. Elizabeth really did tend to faint in the sudden presence of the occult.


  ‘We are not going to take it to him. It’ll have to be posted. I’ll get the Department to do it tomorrow.’


  He paused. She smiled at him, late though it was.


  Late or early? What difference did it make? It was not what mattered.


  ‘I told you that I should have to go to the Department tomorrow. There’s a lot to explain.’


  She nodded. ‘And then we’ll go back? ’ She had been anxious about that ever since they had started. He had not known what to expect.


  ‘Yes. After a few days.’


  Whatever he intended in the first place, he had never made it clear to her where they would be living in the longer run. This was partly because he did not know himself. The flat, without Elizabeth, really was rather horrible. Stephen had not forgotten Elizabeth for a moment. How could he have done? Nor could Stephen wonder that Nell did not wish to live in the flat. The flat was disfigured and puny.


  Nell still smiled with her usual seeming understanding. He had feared that by now she would demur at his reference to a few days, and had therefore proclaimed it purposefully.


  He smiled back at her. ‘I’ll buy you a dress.’


  She seemed a trifle alarmed.


  ‘It’s time you owned one.’


  ‘I don’t own anything.’


  ‘Yes, you do. You own me. Let’s go to bed, shall we?’


  But she spoke. ‘What’s this?’


  As so often happens, Nell had picked up and taken an interest in the thing he would least have wished.


  It was a large, lumpy shopping bag from a craft room in Burnham-on-Sea, where Elizabeth and he had spent an unwise week in their early days. What the Orient was to Harriet, the seaside had been to Elizabeth. Sisters-in-law often show affinities. The shopping bag had continued in regular use ever since, and not only for shopping, until Elizabeth had been no longer mobile.


  ‘It’s a bag made of natural fibres,’ said Stephen. ‘It belonged to my late wife.’


  ‘It smells. It reminds me.’


  ‘Many things here remind me,’ said Stephen. ‘But a newpage has been turned.’ He kept forgetting that Nell was unaccustomed to book metaphors.


  She appeared to be holding the bag out to him. Though not altogether knowing why, he took it from her. He then regretted doing so.


  It was not so much the smell of the bag. He was entirely accustomed to that. It was that, in his absence, the bag had become sodden with dark growths, outside and inside. It had changed character completely.


  Certainly the bag had been perfectly strong and serviceable when last he had been in contact with it; though for the moment he could not recollect when that had been. He had made little use of the bag when not under Elizabeth’s direction.


  He let the fetid mass fall on top of the book on the brass table.


  ‘Let’s forget everything,’ he said. ‘We still have a few hours.’


  ‘Where do I go? ’ she asked, smiling prettily.


  ‘Not in there,’ he cried, as she put her hand on one of the doors. He very well knew that he must seem far too excitable. He took a pull on himself. ‘Try this room.’


  When Elizabeth had become ill, the double bed had been moved into the spare room. It had been years since Stephen had slept in that bed, though, once again, he could not in the least recall how many years. The first step towards mastering time is always to make time meaningless.


  It was naturally wonderful to be at long last in a fully equipped deep double bed with Nell. She had shown no expectation of being invited to borrow one of Elizabeth’s expensive nightdresses. Nell was a primitive still, and it was life or death to keep her so. He had never cared much for flowing, gracious bedwear in any case; nor had the wonder that was Elizabeth seemed to him to need such embellishments.


  But he could not pretend, as he lay in Nell’s strong arms and she in his, that the condition of the spare room was in the least reassuring. Before he had quickly turned off the small bedside light, the new marks on the walls had seemed like huge inhuman faces; and the effect was all the more alarming in that these walls had been painted, inevitably long ago, by Elizabeth in person, and had even been her particular domestic display piece. The stained overall she had worn for the task, still hung in the cupboard next door, lest the need arise again.


  It was always the trouble. So long as one was far from theplace once called home, one could successfully cast secondary matters from the mind, or at least from the hurting part of it; but from the moment of return, in fact from some little while before that, one simply had to recognize that, for most of one’s life, secondary matters were just about all there were. Stephen bad learned ages ago that secondary matters were always the menace.


  Desperation, therefore, possibly made its contribution to the mutual passion that charged the few hours available to them.


  Within a week, the walls might be darkened all over; and what could the development after that conceivably be?


  Stephen strongly suspected that the mossiness, the malady, would become more conspicuously three-dimensional at any moment. Only as a first move, of course.


  He managed to close his mind against all secondary considerations and to give love its fullest licence yet.


  ***


  Thread was in the office before Stephen, even though Stephen had risen most mortifyingly early, and almost sleepless. It was a commonplace that the higher one ascended in the service, the earlier one had to rise, in order to ascend higher still. The lamas never slept at all.


  ‘Feeling better?’ Thread could ask such questions with unique irony.


  ‘Much better, thank you.’


  ‘You still look a bit peaky.’ Thread was keeping his finger at the place he had reached in the particular file.


  ‘I had a tiresome journey back. I’ve slept very little.’


  ‘It’s always the trouble. Morag and I make sure of a few days to settle in before we return to full schedule.’


  ‘Elizabeth and I used to do that also. It’s a bit different now.’ Thread looked Stephen straight in the eyes, or very nearly. ‘Let me advise, for what my advice is worth. I recommend you to lose yourself in your work for the next two or three years at the least. Lose yourself completely. Forget everything else. In my opinion, it’s always the best thing at these times. Probably the only thing.’


  ‘Work doesn’t mean to me what it did.’


  ‘Take yourself in hand, and it soon will again. After all, very real responsibilities do rest in this room. We both understand that quite well. We’ve reached that sort of level, Stephen. What we do nowadays, matters. If you keep that in mind at all times, and I do mean at all times, the thought will see you through. I know what I’m talking about.’


  Thread’s eyes were now looking steadily at his finger, lest it had made some move on its own.


  ‘Yes,’ said Stephen, ‘but you’re talking about yourself, you know.’


  Stephen was very well aware that the sudden death some years before of Arthur Thread’s mother had not deflected Thread for a day from the tasks appointed. Even the funeral had taken place during the weekend; for which Thread had departed on the Friday evening with several major files in his briefcase, as usual. As for Thread’s wife, Morag, she was a senior civil servant too, though of course in a very different department. The pair took very little leave in any case, and hardly any of it together. Their two girls were at an expensive boarding school on the far side of France, almost in Switzerland.


  ‘I speak from my own experience,’ corrected Thread.


  ‘It appears to me,’ said Stephen, ‘that I have reached the male climacteric. It must be what’s happening to me.’


  ‘I advise you to think again,’ said Thread. ‘There’s no such thing. Anyway you’re too young for when it’s supposed to be. It’s not till you’re sixty-three; within two years of retirement.’ Thread could keep his finger in position no longer, lest his arm fall off. ‘If you’ll forgive me, I’m rather in the middle of something. Put yourself absolutely at ease. I’ll be very pleased to have another talk later.’


  ‘What’s that mark?’ asked Stephen, pointing to the wall above Thread’s rather narrow headpiece. So often the trouble seemed to begin above the head. ‘Was it there before? ’


  ‘I’m sure I don’t know. Never forget the whole place is going to be completely done over next year. Now do let me concentrate for a bit.’


  ***


  As the time for luncheon drew near, another man, Mark Tremble, peeped in.


  ‘Glad to see you back, Stephen. I really am.’


  ‘Thank you, Mark. I wish I could more sincerely say I was glad to be back.’


  ‘Who could be? Come and swim?’


  Stephen had regularly done it with Mark Tremble and a shifting group of others; usually at lunchtime on several days a week. It had been one of twenty devices for lightening momentarily the weight of Elizabeth’s desperation. The bath was in the basement of the building. Soon the bath was to be extended


  and standardized, and made available at times to additional grades.


  ‘Very well.’


  Stephen had at one time proposed to tear back; to be with Nell for a few moments; perhaps to buy that dress: but during the long morning he had decided against all of it.


  His real task was to put down his foot with the establishment; to secure such modified pension as he was entitled to; to concentrate, as Thread always concentrated; to depart.


  He had not so far said a word about it to anyone in the place. The two seniors changed in the sketchy cubicles, and emerged almost at the same moment in swimming trunks. There seemed to be no one else in or around the pool that day, though the ebbing and flowing of table tennis were audible through the partition.


  ‘I say, Stephen. What’s that thing on your back?’


  Stephen stopped dead on the wet tiled floor. ‘What thing?’ ‘It’s a bit peculiar. I’m sure it wasn’t there before. Before you went away. I’m extremely sorry to mention it.’


  ‘What’s it look like?’ asked Stephen. ‘Can you describe it?’ ‘The best I can do is that it looks rather like the sort of thing you occasionally see on trees. I think it may simply be something stuck on to you. Would you like me to give it a tug?’


  ‘I think not,’ said Stephen. ‘I am sorry it upsets you. I’ll go back and dress. I think it would be better.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Mark Tremble. ‘It does upset me. It’s best to admit it. Either it’s something that will just come off with a good rub, or you’d better see a doctor, Stephen.’


  ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Stephen.


  ‘I don’t feel so much like a swim, after all,’ said Mark Tremble. ‘I’ll dress too and then we’ll both have a drink. I feel we could both do with one.’


  ‘I’m very sorry about it,’ said Stephen. ‘I apologize.’


  ***


  ‘What have you been doing all day?’ asked Stephen, as soon as he was back and had changed out of the garments currently normal in the civil service, casual and characterless. ‘I hope you’ve been happy.’


  ‘I found this on the roof.’ Nell was holding it in both her hands; which were still very brown. It was a huge lump: mineral, vegetable, who could tell? Or conceivably a proportion of each.


  ‘Your father would be interested.’


  Nell recoiled. ‘Don’t talk like that. It’s unlucky.’ Indeed, she had nearly dropped the dense mass.


  It had been an idiotic response on Stephen’s part; mainly the consequence of his not knowing what else to say. He was aware that it was perfectly possible to attain the roof of the building by way of the iron fire ladder, to which, by law, access had to be open to tenants at all hours.


  ‘I could do with a drink,’ said Stephen, though he had been drinking virtually the whole afternoon, without Thread even noticing, or without sparing time to acknowledge that he had noticed. Moira, the coloured girl from the typing area, had simply winked her big left eye at Stephen. ‘I’ve had a difficult day.’


  ‘Oh!’ Nell’s cry was so sincere and eloquent that it was as if he had been mangled in a traffic accident.


  ‘How difficult?’ she asked.


  ‘It’s just that it’s been difficult for me to make the arrangements to get away, to leave the place.’


  ‘But we are going?’ He knew it was what she was thinking about.


  ‘Yes, we are going. I promised.’


  He provided Nell with a token drink also. At first she had seemed to be completely new to liquor. Stephen had always found life black without it, but his need for it had become more habitual during Elizabeth’s illness. He trusted that Nell and he would, with use, wont, and time, evolve a mutual equilibrium.


  At the moment, he recognized that he was all but tight, though he fancied that at such times he made little external manifestation. Certainly Nell would detect nothing; if only because presumably she lacked data. Until now, he had never really been in the sitting room of the flat since his return. Here, the new tendrils on the walls and ceiling struck him as resembling a Portuguese man of war’s equipment; the coloured, insensate creature that can sting a swimmer to death at thirty feet distance, and had done so more than once when Elizabeth and he, being extravagant, had stayed at Cannes for a couple of weeks. It had been there that Elizabeth had told him finally she could never have a child. Really that was what they were doing there, though he had not realized it. The man of war business, the two victims, had seemed to have an absurd part in their little drama. No one in the hotel had talked of anything else.


  ‘Let’s go to bed now,’ said Stephen to Nell. ‘We can get up again later to eat.’


  She put her right hand in his left hand.


  Her acquiescence, quiet and beautiful, made him feel compunctious.


  ‘Or are you hungry?’ he asked. ‘Shall we have something to eat first? I wasn’t thinking.’


  She shook her head. ‘I’ve been foraging.’


  She seemed to know so many quite literary words. He gave no time to wondering where exactly the forage could have taken place. It would be unprofitable. Whatever Nell had brought in would be wholesomer, inestimably better in every way, than food from any shop.


  As soon as she was naked, he tried, in the electric light, to scrutinize her. There still seemed to be only the one mark on her body, truly a quite small mark by the standards of the moment, though he could not fully convince himself that it really was contracting.


  However, the examination was difficult: he could not let Nell realize what exactly he was doing; the light was not very powerful, because latterly Elizabeth had disliked a strong light anywhere, and he had felt unable to argue; most of all, he had to prevent Nell seeing whatever Mark Tremble had seen on his own person, had himself all the time to lie facing Nell or flat on his back. In any case, he wondered always how much Nell saw that he saw; how much, whatever her utterances and evidences, she analysed of the things that he analysed.


  The heavy curtains, chosen and hung by Elizabeth, had, it seemed, remained drawn all day; and by now the simplest thing was for Stephen to switch off what light there was.


  Nell, he had thought during the last ten days or ten aeons, was at her very best when the darkness was total.


  He knew that heavy drinking was said to increase desire and to diminish performance; and he also knew that it was high time in his life for him to begin worrying about such things. He had even so hinted to Arthur Thread; albeit mainly to startle Thread, and to foretoken his, Stephen’s, new life course; even though any such intimation to Thread would be virtually useless. There can be very few to whom most of one’s uttered remarks can count for very much.


  None the less, Nell and Stephen omitted that evening to arise later; even though Stephen had fully and sincerely intended it.


  The next morning, very early the next morning, Nell vouchsafed to Stephen an unusual but wonderful breakfast - if one could apply so blurred a noun to so far-fetched a repast.


  Stephen piled into his civil service raiment, systematically non-committal. He was taking particular trouble not to see his own bare back in any looking glass. Fortunately, there was no such thing in the dim bathroom.


  ‘Goodbye, my Nell. Before the weekend we shall be free.’


  He supposed that she knew what a weekend was. By now, it could hardly be clearer that she knew almost everything that mattered in the least.


  But, during that one night, the whole flat seemed to have become dark green, dark grey, plain black: patched everywhere, instead of only locally, as when they had arrived. Stephen felt that the walls, floors, and ceilings were beginning to advance towards one another. The knick-knacks were de-materializing most speedily. When life once begins to move, it can scarcely be prevented from setting its own pace. The very idea of intervention becomes ridiculous.


  What was Nell making of these swift and strange occurrences? All Stephen was sure of was that it would be unwise to take too much for granted. He must hew his way out; if necessary, with a bloody axe, as the man in the play put it.


  Stephen kissed Nell ecstatically. She was smiling as he shut the door. She might smile, off and on, all day, he thought; smile as she foraged.


  ***


  By that evening, he had drawn a curtain, thick enough even for Elizabeth to have selected, between his homebound self and the events of the daylight.


  There was no technical obstacle to his retirement, and never had been. It was mainly the size of his pension that was affected; and in his new life he seemed able to thrive on very little. A hundred costly substitutes for direct experience could be rejected. An intense reality, as new as it was old, was burning down on him like clear sunlight or heavenly fire or poetry.


  It was only to be expected that his colleagues should shrink back a little. None the less, Stephen had been disconcerted by how far some of them had gone. They would have been very much less concerned, he fancied, had he been an acknowledged defector, about to stand trial. Such cases were now all in the day’s work: there were routines to be complied with, though not too strictly. Stephen realized that his appearance was probably against him. He was not sure what he looked like from hour to hour, and he was taking no steps to find out.


  Still, the only remark that was passed, came from Toby Strand, who regularly passed remarks.


  ‘Good God, Stephen, you’re looking like death warmed up. I should go home to the wife. You don’t want to pass out in this place.’


  Stephen looked at him.


  ‘Oh God, I forgot. Accept my apology.’


  ‘That’s perfectly all right, Toby,’ said Stephen. ‘And as for the other business, you’ll be interested to learn that I’ve decided to retire.’


  ‘Roll on the day for one and all,’ said Toby Strand, ever the vox populi.


  Mercifully, Stephen’s car had been restored to a measure of health, so that the discreet bodywork gleamed slightly in the evening lustre as he drove into the rented parking space.


  ‘Nell, we can leave at cockcrow!’


  ***


  ‘I forgot about buying you that dress.’


  He was standing in his bath gown, looking at her in the wide bed. The whole flat was narrowing and blackening, and at that early hour the electric light was even weaker than usual.


  ‘I shan’t need a dress.’


  ‘You must want a change sometime.’


  ‘No. I want nothing to change.’


  He gazed at her. As so often, he had no commensurate words.


  ‘We’ll stop somewhere on the way,’ he said.


  They packed the rehabilitated car with essentials for the simple life; with things to eat and drink on the journey and after arrival. Stephen, though proposing to buy Nell a dress, because one never knew what need might arise, was resolved against dragging her into a roadside foodplace. He took all he could, including, surreptitiously, some sad souvenirs of Elizabeth, but he recognized plainly enough that there was almost everything remaining to be done with the flat, and that he would have to return one day to do it, whether or not Nell came with him. In the meantime, it was difficult to surmount what was happening to the flat, or to him. Only Nell was sweet, calm, and changeless in her simple clothes. If only the nature of time were entirely different!


  ‘You’ll be terribly cold.’


  She seemed never to say it first, never to think of it.


  He covered her with sweaters and rugs. He thought of offering her a pair of his own warm trousers, but they would be so hopelessly too wide and long.


  Islington was a misty marsh, as they flitted through; Holloway pink as a desert flamingo. The scholarly prison building was wrapped in fire. Finsbury Park was crystal as a steppe; Manor House deserted as old age.


  When, swift as thoughts of love, they reached Grantham, they turned aside to buy Nell’s dress. She chose a roughtex- tured white one, with the square neck outlined in black, and would accept nothing else, nothing else at all. She even refused to try on the dress and she refused to wear it out of the shop. Stephen concurred, not without a certain relief, and carried the dress to the car in a plastic bag. The car was so congested that a problem arose.


  ‘I’ll sit on it,’ said Nell.


  Thus the day went by as in a dream: though there are few such dreams in one lifetime. Stephen, for sure, had never known a journey so rapt, even though he could seldom desist from staring and squinting for uncovenanted blemishes upon and around the bright coachwork. Stephen recognized that, like everyone else, he had spent his life without living; even though he had had Elizabeth for much of the time to help him through, as she alone was able.


  Northwards, they ran into a horse fair. The horses were everywhere, and, among them, burlesques of men bawling raucously, and a few excited girls.


  ‘Oh!’ cried Nell.


  ‘Shall we stop? ’


  ‘No,’ said Nell. ‘Not stop.’


  She was plainly upset.


  ‘Few fairs like that one are left,’ said Stephen, as he sat intimately, eternally beside her. ‘The motors have been their knell.’


  ‘Knell,’ said Nell.


  Always it was impossible to judge how much she knew.


  ‘Nell,’ said Stephen affectionately. But it was at about that moment he first saw a dark, juicy crack in the polished metalwork of the bonnet.


  ‘Nell,’ said Stephen again; and clasped her hand, always brown, always warm, always living and loving. The huge geometrical trucks were everywhere, and it was an uncircumspect move for Stephen to make. But it was once more too misty for the authorities to see very much, to take evidence that could be sworn to.


  The mist was more like fog as they wound through Harewood’s depopulated community. Harewood really should marry Doreen as soon as it becomes possible, thought Stephen, and make a completely new start in life, perhaps have a much better type of youngster, possibly and properly for the cloth.


  Stephen was struck with horror to recollect that he had forgotten all about the costly book which had been almost certainly intended for Harewood, and which Harewood would be among the very few fully to appreciate and rejoice in. The book had not really been noticeable at first light in the eroding flat, but his lapse perturbed Stephen greatly.


  ‘A fungus and an alga living in a mutually beneficial relationship,’ he said under his breath.


  ‘What’s that? ’ asked Nell.


  ‘It’s the fundamental description of a lichen. You should know that.’


  ‘Don’t talk about it.’


  He saw that she shuddered; she who never even quaked from the cold.


  ‘It’s unlucky,’ she said.


  ‘I’m sorry, Nell. I was thinking of the book we left behind, and the words slipped out.’


  ‘We’re better without the book.’


  ‘It wasn’t really our book.’


  ‘We did right in leaving it.’


  He realized that it had been the second time when, without thinking, he had seemed ungracious about the big step she had taken for him: the second time at least.


  Therefore, he simply answered, ‘I expect so.’


  He remained uneasy. He had taken due care not to drive past the crumbling rectory, but nothing could prevent the nondelivery of Harewood’s expensive book being an odious default, a matter of only a few hundred yards. To confirm the guilt, a middle-aged solitary woman at the end of the settlement suddenly pressed both hands to her eyes, as if to prevent herself from seeing the passing car, even in the poor light.


  The ascending track was rougher and rockier than on any of Stephen’s previous transits. It was only to be expected, Stephen realized. Moreover, to mist was now added dusk. At the putative Burton’s Clough, he had to take care not to drive over the edge of the declivity; and thereafter he concentrated upon not colliding with the overgrown stony waymark. Shapeless creatures were beginning to emerge which may no longer appear by daylight even in so relatively remote a region. Caution was compelled upon every count.


  Thus it was full night when somehow they reached the spot where the track seemed simply to end - with no good reason supplied, as Stephen had always thought. Elizabeth would have been seriously upset if somehow she had seen at such a spot the familiar car in which she had taken so many unforgettable outings, even when a virtual invalid. She might have concluded that at long last she had reached the final bourne.


  The moon, still in its third quarter, managed to glimmer, like a fragrance, through the mist; but there could be no visible stars. Stephen switched on his flash, an item of official supply.


  ‘We don’t need it,’ said Nell. ‘Please not.’


  Nell was uncaring of cold, of storm, of fog, of fatigue. Her inner strength was superb, and Stephen loved it. But her indifference to such darkness as this reminded Stephen of her father, that wonderful entity, whom it was so unlucky ever to mention, probably even to think of. None the less, Stephen turned back the switch. He had noticed before that he was doing everything she said.


  As best he could, he helped her to unload the car, and followed her along the narrow paths through the damp heather. Naturally, he could not see a trace of the house, and he suddenly realized that, though they struggled in silence, he could not even hear the gently heaving spring. They were making a pile at the spot where the house must be; and Nell never put a foot wrong in finding the pile a second, third, and even fourth time. Much of the trip was steep, and Stephen was quite winded once more by his fourth climb in almost no moonlight at all, only the faint smell of moonlight; but when, that time, he followed Nell over the tangled brow, the mist fell away for a moment, as mist on mountains intermittently does, and at last Stephen could see the house quite clearly.


  He looked at Nell standing there, pale and mysterious as the moonlight began to fade once more.


  ‘Have you still got my letter? ’


  She put her hand on her breast pocket.


  ‘Of course I have.’


  They re-entered the house, for which no key was ever deemed necessary. It might be just as well, for none was available.


  Stephen realized at once that what they were doing was moving into the house pretty finally; not, as he had so recently proposed, preparing to move out of it in a short time. It was clear that once Nell truly and finally entered one’s life, one had simply to accept the consequences. Stephen could perceive well enough that Nell was at every point moved by forces in comparison with which he was moved by inauthentic fads. Acquiescence was the only possibility. The admixture in Nell of ignorance and wisdom, sometimes even surface sophistication, was continuously fascinating. In any case, she had left familiar surroundings and completely changed her way of life for him. He must do the same for her without end; and he wished it.


  The moonlight was now insufficient to show the state of the walls or the curiously assorted furnishings or the few personal traps he had omitted to bear to London. Stephen had worn gloves to drive and had not removed them to lug. He wore them still.


  None the less, when he said, ‘Shall we have a light now? ’ he spoke with some reluctance.


  “Now,’ said Nell. ‘We’re at home now.’


  He fired up some of the rough cressets he had managed to lay hands on when he had borrowed the sottish Jarrold’s Land-Rover.


  Nell threw herself against him. She kissed him again and again.


  As she did so, Stephen resolved to look at nothing more. To look was not necessarily to see. He even thought he apprehended a new vein of truth in what Nell had said on that second day, still only a very short time ago, about her father.


  Nell went upstairs and changed into the dress he had bought her. She had done it without a hint, and he took for granted that she had done it entirely to give pleasure. In aspect, she was no longer a part of nature, merging into it, an oread. Not surprisingly, the dress did not fit very well, but on Nell it looked like a peplos. She was a sybil. Stephen was scarcely surprised. There was no need for him to see anything other than Nell’s white and black robe, intuitively selected, prophetically insisted upon; quite divine, as ordinary normal girls used to say.


  When he dashed off his gloves in order to caress her, he regarded only her eyes and her raiment; but later there was eating to be done, and it is difficult, in very primitive lighting, to eat without at moments noticing one’s hands. These particular hands seemed at such moments to be decorated with horridsubfusc smears, quite new. Under the circumstances, they might well have come from inside Stephen’s driving gloves; warm perhaps, but, like most modern products, of no precise or very wholesome origin. If ineradicable, the marks were appalling; not to be examined for a single second.


  When Nell took off her new dress, Stephen saw at once (how else but at once?) that her own small single mark had vanished. She was as totally honied as harvest home, and as luscious, and as rich.


  Stephen resolved that in the morning, if there was one, he would throw away all the souvenirs of Elizabeth he had brought with him. They could be scattered on the moor as ashes in a memorial garden, but better far. The eyes that were watching from behind the marks on the walls and ceilings and utensils glinted back at him, one and all. The formless left hands were his to shake.


  ***


  In the nature of things, love was nonpareil that night; and there was music too. Nell’s inner being, when one knew her, when one really knew her, was as matchless as her unsullied body. Goodness is the most powerful aphrodisiac there is, though few have the opportunity of learning. Stephen had learned long before from the example of Elizabeth, and now he was learning again.


  Time finally lost all power.


  The music became endlessly more intimate.


  ‘God!’ cried Stephen suddenly. ‘That’s Schumann!’ He had all but leapt in the air. Ridiculously.


  ‘Where? ’ asked Nell. Stephen realized that he was virtually sitting on her. He dragged himself up and was standing on the floor.


  ‘That music. It’s Schumann.’


  ‘I hear no music.’


  ‘I don’t suppose you do.’


  Stephen spoke drily and unkindly, as he too often did, but he knew that everything was dissolving.


  For example, he could see on the dark wall the large portrait of Elizabeth by a pupil of Philip de Laszlo which had hung in their conjugal bedroom. The simulacrum was faint and ghostly, like the music, but he could see it clearly enough for present purposes, dimly self-illuminated.


  He had taken that picture down with his own hands, years and years ago; and the reason had been, as he now instantly recalled, that the light paintwork had speedily become blotched and suffused. They had naturally supposed it to be something wrong with the pigments, and had spoken between themselves of vegetable dyes and the superiorities of Giotto and Mantegna. Stephen had hidden the festering canvas in the communal basement storeroom, and had forgotten about it immediately. Now he could see it perfectly well, not over the bed, but in front of it, as always.


  ‘Come back,’ said Nell. ‘Come back to me.’


  The music, which once, beyond doubt, had been the music of love, was dying away. In its place, was a persistent snuffling sound, as if the house from outside, or the room from inside, was being cased by a wolf.


  ‘What’s that noise? That noise of an animal? ’


  ‘Come back to me,’ said Nell. ‘Come back, Stephen.’ Perhaps she was quite consciously dramatizing a trifle.


  He had gone to the window, but of course could see nothing save the misleading huge shapes of the flapping birds.


  He went back to the bed and stretched out both his hands to Nell. He was very cold.


  Though there was almost no light, Nell grasped his two hands and drew him down to her.


  ‘You see and hear so many things, Stephen,’ she said.


  As she spoke, he had, for moments, a vision of a different kind.


  Very lucidly, he saw Nell and himself living together, but, as it might be, in idealized form, vaguely, intensely. He knew that it was an ideal of which she was wonderfully capable, perhaps because she was still so young. All that was required of him was some kind of trust.


  Held by her strong hands and arms, he leaned over her and faltered.


  ‘But whatever animal is that? ’ he demanded.


  She released his hands and curled up like a child in distress. She had begun to sob.


  ‘Oh, Nell,’ he cried. He fell on her and tried to reach her. Her muscles were as iron, and he made no impression at all.


  In any case, he could not stop attending to the snuffling, if that was the proper word for it. He thought it was louder now. The noise seemed quite to fill the small, low, dark, remote room; to leave no space for renewed love, however desperate the need, however urgent the case.


  Suddenly, Stephen knew. A moment of insight had come to him, an instinctual happening.


  He divined that outside or inside the little house was Nell’s father.


  It was one reason why Nell was twisted in misery and terror. Her father had his own ways of getting to the truth of things. She had said so.


  Stephen sat down on the bed and put his hand on her shoulder. Though he was shivering dreadfully, he had become almost calm. The process of illumination was suggesting to him the simple truth that, for Nell too, the past must be ever present. And for her it was, in common terms, the terms after which he himself was so continuously half-aspiring, a past most absurdly recent. How could he tell what experiences were hers, parallel to, but never meeting, his own?


  It would be no good even making the obvious suggestion that they should dwell far away. She could never willingly leave the moor, even if it should prove the death of her; no more than he had been able all those years to leave the flat, the job, the life, all of which he had hated, and been kept alive in only by Elizabeth.


  ‘What’s the best thing to do, Nell?’ Stephen inquired of her. ‘Tell me and we’ll do it exactly. Tell me. I think I’m going to dress while you do so. And then perhaps you’d better dress too.’


  After all, he began to think, there was little that Nell had ever said about her father or her sister which many girls might not have said when having in mind to break away. He would not have wanted a girl who had no independent judgement of her own family.


  The processes of insight and illumination were serving him well, and the phantom portrait seemed to have dissipated completely. The snuffling and snorting continued. It was menacing and unfamiliar, but conceivably it was caused merely by a common or uncommon but essentially manageable creature of the moors. Stephen wished he had brought his revolver (another official issue), even though he had no experience in discharging it. He could not think how he had omitted it. Then he recollected the horrible furred-up flat, and shuddered anew, within his warm clothes.


  For the first time it occurred to him that poor Elizabeth might be trying, from wherever she was, to warn him. Who could tell that Harriet had not made a miraculous recovery (she was, after all, in touch with many different faiths); and was not now ready once more to accept him for a spell into the life at the rectory?


  Nell was being very silent.


  Stephen went back to the bed.


  ‘Nell.’


  He saw that she was not in the bed at all, but standing by the door.


  ‘Nell.’


  ‘Hush,’ she said. ‘We must hide.’


  ‘Where do we do that? ’


  ‘I shall show you. He could see that she was back in her shirt and trousers; a part of the natural scene once more. Her white dress glinted on the boards of the floor.


  To Stephen her proposal seemed anomalous. If it really was her father outside, he could penetrate everywhere, and according to her own statement. If it was a lesser adversary, combat might be better than concealment.


  Nell and Stephen went downstairs in the ever more noisy darkness, and Nell, seemingly without effort, lifted a stone slab in the kitchen floor. Stephen could not quite make out how she had done it. Even to find the right slab, under those conditions, was a feat.


  ‘All the houses have a place like this,’ Nell explained.


  ‘Why?’ inquired Stephen. Surely Nell’s father was an exceptional phenomenon? Certainly the supposed motion of him was akin to no other motion Stephen had ever heard.


  ‘To keep their treasure,’ said Nell.


  ‘You are my treasure,’ said Stephen.


  ‘You are mine,’ responded Nell.


  There were even a few hewn steps, or so they felt to him. Duly it was more a coffer than a room, Stephen apprehended; but in no time Nell had the stone roof down on them, almost with a flick of the elbow, weighty though the roof must have been.


  Now the darkness was total; something distinctly different from the merely conventional darkness above. All the same, Stephen of all people could not be unaware that the stone sides and stone floor and stone ceiling of the apartment were lined with moss and lichen. No doubt he had developed sixth and seventh senses in that arena, but the odour could well have sufficed of itself.


  ‘How do we breathe? ’


  ‘There is a sort of pipe. That’s where the danger lies.’


  ‘You mean it might have become blocked up?’


  ‘No.’


  He did not care next to suggest that it might now be blocked deliberately. He had already made too many tactless suggestions of that kind.


  She saved him the trouble of suggesting anything. She spoke in the lowest possible voice.


  ‘He might come through.’


  It was the first time she had admitted, even by implication, who it was: outside or inside - or both. Stephen fully realized that. It was difficult for him not to give way to the shakes once more, but he clung to the vague possibilities he had tried to sort out upstairs.


  ‘I should hardly think so,’ he said. ‘But how long do you suggest we wait? ’


  ‘It will be better when it’s day. He has to eat so often.’


  It would be utterly impossible for Stephen to inquire any further; not at the moment. He might succeed in finding his way to the bottom of it all later. He was already beginning to feel cramped, and the smell of the fungi and the algae were metaphorically choking him and the moss realistically tickling him; but he put his arm round Nell in the blackness, and could even feel his letter safe against her soft breast.


  She snuggled back at him; as far as circumstances permitted. He had only a vague idea of how big or small their retreat really was.


  Nell spoke again in that same lowest possible voice. She could communicate, even in the most pitchy of blackness, while hardly making a sound.


  ‘He’s directly above us. He’s poised.’


  Stephen mustered up from his school days a grotesque recollection of some opera: the final scene. The Carl Rosa had done it: that one scene only; after the film in a cinema near Marble Arch. Elizabeth had thought the basic operatic convention too far-fetched to be taken seriously; except perhaps for Mozart, who could always be taken seriously.


  ‘I love you,’ said Stephen. No doubt the chap in the opera had said something to the like effect, but had taken more time over it.


  Time: that was always the decisive factor. But time had been mastered at last.


  ‘I love you,’ said Nell, snuggling ever closer; manifesting her feeling in every way she could.


  ***


  Curiously enough, it was at the verge of the small, lustrous pool that Stephen’s body was ultimately found.


  A poor old man, apparently resistent to full employment and even to the full security that goes with it, found the corpse, though, after all those days or weeks, the creatures and forces of the air and of the moor had done their worst to it, or their best. There was no ordinary skin anywhere. Many people in these busy times would not even have reported the find.


  There were still, however, folk who believed, or at least had been told that the pool was bottomless; and even at the inquest a theory was developed that Stephen had been wandering about on the moor and had died of sudden shock upon realizing at what brink he stood. The coroner, who was a doctor of medicine, soon disposed of that hypothesis.


  None the less, the actual verdict had to be open; which satisfied nobody. In these times, people expect clear answers; whether right or wrong.


  Harewood, almost his pristine self by then, inquired into the possibility of a memorial service in London, which he was perfectly prepared to come up and conduct. After all, Stephen was an OBE already, and could reasonably hope for more.


  The view taken was that Stephen had been missing for so long, so entirely out of the official eye, that the proper moment for the idea was regrettably, but irreversibly, past.


  The funeral took place, therefore, in Harewood’s own church, where the father and the grandfather of both the deceased and the officiant had shepherded so long with their own quiet distinction. People saw that no other solution had ever really been thinkable.


  Doreen had by now duly become indispensible to the rector; in the mysterious absence of Stephen, to whom the rector had specifically allotted that function. At the funeral, she was the only person in full black. Not even the solitary young man from the Ministry emulated her there. It had not been thought appropriate to place Stephen’s OBE on the coffin, but during the service the rector noticed a scrap of lichen thereon which was different entirely, he thought, from any of the species on the walls, rafters, and floors of the church. Performing his office, Harewood could not at once put a name to the specimen. The stuff that already lined the open grave was even more peculiar; and Harewood was more than a little relieved when the whole affair was finally over, the last tributes paid, and he free to stumble back to Doreen’s marmite toast, and lilac peignoir. The newest number of the Journal had come in only just before, but Harewood did not so much as open it that evening.


  As Stephen’s will had been rendered ineffective by Elizabeth’s decease, Harewood, as next of kin, had to play a part, whether he felt competent or not, in winding everything up. Fortunately, Doreen had been taking typing lessons, and had bought a second-hand machine with her own money.


  The flat was found to be in the most shocking state, almost indescribable. It was as if there had been no visitors for years; which, as Harewood at once pointed out, had almost certainly been more or less the case, since the onset of Elizabeth’s malady, an epoch ago.


  A single, very unusual book about Harewood’s own speciality was found. It had been published in a limited edition: a minute one, and at a price so high that Harewood himself had not been among the subscribers.


  ‘Poor fellow!’ said Harewood. ‘I never knew that he was really interested. One can make such mistakes.’


  The valuable book had of course to be disposed of for the benefit of the estate.


  Stephen’s car was so far gone that it could be sold only for scrap; but, in the event, it never was sold at all, because no one could be bothered to drag it away. If one knows where to look, one can see the bits of it still.


  Marriage


  Helen Black and Ellen Brown: just a simple coincidence, and representative of the very best that life offers most of us by way of comedy and diversion. A dozen harmless accidents of that kind and one could spend a year of one's life laughing and wondering, and ever and anon recur to the topic in the years still to come.


  Laming Gatestead met Helen Black in the gallery of the theater. The only thing that mattered much about the play or the production was that Yvonne Arnaud was in it, which resulted in Helen adoring the play, whereas Laming merely liked it. However, the topic gave them something to talk about. This was welcome, because it was only in the second intermission that Laming had plucked up courage (or whatever the relevant quality was) to speak at all.


  Helen was a slightly austere-looking girl, with a marked bone structure and pale eyes. Her pale hair was entirely off the face, so that her equally pale ears were conspicuous. She might not have been what Laming would have selected had he been a playboy in Brussels or a casting director with the. latest "Spotlight" on his knees; but, in present circumstances, the decisive elements were that Helen was all by herself and still quite young, whereas he was backward, blemished, and impecunious. Helen wore a delightfully simple black dress, very neatly kept. When they rose at the end of the applause, to which Laming had contributed with pleasing vigor, Helen proved to be considerably the taller.


  Secretly, Laming was very surprised when she agreed to come with him for coffee and even more surprised when, after a second cup, she accepted his invitation to another gallery, this time with Marie Tempest as the attraction. A night was firmly settled upon for the following week. They were to find one another inside. Helen had appreciated how little money Laming might have, and being entertained to coffee was quite enough at that stage of their acquaintanceship.


  He took her hand, only to shake it, of course, but even that was something. It was, however, a dry, bony hand, more neutral, he felt, than his own.


  "Oh," he said, as if he had been speaking quite casually. "I don't know your name."


  "Helen Black."


  "Perhaps I'd better have your address? I might get a sore throat."


  "42 Washwood Court, N.W.6."


  Of course his Chessman's Diary for that year had been carefully though unobtrusively at the ready: an annual gift from his Aunty Antoinette.


  "I'm Laming Gatestead."


  "Like the place in the North?"


  "Not Gateshead. Gatestead."


  "So sorry." Her eyes seemed to warm a little in the ill-lit back street, on to which the gallery exit romantically debouched.


  "Everyone gets it wrong."


  "And what an unusual Christian name!"


  "My father was keen on Sir Laming Worthington-Evans. He used to be secretary of state for war. He's dead now."


  "Which of them is?"


  "Both are, I'm afraid."


  "I am sorry. Was your father a soldier?"


  "No, he just liked to follow political form, as he called it."


  They parted without Laming's address in Drayton Park having had to be prematurely divulged.


  After that, they saw Leslie Banks and Edith Evans in The Taming of the Shrew, and before they had even stirred their coffee, Helen said, "My roommate and I would like you to come to supper one of these evenings. Not before eight o'clock, please, and don't expect too much."


  Roommates were not always joined in such invitations, but Laming realized that, after all, Helen knew virtually nothing about him and might well have been advised not necessarily to believe a word men actually said.


  "My roommate will be doing most of the cooking," said Helen.


  Ah!


  "What's her name?"


  "Ellen Brown."


  "What an extraordinary coincidence!"


  "Isn't it? How about next Wednesday? Ellen comes home early on Wednesdays and will have more time."


  "What does Ellen do?"


  "She advises on baby clothes."


  "Not exactly my world. Well, not yet."


  "Ellen's very nice," said Helen firmly.


  Helen's face offered much expression, Laming reflected. Within her own limits, she seemed to do perfectly well without it.


  And, indeed, Ellen was nice. In fact, she was just, about the nicest girl that Laming had ever encountered (if that was the word). Her handshake was soft, lingering, and very slightly moist, and the deep V of her striped jumper implied a trustfulness that went straight to Laming's heart. She had large brown eyes, a gentle nose, and thick, short hair, very dark, into which one longed to plunge first one's fingers and then one's mouth. Laming found himself offering her the box of White Magic peppermint creams he had brought with him, before realizing that of course he should have proffered it first to Helen.


  In fact, Ellen, herself so like a soft round peppermint cream, immediately passed the unopened box to Helen, which hardly made an ideal start to what was bound to be a tricky evening.


  Ellen looked much younger than Helen. Fifteen years? Laming wondered. But he was no good at such assessments and had several times in his life made slightly embarrassing errors.


  "I'm quite ready when you both are," said Ellen, as if Helen had contributed nothing to the repast. There was no smell of cooking and no sign of a teacloth. Everything was calm and controlled.


  "Laming would like a glass of sherry first," said Helen. She wore a simple dark-blue dress.


  Again Laming had difficulty in not raising his glass primarily to Ellen.


  There was a little soup and then a cutlet each, with a few runner beans and pommes a la Suisse.


  Helen sat at the head of the small rectangular table, with Laming on her left and Ellen on her right.


  Laming was unable to meet Ellen's lustrous eyes for more than a second at a time, but there was no particular difficulty in gazing for longer periods at the glimpses of Ellen's slip, peony in color. Ellen's hand movements were beautiful too.


  Helen was talking about how much she adored Leslie Banks. She would go absolutely anywhere to see him, do absolutely anything. She said such things without a trace of gush or even any particular animation. It was possibly a manner she had acquired in the civil service. (She was concerned in some way with poultry statistics.)


  "I often dream of that mark on his face," said Helen calmly.


  "Is it a birthmark?" asked Ellen. Her very voice was like sweet chestnut puree at Christmas and, in the same way, offered only sparingly. She had said only five things since Laming had been in the room. Laming knew because he had counted them. He also remembered them, word perfect.


  "I think it's a war wound," said Laming, speaking toward his cutlet.


  "Ellen wouldn't know," said Helen. "She doesn't follow the stage very much. We must go and see Raymond Massey some time, Laming. I adore him too, though not as much as Leslie Banks."


  "Raymond Massey is a Canadian," offered Laming.


  "But with hardly a trace of an accent."


  "I once saw Fred Terry when I was a kid," said Laming. "In Sweet Nell of Old Drury."


  "I was brought up in Sidmouth, and Ellen in Church Win-shun," said Helen.


  "Only North London," said Laming, with exaggerated modesty. "But I saw Fred Terry and Julia Neilson at the King's Hammersmith when visiting my aunty."


  "I simply long to go to Stratford-on-Avon," said Helen. "I believe Fabia Drake's doing frightfully well there."


  "Yes, it would be lovely," said Laming.


  "I adore opera too. I long to go to Bayreuth."


  Laming was too unsure of the details to make an effective reply to that; so he concentrated on paring away the hard narrow strip from the upward edge of his cutlet.


  Later there were orange segments and cream; while Helen spoke of life in South Devon, where she had lived as a child and Laming had twice been on farmhouse holidays.


  Ellen brought them coffee, while they sat on the settee. Her eyes were reflected in the fluid. No odalisque could have made slighter movements to more effect.


  The peppermint creams came partially into their own.


  "I don't eat many sweet things," said Helen. "You must remember, Laming?"


  The worst part was that now he did remember. She had submitted quite a list of such items in the cafe after Marie Tempest. What she liked most was chicken perfectly plain. What she liked least was anything rich. What a crashing mistake he had made in the selection of his gift! But what else would have been practicable?


  Ellen, however, was making up for her roommate. She was eating cream after cream, and without even asking before taking another, which made it all the more intimate.


  "I long to visit Japan and see the Noh." said Helen.


  Laming did not know about that at all and could only suppose it was a relative of the mikado, about whom there was something unusual. Or perhaps it was a huge stone thing, like the Sphinx.


  "When I get my certificate, I'm going on a real bust," said Laming, then blushed at the word. "If I get my certificate, that is."


  "Surely you will, Laming?"


  "No one can ever be quite sure."


  Ellen was twisting about in the armchair, arranging herself better.


  Laming told a rather detailed story about the older colleague in the firm who had left no stone unturned but still lacked a certificate. "It's held up his marriage for more than eight years. He was there long before I was."


  "I'm sure that won't happen to you, Laming. Shall we ask Ellen to give us some more coffee? Don't you adore coffee? I drink it all night to keep me awake."


  Laming assumed that it was her statistics. Increasingly, civil servants were having to take work home, as if they had been in real business. Laming had read about it in the evening paper, more than once, in fact.


  "Not too full, Ellen! I shall slop it over myself."


  "Would you like to see my old programs, Laming? Ellen won't mind, I'm sure."


  But Laming had managed to glimpse a meaning look in Ellen's soft features. It contrasted noticeably with Helen's habitual inexpressiveness.


  "I should like it, but I think we should do something that Ellen can join in."


  He was quite surprised at himself and did not dare to look at Helen that time.


  "Shall we play three-handed Rocket?"


  "I'm afraid I don't know the rules."


  "I'm nothing like clever enough for them," said Ellen, her sixth or seventh remark.


  Laming had ceased to count. He knew he could not carry any more remarks faithfully enough in his mind.


  "Well, then, we'll just talk," said Helen. "What aie we going to do next, Laming?"


  "There's that thing at the Apollo."


  "Yes, I long to see that."


  "I can't remember a single thing that's been said about it."


  "We mustn't always allow our minds to be made up for us."


  They had all become quite chummy, Laming realized; nor could it be the passing effect of alcohol. At that moment he felt that he had been really accepted into the household. Instinctively, his manners fell to pieces a little.


  At the end of the evening, Helen said, "You must come again often. We like having company, don't we, Ellen?"


  Ellen simply nodded, but with her lovely, almost elfin, smile. She was fiddling with the bottom edge of her jumper, using both hands. The narrow horizontal stripes were in a sort of gray, a sort of blue, a sort of pink. Her skirt was fawn.


  "I should very much like to, Helen," replied Laming, in a public-school manner, though the place he had been to was pretty near the bottom of any realistic list.


  "Well, do. Now, Laming, we meet a week from today at the Apollo."


  She imparted her dry grip. Laming could not but remember that only three or four weeks ago it had all but thrilled him. When in bed, he must look at his Chessman's Diary to see exactly how long ago it had been.


  Ellen merely stood smiling, but with her hands locked together behind her skirt, a posture that moved Laming considerably.


  On the way home, however, he was wrestling with a problem more familiar: the problem of how to attempt reciprocation in these cases, when one could not at all afford it; these cases in which hospitality could hardly be rejected if one were to remain a social being at all. The complaint against life might be that even if one expended one's every mite, which would be both unwise and impracticable, the social level accomplished did not really justify the sacrifice. Most urgently one needed to start at a higher level: ab initio, ah ovo. And, if one hadn't, what really was the use?


  But after business came pleasure, and Laming, awake in bed, spent a long, long time musing on Ellen, and twisting about restlessly. It was gray dawn before, in a sudden panic, he fell asleep.


  In fact, was thinking about Ellen a pleasure? Apart from the inner turmoil caused by her very existence, there was the certainty that she was quite other than she seemed, and the extreme uncertainty about what to do next in order to advance with her.


  When his mother brought him his cup of tea, he looked at her with sad eyes, then quickly turned away, lest she notice.


  However, for the first time in Laming's life, something extraordinary happened, something that a third party might have marveled at for months and drawn new hope from.


  Only two days later a crisis had arisen in the office: one of the partners required a parcel to be delivered at an address "down Fulham way," as the partner put it; and Laming had been the first to volunteer for the job-or perhaps, as he subsequently reflected, the junior who could best be spared.


  "You can take a No. 14 most of the distance," the partner had said. "If you get stuck, ask someone. But do take care, old chap. That thing's fragile." Whereupon he had guffawed and returned to his den.


  Laming had clambered off the bus at more or less the spot the partner had indicated and had looked around for someone to guide him further. At such times, so few people look as if they could possibly know; so few are people one could care or dare to address at all. In the end, and without having to put down the heavy parcel, Laming had obtained directions from a middle-aged district nurse, though she had proved considerably less informed than Laming had taken for granted. In no time at all, Laming had been virtually lost, and the parcel twice or thrice its former weight.


  And now he had come to a small park or municipal garden, with mongrels running about the kids in one corner, breaking things up. He was very nearly in tears. At the outset, it had seemed likely that offering to perform a small service would stand well for him in his career, but that notion had gone into reverse and japed at him within five minutes of his starting to wait for the bus. He could hardly carry the parcel much farther. Ought he to spend money of his own on a taxi? If one were to appear?


  And then he saw Ellen. The road was on his left, the dark-green park railings were on his right, and there were very few people on the pavement. Ellen was walking toward him. He nearly fainted, but responsibility for the parcel somehow saved him.


  "Hullo, Laming!"


  It was as if they were the most tender and long-standing of friends, for whom all formality was quite unnecessary.


  "Hullo, Ellen!"


  He too spoke very low, though really they were almost alone in the world.


  "Come and sit down."


  He followed her along the length of railing and through the gate. In a sense, it was quite a distance, but she said nothing more. He had heard that, in circumstances such as these, burdens became instantly and enduringly lighter, but he was not finding that with the parcel.


  She was wearing a sweater divided into diamonds of different colors, but with nothing garish about it; and the same fawn skirt.


  Once or twice she looked back with an encouraging smile. Laming almost melted away, but again the parcel helped to stabilize him.


  He had naturally supposed that they would sit on a seat There were many seats, made years ago of wooden beams set in green cast iron frames, some almost perpendicular, some sloping lasciviously backward. Many had been smashed up by children, and none at that moment seemed in any way occupied.


  But Ellen sat down at the foot of a low grassy bank, even though there was an empty seat standing almost intact at the top of the rise. Laming, after a moment for surprise and hesitation, quite naturally sat down beside her. It was early May and the grass seemed dry enough, though the sky was overcast and depressing. He deposited the parcel as carefully as he could. It was a duty to keep close to it.


  "I want you," said Ellen. "Please take me." She lifted his left hand and laid it on her right thigh, but under her skirt. He felt her rayon panties. It was the most wonderful moment in his life.


  He knew perfectly well also that with the right person such things as this normally do not happen, but only infrequently with the wrong person.


  He twisted around and, inserting his right hand under her jumper until it reached up to her sweetly silken breast, kissed her with passion. He had never kissed anyone with passion before.


  "Please take me," said Ellen again.


  One trouble was of course that he never had, and scarcely knew how. Chaff from the chaps really tells one very little. Another trouble was "lack of privacy," as he had heard it termed. He doubted very much whether most people-even most men-started in such an environment, whatever they might do later.


  He glanced around as best he could. It was true that the park, quite small though it was, now seemed also quite empty. The children must be wrecking pastures new. And the visibility was low and typical.


  "Not the light for cricket," said Laming. As a matter of fact, there were whitish things at the other end, which he took to be sight screens.


  "Please," said Ellen, in her low, urgent voice. Her entire conversational method showed how futile most words really are. She began to range around him with her hand.


  "But what about-?"


  "It's all right. Please."


  Still, it really was the sticking point, the pons asinorum, the gilt off the gingerbread, as everyone knew.


  "Please," said Ellen.


  She kicked off her shoes, partly gray, partly black; and he began to drag down her panties. The panties were in the most beautiful, dark-rose color: her secret, hidden from the world.


  It was all over much more quickly than anyone would have supposed. But it was wrong that it should have been so. He knew that. If it were ever to become a regular thing for him, he must learn to think much more of others, much less of himself. He knew that perfectly well.


  Fortunately the heavy parcel seemed still to be where he had placed it. The grass had, however, proved to be damp after all.


  He could hardly restrain a cry. Ellen was streaked and spattered with muddy moisture, her fawn skirt, one would say, almost ruined; and he realized that he was spattered also. It would be impossible for him to return to the office that day. He would have to explain some fiction on the telephone, and then again to his mother, who, however, he knew, could be depended upon with the cleaners-if, this time, cleaning could do any good. He and Ellen must have drawn the moisture from the ground with the heat of their bodies.


  Ellen seemed calm enough, nonetheless, though she was not precisely smiling. For a moment, Laming regretted that she spoke so little. He would have liked to know what she was thinking. Then he realized that it would be useless anyway. Men never know what girls are thinking, and least of all at moments such as this. Well, obviously.


  He smiled at her uneasily.


  The two of them were staring across what might later in the year become the pitch. At present, the gray-greenness of everything was oddly meaningless. In mercy, there was still almost no one within the park railings; that is, no one visible, for it was inconceivable that in so publicly available a place, only a few miles from Oxford Circus and Cambridge Circus, there should at so waking an hour be no one absolutely. Without shifting himself from where he was seated, Laming began to glance around more systematically. Already he was frightened, but then he was almost always more frightened than not. In the end, he looked over his shoulder.


  He froze.


  On the seat almost behind them, the cast-iron and wood seat that Ellen had silently disdained, Helen was now seated. She wore the neat and simple black dress she had worn in the first place. Her expression was as expressionless as ever.


  Possibly Laming even cried out.


  He turned back and sank his head between his knees.


  Ellen put her soft hand on his forearm. "Don't worry, Laming," she said.


  She drew him back against her bosom. It seemed to him best not to struggle. There must be an answer of some kind, conceivably, even, one that was not wholly bad.


  "Please don't worry, Laming," said Ellen cooingly.


  And when the time came for them to rise up finally, the seat was empty. Truly, it was by then more overcast than ever: Stygian might be the very word.


  "Don't forget your parcel," said Ellen, not merely conventionally but with genuine solicitude.


  She linked her arm affectionately through his and uttered no further word as they drew away.


  He was quite surprised that the gate was still open.


  "Where shall we meet next?" asked Ellen.


  "I have my job," said Laming, torn about.


  "Where is it?"


  "We usually call it Bloomsbury."


  She looked at him. Her eyes were wise and perhaps mocking.


  "Where do you live?"


  "Near Finsbury Park."


  "I'll be there on Saturday. In the park. Three o'clock in the American Garden."


  She reached up and kissed him most tenderly with her kissing lips. She was, of course, far, far shorter than Helen.


  "What about Helen?" he asked.


  "You're going to the Apollo with Helen on Wednesday," she replied unanswerably.


  And, curiously enough, he had then found the address for the parcel almost immediately. He had just drifted on in a thoroughly confused state of mind, and there the house obviously was, though the maid looked very sniffy indeed about the state of his suit in the light from the hall, not to speak of his countenance and hands; and from below a dog had growled deeply as he slouched down the steps.


  Soon, the long-threatened rain began.


  Of course, had he been a free agent, Laming was so frightened that he would not have seen Ellen again. But he was far from a free agent. If he had refused, Ellen might have caused trouble with Helen, whom he had to meet on Wednesday: women were far, far closer to other women in such matters, than men were to men. Alternatively, he could never just leave Ellen standing about indefinitely in the American Garden; he was simply not made that way; and if he were to attempt a deferment with her, all her sweetness would turn to gall. There was very little scope for a deferment, in any case: the telephone was not at all a suitable instrument, in the exact circumstances, and with his nervous temperament. And there was something else, of course: Laming now had a girl, and such an easygoing one, so cozy, so gorgeous in every way; and he knew that he would be certain to suffer within himself later if he did not do what he could to hold on to her-at least to the extent of walking up to the American Garden and giving it one more try. Helen or no Helen. It is always dangerous to put anything second to the need we all feel for love.


  It was colder that day, and she was wearing a little coat. It was in simple midbrown and had square buttons, somewhere between bone and pearl in appearance. She was dodging about among the shrubs, perhaps in order to keep warm. Laming had wondered about that on the way up.


  "Hullo, stranger!"


  "Hullo, Ellen!"


  She kissed her inimitable kiss, disregarding the retired rail-waymen sitting about in greatcoats and mufflers, waiting for the park cafe to open.


  "We're going somewhere," said Ellen.


  "Just as well," said Laming, with a shiver, partly nerves, partly sex, partly cool, damp treacherous weather. But of course he had struck entirely the wrong and unromantic note. "Where are we going?" he asked.


  "You'll see," said Ellen, and took his arm in her affectionate way, entirely real.


  The railwaymen glowered mptionlessly, awaiting strong tea, awaiting death, seeing death before them, not interfering.


  Ellen and Laming tramped silently off, weaving around bushes, circumventing crowded baby carriages.


  Orsino, Endymion, Adonis: the very roads were named after lovers. Laming had never noticed that before. He had always approached the park from the south, and usually with his mother, who did not walk fast and often gasped painfully. Once in the park she had downed a whole bottle of Tizer. How they had all laughed about that, forever and a day!


  Around this turn and that, in the queer streets north of the park, Ellen and Laming stole, tightly locked together; until, within the shake of a lamb's tail as it seemed, they were ascending a narrow flight of steep black stairs. Ellen had unlocked the front door, as if to the manner born, and of course she was going up first. She unlocked another door and they were home and dry. -


  "Did it work out all right about your clothes? The mud, I mean?"


  She merely smiled at him.


  "Who lives here?"


  "My sister."


  "Not Helen!"


  Of course not Helen. What a silly thing to say! How stupidly impulsive! Ellen said nothing.


  There were little drawings on the walls by imitators of Peter Scott and Mabel Lucie Attwell, but all much faded by years of summer sun while the tenant was out at work.


  Or tenants. Most of the floor space was occupied by an extremely double divan, even a triple divan, Laming idiotically speculated, squarer than square. It hardly left room for the little round white table, with pansies and mignonette round the edge. All seemed clean, trim, self-respecting. The frail white chairs for dinner parties were neatly tucked in.


  "Is your sister married?"


  Ellen continued silent. She stood in front of him, smiling, abiding.


  He took off her coat and placed it on the hanger on the door. There was a housecoat hanging there already, sprayed. with faded yellow Chinamen and faded blue pagodas and faded pink dragons with one dot in each eye.


  "She won't barge in on us suddenly?"


  Ellen threw back her head. Her neck was beautifully shaped, her skin so radiant, that it seemed all wrong to touch it. She was wearing a little mauve dress, fastening up the back, and with a pleated skirt.


  Laming put his hands gently on her breasts, but she did not raise her head.


  When he lifted it for her, it fell forward on her front, in renewed token of uninterest in sociable conventionalities, in the accepted tensions.


  Laming unfastened her dress and drew it over her head. Unskillfully though he had done it, her hair looked almost the same, and, in what slight disorder had arisen, even more alluring.


  She was wearing nothing but a plum-colored garter belt and lovely, lovely stockings.


  Laming wished there was somewhere where he himself could undress alone. There were various doors. The kitchenette. The bath and toilet. A cupboard or two for rainwear and evening dresses and ironing boards. It would look silly to open so many doors, one after the other. Laming drew the curtain across the window, as if that made any difference. In any case, and owing to mechanical difficulties, he had drawn it only half across the window.


  He undressed with his back to her, as if that made any difference either.


  She would be naked by now, and half laughing at him, half fractious, because he had never before knowingly seen a naked adult woman.


  When, lumpishly, he turned to her, she had removed her garter belt, but still wore her stockings, now secured by garters. She had brought them out from somewhere. They were bunched up in pink, violet, and black lace. She was no longer smiling. She looked as serious and ethereal as an angel on a card.


  "What about-?" There was that, and everyone knew it.


  "Come in," said Ellen, climbing in herself.


  The immense divan was as the sea. Clinging together, he and she were drowning in it, down, drown, down, drown. As they dropped, all the way, she showed him small, wonderful things, which tied him in fetters, clogged him with weights.


  Hours later, as it seemed, it was over; and until who could tell when? It had continued for so long that he was afraid to look at his watch. Post coitum omne animal triste est, as the boozy classics and history master had pointed out to the middle fifth, Laming's highest form in the school.


  However, it was still daylight. Could it be the next day, Sunday? Had his mother been left alone in the house all night? Of course not, but the real trouble was the utter and total irreconcilability between this life, real life perhaps, and daily life. Laming apprehended this with a lurch like a broken leg or arm: a fracture that could never mend.


  Ellen was pottering about, doing things to herself, making tea.


  It occurred to Laming that exactly at the point where this life, real life, and daily life were at right angles, stood Helen, or, rather, sat on a park bench. Laming, naked in some almost unknown person's bed, actually found himself looking around the room for her, and with small starts of terror, as when jabbed by a schoolfriend's penknife.


  Ellen emerged from the kitchenette with two cups of tea on a small tray. It had been a gift offer and was covered with eider ducks, the name of the firm scrupulously omitted. Ellen had straightened both her stockings and her tight, frilly garters. Laming could still feel the latter tickling his thighs when it had all begun.


  Tea was just what he wanted; Ellen had somehow known that, as his mother always knew it. Ellen was drinking it only for company's sake and making eyes at him over the rim of the cup. God, the illusion there can be in a single cup of hot tea! In the first cup, anyway. But it would be quite like Helen to materialize ever so faintly, just when he was relaxing, though it would have been difficult for her to find anywhere suitable to sit in the bijou flatlet. The only armchair was filled with copies of The Natural World, so that Ellen was sitting on the foot of the divan, with her legs pressed together in the most ladylike degree. Her breasts were firm as cockleshells.


  She rose chastely and came for his empty cup.


  "More?"


  He faintly shook his head. Normally, he would have accepted and probably gone on accepting, but now he felt unequal even to drinking tea. He was a haunted man.


  Ellen took the cups back into the kitchenette, and he could hear her tidily washing them up. She put the milk back in the refrigerator, and what was presumably the ingredient itself back into a little cabinet which shut with a click and was probably marked Tea. She returned to the living room and, standing before a small octagonal looking glass in which the reproduction of "The Childhood of John the Baptist" had-previously been reflected, began to comb her silky but sturdy hair.


  Laming assumed from this that they were about to depart and felt most disinclined. It was as when at last one reaches Bexhill or Gognor Regis and the beach is calling, but never before has one felt more promise to lie in mere musing in and upon one's new bed and, thus, half slumbering one's life away.


  Ellen combed and combed; then she tied a wide cherry-colored sash around her breasts and reentered the divan with him. He could smell the scent she had sprayed on her neck and shoulders in the bathroom. Even her eyes were brighter than ever under the influence of some ointment. Her hand began once more to explore Laming. To his surprise, he roused up immediately, and was bemused no more. It might have been the brief and partial breaking in of daily life that had half stupefied him. He tied Ellen's sash tighter than ever with the strength that is supposedly male; so that her bright eyes clouded like pools.


  Hours later once more; it was not merely dark but black as blindfold, and they were both lying on the floor, relishing its hardness through the carpet, which stretched from wall to wall, though that was but a short way, however one measured it. Ellen's body was hard too, now that there was resistance. Their legs tangled like rubbery plants. She showed him things that can only be done in the dark, however clumsily, things he would never be able quite to evade or reject.


  Laming felt an agonizing, sciatic pain and writhed upwards, though Ellen's arms were still around his waist.


  He saw that from what must have been the ceiling, or at least very near the ceiling, a pair of pale eyes were looking expressionlessly down on him, on the two of them. He could even see some hint of the bone structure surrounding the eyes. Then there was another pain, like a gutting knife ripping out his tendon.


  He yelled out, from the pain and from the vision. Instantly, Ellen was all softness and tenderness, a minstering angel of the midnight. He clenched his eyes shut, as he had so often done in childhood and at school, however foolish it might seem to do it when all was dark anyway.


  Midnight! Or could it be even later? He had no idea what had become of his watch. He only knew that his mother must have started worrying long since. Her dependence on him was complete, so that much of the time he quite forgot about her.


  He was lying on his back with Ellen on top of him, embracing him, enveloping him, enchanting him. Her released bosom pressed tenderly down on him, and her mouth rested softly on his chin. In the end, she had reconciled him to reopening his screwed up eyes, which were about the level of her head. He had to give himself a mental jerk in order to perform the operation, but he really knew quite well that the other eyes, or face, would have gone. They never remained for very long.


  When they had the light on and were walking about again, he still felt the sciatic stress, very much so. He was positively limping, though Ellen could not have been nicer about it, more sympathetic. It proved not to be midnight at all, let alone later. It was only about quarter to eleven.


  "Doesn't your sister want to come home sometimes?"


  "Not when we want the flat, silly."


  They walked, arm in arm, to Major House station. Even the jazz on the radio had mostly stopped.


  "I'm seeing Helen on Wednesday," he remarked idiotically.


  "And me on Saturday," she responded. "Same time and place. OK?"


  There was a kind of pause.


  "OK, Laming?"


  "OK," said Laming.


  She kissed him softly and disappeared down the station steps with complete composure, utter serenity.


  It was only just after quarter past when Laming put his key in his mother's front door. Though his mother was pale, she was so glad to see him that it was quite easy to explain that another chap had suggested that he and Laming go to the movies and that the picture had proved much longer than they had thought, and so forth. The film had been about climbing in the High Andes, Laming said, and there were wonderful shots of llamas.


  "I thought they were in the Himalayas, Laming."


  "These were llamas with two l's, Mumsey dear. As if they were Welsh llamas. They have almond eyes and they spit."


  The explanations were practicable because he had in fact seen the film, without having bothered to tell her. It had been shown some weeks ago in the canteen next door to the office, where many of the men found their way for lunch. It was being circulated to such places by some adult educational organization. The oddest things prove in the end to have a use of some kind, Laming reflected. He had often noticed that.


  "What's the matter with your leg, Laming?"


  "I think I've twisted it somehow."


  "Better see Dr. Pokorna on Monday before you go to work."


  "It'll be quite well by Monday, I promise, Mumsey."


  She still looked doubtful, as well as pale.


  "I promise."


  What he could never decide about her was whether she really took it for granted that girls were a matter of indifference to him.


  "Something wrong with your leg, Laming?"


  "I seem to have twisted it, Helen. I've no idea where."


  "What have you been doing with yourself since our little party?"


  "Same old grind." Really, he could not bring himself to meet her eyes. He did not see how he ever again could meet them, look right into their paleness. What was he to do?


  "Not many people here," he said.


  "We mustn't let ourselves be affected by numbers. We must behave and react exactly as we should if the theater were packed."


  "Yes, of course," said Laming, though he did not know how he was going to do that either.


  Furthermore, the curtain simply would not go up. Even though no one new had come in for ten minutes by Laming's watch, the watch that had been lost in the big bed.


  "Did you enjoy our party?" asked Helen.


  "You know I did, Helen."


  "Ellen said she thought you didn't like her."


  "Of course I liked her, Helen."


  "Don't you think she's very attractive in her own way?"


  "I'm sure she is."


  "I sometimes feel quite a shadow when I'm with her, even though I may be that much cleverer."


  "She doesn't seem to speak very much."


  "Ellen's a very nice person, but she happens to be the exact opposite to me in almost every way," explained Helen. "I should adore to change places with her once in a while. Don't you think that would be great fun?"


  A man in a dinner jacket had come onto the front of the stage and was reading from a piece of paper, having first assumed a pair of spectacles, while they watched it. It appeared that one of the company had a sudden attack of gastric flu; time had passed while his understudy had been sought for on the telephone; and it had now been decided that someone else's understudy should come on in the proper costume and read the part from the script.


  "I thought that understudies were always waiting about in the wings," said Laming.


  "I expect there isn't much money with this production," said Helen. "It's a shame about the poor fellow being ill, isn't it?"


  "I've never heard of him."


  "It might have been his big chance," said Helen, "and now it's gone, because the play might be off before he's better."


  "We mustn't think about that," said Laming, following her earlier and more sanguine cue.


  How on earth was he to entertain her at the end? After that party? What exactly would she expect? The problem had been worrying him all day. He had become involved with two girls when he could not afford even one, never had been able to and probably never would.


  Descending the many steps to ground level, Helen summed up excellently: the rest of the cast had naturally been affected by the zombie in their midst, and it would be unfair to judge the play, as a play, by this single overcast representation. "I adore blank verse, anyway," Helen concluded.


  Laming hadn't even realized.


  "Especially this new kind," said Helen. "It can be terribly exciting, don't you think?"


  Of course she gave no sign of being excited in the least, because she never did.


  "Would you like a Welsh rarebit tonight, Helen? By way of a little change?"


  "Oh, no, I can't eat things like cheese. Our usual cup of coffee is absolutely all I need. Besides, it makes a kind of tradition for us, don't you think?"


  At the end, she suggested that next time they go to Reunion in Vienna, with the Lunts.


  He really could not suggest that there might be difficulty in finding a free evening, and he doubted whether she could suggest it either, even in quite other circumstances.


  "The Lunts are very popular," he pointed out. "We might not get. in."


  "Let's try. If we fail, we can always go to something else. We shall be in the middle of Theaterland. What about a week from today?"


  "Could we make it Thursday?"


  They agreed to meet in the queue that time.


  They still shook hands each time they parted, though, by now, only in a token way. Advance in intimacy was marked by her omission to remove her glove for such a trifling, though symbolic, contact.


  "You tie me up nicely and then you can do what you like with me. Afterwards, I'll tie you up and do things with you." Tot Ellen it was a quite long speech, the longest, he thought, he had ever heard her make. They had already been in the flatlet a good couple of hours.


  It had become much warmer, as befitted the later part of May, and she had been wearing a short-sleeved blouse, instead of a sweater; a beach skirt instead of the fawn one. The blouse was in narrow honey and petunia stripes, with a still narrower white stripe at intervals. Ellen had left most of the buttons unfastened. The retired railwaymen, some without their jackets, had just stared and then began talking with self-conscious absorption, to their fellow workers, willing her to go, to be burnt up, while they diverted attention. Ellen was also wearing little-girl knee socks. Laming was desiring her far past the point of embarrassment all the way to the flatlet.


  He could not even touch her, let alone take her half-bare arm.


  But when, at that later point, he acted upon her suggestion, he had to admit to himself that he lost initiative: he did not really know what he could do, what would be far enough out of the ordinary to please her. And when he appealed to her for suggestions, she began to display that all too familiar female amalgam of mockery and fury.


  It was when he struck out at her with the first thing that came to hand that he saw Helen standing in the window with her back to the room. She too wore a lighter dress, one that Laming had not seen before; cornflower-colored. Previously, he had himself had the window behind him, or at his feet, but of course she could not have been there or she would have cast a shadow, and right across Ellen's body. Or was that true of whatever was in the room with him and Ellen?


  The figure in the window was all too manifestly sunk in trouble and despair. One could almost hear the sobs and see the bitter tears falling on the new dress. Even the hair was obviously disordered across the face.


  Laming threw away the object he had snatched up, totally unromatic and unsuitable in any case.


  "What's the matter now?" inquired Ellen.


  "Look!" This time Laming actually pointed a shaking finger. "Look!" he cried again.


  "What at?"


  On the previous occasions he was unsure whether or not Ellen had seen what he saw. He also realized quite well, then and now, that it would probably remain uncertain, no matter what she said or did.


  "Look at me instead," said Ellen quietly. "Do something nice to me, Laming!"


  He looked back at the window, but of course the two of them were once more along, or seemingly so.


  "Oh, my God," cried Laming.


  "Do something nice to me, Laming," said Ellen again. "Please, Laming."


  She was becoming ever more talkative, it would seem; and he had realized that there were things one could do, which involved talk, very much so. The popular antithesis between talk and action is frequently false, but in no case more so than after meeting a girl in the American Garden.


  Laming liked Reunion in Vienna better than any other play he could remember. He could identify almost completely with the archduke in white tunic and scarlet trousers, for whom Haydn's stirring anthem was played whenever he appeared, and for whom ladies wore lovely evening dresses almost all the time. There was sadness in it too, though; if there was no hope at all of ever living like that (because nowadays no one did), what point was there to living at all? Laming was so carried away by the finale to Act One that he momentarily forgot all about Helen, and when the intermission came, he could think of nothing to say to her. She might perhaps like the play, at least up to a point; but it could not conceivably mean as much to her as it meant to him.


  What Helen proved really to like was Lynne Fontanne. "I should adore to look as elegant as that," she said.


  "You often do," responded Laming, though it cost him an effort, and she actually took his hand for a moment as they sat there.


  How strange life is! Laming reflected. If he had somehow been richer, he could obviously have been a Lothario. As things were, Helen's hand frightened him. Also she was wearing the cornflower dress he had first seen the previous Saturday in the flatlet.


  "I love coming here with you," she said later, when they were in the cafe. "It's an adventure for me." If only she could have looked more adventurous! Laming supposed it was that which was wrong.


  Moreover, the three girls who served in the place, all obtrusively married, had long ago come to recognize Helen and Laming when they entered and to take them more and more for granted. Helen quite probably liked that, but Laming did not. Also they solicited with increasing cheekiness for more substantial orders than single cups of coffee. Laming was perfectly well aware that the three girls were laughing at him every minute he was in the place and probably for much of the rest of their time together too.


  "What about Careless Rapture next week?"


  "We shall never get in to that."


  "The gallery's enormous."


  He had not known, because he had never entered the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane.


  Again they agreed to meet in the queue. That evening, Helen had continued to insist upon paying for herself, most honorably.


  "I adore Ivor Novello's way of speaking," said Helen. "It gives me the shivers."


  "Isn't he-?"


  "What does that matter, Laming? We must be open-minded, though of course I wouldn't actually marry Ivor."


  Laming could think of no rejoinder.


  In any case he needed no reminding that he was a man marked down.


  And to think that he had started all this himself, taken the initiative quite voluntarily! At least, he supposed he had. In what unpredictable ways just about everything worked out! Most things, in fact, went into full reverse, just as was always happening at school! If you want peace, prepare for war, as the classics and history master had admonished them.


  "I can't wait till next time," said Helen unexpectedly, as they parted. Not that even then her eyes lighted up, or anything like that. Laming realized that work, with poultry statistics in the civil service was hardly calculated to put a light in anyone's eyes. He quite appreciated the need to be fair. It was simply so difficult to act upon it..


  Laming thought of Ellen's eyes.


  But apparently the immediate trouble was to be that Helen's inability to wait until next time had to be taken literally. Laming began to see her all over the place.


  The first occasion was the very next morning, Thursday. He had been sent out by the office manager to buy sponge cakes to go with everyone's midmorning coffee, and he had glimpsed her back view on the other side of the street, still in that same dress, purchased or brought out for the summer that was now upon them all.


  He was very upset.


  Nonetheless, the second occasion proved to be that same afternoon. Laming had been dispatched by the partner who was in charge of buying to an address in E. 1., almost Whitechapel, Laming thought; and, in that unlikely region, he saw Helen in her dress climbing aboard a No. 25 bus, not ten yards in front of him. She was having difficulty with what appeared to be a heavy black bundle. Indeed, on account of it, she might well have spotted Laming, and perhaps had. Of course it would have been unreasonable to suppose that in the course of a single day she would have had time or reason to change her dress. Still, Laming was now not merely ordinarily frightened, but for the time almost deprived of thought, so that he could not for the life of him recall what he had been told to seek in E.1. The buying partner spoke very sharply to him when he crept into the office empty-handed (he had managed to lose even his library book) and ashen.


  And after Laming had been totally unable to explain himself to his mother, and had then passed one of his utterly sleepless nights, came, on Friday morning, the third occasion; and, this third time, he walked straight into Helen, head-on. Things had begun to move faster.


  He had left the office quite voluntarily, saying that he needed to be in the fresh air for a few minutes, and had walked into Helen within a bare two hundred yards from the outer door, where Tod sat, the one-eyed custodian. It was before Laming had even reached the appliance place on the corner, about which everyone joked.


  What was more, he could have sworn that not for a second had he seen her coming, even though there were very few people on the pavement, far, far fewer, he would have said, than usual at that hour. If he had detected her, if there had been even the slightest tremor of warning, he would have shown the swiftest possible pair of heels the street had ever seen, convention or no convention, bad leg or no bad leg; and if he had been run over in the process, would it have mattered very much?


  Helen was wearing another neat summer dress (after all, a whole sleepless night had passed), this one white creeping foliage on a brick wall background, as Laming could see quite well; and she was again carrying something weighty, this time slung over her left shoulder, which gave her an utterly absurd resemblance to the cod-carrying fisherman in the Scott's Emulsion advertisement. There was no advertisement that Laming knew better than that one; standing, as it did, for mens Sana in corpore sano.


  "Hullo," said Laming, in a very low, very shivery voice, audible to no one but her.


  She simply trudged past him in her white court shoes, very simple in design. She showed no sign of even seeing him, let alone of hearing his greeting. Under other circumstances, it might have been difficult to decide whether she looked alive or dead. Her burden duly took the shape of a long, gray anonymous object. It seemed to be heavier than ever, as Helen was staggering a little, deviating from a perfectly straight course.


  Laming clung sickly to the railings until a middle-aged woman with hair made metallic by curlers came halfway up the area steps and asked if he was all right.


  "Quite all right," replied Laming, a little petulantly.


  The woman washed her hands of him on her flowered apron.


  But then a police constable materialized.


  "Had a little too much?"


  Laming thought it best to nod.


  "Work near here?"


  Laming nodded again.


  It was fortunate that all the partners had left together for luncheon before Laming was brought back to the office by an arm of the law.


  The next day, Saturday, Laming's leg was suddenly much worse. Indeed, it hurt so much that he could hardly walk the short distance to the park, and the American Garden was, of course, on the far side. His mother looked extremely anxious as she stood on the porch, kissing him good-bye again and again. It was quite terribly hot.


  Still, much was at stake, and Laming was determined to meet Ellen, even if he did himself a permanent injury. He would be most unlikely ever again to find anyone like Ellen in his entire life, so that, if he lost her, a permanent injury might hardly matter. Confused thinking, but, as with so much thinking of that kind, conclusive.


  When he arrived, he found that the railwaymen were actually lying on their backs upon the grass. They were in their braces, with their eyes shut, their mouths sagging. It was like the end of a military engagement, the reckoning.


  And, this time, there was no sign at all of Ellen, who had previously been there first. Laming looked in vain behind all the shrub arrangements and then lowered himself onto one of the seats which the railwaymen normally occupied. He extended his bad leg, then lifted it horizontally onto the seat.


  A fireman in uniform sauntered past, looking for dropped matches, for tiny plumes of smoke. There was a sound of children screeching at one another, but that was over the brow of the hill. Laming would have taken off his jacket if he had not been meeting a lady.


  "Hullo, Laming."


  It was Helen's voice. She had crept up behind his head in complete silence.


  "Ellen asked me to say that she can't come today. She's so sorry. There's a difficulty in the shop. We're both a bit early, aren't we?"


  Laming pushed and pulled his bad leg off the seat, and she sat beside him.


  She was in the brick-wall dress with the mesh of white foliage: She looked cool and dry as ever. How could Laming be there early? He must have made too much allowance for infirmity.


  "Say something!" said Helen.


  What could anyone say? Laming felt as if he had suffered a blow on the very center of the brain from a lead ingot. His leg had begun to burn in a new way.


  "I'm sorry if I frightened you," said Helen.


  Laming managed to smile a little. He still knew that if he said anything at all, it would be something foolish, ludicrously inappropriate.


  "Please take me to Kelly's flat." It seemed to be a matter of course.


  "Kelly?" Even that had been copycatted without volition.


  "Where you usually go. Come on, Laming. It'll be fun. We might have tea there."


  "I can only walk slowly. Trouble again with my leg."


  "Ellen says it's just around the corner. We can buy some cakes on the way."


  They set forth, a painful journey, where Laming was concerned. They circumvented the inert railwaymen. In one or two cases, Helen stepped over them, but that was more than Laming cared to risk.


  Helen spoke. "Won't you take my hand, as it's Saturday?"


  "I'd like to, but I think I'd better concentrate."


  "Take my arm, if you prefer."


  Orsino, Endymion, Adonis: how differently one feels about these heroes when one re-encounters them amid such pain, such heat!


  Nor did they buy any cakes; there was no shop, and Laming did not feel like going in search, even though he realized it might be wise to do so.


  "I forgot," exclaimed Laming, as they turned the last and most crucial corner. "I haven't got any keys. I think we need two at least."


  "Ellen lent me hers," said Helen. She had been carrying them, not in her handbag, but all the time in her hand. They were on a little ring, with a bauble added. Helen's gloves were white for the hot weather, in lacelike net.


  Helen and Laming were inside the flatlet. Helen sat on the huge divan, not pulling down her dress, as she usually did. Laming sat on one of the little white chairs, at once bedroom chairs and informal dinner-table chairs.


  "What do you and Ellen usually do first?" asked Helen. She spoke as if she had kindly volunteered to help with the accounts.


  "We talk for a bit," said Laming, unconvincing though that was when everyone knew that Ellen seldom spoke at all.


  "Well, let's do that," said Helen. "Surely it can do no harm if I take off my dress? I don't want to crumple it. You'd better take some things off too, in all this heat."


  And, indeed, perspiration was streaming down Laming's face and body, like runnels trickling over a wasteland.


  Helen had taken off her white shoes too.


  "Do you like my petticoat?" she inquired casually. "It came from Peter Jones in Sloane Square. I don't think I've ever been in North London before."


  "I like it very much," said Laming.


  "It's serviceable, anyway. You could hardly tear it if you tried. Have you lived in North London all your life?"


  "First in Hornsey Rise and then, after my father died, in Drayton Park."


  "I adored my father, though he was very strict with me."


  "So your father's dead too?"


  "He allowed me no license at all. Will you be like that with your daughter, Laming, when the time comes?"


  "I don't expect I'll ever have a daughter, Helen." Because of his leg, he would have liked a softer, lower chair and, for that matter, a more stoutly constructed one. But the springy, jumpy divan would not be the answer either, unless he were completely to recline on it, which would be injudicious.


  "Do take something off, Laming. You look so terribly hot.". But he simply could not. Nor had he any knowledge of how men normally behaved, were called upon to behave, in situations such as this. Ellen had made all easy, but the present circumstances were very different, and of course Ellen herself was one of the reasons why they were different.


  "I am looking forward to Careless Rapture," said Helen. "I adore Dorothy Dickson's clothes."


  Laming had never to his knowledge seen Dorothy Dickson. "She's very fair, isn't she?" he asked.


  "She's like a pretty flower bending before the breeze," said Helen.


  "Isn't she married to a man named Souchong?" "Heisen," said Helen. "I thought it was some kind of tea."


  "After a week without leaving the department, it's so wonderful to talk freely and intimately."


  There it was! A week without leaving the department, and he had supposed himself to have seen her yesterday, and twice the day before, and all over London!


  As well as feeling hot and tortured, Laming suddenly felt sick with uncertainty; it was like the very last stage of mal de mer, and almost on an instant. Probably he had been feeling a little sick for some time.


  "Laming!" said Helen, in her matter-of-fact way, "if I were to take off my petticoat, would you take off your coat and pullover?"


  If he had spoken, he would have vomited, and perhaps at her, the flatlet being so minute. "Laming! What's the matter?"


  If he had made a dash for the bathroom, he would have been unable to stop her coming in after him, half-dressed, reasonable, with life weighed off-and more than ordinary people, it would seem, to judge by her excessively frequent appearances. So, instead, he made a dash for the staircase.


  Holding in the sick, he flitted down the stairs. At least, he still had all the clothes in which he had entered. "Laming! Darling! Sweetheart!"


  She came out of the flatlet after him, and a terrible thing followed.


  Helen, shoeless, caught her stockinged foot in the nailed-down landing runner and plunged the whole length of the flight, falling full upon her head on the hall floor, softened only by cracked, standard-colored linoleum. The peril of the fall had been greatly compounded by her agitation.


  She lay there horribly tangled, horribly inert, perhaps with concussion, perhaps with a broken neck, though no blood was visible. Her petticoat was ripped, and badly, whatever the guarantee might have been.


  Laming could well have been finally ill at that point, but the effect upon him was the opposite. He felt cold and awed, whatever the hall thermometer might show; and he forgot about feeling sick.


  He stood trembling lest another tenant, lest the wife of a caretaker, intrude upon the scene of horror. There was a flatlet door at this ground-floor level, and a flight of stairs winding into the dark basement. But there was no further sound of any kind; in fact, a quite notable silence. It was, of course, a Saturday, the weekend.


  Laming opened the front door of the house, as surreptitiously as one can do such a thing in bright sunlight.


  There was no one to be seen in the street, and about eyes behind lace curtains there was nothing to be done before nightfall. Laming could scarcely wait until nightfall.


  When outside the house, he shut the door quietly, resenting the click of the Yale-type fitment. He felt very exposed as he stood at the top of the four or five North London steps, like Sidney Carton on the scaffold, or some man less worthy.


  He dropped down the steps and thereby hurt his leg even more. Nonetheless, he began to run, or perhaps rather to jogtrot. It was hot as Hell.


  He cantered unevenly around the first corner.


  And there stood Ellen; startled and stationary at his apparition. She was in a little blue holiday singlet, and darker blue shorts, plain and sweet. Apart from Ellen, that thoroughfare seemed empty too.


  "Laming!"


  She opened wide her arms, as one does with a child.


  Matted and haggard, he stared at her. Then he determinedly stared away from her.


  "I waited and waited. In the American Garden. Then I thought I'd better come on."


  She was adorable in her playgirl rig, and so understanding, so truly loving.


  But Laming was under bad influences. "Who's Kelly?" he asked.


  "A friend," she replied. "But you haven't seen him."


  He glared brazenly at the universe.


  Then he pushed rudely past her, and all the way home his head sang a popular song to him, as heads do in times of trouble.


  His mother spoke with urgency. "Oh, Laming. I'm so glad to see you back."


  He stared at her like a murderer who had the police car in the next street.


  "You look tired. Poor Laming! It's a girl isn't it?"


  He could only gaze at the floor. His leg was about to fall right off. His brain had gone rotten, like an egg.


  "There's always the one you take, and the one you might have taken."


  He continued to stare at the eroded lentil-colored carpet


  "Lie down and rest. I'll come back for you soon."


  Agonizingly he flopped onto the hard chesterfield, with its mustard-and-cress covering, much worn down in places.


  In the end, she was with him again. She wore a short-sleeved nightdress in white lawn, plain and pure. Her hair had long been quite short. She looked like a bride.


  "It's too hot for a dressing gown," she said, smiling. He smiled wanly back.


  "Let me help you to take your things off," she said.


  And when they were in bed, her bed, with the windows open and the drawn blinds carelessly flapping, she seemed younger than ever. He knew that she would never change, never disappoint. She did not even need to be thought about.


  "Laming," she said. "You know who loves you best of all."


  He sank into her being.


  His leg could be forgotten. The heat could be forgotten. He had sailed into port. He had come home. He had lost and found himself.


  The Inner Room


  It was never less than half an hour after the engine stopped running that my father deigned to signal for succour. If in the process of breaking down, we had climbed, or descended, a bank, then first we must all exhaust ourselves pushing. If we had collided, there was, of course, a row. If, as had happened that day, it was simply that, while we coasted along, the machinery had ceased to churn and rattle, then my father tried his hand as a mechanic. That was the worst contingency of all: at least, it was the worst one connected with motoring.


  I had learned by experience that neither rain nor snow made much difference, and certainly not fog; but that afternoon it was hotter than any day I could remember. I realised later that it was the famous long summer of 1921, when the water at the bottom of cottage wells turned salt, and when eels were found baked and edible in their mud. But to know this at the time, I should have had to read the papers, and though, through my mother’s devotion, I had the trick of reading before my third birthday, I mostly left the practice to my younger brother, Constantin. He was reading now from a pudgy volume, as thick as it was broad, and resembling his own head in size and proportion. As always, he had resumed his studies immediately the bumping of our almost springless car permitted, and even before motion had ceased. My mother sat in the front seat inevitably correcting pupils’ exercises. By teaching her native German in five schools at once, three of them distant, one of them fashionable, she surprisingly managed to maintain the four of us, and even our car. The front offside door of the car leaned dangerously open into the seething highway.


  “I say,” cried my father.


  The young man in the big yellow racer shook his head as he tore by. My father had addressed the least appropriate car on the road.


  “I say.”


  I cannot recall what the next car looked like, but it did not stop.


  My father was facing the direction from which we had come, and sawing the air with his left arm, like a very inexperienced policeman. Perhaps no one stopped because all thought him eccentric. Then a car going in the opposite direction came to a standstill behind my father’s back. My father perceived nothing. The motorist sounded his horn. In those days horns squealed, and I covered my ears with my hands. Between my hands and my head my long fair hair was like brittle flax in the sun.


  My father darted through the traffic. I think it was the Portsmouth Road. The man in the other car got out and came to us. I noticed his companion, much younger and in a cherry-coloured cloche, begin to deal with her nails.


  “Broken down?” asked the man. To me it seemed obvious, as the road was strewn with bits of the engine and oozy blobs of oil. Moreover, surely my father had explained?


  “I can’t quite locate the seat of the trouble,” said my father.


  The man took off one of his driving gauntlets, big and dirty.


  “Catch hold for a moment.” My father caught hold.


  The man put his hand into the engine and made a casual movement. Something snapped loudly.


  “Done right in. If you ask me, I’m not sure she’ll ever go again.”


  “Then I don’t think I’ll ask you,” said my father affably. “Hot, isn’t it?” My father began to mop his tall corrugated brow, and front-to-back ridges of grey hair.


  “Want a tow?”


  “Just to the nearest garage.” My father always spoke the word in perfect French.


  “Where to?”


  “To the nearest car repair workshop. If it would not be troubling you too much.”


  “Can’t help myself now, can I?”


  ***


  From under the back seat in the other car, the owner got out a thick, frayed rope, black and greasy as the hangman’s.


  The owner’s friend simply said “Pleased to meet you,” and began to replace her scalpels and enamels in their cabinet.


  We jolted towards the town we had traversed an hour or two before; and were then untied outside a garage on the outskirts.


  “Surely it is closed for the holiday?” said my mother. Hers is a voice I can always recall upon an instant: guttural, of course, but beautiful, truly golden.


  “’Spect he’ll be back,” said our benefactor, drawing in his rope like a fisherman. “Give him a bang.” He kicked three times very loudly on the dropped iron shutter. Then without another word he drove away.


  It was my birthday, I had been promised the sea, and I began to weep. Constantin, with a fretful little wriggle, closed further into himself and his books; but my mother leaned over the front seat of the car and opened her arms to me. I went to her and sobbed on the shoulder of her bright red dress.


  “Kleine Lene, wir stecken schon in der Tinte.”


  My father, who could pronounce six languages perfectly but speak only one of them, never liked my mother to use her native tongue within the family. He rapped more sharply on the shutter. My mother knew his ways, but, where our welfare was at stake, ignored them.


  “Edgar,” said my mother, “let us give the children presents. Especially my little Lene.” My tears though childish, and less viscous than those shed in later life, had turned the scarlet shoulder of her dress to purple. She squinted smilingly sideways at the damage.


  My father was delighted to defer the decision about what next to do with the car. But, as pillage was possible, my I mother took with her the exercises, and Constantin his fat little book.


  We straggled along the main road, torrid, raucous, adequate only for a gentler period of history. The grit and dust stung my face and arms and knees, like granulated glass. My mother and I went first, she holding my hand. My father struggled to walk at her other side, but for most of the way, the path was too narrow. Constantin mused along in the rear, abstracted as usual.


  “It is true what the papers say,” exclaimed my father. “British roads were never built for motor traffic. Beyond the odd car, of course.”


  My mother nodded and slightly smiled. Even in the line-less hopsacks of the twenties, she could not ever but look magnificent, with her rolling, turbulent honey hair, and Hellenic proportions. Ultimately we reached the High Street. The very first shop had one of its windows stuffed with toys; the other being stacked with groceries and draperies and coal-hods, all dingy. The name “Popular Bazaar,” in wooden relief as if glued on in building blocks, stretched across the whole front, not quite centre.


  It was not merely an out of fashion shop, but a shop that at the best sold too much of what no one wanted. My father comprehended the contents of the toy department window with a single, anxious glance, and said “Choose whatever you like. Both of you. But look very carefully first. Don’t hurry.” Then he turned away and began to hum a fragment from The Lady of the Rose.


  But Constantin spoke at once. “I choose those telegraph wires.” They ranged beside a line of tin railway that stretched right across the window, long undusted and tending to buckle. There were seven or eight posts, with six wires on each side of the post. Though I could not think why Constantin wanted them, and though in the event he did not get them, the appearance of them, and of the rusty track beneath them, is all that remains clear in my memory of that window.


  “I doubt whether they’re for sale,” said my father. “Look again. There’s a good boy. No hurry.”


  “They’re all I want,” said Constantin, and turned his back on the uninspiring display.


  “Well, we’ll see,” said my father. “I’ll make a special point of it with the man... He turned to me. “And what about you? Very few dolls, I’m afraid.”


  “I don’t like dolls any more.” As a matter of fact, I had never owned a proper one, although I suffered from this fact only when competing with other girls, which meant very seldom, for our friends were few and occasional. The dolls in the window were flyblown and detestable.


  “I think we could find a better shop from which to give Lene a birthday present,” said my mother, in her correct, dignified English.


  “We must not be unjust,” said my father, “when we have not even looked inside.”


  The inferiority of the goods implied cheapness, which unfortunately always mattered; although, as it happened, none of the articles seemed actually to be priced.


  “I do not like this shop,” said my mother. “It is a shop that has died.”


  Her regal manner when she said such things was, I think, too Germanic for my father’s Englishness. That, and the prospect of unexpected economy, perhaps led him to be firm.


  “We have Constantin’s present to consider as well as Lene’s. Let us go in.”


  By contrast with the blazing highway, the main impression of the interior was darkness. After a few moments, I also became aware of a smell. Everything in the shop smelt of that smell, and, one felt, always would do so; the mixed odour of any general store, but at once enhanced and passe. I can smell it now.


  “We do not necessarily want to buy anything,” said my father, “but, if we may, should like to look round?”


  Since the days of Mr. Selfridge the proposition is supposed to be taken for granted, but at that time the message had yet to spread. The bazaar-keeper seemed hardly to welcome it. He was younger than I had expected (an unusual thing for a child, but I had probably been awaiting a white-bearded gnome); though pale, nearly bald, and perceptibly grimy. He wore an untidy grey suit and bedroom slippers.


  “Look about you, children,” said my father. “Take your time. We can’t buy presents every day.”


  I noticed that my mother still stood in the doorway.


  “I want those wires,” said Constantin.


  “Make quite sure by looking at the other things first.” Constantin turned aside bored, his book held behind his back. He began to scrape his feet. It was up to me to uphold my father’s position. Rather timidly, I began to peer about, not going far from him. The bazaar-keeper silently watched me with eyes colourless in the twilight.


  “Those toy telegraph poles in your window,” said my father after a pause, fraught for me with anxiety and responsibility. “How much would you take for them?”


  “They are not for sale,” said the bazaar-keeper, and said no more.


  “Then why do you display them in the window?” “They are a kind of decoration, I suppose.” Did he not know?, I wondered.


  “Even if they’re not normally for sale, perhaps you’ll sell them to me,” said my vagabond father, smiling like Rothschild. “My son, you see, has taken a special fancy to them.”


  “Sorry,” said die man in the shop.


  “Are you the principal here?”


  “I am.”


  “Then surely as a reasonable man,” said my father, switching from superiority to ingratiation


  “They are to dress the window,” said the bazaar man. “They are not for sale.”


  This dialogue entered through the back of my head as, diligently and unobtrudingly, I conned the musty stock. At the back of the shop was a window, curtained all over in grey lace: to judge by the weak light it offered, it gave on to the living quarters. Through this much filtered illumination glimmered the facade of an enormous dolls’ house. I wanted it at once. Dolls had never been central to my happiness, but this abode of theirs was the most grown-up thing in the shop.


  It had battlements, and long straight walls, and a variety of pointed windows. A gothic revival house, no doubt; or even mansion. It was painted the colour of stone; a grey stone darker than the grey light, which flickered round it. There was a two-leaved front door, with a small classical portico. It was impossible to see the whole house at once, as it stood grimed and neglected on the corner of the wide trestle-shelf. Very slowly I walked along two of the sides; the other two being dark against the walls of the shop. From a first-floor window in the side not immediately visible as one approached, leaned a doll, droopy and unkempt. It was unlike any real house I had seen, and, as for dolls’ houses, they were always after the style of the villa near Gerrard’s


  Cross belonging to my father’s successful brother. My uncle’s house itself looked much more like a toy than this austere structure before me.


  “Wake up,” said my mother’s voice. She was standing just behind me.


  “What about some light on the subject?” enquired my father.


  A switch clicked.


  The house really was magnificent. Obviously, beyond all financial reach.


  “Looks like a model for Pentonville Gaol,” observed my father.


  “It is beautiful,” I said. “It’s what I want.”


  “It’s the most depressing-looking plaything I ever saw.”


  “I want to pretend I live in it,” I said, “and give masked balls.” My social history was eager but indiscriminate.


  “How much is it?” asked my mother. The bazaar-keeper stood resentfully in the background, sliding each hand between the thumb and fingers of the other.


  “It’s only second-hand,” he said. “Tenth-hand, more like. A lady brought it in and said she needed to get rid of it. I don’t want to sell you something you don’t want.”


  “But suppose we do want it?” said my father truculently. “Is nothing in this shop for sale?”


  “You can take it away for a quid,” said the bazaar-keeper. “And glad to have the space.”


  “There’s someone looking out,” said Constantin. He seemed to be assessing the house, like a surveyor or valuer, “It’s full of dolls,” said the bazaar-keeper. “They’re thrown in. Sure you can transport it?”


  “Not at the moment,” said my father, “but I’ll send someone down.” This, I knew, would be Moon the seedman, f who owned a large canvas-topped lorry, and with whom my father used to fraternise on the putting green.


  “Are you quite sure?” my mother asked me.


  “Will it take up too much room?”


  My mother shook her head. Indeed, our home, though out of date and out at elbows, was considerably too large for us.


  “Then, please.”


  Poor Constantin got nothing.


  ***


  Mercifully, all our rooms had wide doors; so that Moon’s driver, assisted by the youth out of the shop, lent specially for the purpose, could ease my birthday present to its new resting place, without tilting it or inflicting a wound upon my mother’s new and self-applied paint. I noticed that the doll at the first-floor side window had prudently withdrawn. For my house, my parents had allotted me the principal spare room, because in the centre of it stood a very large dinner table, once to be found in the servants’ hall of my father’s childhood home in Lincolnshire, but now the sole furniture our principal spare room contained. (The two lesser spare rooms were filled with cardboard boxes, which every now and then toppled in heart arresting avalanches on still summer nights.) On the big table the driver and the shop boy set my house. It reached almost to the sides, so that those passing along the narrow walks would be in peril of tumbling into a gulf; but, the table being much longer than it was wide, the house was provided at front and back with splendid parterres of deal, embrocated with caustic until they glinted like fluorspar.


  When I had settled upon the exact site for the house, so that the garden front would receive the sun from the two windows, and a longer parterre stretched at the front than at the back, where the columned entry faced the door of the room, I withdrew to a distant corner while the two males eased the edifice into exact alignment.


  “Snug as a bug in a rug,” said Moon’s driver when the (perilous walks at the sides of the house had been made straight and equal.


  “Snugger,” said Moon’s boy.


  ***


  I waited for their boots, mailed with crescent slivers of steel, to reach the bottom of our creaking, coconut-matted stair, then I tiptoed to the landing, looked, and listened. The sun had gone in just before the lorry arrived, and down the passage the motes had ceased to dance. It was three o’clock, my mother was still at one of her schools, my father was at the rifle range. I heard the men shut the back door. The principal spare room had never before been occupied, so that the key was outside. In a second, I transferred it to the inside, and shut and locked myself in.


  As before in the shop, I walked slowly round my house, but this time round all four sides of it. Then, with the knuckles of my thin white forefinger, I tapped gently at the front door. It seemed not to have been secured, because it opened, both leaves of it, as I touched it. I pried in, first with one eye, then with the other. The lights from various of the pointed windows blotched the walls and floor of the miniature entrance hall. None of the dolls was visible.


  It was not one of those dolls’ houses of commerce from which sides can be lifted in their entirety. To learn about my house, it would be necessary, albeit impolite, to stare through the windows, one at a time. I decided first to take the ground floor. I started in a clockwise direction from the front portico. The front door was still open, but I could not see how to shut it from the outside.


  There was a room to the right of the hall, leading into two other rooms along the right side of the house, of which, again, one led into the other. All the rooms were decorated and furnished in a Mrs. Fitzherbert-ish style; with handsomely striped wallpapers, botanical carpets, and chairs with legs like sticks of brittle golden sweetmeat. There were a number of pictures. I knew just what they were: family portraits. I named the room next the hall, the occasional room, and the room beyond it, the morning room. The third room was very small: striking out confidently, I named it the Canton Cabinet, although it contained neither porcelain nor fans. I knew what the rooms in a great house should be called, because my mother used to show me the pictures in large, once fashionable volumes on the subject which my father had bought for their bulk at junk shops.


  Then came the long drawing room, which stretched across the entire garden front of the house, and contained the principal concourse of dolls. It had four pointed French windows, all made to open, though now sealed with dust and rust; above which were bulbous triangles of coloured glass, in tiny snowflake panes. The apartment itself played at being a cloister in a Horace Walpole convent; lierne vaulting ramified across the arched ceiling, and the spidery Gothic


  pilasters were tricked out in mediaeval patchwork, as in a Puseyite church. On the stout golden wallpaper were decent Swiss pastels of indeterminate subjects. There was a grand piano, very black, scrolly, and, no doubt, resounding; four shapely chandeliers; a baronial fireplace with a mythical blazon above the mantel; and eight dolls, all of them female, dotted about on chairs and ottomans with their backs to me. I hardly dared to breathe as I regarded their woolly heads, and noted the colours of their hair: two black, two nondescript, one grey, one a discoloured silver beneath the dust, one blonde, and one a dyed-looking red. They wore woollen Victorian clothes, of a period later, I should say, than that when the house was built, and certainly too warm for the present season; in varied colours, all of them dull. Happy people, I felt even then, would not wear these variants of rust, indigo, and greenwood.


  I crept onwards; to the dining room. It occupied half its side of the house, and was dark and oppressive. Perhaps it might look more inviting when the chandelier blazed, and the table candles, each with a tiny purple shade, were lighted. There was no cloth on the table, and no food or drink. Over the fireplace was a big portrait of a furious old man: his white hair was a spiky aureole round his distorted face, beetroot-red with rage; the mouth was open, and even the heavy lips were drawn back to show the savage, strong teeth; he was brandishing a very thick walking stick which seemed to leap from the picture and stun the beholder. He was dressed neutrally, and the painter had not provided him with a background: there was only the aggressive figure menacing the room. I was frightened.


  Two rooms on the ground floor remained before I once more reached the front door. In the first of them a lady was writing with her back to the light and therefore to me. She frightened me also; because her grey hair was disordered and of uneven length, and descended in matted plaits, like snakes escaping from a basket, to the shoulders of her coarse grey dress. Of course, being a doll, she did not move, but the back of her head looked mad. Her presence prevented me from regarding at all closely the furnishings of the writing room.


  Back at the north front as I resolved to call it, perhaps superseding the compass rather than leading it, there was a cold-looking room, with a carpetless stone floor and white walls, upon which were the mounted heads and horns of many animals. They were all the room contained, but they covered the walls from floor to ceiling. I felt sure that the ferocious old man in the dining-room had killed all these creatures, and I hated him for it. But I knew what the room would be called: it would be the trophy room.


  Then I realised that there was no kitchen. It could hardly be upstairs. I had never heard of such a thing. But I looked.


  It wasn’t there. All the rooms on the first floor were bedrooms. There were six of them, and they so resembled one another, all with dark ochreous wallpaper and narrow brass bedsteads corroded with neglect, that I found it impracticable to distinguish them other than by numbers, at least for the present. Ultimately I might know the house better. Bedrooms 2, 3, and 6 contained two beds each. I recalled that at least nine people lived in the house. In one room the dark walls, the dark floor, the bed linen, and even the glass in the window were splashed, smeared, and further darkened with ink: it seemed apparent who slept there.


  I sat on an orange box and looked. My house needed painting and dusting and scrubbing and polishing and renewing; but on the whole I was relieved that things were not worse. I had felt that the house had stood in the dark corner of the shop for no one knew how long, but this, I now saw, could hardly have been true. I wondered about the lady who had needed to get rid of it. Despite that need, she must have kept things up pretty thoroughly. How did she do it? How did she get in? I resolved to ask my mother’s advice. I determined to be a good landlord, although, like most who so resolve, my resources were nil. We simply lacked the money to regild my long drawing room in proper gold leaf. But I would bring life to the nine dolls now drooping with boredom and neglect...


  Then I recalled something. What had become of the doll who had been sagging from the window? I thought she must have been jolted out, and felt myself a murderess. But none of the windows was open. The sash might easily have descended with the shaking; but more probably the poor doll lay inside on the floor of her room. I again went round from room to room, this time on tiptoe, but it was impossible to see the areas of floor just below the dark windows... It was not merely sunless outside, but heavily overcast. I unlocked the door of our principal spare room, and descended pensively to await my mother’s return and tea.


  Wormwood Grange, my father called my house, with penological associations still on his mind. (After he was run over, I realised for the first time that there might be a reason for this, and for his inability to find work worthy of him.) My mother had made the most careful inspection on my behalf, but had been unable to suggest any way of making an entry, or at least of passing beyond the hall, to which the front doors still lay open. There seemed no question of whole walls lifting off, of the roof being removable, or even of a window being opened, including, mysteriously, on the first floor.


  “I don’t think it’s meant for children, Liebchen,” said my mother, smiling her lovely smile. “We shall have to consult the Victoria and Albert Museum.”


  “Of course it’s not meant for children,” I replied. “That’s why I wanted it. I’m going to receive, like La Belle Otero.”


  Next morning, after my mother had gone to work, my father came up, and wrenched and prodded with his unskilful hands.


  “I’ll get a chisel,” he said. “We’ll prise it open at each corner, and when we’ve got the fronts off, I’ll go over to Woolworth’s and buy some hinges and screws. I expect they’ll have some.”


  At that I struck my father in the chest with my fist. He seized my wrists, and I screamed that he was not to lay a finger on my beautiful house, that he would be sure to spoil it, that force never got anyone anywhere. I knew my father: when he took an idea for using tools into his head, the only hope for one’s property lay in a scene, and in the implication of tears without end in the future, if the idea were not dropped.


  While I was screaming and raving, Constantin appeared from the room below, where he worked at his books.


  “Give us a chance, Sis,” he said. “How can I keep it all in my head about the Thirty Years’ War when you haven’t learnt to control your tantrums?”


  Although two years younger than I, Constantin should have known that I was past the age for screaming except of set purpose.


  “You wait until he tries to rebind all your books, you silly sneak,” I yelled at him.


  My father released my wrists.


  “Wormwood Grange can keep,” he said. “I’ll think of something else to go over to Woolworth’s for.” He sauntered off.


  Constantin nodded gravely. “I understand,” he said. “I understand what you mean. I’ll go back to my work. Here, try this.” He gave me a small, chipped nail file.


  I spent most of the morning fiddling very cautiously with the imperfect jemmy, and trying to make up my mind about the doll at the window.


  ***


  I failed to get into my house and I refused to let my parents give me any effective aid. Perhaps by now I did not really want to get in, although the dirt and disrepair, and the apathy of the dolls, who so badly needed plumping up and dispersing, continued to cause me distress. Certainly I spent as long trying to shut the front door as trying to open a window or find a concealed spring (that idea was Constantin’s.) In the end I wedged the two halves of the front door with two halves of match; but I felt that the arrangement was makeshift and undignified. I refused everyone access to the principal spare room until something more appropriate could be evolved. My plans for routs and orgies had to be deferred: one could hardly riot among dust and cobwebs.


  Then I began to have dreams about my house, and about its occupants.


  One of the oddest dreams was the first. It was three or four days after I entered into possession. During that time it had remained cloudy and oppressive, so that my father took to leaving off his knitted waistcoat; then suddenly it thundered. It was long, slow, distant, intermittent thunder; and it continued all the evening, until, when it was quite dark, my bedtime and Constantin’s could no longer be deferred.


  “Your ears will get accustomed to the noise,” said my father. “Just try to take no notice of it.”


  Constantin looked dubious; but I was tired of the slow, rumbling hours, and ready for the different dimension of dreams.


  I slept almost immediately, although the thunder was rolling round my big, rather empty bedroom, round the four walls, across the floor, and under the ceiling, weighting the black air as with a smoky vapour. Occasionally, the lightning glinted, pink and green. It was still the long-drawn-out preliminary to a storm; the tedious, imperfect dispersal of the accumulated energy of the summer. The rollings and rumblings entered my dreams, which flickered, changed, were gone as soon as come, failed, like the lightning, to concentrate or strike home, were as difficult to profit by as the events of an average day.


  After exhausting hours of phantasmagoria, anticipating so many later nights in my life, I found myself in a black wood, with huge, dense trees. I was following a path, but reeled from tree to tree, bruising and cutting myself on their hardness and roughness. There seemed no end to the wood or to the night; but suddenly, in the thick of both, I came upon my house. It stood solid, immense, hemmed in, with a single light, little more, it seemed, than a night-light, burning in every upstairs window (as often in dreams, I could see all four sides of the house at once), and illuminating two wooden wedges, jagged and swollen, which held tight the front doors. The vast trees dipped and swayed their elephantine boughs over the roof; the wind peeked and creaked through the black battlements. Then there was a blaze of whitest lightning, proclaiming the storm itself. In the second it endured, I saw my two wedges fly through the air, and the double front door burst open.


  For the hundredth time, the scene changed, and now I was back in my room, though still asleep or half asleep, still dragged from vision to vision. Now the thunder was coming in immense, calculated bombardments; the lightning ceaseless and searing the face of the earth. From being a weariness the storm had become an ecstasy. It seemed as if the whole world would be in dissolution before the thunder had" spent its impersonal, unregarding strength. But, as I say, I must still have been at least half asleep, because between the fortissimi and the lustre I still from time to time saw scenes, meaningless or nightmarish, which could not be found in the wakeful world; still, between and through the volleys, heard impossible sounds.


  I do not know whether I was asleep or awake when the storm rippled into tranquillity. I certainly did not feel that the air had been cleared; but this may have been because, surprisingly, I heard a quick soft step passing along the passage outside my room, a passage uncarpeted through our poverty. I well knew all the footsteps in the house, and this was none of them.


  Always one to meet trouble half-way, I dashed in my nightgown to open the door. I looked out. The dawn was seeping, without effort or momentum, through every cranny, and showed shadowy the back of a retreating figure, the size of my mother but with woolly red hair and long rust-coloured dress. The padding feet seemed actually to start soft echoes amid all that naked woodwork. I had no need to consider who she was or whither she was bound. I burst into the purposeless tears I so despised.


  ***


  In the morning, and before deciding upon what to impart, I took Constantin with me to look at the house. I more than half expected big changes; but none was to be seen. The sections of match-sticks were still in position, and the dolls as inactive and diminutive as ever, sitting with their backs to me on chairs and sofas in the long drawing room; their hair dusty, possibly even mothy. Constantin looked at me curiously, but I imparted nothing.


  Other dreams followed; though at considerable intervals. Many children have recurring nightmares of oppressive realism and terrifying content; and I realised from past experience that I must outgrow the habit or lose my house— my house at least. It is true that my house now frightened me, but I felt that I must not be foolish and should strive to take a grown-up view of painted woodwork and nine understuffed dolls. Still it was bad when I began to hear them in the darkness; some tapping, some stumping, some creeping, and therefore not one, but many, or all; and worse when I began not to sleep for fear of the mad doll (as I was sure she was) doing something mad, although I refused to think what. I never dared again to look; but when something happened, which, as I say, was only at intervals (and to me, being young, they seemed long intervals), I lay taut and straining among the forgotten sheets. Moreover, the steps themselves were never quite constant, certainly too inconstant to report to others; and I am not sure that I should have heard anything significant if I had not once seen. But now I locked the door of our principal spare room on the outside, and altogether ceased to visit my beautiful, impregnable mansion.


  I noticed that my mother made no comment. But one day my father complained of my ingratitude in never playing with my handsome birthday present. I said I was occupied with my holiday task: Moby Dick. This was an approved answer, and even, as far as it went, a true one, though I found the book pointless in the extreme, and horribly cruel.


  “I told you the Grange was the wrong thing to buy,” said my father. “Morbid sort of object for a toy.”


  “None of us can learn except by experience,” said my mother.


  My father said “Not at all,” and bristled.


  ***


  All this, naturally, was in the holidays. I was going at the time to one of my mother’s schools, where I should stay until I could begin to train as a dancer, upon which I was conventionally but entirely resolved. Constantin went to another, a highly cerebral co-educational place, where he would remain until, inevitably, he won a scholarship to a university, perhaps a foreign one. Despite our years, we went our different ways dangerously on small dingy bicycles. We reached home at assorted hours, mine being the longer journey.


  One day I returned to find our dining-room table littered with peculiarly uninteresting printed drawings. I could make nothing of them whatever (they did not seem even to belong to the kind of geometry I was—regretfully—used to); and they curled up on themselves when one tried to examine them, and bit one’s finger. My father had a week or two before taken one of his infrequent jobs; night work of some kind a long way off, to which he had now departed in our car. Obviously the drawings were connected with Constantin, but he was not there.


  I went upstairs, and saw that the principal spare room door was open. Constantin was inside. There had, of course, been no question of the key to the room being removed. It was only necessary to turn it.


  “Hallo, Lene,” Constantin said in his matter-of-fact way. “We’ve been doing axonometric projection, and I’m projecting your house.” He was making one of the drawings; on a sheet of thick white paper. “It’s for home-work. It’ll knock out all the others. They’ve got to do their real houses.”


  It must not be supposed that I did not like Constantin, although often he annoyed me with his placidity and precision. It was weeks since I had seen my house, and it looked unexpectedly interesting. A curious thing happened: nor was it the last time in my life that I experienced it. Temporarily I became a different person; confident, practical, simple. The clear evening sun of autumn may have contributed.


  “I’ll help,” I said. “Tell me what to do.”


  “It’s a bore I can’t get in to take measurements. Although we haven’t got to. In fact, the Clot told us not. Just a general impression, he said. It’s to give us the concept of axonometry. But, golly, it would be simpler with feet and inches.”


  To judge by the amount of white paper he had covered in what could only have been a short time, Constantin seemed to me to be doing very well, but he was one never to be content with less than perfection.


  “Tell me,” I said, “what to do, and I’ll do it.”


  “Thanks,” he replied, sharpening his pencil with a special instrument. “But it’s a one-man job this. In the nature of the case. Later, I’ll show you how to do it, and you can do some other building if you like.”


  I remained, looking at my house and fingering it, until Constantin made it clearer that I was a distraction. I went away, changed my shoes, and put on the kettle against my mother’s arrival, and our high tea.


  When Constantin came down (my mother had called for him three times, but that was not unusual), he said, “I say Sis, here’s a rum thing.”


  My mother said: “Don’t use slang, and don’t call your sister Sis.”


  He said, as he always did when reproved by her, “I’m sorry, Mother.” Then he thrust the drawing paper at me.


  “Look, there’s a bit missing. See what I mean?” He was showing me with his stub of emerald pencil, pocked with toothmarks.


  Of course, I didn’t see. I didn’t understand a thing about it.


  “After tea,” said my mother. She gave to such familiar words not a maternal but an imperial decisiveness.


  “But Mum-” pleaded Constantin.


  “Mother,” said my mother.


  Constantin started dipping for sauerkraut.


  Silently we ate ourselves into tranquillity; or, for me, into the appearance of it. My alternative personality, though it had survived Constantin’s refusal of my assistance, was now beginning to ebb.


  “What is all this that you are doing?” enquired my mother in the end. “It resembles the Stone of Rosetta.”


  “I’m taking an axonometric cast of Lene’s birthday house.”


  “And so?”


  But Constantin was not now going to expound immediately. He put in his mouth a finger of rye bread smeared with home made cheese. Then he said quietly: “I got down a rough idea of the house, but the rooms don’t fit. At least, they don’t on the bottom floor. It’s all right, I think, on the top floor. In fact that’s the rummest thing of all. Sorry Mother.” He had been speaking with his mouth full, and now filled it fuller.


  “What nonsense is this?” To me it seemed that my mother was glaring at him in a way most unlike her.


  “It’s not nonsense, Mother. Of course. I haven’t measured the place, because you can’t. But I haven’t done axonometry for nothing. There’s a part of the bottom floor I can’t get at. A secret room or something.”


  “Show me.”


  “Very well, Mother.” Constantin put down his remnant of bread and cheese. He rose, looking a little pale. He took the drawing round the table to my mother.


  “Not that thing. I can’t understand it, and I don’t believe you can understand it either.” Only sometimes to my father did my mother speak like that. “Show me in the house.”


  I rose too.


  “You stay here, Lene. Put some more water in the kettle and boil it.”


  “But it’s my house. I have a right to know.”


  My mother’s expression' changed to one more familiar. “Yes, Lene,” she said “you have a right. But please not now. I ask you.”


  I smiled at her and picked up the kettle.


  “Come, Constantin.”


  ***


  I lingered by the kettle in the kitchen, not wishing to give an impression of eavesdropping or even undue eagerness, which I knew would distress my mother. I never wished to learn things that my mother wished to keep from me; and I never questioned her implication of “All in good time.”


  But they were not gone long, for well before the kettle had begun even to grunt, my mother’s beautiful voice was summoning me back.


  “Constantin is quite right,” she said, when I had presented myself at the dining-room table, “and it was wrong of me to doubt it. The house is built in a funny sort of way. But what does it matter?”


  Constantin was not eating.


  “I am glad that you are studying well, and learning such useful things,” said my mother.


  She wished the subject, to be dropped, and we dropped it. Indeed, it was difficult to think what more could be said. But I waited for a moment in which I was alone with Constantin. My father’s unhabitual absence made this difficult and it was completely dark before the moment came.


  And when, as was only to be expected, Constantin had nothing to add, I felt, most unreasonably, that he was joined with my mother in keeping something from me.


  “But what happened?” I pressed him. “What happened when you were in the room with her?”


  “What do you think happened?” replied Constantin, wishing, I thought, that my mother would re-enter. “Mother realised that I was right. Nothing more. What does it matter anyway?”


  That final query confirmed my doubts.


  “Constantin,” I said. “Is there anything I ought to do?”


  “Better hack the place open,” he answered, almost irritably.


  ***


  But a most unexpected thing happened, that, had I even considered adopting Constantin’s idea, would have saved me the trouble. When next day I returned from school, my house was gone.


  Constantin was sitting in his usual corner, this time absorbing Greek paradigms. Without speaking to him (nothing unusual in that when he was working), I went straight to the principal spare room. The vast deal table, less scrubbed than once, was bare. The place where my house had stood was very visible, as if indeed a palace had been swept off by a djinn. But I could see no other sign of its passing: no scratched woodwork, or marks of boots, or disjointed fragments.


  Constantin seemed genuinely astonished at the news. But I doubted him.


  “You knew,” I said.


  “Of course I didn’t know.”


  Still, he understood what I was thinking.


  He said again: “I didn’t know.”


  Unlike me on occasion he always spoke the truth.


  I gathered myself together and blurted out: “Have they done it themselves?” Inevitably I was frightened, but in a way I was also relieved.


  “Who do you mean?”


  “They.”


  I was inviting ridicule, but Constantin was kind.


  He said: “I know who I think has done it, but you mustn’t let on. I think Mother’s done it.”


  I did not enquire uselessly into how much more he knew than I. I said: “But how?'


  Constantin shrugged. It was a habit he had assimilated with so much else.


  “Mother left the house with us this morning and she isn’t back yet.”


  “She must have put Father up to it.”


  “But there are no marks.”


  “Father might have got help.” There was a pause. Then Constantin said: “Are you sorry?”


  “In a way,” I replied. Constantin with precocious wisdom left it at that.


  When my mother returned, she simply said that my father had already lost his new job, so that we had had to sell things.


  “I hope you will forgive your father and me,” she said. “We’ve had to sell one of my watches also. Father will soon be back to tea.”


  She too was one I had never known to lie; but now I began to perceive how relative and instrumental truth could be.


  ***


  I need not say: not in those terms. Such clear concepts, with all they offer of gain and loss, come later, if they come at all. In fact, I need not say that the whole of what goes before is so heavily filtered through later experience as to be of little evidential value. But I am scarcely putting forward evidence. There is so little. All I can do is to tell something of what happened, as it now seems to me to have been.


  I remember sulking at my mother’s news, and her explaining to me that really I no longer liked the house and that something better would be bought for me in replacement when our funds permitted.


  I did ask my father when he returned to our evening meal, whistling and falsely jaunty about the lost job, how much he had been paid for my house.


  “A trifle more than I gave for it. That’s only business.”


  “Where is it now?”


  “Never you mind.”


  “Tell her,” said Constantin. “She wants to know.”


  “Eat your herring,” said my father very sharply. “And mind your own business.”


  And, thus, before long my house was forgotten, my occasional nightmares returned to earlier themes.


  ***


  It was, as I say, for two or three months in 1921 that I owned the house and from time to time dreamed that creatures I supposed to be its occupants, had somehow invaded my home. The next thirty years, more or less, can be disposed of quickly: it was the period when I tried conclusions with the outer world.


  I really became a dancer; and, although the upper reaches alike of the art and of the profession notably eluded me, yet I managed to maintain myself for several years, no small achievement. I retired, as they say, upon marriage. My husband aroused physical passion in me for the first time, but diminished and deadened much else. He was reported missing in the late misguided war. Certainly he did not return to me. I at least still miss him, though I often despise myself for doing so.


  My father, died in a street accident when I was fifteen: it happened on the day I received a special commendation from the sallow Frenchman who taught me to dance. After his death my beloved mother always wanted to return to Germany. Before long I was spiritually self-sufficient enough, or said I was, to make that possible. Unfailingly, she wrote to me twice a week, although to find words in which to reply was often difficult for me. Sometimes I visited her, while the conditions in her country became more and more uncongenial to me. She had a fair position teaching English language and literature at a small university; and she seemed increasingly to be infected by the new notions and emotions raging around her. I must acknowledge that sometimes their tumult and intoxication unsteadied my own mental gait, although I was a foreigner and by no means of sanguine temperament. It is a mistake to think that all professional dancers are gay.


  Despite what appeared to be increasing sympathies with the new regime, my mother disappeared. She was the first of the two people who mattered to me in such very different ways, and who so unreasonably vanished. For a time I was ill, and of course I love her still more than anybody. If she had remained with me, I am sure I should never have married. Without involving myself in psychology, which I detest, I shall simply say that the thought and recollection of my mother, lay, I believe, behind the self-absorption my husband complained of so bitterly and so justly. It was not really myself in which I was absorbed but the memory of perfection. It is the plain truth that such beauty, and goodness, and depth, and capacity for love were my mother’s alone.


  Constantin abandoned all his versatile reading and became a priest, in fact a member of the Society of Jesus. He seems exalted (possibly too much so for his colleagues and superiors), but I can no longer speak to him or bear his presence. He frightens me. Poor Constantin!


  On the other hand, I, always dubious, have become a complete unbeliever. I cannot see that Constantin is doing anything but listen to his own inner voice (which has changed its tone since we were children); and mine speaks a different language. In the long run, I doubt whether there is much to be desired but death; or whether there is endurance in anything but suffering. I no longer see myself feasting crowned heads on quails.


  So much for biographical intermission. I proceed to the circumstances of my second and recent experience of landlordism.


  ***


  In the first place, I did something thoroughly stupid. Instead of following the road marked on the map, I took a short cut. It is true that the short cut was shown on the map also, but the region was much too unfrequented for a wandering footpath to be in any way dependable, especially in this generation which has ceased to walk beyond the garage or the bus stop. It was one of the least populated districts in the whole country and, moreover, the slow autumn dusk was already perceptible when I pushed at the first, dilapidated gate.


  To begin with, the path trickled and flickered across a sequence of small damp meadows, bearing neither cattle nor crop. When it came to the third or fourth of these meadows, the way had all but vanished in the increasing sogginess, and could be continued only by looking for the stile or gate in the unkempt hedge ahead. This was not especially difficult as long as the fields remained small; but after a time I reached a depressing expanse which could hardly be termed a field at all, but was rather a large marsh. It was at this point that I should have returned and set about tramping the winding road.


  But a path of some kind again continued before me, and I perceived that the escapade had already consumed twenty minutes. So I risked it, although soon I was striding laboriously from tussock to brown tussock in order not to sink above my shoes into the surrounding quagmire. It is quite extraordinary how far one can stray from a straight or determined course when thus preoccupied with elementary comfort. The hedge on the far side of the marsh was still a long way ahead, and the tussocks themselves were becoming both less frequent and less dense, so that too often I was sinking through them into the mire. I realised that the marsh sloped slightly downwards in the direction I was following, so that before I reached the hedge, I might have to cross a river. In the event, it was not so much a river, as an indeterminately bounded augmentation of the softness, and moistness, and ooziness: I struggled across, jerking from false foothold to palpable pitfall, and before long despairing even of the attempt to step securely. Both my feet were now soaked to well above the ankles, and the visibility had become less than was entirely convenient.


  When I reached what I had taken for a hedge, it proved to be the boundary of an extensive thicket. Autumn had infected much of the greenery with blotched and dropping senility; so that bare brown briars arched and tousled, and purple thorns tilted at all possible angles for blood. To go farther would demand an axe. Either I must retraverse the dreary bog in the perceptibly -waning light, or I must skirt the edge and seek an opening in the thicket. Undecided, I looked back. I realised that I had lost the gate through which I had entered upon the marsh on the other side. There was nothing to do but creep as best I could upon the still treacherous ground along the barrier of dead dogroses, mildewed blackberries, and rampant nettles.


  But it was not long before I reached a considerable gap, from which through the tangled vegetation seemed to lead a substantial track, although by no means a straight one. The track wound on unimpeded for a considerable distance, even becoming firmer underfoot; until I realised that the thicket had become an entirely indisputable wood. The brambles clutching maliciously from the sides had become watching branches above my head. I could not recall that the map had showed a wood. If, indeed, it had done so, I should not have entered upon the footpath, because the only previous occasion in my life when I had been truly lost, in the sense of being unable to find the way back as well as being unable to go on, had been when my father had once so effectively lost us in a wood that I have never again felt the same about woods. The fear I had felt for perhaps an hour and a half on that occasion, though told to no one, and swiftly evaporating from consciousness upon our emergence, had been the veritable fear of death. Now I drew the map from where it lay against my thigh in the big pocket of my dress. It was not until I tried to read it that I realised how near I was to night. Until it came to print, the problems of the route had given me cat’s eyes.


  I peered, and there was no wood, no green patch on the map, but only the wavering line of dots advancing across contoured whiteness to the neck of yellow road where the short cut ended. But I did not reach any foolish conclusion. I simply guessed that I had strayed very badly: the map was spattered with green marks in places where I had no wish to be; and the only question was in which of these many thickets I now was. I could think of no way to find out. I was nearly lost, and this time I could not blame my father.


  The track I had been following still stretched ahead, as yet not too indistinct; and I continued to follow it. As the trees around me became yet bigger and thicker, fear came upon me; though not the death fear of that previous occasion, I felt now that I knew what was going to happen next; or, rather, I felt I knew one thing that was going to happen next, a thing which was but a small and far from central part of an obscure, inapprehensible totality. As one does on such occasions, I felt more than half outside my body. If I continued much farther, I might change into somebody else.


  But what happened was not what I expected. Suddenly I saw a flicker of light. It seemed to emerge from the left, to weave momentarily among the trees, and to disappear to the right. It was not what I expected, but it was scarcely reassuring. I wondered if it could be a will o’the wisp, a thing I had never seen, but which I understood to be connected with marshes. Next a still more prosaic possibility occurred to me, one positively hopeful: the headlight of a motor-car turning a corner. It seemed the likely answer, but my uneasiness did not perceptibly diminish.


  I struggled on, and the light came again: a little stronger, and twisting through the trees around me. Of course another car at the same corner of the road was not an impossibility, even though it was an unpeopled area. Then, after a period of soft but not comforting dusk, it came a third time; and, soon, a fourth. There was no sound of an engine: and it seemed to me that the transit of the light was too swift and fleeting for any car.


  And then what I had been awaiting, happened. I came suddenly upon a huge square house. I had known it was coming, but still it struck at my heart.


  It is not every day that one finds a dream come true; and, scared though I was, I noticed details: for example, that there did not seem to be those single lights burning in every upstairs window. Doubtless dreams, like poems, demand a certain licence; and, for the matter of that, I could not see all four sides of the house at once, as I had dreamed I had. But that perhaps was the worst of it: I was plainly not dreaming now.


  A sudden greeny-pink radiance illuminated around me a morass of weed and neglect; and then seemed to hide itself among the trees on my right. The explanation of the darting lights was that a storm approached. But it was unlike other lightning I had encountered: being slower, more silent, more regular.


  There seemed nothing to do but run away, though even then it seemed sensible not to run back into the wood. In the last memories of daylight, I began to wade through the dead knee-high grass of the lost lawn. It was still possible to see that the wood continued, opaque as ever, in a long line to my left; I felt my way along it, in order to keep as far as possible from the house. I noticed, as I passed, the great portico, facing the direction from which I had emerged. Then, keeping my distance, I crept along the grey east front with its two tiers of pointed windows, all shut and one or two broken; and reached the southern parterre, visibly vaster, even in the storm-charged gloom, than the northern, but no less ravaged. Ahead, and at the side of the parterre far off to my right, ranged the encircling woodland. If no path manifested, my state would be hazardous indeed; and there seemed little reason for a path, as the approach to the house was provided by that along which I had come from the marsh.


  As I struggled onwards, the whole scene was transformed: in a moment the sky became charged with roaring thunder, the earth with tumultuous rain. I tried to shelter in the adjacent wood, but instantly found myself enmeshed in vines and suckers, lacerated by invisible spears. In a minute I should be drenched. I plunged through the wet weeds towards the spreading portico.


  Before the big doors I waited for several minutes, watching the lightning, and listening. The rain leapt up where it fell, as if the earth hurt it. A rising chill made the old grass shiver. It seemed unlikely that anyone could live in a house so dark; but suddenly I heard one of the doors behind me scrape open. I turned. A dark head protruded between the portals, like Punch from the side of his booth.


  “Oh.” The shrill voice was of course surprised.


  I turned. “May I please wait until the rain stops?”


  “You can’t come inside.”


  I drew back; so far back that a heavy drip fell on the back of my neck from the edge of the portico. With absurd melodrama, there was a loud roll of thunder.


  “I shouldn’t think of it,” I said. “I must be on my way the moment the rain lets me.” I could still see only the round head sticking out between the leaves of the door.


  “In the old days we often had visitors.” This statement was made in the tone of a Cheltenham lady remarking that when a child she often spoke to gypsies. “I only peeped out to see the thunder.”


  Now, within the house, I heard another, lower voice, although I could not hear what it said. Through the long crack between the doors, a light slid out across the flagstones of the porch and down the darkening steps.


  “She’s waiting for the rain to stop,” said the shrill voice. “Tell her to come in,” said the deep voice. “Really, Emerald, you forget your manners after all this time.”


  “I have told her,” said Emerald very petulantly, and withdrawing her head. “She won’t do it.”


  “Nonsense,” said the other. “You’re always telling lies.” I got the idea that thus she always spoke to Emerald.


  Then the doors opened, and I could see the two of them silhouetted in the light of a lamp which stood on a table behind them; one much the taller, but both with round heads, and both wearing long, unshapely garments. I wanted very much to escape, and failed to do so only because there seemed nowhere to go.


  “Please come in at once,” said the taller figure, “and let us take off your wet clothes.”


  “Yes, yes,” squeaked Emerald, unreasonably jubilant.


  “Thank you. But my clothes are not at all wet.”


  “None the less, please come in. We shall take it as a discourtesy if you refuse.”


  Another roar of thunder emphasised the impracticability of continuing to refuse much longer. If this was a dream, doubtless, and to judge by experience, I should awake.


  And a dream it must be, because there at the front door were two big wooden wedges; and there to the right of the hall, shadowed in the lamplight, was the trophy room; although now the animal heads on the walls were shoddy, fungoid ruins, their sawdust spilled and clotted on the cracked and uneven flagstones of the floor.


  “You must forgive us,” said my tall hostess. “Our landlord neglects us sadly, and we are far gone in wrack and ruin. In fact, I do not know what we should do were it not for our own resources.” At this Emerald cackled. Then she came up to me, and began fingering my clothes.


  The tall one shut the door.


  “Don’t touch,” she shouted at Emerald, in her deep, rather grinding voice. “Keep your fingers off.”


  She picked up the large oil lamp. Her hair was a discoloured white in its beams.


  “I apologise for my sister,” she said. “We have all been so neglected that some of us have quite forgotten how to behave. Come, Emerald.”


  Pushing Emerald before her, she led the way.


  In the occasional room and the morning room, the gilt had flaked from the gingerbread furniture, the family portraits started from their heavy frames, and the striped wallpaper drooped in the lamplight like an assembly of sodden, half-inflated balloons.


  At the door of the Canton Cabinet, my hostess turned. “I am taking you to meet my sisters,” she said.


  “I look forward to doing so,” I replied, regardless of truth, as in childhood.


  She nodded slightly, and proceeded. “Take care,” she said. “The floor has weak places.”


  In the little Canton Cabinet, the floor had, in fact, largely given way, and been plainly converted into a hospice for rats.


  And then, there they all were, the remaining six of them, thinly illumined by what must surely be rushlights in the four shapely chandeliers. But now, of course, I could see their faces.


  “We are all named after our birthstones,” said my hostess. “Emerald you know. I am Opal. Here are Diamond and Garnet, Cornelian and Chrysolite. The one with the grey hair is Sardonyx, and the beautiful one is Turquoise.”


  They all stood up. During the ceremony of introduction, they made odd little noises.


  “Emerald and I are the eldest, and Turquoise of course is the youngest.”


  Emerald stood in the corner before me, rolling her dyed red head. The long drawing room was raddled with decay. The cobwebs gleamed like steel filigree in the beam of the lamp, and the sisters seemed to have been seated in cocoons of them, like cushions of gossamer.


  “There is one other sister, Topaz. But she is busy writing.”


  “Writing all our diaries,” said Emerald.


  “Keeping the record,” said my hostess.


  A silence followed.


  “Let us sit down,” said my hostess. “Let us make our visitor welcome.”


  The six of them gently creaked and subsided into their former places. Emerald and my hostess remained standing.


  “Sit down, Emerald. Our visitor shall have my chair as it is the best.” I realised that inevitably there was no extra seat.


  “Of course not,” I said. “I can only stay for a minute. I am waiting for the rain to stop,” I explained feebly to the rest of them.


  “I insist,” said my hostess.


  I looked at the chair to which she was pointing. The padding was burst and rotten, the woodwork bleached and crumbling to collapse. All of them were watching me with round, vague eyes in their flat faces.


  “Really,” I said, “no, thank you. It’s kind of you, but I must go.” All the same, the surrounding wood, and the dark marsh beyond it loomed scarcely less appalling than the house itself and its inmates.


  “We should have more to offer, more and better in every way, were it not for our landlord.” She spoke with bitterness, and it seemed to me that on all the faces the expression changed. Emerald came towards me out of her corner, and again began to finger my clothes. But this time her sister did not correct her; and when I stepped away, she stepped after me and went on as before.


  “She has failed in the barest duty of sustenation.”


  I could not prevent myself starting at the pronoun. At once, Emerald caught hold of my dress, and held it tightly.


  “But there is one place she cannot spoil for us. One place where we can entertain in our own way.”


  “Please,” I cried. “Nothing more. I am going now.” Emerald’s pygmy grip tautened.


  “It is the room where we eat.”


  All the watching eyes lighted up, and became something they had not been before.


  “I may almost say where we feast.”


  The six of them began again to rise from their spidery bowers.


  “Because she cannot go there.”


  The sisters clapped their hands, like a rustle of leaves.


  “There we can be what we really are.”


  The eight of them were now grouped round me. I noticed that the one pointed out as the youngest was passing her dry, pointed tongue over her lower lip.


  “Nothing unladylike, of course.”


  “Of course not,” I agreed.


  “But firm,” broke in Emerald, dragging at my dress as she spoke. “Father said that must always come first.”


  “Our father was a man of measureless wrath against a slight,” said my hostess. “It is his continuing presence about the house which largely upholds us.”


  “Shall I show her?” said Emerald.


  “Since you wish to,” said her sister disdainfully.


  From somewhere in her musty garments Emerald produced a scrap of card, which she held out to me.


  “Take it in your hand. I’ll allow you to hold it.”


  It was a photograph, obscurely damaged.


  “Hold up the lamp,” squealed Emerald. With an aloof gesture her sister raised it.


  It was a photograph of myself when a child, bobbed and waistless. And through my heart was a tiny brown needle.


  “We’ve all got things like it,” said Emerald jubilantly. “Wouldn’t you think her heart would have rusted away by now?”


  “She never had a heart,” said the elder sister scornfully, putting down the light.


  “She might not have been able to help what she did,” I cried.


  I could hear the sisters catch their fragile breath.


  “It’s what you do that counts,” said my hostess regarding the discoloured floor, “not what you feel about it afterwards. Our father always insisted on that. It’s obvious.”


  “Give it back to me,” said Emerald staring into my eyes.


  For a moment I hesitated.


  “Give it back to her,” said my hostess in her contemptuous way. “It makes no difference now. Everyone but Emerald can see that the work is done.”


  I returned the card, and Emerald let go of me as she stuffed it away.


  “And now will you join us?” asked my hostess. “In the inner room?” As far as was possible, her manner was almost casual.


  “I am sure the rain has stopped,” I replied. “I must be on my way.”


  “Our father would never have let you go so easily, but I think we have done what we can with you.”


  I inclined my head.


  “Do not trouble with adieux,” she said. “My sisters no longer expect them.” She picked up the lamp. “Follow me. And take care. The floor has weak places.”


  “Good-bye,” squealed Emerald.


  “Take no notice, unless you wish,” said my hostess.


  I followed her through the mouldering rooms and across the rotten floors in silence. She opened both the outer doors and stood waiting for me to pass through. Beyond, the moon was shining, and she stood dark and shapeless in the silver flood.


  On the threshhold, or somewhere on the far side of it, I spoke.


  “I did nothing,” I said. “Nothing.”


  So far from replying, she dissolved into the darkness and silently shut the door.


  I took up my painful, lost, and forgotten way through the wood, across the dreary marsh, and back to the little yellow road.


  Ringing the Changes


  He had never been among those many who deeply dislike church bells, but the ringing that evening at Holihaven changed his view. Bells could certainly get on one’s nerves, he felt, although he had only just arrived in the town.


  He had been too well aware of the perils attendant upon marrying a girl twenty-four years younger than himself to add to them by a conventional honeymoon. The strange force of Phrynne’s love had borne both of them away from their previous selves: in him a formerly haphazard and easy-going approach to life had been replaced by much deep planning to wall in happiness; and she, though once thought cold and choosy, would now agree to anything as long as she was with him. He had said that if they were to marry in June, it would be at the cost of not being able to honeymoon until October. Had they been courting longer, he had explained, gravely smiling, special arrangements could have been made; but, as it was, business claimed him. This, indeed, was true; because his business position was less influential than he had led Phrynne to believe. Finally, it would have been impossible for them to have courted longer, because they had courted from the day they met, which was less than six weeks before the day they married.


  ‘“A village,”’ he had quoted as they entered the branch- line train at the junction (itself sufficiently remote), ‘“from which (it was said) persons of sufficient longevity might hope to reach Liverpool Street.”’ By now he was able to make jokes about age, although perhaps he did so rather too often.


  ‘Who said that?’


  ‘Bertrand Russell.’


  She had looked at him with her big eyes in her tiny face.


  ‘Really.’ He had smiled confirmation.


  ‘I’m not arguing.’ She had still been looking at him. The romantic gas light in the charming period compartment had left him uncertain whether she was smiling back or not. He had given himself the benefit of the doubt, and kissed her.


  The guard had blown his whistle and they had rumbled into the darkness. The branch line swung so sharply away from the main line that Phrynne had been almost toppled from her seat. ‘Why do we go so slowly when it’s so flat?’


  ‘Because the engineer laid the line up and down the hills and valleys such as they are, instead of cutting through and embanking over them.’ He liked being able to inform her.


  ‘How do you know? Gerald! You said you hadn’t been to Holihaven before.’


  ‘It applies to most of the railways in East Anglia.’


  ‘So that even though it’s flatter, it’s slower?’


  ‘Time matters less.’


  ‘I should have hated going to a place where time mattered or that you’d been to before. You’d have had nothing to remember me by.’


  He hadn’t been quite sure that her words exactly expressed her thought, but the thought had lightened his heart.


  *


  Holihaven station could hardly have been built in the days of the town’s magnificence, for they were in the Middle Ages; but it still implied grander functions than came its way now. The platforms were long enough for visiting London expresses, which had since gone elsewhere; and the architecture of the waiting-rooms would have been not insufficient for occasional use by Foreign Royalty. Oil lamps on perches like those occupied by macaws lighted the uniformed staff, who numbered two, and, together with every other native of Holihaven, looked like storm-habituated mariners.


  The stationmaster and porter, as Gerald took them to be, watched him approach down the platform, with a heavy suitcase in each hand and Phrynne walking deliciously by his side. He saw one of them address a remark to the other, but neither offered to help. Gerald had to put down the cases in order to give up their tickets. The other passengers had already disappeared.


  ‘Where’s the Bell?’


  Gerald had found the hotel in a reference book. It was the only one the book allotted to Holihaven. But as Gerald spoke, and before the ticket collector could answer, the sudden deep note of an actual bell rang through the darkness. Phrynne caught hold of Gerald’s sleeve.


  Ignoring Gerald, the stationmaster, if such he was, turned to his colleague. ‘They’re starting early.’


  ‘Every reason to be in good time,’ said the other man.


  The stationmaster nodded, and put Gerald’s tickets indifferently in his jacket pocket.


  ‘Can you please tell me how I get to the Bell Hotel?’


  The stationmaster’s attention returned to him. ‘Have you a room booked?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘Tonight?’ The stationmaster looked inappropriately suspicious.


  ‘Of course.’


  Again the stationmaster looked at the other man.


  ‘It’s them Pascoes.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Gerald. ‘That’s the name, Pascoe.’


  ‘We don’t use the Bell,’ explained the stationmaster. ‘But you’ll find it in Wrack Street.’ He gesticulated vaguely and unhelpfully. ‘Straight ahead. Down Station Road. Then down Wrack Street. You can’t miss it.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  As soon as they entered the town, the big bell began to boom regularly.


  ‘What narrow streets!’ said Phrynne.


  ‘They follow the lines of the medieval city. Before the river silted up, Holihaven was one of the most important seaports in Great Britain.’


  ‘Where’s everybody got to?’


  Although it was only six o’clock, the place certainly seemed deserted.


  ‘Where’s the hotel got to?’ rejoined Gerald.


  ‘Poor Gerald! Let me help.’ She laid her hand beside his on the handle of the suitcase nearest to her, but as she was about fifteen inches shorter than he, she could be of little assistance. They must already have gone more than a quarter of a mile. ‘Do you think we’re in the right street?’


  ‘Most unlikely, I should say. But there’s no one to ask.’


  ‘Must be early closing day.’


  The single deep notes of the bell were now coming more frequently.


  ‘Why are they ringing that bell? Is it a funeral?’


  ‘Bit late for a funeral.’


  She looked at him a little anxiously.


  ‘Anyway it’s not cold.’


  ‘Considering we’re on the east coast it’s quite astonishingly warm.’


  ‘Not that I care.’


  ‘I hope that bell isn’t going to ring all night.’


  She pulled on the suitcase. His arms were in any case almost parting from his body. ‘Look! We’ve passed it.’


  They stopped, and he looked back. ‘How could we have done that?’


  ‘Well, we have.’


  She was right. He could see a big ornamental bell hanging from a bracket attached to a house about a hundred yards behind them.


  They retraced their steps and entered the hotel. A woman dressed in a navy blue coat and skirt, with a good figure but dyed red hair and a face ridged with make-up, advanced upon them.


  ‘Mr and Mrs Banstead?’ I’m Hilda Pascoe. Don, my husband, isn’t very well.’


  Gerald felt full of doubts. His arrangements were not going as they should. Never rely on guide-book recommendations. The trouble lay partly in Phrynne’s insistence that they go somewhere he did not know. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said.


  ‘You know what men are like when they’re ill?’ Mrs Pascoe spoke understandingly to Phrynne.


  ‘Impossible,’ said Phrynne. ‘Or very difficult.’


  ‘Talk about Woman in our hours of ease.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Phrynne. ‘What’s the trouble?’


  ‘It’s always the same trouble with Don,’ said Mrs Pascoe, then checked herself. ‘It’s his stomach,’ she said. ‘Ever since he was a kid, Don’s had trouble with the lining of his stomach.’


  Gerald interrupted, ‘I wonder if we could see our room?’


  ‘So sorry,’ said Mrs Pascoe. ‘Will you register first?’ She produced a battered volume bound in peeling imitation leather. ‘Just the name and address.’ She spoke as if Gerald might contribute a resume of his life.


  It was the first time he and Phrynne had ever registered in a hotel; but his confidence in the place was not increased by the long period which had passed since the registration above.


  ‘We’re always quiet in October,’ remarked Mrs Pascoe, her eyes upon him. Gerald noticed that her eyes were slightly bloodshot. ‘Except sometimes for the bars, of course.’


  ‘We wanted to come out of the season,’ said Phrynne soothingly.


  ‘Quite,’ said Mrs Pascoe.


  ‘Are we alone in the house?’ inquired Gerald. After all the woman was probably doing her best.


  ‘Except for Commandant Shotcroft. You won’t mind him, will you? He’s a regular.’


  ‘I’m sure we shan’t,’ said Phrynne.


  ‘People say the house wouldn’t be the same without Commandant Shotcroft.


  ‘I see.’


  ‘What’s that bell?’ asked Gerald. Apart from anything else, it really was much too near.


  Mrs Pascoe looked away. He thought she looked shifty under her entrenched make-up. But she only said, ‘Practice.’


  ‘Do you mean there will be more of them later?’


  She nodded. ‘But never mind,’ she said encouragingly. ‘Let me show you to your room. Sorry there’s no porter.’


  Before they had reached the bedroom, the whole peal had commenced.


  ‘Is this the quietest room you have?’ inquired Gerald. ‘What about the other side of the house?’


  ‘This is the other side of the house. Saint Guthlac’s is over there.’ She pointed out through the bedroom door.


  ‘Darling,’ said Phrynne, her hand on Gerald’s arm, ‘they’ll soon stop. They’re only practicing.’


  Mrs Pascoe said nothing. Her expression indicated that she was one of those people whose friendliness has a precise and seldom exceeded limit.


  ‘If you don’t mind,’ said Gerald to Phrynne, hesitating.


  ‘They have ways of their own in Holihaven,’ said Mrs Pascoe. Her undertone of militancy implied, among other things, that if Gerald and Phrynne chose to leave, they were at liberty to do so. Gerald did not care for that either: her attitude would have been different, he felt, had there been anywhere else for them to go. The bells were making him touchy and irritable.


  ‘It’s a very pretty room,’ said Phrynne. ‘I adore four- posters.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Gerald to Mrs Pascoe. ‘What time’s dinner?’


  ‘Seven-thirty. You’ve time for a drink in the bar first.’ She went.


  ‘We certainly have,’ said Gerald when the door was shut. ‘It’s only just six.’


  ‘Actually,’ said Phrynne, who was standing by the window king down into the street, ‘I like church bells.’


  ‘All very well,’ said Gerald, ‘but on one’s honeymoon they distract the attention.’


  ‘Not mine,’ said Phrynne simply. Then she added, ‘There’s still no one about.’


  ‘I expect they’re all in the bar.’


  ‘I don’t want a drink. I want to explore the town.’


  ‘As you wish. But hadn’t you better unpack?’


  ‘I ought to, but I'm not going to. Not until after I've seen the sea.’ Such small shows of independence in her enchanted Gerald.


  Mrs Pascoe was not about when they passed through the lounge, nor was there any sound of activity in the establishment.


  Outside, the bells seemed to be booming and bounding immediately over their heads.


  ‘It’s like warriors fighting in the sky,’ shouted Phrynne. ‘Do you think the sea’s down there?’ She indicated the direction from which they had previously retraced their steps.


  ‘I imagine so. The street seems to end in nothing. That would be the sea.’


  ‘Come on. Let’s run.’ She was off, before he could even think about it. Then there was nothing to do but run after her. He hoped there were not eyes behind blinds.


  She stopped, and held wide her arms to catch him. The top of her head hardly came up to his chin. He knew she was silently indicating that his failure to keep up with her was not a matter for self-consciousness.


  ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’


  ‘The sea?’ There was no moon; and little was discernible beyond the end of the street.


  ‘Not only.’


  ‘Everything but the sea. The sea’s invisible.’


  ‘You can smell it.’


  ‘I certainly can’t hear it.’


  She slackened her embrace and cocked her head away from him. ‘The bells echo so much, it’s as if there were two churches.’


  ‘I’m sure there are more than that. There always are in old towns like this.’ Suddenly he was struck by the significance of his words in relation to what she had said. He shrank into himself, tautly listening.


  ‘Yes,’ cried Phrynne delightedly. ‘It is another church.’ ‘Impossible,’ said Gerald. ‘Two churches wouldn’t have practice ringing on the same night.’


  ‘I’m quite sure. I can hear one lot of bells with my left ear, and another lot with my right.’


  They had still seen no one. The sparse gas lights fell on the furnishings of a stone quay, small but plainly in regular use. ‘The whole population must be ringing the bells.’ His own remark discomfited Gerald.


  ‘Good for them.’ She took his hand. ‘Let’s go down on the beach and look for the sea.’


  They descended a flight of stone steps at which the sea had sucked and bitten. The beach was as stony as the steps, but lumpier.


  ‘We’ll just go straight on,’ said Phrynne. ‘Until we find it.’ Left to himself, Gerald would have been less keen. The stones were very large and very slippery, and his eyes did not seem to be becoming accustomed to the dark.


  ‘You’re right, Phrynne, about the smell.’


  ‘Honest sea smell.’


  ‘Just as you say.’ He took it rather to be the smell of dense rotting weed; across which he supposed they must be slithering. It was not a smell he had previously encountered in such strength.


  Energy could hardly be spared for talking, and advancing hand in hand was impossible.


  After various random remarks on both sides and the lapse of what seemed a very long time, Phrynne spoke again. ‘Gerald, where is it? What sort of seaport is it that has no sea?’


  She continued onwards, but Gerald stopped and looked back. He had thought the distance they had gone overlong, but was startled to see how great it was. The darkness was doubtless deceitful, but the few lights on the quay appeared as on a distant horizon.


  The far glimmering specks still in his eyes, he turned and looked after Phrynne. He could barely see her. Perhaps she was progressing faster without him.


  ‘Phrynne! Darling!’


  Unexpectedly she gave a sharp cry.


  ‘Phrynne!’


  She did not answer.


  ‘Phrynne! ’


  Then she spoke more or less calmly. Panic over. ‘Sorry, darling. I stood on something.’


  He realized that a panic it had indeed been; at least in him.


  ‘You’re all right?’


  ‘Think so.’


  He struggled up to her. ‘The smell’s worse than ever.’ It was overpowering.


  ‘I think it’s coming from what I stepped on. My foot went right in, and then there was the smell.’


  ‘I’ve never known anything like it.’


  ‘Sorry, darling,’ she said gently mocking him. ‘Let’s go away.’


  ‘Let’s go back. Don’t you think?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Phrynne. ‘But I must warn you Im very disappointed. I think that seaside attractions should include the sea.’


  He noticed that as they retreated, she was scraping the sides of one shoe against the stones, as if trying to clean it.


  ‘I think the whole place is a disappointment,’ he said. ‘I really must apologize. We’ll go somewhere else.’


  ‘I like the bells,’ she replied, making a careful reservation. Gerald said nothing.


  ‘I don’t want to go somewhere where you’ve been before.’ The bells rang out over the desolate, unattractive beach. Now the sound seemed to be coming from every point along the shore.


  ‘I suppose all the churches practice on the same night in order to get it over with,’ said Gerald.


  ‘They do it in order to see which can ring the loudest,’ said Phrvnne.


  ‘Take care you don’t twist your ankle.’


  The din as they reached the rough litde quay was such as to suggest that Phrynne’s idea was literally true.


  The Coffee Room was so low that Gerald had to dip beneath a sequence of thick beams.


  ‘Why “Coffee Room”?’ asked Phrynne, looking at the words on the door. ‘I saw a notice that coffee will only be served in the lounge.’


  ‘It’s the lucus a non lucendo principle.’


  ‘That explains everything. I wonder where we sit.’ A single electric lantern, mass produced in an antique pattern, had been turned on. The bulb was of that limited wattage which is peculiar to hotels. It did little to penetrate the shadows.


  ‘The lucus a non lucendo principle is the principle of calling white black.’


  ‘Not at all,’ said a voice from the darkness. ‘On the contrary. The word black comes from an ancient root which means “to bleach”.’


  They had thought themselves alone, but now saw a small man seated by himself at an unlighted corner table. In the darkness he looked like a monkey.


  ‘I stand corrected,’ said Gerald.


  They sat at the table under the lantern.


  The man in the comer spoke again. ‘Why are you here at all?’


  Phrynne looked frightened, but Gerald replied quietly.


  ‘We’re on holiday. We prefer it out of the season. I presume you are Commandant Shotcroft?’


  ‘No need to presume.’ Unexpectedly the Commandant switched on the antique lantern which was nearest to him. His table was littered with a finished meal. It struck Gerald that he must have switched off the light when he heard them approach the Coffee Room. ‘I’m going anyway.’


  ‘Are we late?’ asked Phrynne, always the assuager of situations.


  ' ‘No, you’re not late,’ said the Commandant in a deep, moody voice. ‘My meals are prepared half an hour before the time the rest come in. I don’t like eating in company.’ He had risen to his feet. ‘So perhaps you excuse me.’


  Without troubling about an answer, he stepped quickly out of the Coffee Room. He had cropped white hair; tragic, heavy- lidded eyes; and a round face which was yellow and lined.


  A second later his head reappeared round the door.


  ‘Ring,’ he said; and again withdrew.


  ‘Too many other people ringing,’ said Gerald. ‘But I don’t see what else we can do.’


  The Coffee Room bell, however, made a noise like a fire alarm.


  Mrs Pascoe appeared. She looked considerably the worse for drink.


  ‘Didn’t see you in the bar.’


  ‘Must have missed us in the crowd,’ said Gerald amiably.


  ‘Crowd?’ inquired Mrs Pascoe drunkenly. Then, after a difficult pause, she offered them a hand-written menu.


  They ordered; and Mrs Pascoe served them throughout. Gerald was apprehensive lest her indisposition increase during the course of the meal; but her insobriety, like her affability, seemed to have an exact and definite limit.


  ‘All things considered, the food might be worse,’ remarked


  Gerald, towards the end. It was a relief that something was going reasonably well. ‘Not much of it, but at least the dishes are hot.’


  When Phrynne translated this into a compliment to the cook, Mrs Pascoe said, ‘I cooked it all myself, although I shouldn’t be the one to say so.’


  Gerald felt really surprised that she was in a condition to have accomplished this. Possibly, he reflected with alarm, she had had much practice under similar conditions.


  ‘Coffee is served in the lounge,’ said Mrs Pascoe.


  They withdrew. In a corner of the lounge was a screen decorated with winning Elizabethan ladies in ruffs and hoops. From behind it projected a pair of small black boots. Phrynne nudged Gerald and pointed to them. Gerald nodded. They felt themselves constrained to talk about things which bored them.


  The hotel was old and its walls thick. In the empty lounge the noise of the bells could not prevent conversation being overheard, but still came from all around, as if the hotel were a fortress beleaguered by surrounding artillery.


  After their second cups of coffee, Gerald suddenly said he couldn’t stand it.


  ‘Darling, it’s not doing us any harm. I think it’s rather cosy.’ Phrynne subsided in the wooden chair with its sloping back and long mud-coloured mock-velvet cushions; and opened her pretty legs to the fire.


  ‘Every church in the town must be ringing its bells. It’s been going on for two and a half hours and they never seem to take the usual breathers.’


  ‘We wouldn’t hear. Because of all the other bells ringing. I think it’s nice of them to ring the bells for us.’


  Nothing further was said for several minutes. Gerald was beginning to realize that they had yet to evolve a holiday routine.


  ‘I’ll get you a drink. What shall it be?’


  ‘Anything you like. Whatever you have.’ Phrynne was immersed in female enjoyment of the fire’s radiance on her body.


  Gerald missed this, and said, ‘I don’t quite see why they have to keep the place like a hothouse. When I come back, we’ll sit somewhere else.’


  ‘Men wear too many clothes, darling,’ said Phrynne drowsily. Contrary to his assumption, Gerald found the lounge bar as empty as everywhere else in the hotel and the town. There was not even a person to dispense.


  Somewhat irritably, Gerald struck a brass bell which stood on the counter. It rang out sharply as a pistol shot.


  Mrs Pascoe appeared at a door among the shelves. She had taken off her jacket, and her make-up had begun to run.


  ‘A cognac, please. Double. And a Kummel.’


  Mrs Pascoe’s hands were shaking so much that she could not get the cork out of the brandy bottle.


  ‘Allow me.’ Gerald stretched his arm across the bar.


  Mrs Pascoe stared at him blearily. ‘O.K. But I must pour it.’ Gerald extracted the cork and returned the bottle. Mrs Pascoe slopped a far from precise dose into a balloon.


  Catastrophe followed. Unable to return the bottle to the high shelf where it resided, Mrs Pascoe placed it on a waist- level ledge. Reaching for the alembic of Kummel, she swept the three-quarters full brandy bottle on to the tiled floor. The stuffy air became fogged with the fumes of brandy from behind the bar.


  At the door from which Mrs Pascoe had emerged appeared a man from the inner room. Though still youngish, he was puce and puffy, and in his braces, with no collar. Streaks of sandy hair laced his vast red scalp. Liquor oozed all over him, as if from a perished gourd. Gerald took it that this was Don.


  The man was too drunk to articulate. He stood in the doorway clinging with each red hand to the ledge, and savagely |i struggling to flay his wife with imprecations.


  ‘How much?’ said Gerald to Mrs Pascoe. It seemed useless to try for the Kummel. The hotel must have another bar.


  ‘Three and six,’ said Mrs Pascoe, quite lucidly; but Gerald saw that she was about to weep.


  He had the exact sum. She turned her back on him and flicked the cash register. As she returned from it, he heard the fragmentation of glass as she stepped on a piece of the broken bottle. Gerald looked at her husband out of the corner of his eye. The sagging, loose-mouthed figure made him shudder. Something moved him.


  ‘I’m sorry about the accident,’ he said to Mrs Pascoe. He held the balloon in one hand, and was just going.


  Mrs Pascoe looked at him. The slow tears of desperation were edging down her face, but she now seemed quite sober. ‘Mr Banstead,’ she said in a flat, hurried voice. ‘May I come and sit with you and your wife in the lounge? Just for a few minutes.’


  ‘Of course.’ It was certainly not what he wanted, and he wondered what would become of the bar, but he felt unexpectedly sorry for her, and it was impossible to say No.


  To reach the flap of the bar she had to pass her husband. Gerald saw her hesitate for a second; then she advanced resolutely and steadily and looking straight before her. If the man had let go with his hands, he would have fallen; but as she passed him, he released a great gob of spit. He was far too incapable to aim, and it fell on the side of his own trousers. Gerald lifted the flap for Mrs Pascoe and stood back to let her precede him from the bar. As he followed her, he heard her husband maundering off into unintelligible inward searchings.


  ‘The Kummel! ’ said Mrs Pascoe, remembering in the doorway.


  ‘Never mind,’ said Gerald. ‘Perhaps I could try one of the other bars?’


  ‘Not tonight. They’re shut. I’d better go back.’


  ‘No. We’ll think of something else.’ It was not yet nine o’clock, and Gerald wondered about the Licensing Justices.


  But in the lounge was another unexpected scene. Mrs Pascoe stopped as soon as they entered, and Gerald, caught between two imitation-leather armchairs, looked over her shoulder.


  Phrynne had fallen asleep. Her head was slightly on one side, but her mouth was shut, and her body no more than gracefully relaxed, so that she looked most beautiful, and, Gerald thought, a trifle unearthly, like a dead girl in an early picture by Millais.


  The quality of her beauty seemed also to have impressed Commandant Shotcroft; for he was standing silently behind her and looking down at her, his sad face transfigured. Gerald noticed that a leaf of the pseudo-Elizabethan screen had been folded back, revealing a small cretonne-covered chair, with an open tome face downward in its seat.


  ‘Won’t you join us?’ said Gerald boldly. There was that in the Commandant’s face which boded no hurt. ‘Can I get you a drink?’


  The Commandant did not turn his head, and seemed unable to speak. Then in a low voice he said, ‘For a moment only.’


  ‘Good,’ said Gerald. ‘Sit down. And you, Mrs Pascoe.’ Airs Pascoe was dabbing at her face. Gerald addressed the Commandant. ‘What shall it be?’


  ‘Nothing to drink,’ said the Commandant in the same low I mutter. It occurred to Gerald that if Phrynne awoke, the Commandant would go.


  ‘What about you?’ Gerald looked at Mrs Pascoe, earnestly hoping she would decline.


  ‘No, thanks.’ She was glancing at the Commandant. Clearly she had not expected him to be there.


  Phrynne being asleep, Gerald sat down too. He sipped his brandy. It was impossible to romanticize the action with a toast.


  The events in the bar had made him forget about the bells. Now, as they sat silently round the sleeping Phrynne, the tide of sound swept over him once more.


  ‘You mustn’t think,’ said Mrs Pascoe, ‘that he’s always like that.’ They all spoke in hushed voices. All of them seemed to have reason to do so. The Commandant was again gazing somberly at Phrynne’s beauty.


  ‘Of course not.’ But it was hard to believe.


  ‘The licensed business puts temptations in a man’s way.’


  ‘It must be very difficult.’


  ‘We ought never to have come here. We were happy in South Norwood.’


  ‘You must do good business during the season.’


  ‘Two months,’ said Mrs Pascoe bitterly, but still softly. ‘Two and a half at the very most. The people who come during the season have no idea what goes on out of it.’


  ‘What made you leave South Norwood?’


  ‘Don’s stomach. The doctor said the sea air would do him good.’


  ‘Speaking of that, doesn’t the sea go too far out? We went down on the beach before dinner, but couldn’t see it anywhere.’


  On the other side of the fire, the Commandant turned his eyes from Phrynne and looked at Gerald.


  ‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Mrs Pascoe. ‘I never have time to look from one year’s end to the other.’ It was a customary enough answer, but Gerald felt that it did not disclose the whole truth. He noticed that Mrs Pascoe glanced uneasily at the Commandant, who by now was staring neither at Phrynne nor at Gerald but at the toppling citadels in the fire.


  ‘And now I must get on with my work,’ continued Mrs Pascoe, ‘I only came in for a minute.’ She looked Gerald in the face. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and rose.


  ‘Please stay a little longer,’ said Gerald. ‘Wait till my wife wakes up.’ As he spoke, Phrynne slightly shifted.


  ‘Can’t be done,’ said Mrs Pascoe, her lips smiling. Gerald noticed that all the time she was watching the Commandant from under her lids, and knew that were he not there, she would have stayed.


  As it was, she went. Till probably see you later to say good night. Sorry the water’s not very hot. It’s having no porter.’ The bells showed no sign of flagging.


  When Mrs Pascoe had closed the door, the Commandant spoke.


  ‘He was a fine man once. Don’t think otherwise.’


  ‘You mean Pascoe?’


  The Commandant nodded seriously.


  ‘Not my type,’ said Gerald.


  ‘DSO and bar. DFC and bar.’


  ‘And now bar only. Why?’


  ‘You heard what she said. It was a lie. They didn’t leave South Norwood for the sea air.’


  ‘So I supposed.’


  ‘He got into trouble. He was fixed. He wasn’t the kind of man to know about human nature and all its rottenness.’


  ‘A pity,’ said Gerald. ‘But perhaps, even so, this isn’t the best place for him?’


  ‘It’s the worst,’ said the Commandant, a dark flame in his eyes. ‘For him or anyone else.’


  Again Phrynne shifted in her sleep: this time more convulsively, so that she nearly awoke. For some reason the two men remained speechless and motionless until she was again breathing steadily. Against the silence within, the bells sounded louder than ever. It was as if the tumult were tearing holes in the roof.


  It’s certainly a very noisy place,’ said Gerald, still in an undertone.


  ‘Why did you have to come tonight of all nights?’ The Commandant spoke in the same undertone, but his vehemence was extreme.


  ‘This doesn’t happen often?’


  ‘Once every year.’


  ‘They should have told us.’


  ‘They don’t usually accept bookings. They’ve no right to accept them. When Pascoe was in charge they never did.’


  ‘I expect that Mrs Pascoe felt they were in no position to turn away business.’


  ‘It’s not a matter that should be left to a woman.’


  ‘Not much alternative surely?’


  ‘At heart women are creatures of darkness all the time.’


  The Commandant’s seriousness and bitterness left Gerald without a reply.


  ‘My wife doesn’t mind the bells,’ he said after a moment. ‘In fact she rather likes them.’ The Commandant really was converting a nuisance, though an acute one, into a melodrama. The Commandant turned and gazed at him. It struck Gerald that what he had just said in some way, for the Commandant, placed Phrynne also in a category of the lost.


  ‘Take her away, man,’ said the Commandant, with scornful ferocity.


  ‘In a day or two perhaps,’ said Gerald, patiently polite. ‘I admit that we are disappointed with Holihaven.’


  ‘Now. While there’s still time. This instant.'


  There was an intensity of conviction about the Commandant which was alarming.


  Gerald considered. Even the empty lounge, with its dreary decorations and commonplace furniture, seemed inimical. They can hardly go on practising all night,’ he said. But now it was fear that hushed his voice.


  ‘Practising!’ The Commandant’s scorn flickered coldly through the overheated room.


  ‘What else?’


  ‘They’re ringing to wake the dead.’


  A tremor of wind in the flue momentarily drew on the already roaring fire. Gerald had turned very pale.


  ‘That’s a figure of speech,’ he said, hardly to be heard.


  Not in Holihaven.’ The Commandant’s gaze had returned to the fire.


  Gerald looked at Phrynne. She was breathing less heavily. His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘What happens?’


  The Commandant also was nearly whispering. ‘No one can tell how long they have to go on ringing. It varies from year to year. I don’t know why. You should be all right up to midnight. Probably for some while after. In the end the dead awake. First one or two; then all of them. Tonight even the sea draws back. You have seen that for yourself. In a place like this there are always several drowned each year. This year there’ve been more than several. But even so that’s only a few. Most of them come not from the water but from the earth. It is not a pretty sight.’


  ‘Where do they go?’


  ‘I’ve never followed them to see. I’m not stark staring mad.’ The red of the fire reflected in the Commandant’s eyes. There was a long pause.


  ‘I don’t believe in the resurrection of the body,’ said Gerald. As the hour grew later, the bells grew louder. ‘Not of the body.’


  ‘What other kind of resurrection is possible? Everything else is only theory. You can’t even imagine it. No one can.’ Gerald had not argued such a thing for twenty years. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you advise me to go. Where?’


  ‘Where doesn’t matter.’


  ‘I have no car.’


  ‘Then you’d better walk.’


  “With her?’ He indicated Phrynne only with his eyes.


  ‘She’s young and strong.’ A forlorn tenderness lay within the Commandant’s words. ‘She’s twenty years younger than you and therefore twenty years more important.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Gerald. ‘I agree ... What about you? What will you do?’


  ‘I’ve lived here some time now. I know what to do.’


  ‘And the Pascoes?’


  ‘He’s drunk. There is nothing in the world to fear if you’re thoroughly drunk. DSO and bar. DFC and bar.’


  ‘But you are not drinking yourself?’


  ‘Not since I came to Holihaven. I lost the knack.’


  Suddenly Phrynne sat up. ‘Hullo,’ she said to the Commandant; not yet fully awake. Then she said, ‘What fun! The bells are still ringing.’


  The Commandant rose, his eyes averted. ‘I don’t think there’s anything more to say,’ he remarked, addressing Gerald. ‘You’ve still got time.’ He nodded slightly to Phrynne, and walked out of the lounge.


  ‘What have you still got time for?’ asked Phrynne, stretching. ‘Was he trying to convert you? I’m sure he’s an Anabaptist.’


  ‘Something like that,’ said Gerald, trying to think.


  ‘Shall we go to bed? Sorry, I’m so sleepy.’


  ‘Nothing to be sorry about.’


  ‘Or shall be go for another walk? That would wake me up. besides the tide might have come in.’


  Gerald, although he half-despised himself for it, found it impossible to explain to her that they should leave at once; without transport or a destination; walk all night if necessary. He said to himself that probably he would not go even were he alone.


  ‘If you’re sleepy, it’s probably a good thing.’


  ‘Darling!’


  ‘I mean with these bells. God knows when they will stop.’ Instantly he felt a new pang of fear at what he had said.


  Mrs Pascoe had appeared at the door leading to the bar, and opposite to that from which the Commandant had departed. She bore two steaming glasses on a tray. She looked about, possibly to confirm that the Commandant had really gone.


  ‘I thought you might both like a nightcap. Ovaltine, with something in it.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Phrynne. ‘I can’t think of anything nicer.’ | Gerald set the glass on a wicker table, and quickly finished his cognac.


  Mrs Pascoe began to move chairs and slap cushions. She looked very haggard.


  ‘Is the Commandant an Anabaptist?’ asked Phrynne over her shoulder. She was proud of her ability to outdistance Gerald in beginning to consume a hot drink.


  Mrs Pascoe stopped slapping for a moment. ‘I don’t know what that is,’ she said.


  ‘He’s left his book,’ said Phrynne, on a new tack.


  ‘Mrs Pascoe looked at it indifferently across the lounge.


  ‘I wonder what he’s reading,’ continued Phrynne. ‘Fox’s Lives of the Martyrs, I expect.’ A small unusual devil seemed to have entered into her.


  But Mrs Pascoe knew the answer. ‘It’s always the same,’ she said, contemptuously. ‘He only reads one. It’s called Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World. He’s been reading it ever since he came here. When he gets to the end, he starts again.’


  ‘Should I take it up to him?’ asked Gerald. It was neither courtesy nor inclination, but rather a fear lest the Commandant return to the lounge: a desire, after those few minutes of reflection, to cross-examine.


  ‘Thanks very much,’ said Mrs Pascoe, as if relieved of a similar apprehension. ‘Room One. Next to the suit of Japanese armour.’ She went on tipping and banging. To Gera’d’s inflamed nerves, her behavior seemed too consciously normal.


  He collected the book and made his way upstairs. The volume was bound in real leather, and the tops of its pages were gilded: apparently a presentation copy. Outside the lounge, Gerald looked at the flyleaf: in a very large hand was written: ‘To my dear Son, Raglan, on his being honoured by the Queen. From his proud Father, B. Shotcroft, Major-general.’ Beneath the inscription a very ugly military crest had been appended by a stamper of primitive type.


  The suit of Japanese armour lurked in a dark comer as the Commandant himself had done when Gerald had first encountered him. The wide brim of the helmet concealed the black eyeholes in the headpiece; the moustache bristled realistically. It was exactly as if the figure stood guard over the door behind it. On this door was no number, but, there being no other in sight, Gerald took it to be the door of Number One. A short way down the dim empty passage was a window, the ancient sashes of which shook in the din and blast of the bells. Gerald knocked sharply.


  If there was a reply, the bells drowned it; and he knocked again. When to the third knocking there was still no answer, he gently opened the door. He really had to know whether all would, or could, be well if Phrynne, and doubtless he also, were at all costs to remain in their room until it was dawn. He looked into the room and caught his breath.


  There was no artificial light, but the curtains, if there were any, had been drawn back from the single window, and the bottom sash forced up as far as it would go. On the floor by the dusky void, a maelstrom of sound, knelt the Commandant, his cropped white hair faintly catching the moonless glimmer, as his head lay on the sill, like that of a man about to be guillotined. His face was in his hands, but slightly sideways, so that Gerald received a shadowy distorted idea of his expression. Some might have called it ecstatic, but Gerald found it agonized. It frightened him more than anything which had yet happened. Inside the room the bells were like plunging roaring lions.


  He stood for some considerable time quite unable to move. He could not determine whether or not the Commandant knew he was there. The Commandant gave no direct sign of it, but more than once he writhed and shuddered in Gerald’s direction, like an unquiet sleeper made more unquiet by an interloper. It was a matter of doubt whether Gerald should leave the book; and he decided to do so mainly because the thought of further contact with it displeased him. He crept into the room and softly laid it on a hardly visible wooden trunk at the foot of the plain metal bedstead. There seemed no other furniture in the room. Outside the door, the hanging mailed fingers of the Japanese figure touched his wrist.


  He had not been away from the lounge for long, but it was long enough for Mrs Pascoe to have begun again to drink. She liad left the tidying up half-completed, or rather the room; half-disarranged; and was leaning against the overmantel, drawing heavily on a dark tumbler of whisky. Phrynne had not yet finished her Ovaltine.


  ‘How long before the bells stop?’ asked Gerald as soon as he opened the lounge door. Now he was resolved that, come what might, they must go. The impossibility of sleep should serve as excuse.


  ‘I don’t expect Mrs Pascoe can know any more than we can,’ said Phrynne.


  ‘You should have told us about this - this annual event - before accepting our booking.’


  Mrs Pascoe drank some more whisky. Gerald suspected that it was neat. ‘It’s not always the same night,’ she said throatily, looking at the floor.


  ‘We’re not staying,’ said Gerald wildly.


  ‘Darling! ’ Phrynne caught him by the arm.


  ‘Leave this to me, Phrynne.’ He addressed Mrs Pascoe. ‘We’ll pay for the room, of course. Please order me a car.’


  Mrs Pascoe was now regarding him stonily. When he asked for a car, she gave a very short laugh. Then her face changed. She made an effort, and said, ‘You mustn’t take the Commandant so seriously, you know.’


  Phrynne glanced quickly at her husband, is. The whisky was finished. Mrs Pascoe placed the empty glass on the plastic overmantel with too much of a thud. ‘No one takes Commandant Shotcroft seriously,’ she said. ‘Not even his nearest and dearest.’


  ‘Has he any?’ asked Phrynne. ‘He seemed so lonely and pathetic.’


  ‘He’s Don and I’s mascot,’ she said, the drink interfering with her grammar. But not even the drink could leave any doubt about her rancour.


  ‘I thought he had personality,’ said Phrynne.


  ‘That and a lot more, no doubt,’ said Airs Pascoe. ‘But they pushed him out, all the same.’


  ‘Out of what?’


  ‘Cashiered, court-martialled, badges of rank stripped off, sword broken in half, muffled drums, the works.’


  ‘Poor old man. I’m sure it was a miscarriage of justice.’


  ‘That’s because you don’t know him.’


  Mrs Pascoe looked as if she were waiting for Gerald to offer her another whisky.


  ‘It’s a thing he could never live down,’ said Phrynne, brooding to herself, and tucking her legs beneath her. ‘No wonder he’s so queer if all the time it was a mistake.’


  ‘I just told you it was not a mistake,’ said Mrs Pascoe insolently.


  ‘How can we possibly know?’


  ‘You can’t. I can. No one better.’ She was at once aggressive and tearful.


  ‘If you want to be paid,’ cried Gerald, forcing himself in, ‘make out your bill. Phrynne, come upstairs and pack.’ If only he hadn’t made her unpack between their walk and dinner.


  Slowly Phrynne uncoiled and rose to her feet. She had no intention of either packing or departing, nor was she going to argue. ‘I shall need your help,’ she said. ‘If I’m going to pack.’


  In Mrs Pascoe there was another change. Now she looked terrified. ‘Don’t go. Please don’t go. Not now. It’s too late.’


  Gerald confronted her. ‘Too late for what?’ he asked harshly.


  Mrs Pascoe looked paler than ever. ‘You said you wanted a car,’ she faltered. ‘You’re too late.’ Her voice trailed away.


  Gerald took Phrynne by the arm. ‘Come on up.’


  Before they reached the door, Mrs Pascoe made a further attempt. ‘You’ll be all right if you stay. Really you will.’ Her voice, normally somewhat strident, was so feeble that the bells obliterated it. Gerald observed that from somewhere she had produced the whisky bottle and was refilling her tumbler.


  With Phrynne on his arm he went first to the stout front door. To his surprise it was neither locked nor bolted, but opened at a half-turn of the handle. Outside the building the whole sky was full of bells, the air an inferno of ringing.


  He thought that for the first time Phrynne’s face also seemed strained and crestfallen. ‘They’ve been ringing too long,’ she said, drawing close to him. ‘I wish they’d stop.’


  ‘We’re packing and going. I needed to know whether we could get out this way. We must shut the door quietly.’


  It creaked a bit on its hinges, and he hesitated with it halfshut, uncertain whether to rush the creak or to ease it. Suddenly, something dark and shapeless, with its arm seeming to hold a black vesture over its head, flitted, all sharp angles, like a bat, down the narrow ill-lighted street, the sound of its passage audible to none. It was the first being that either of them had seen in the streets of Holihaven; and Gerald was acutely relieved that he alone had set eyes upon it. With his hand trembling, he shut the door much too sharply.


  But no one could possibly have heard, although he stopped for a second outside the lounge. He could hear Mrs Pascoe now weeping hysterically; and again was glad that Phrynne was a step or two ahead of him. Upstairs die Commandant’s door lay straight before them: they had to pass close beside the Japanese figure, in order to take the passage to the left of it.


  But soon they were in their room, with the key turned in the big rim lock.


  ‘Oh God,’ cried Gerald, sinking on the double bed. ‘It’s pandemonium.’ Not for the first time that evening he was instantly more frightened than ever by the unintended appositeness of his own words.


  ‘It’s pandemonium all right,’ said Phrynne, almost calmly. ‘And we’re not going out in it.’


  He was at a loss to divine how much she knew, guessed, or imagined; and any word of enlightenment from him might be inconceivably dangerous. But he was conscious of the strength of her resistance, and lacked the reserves to battle with it.


  She was looking out of the window into the main street. We might will them to stop,’ she suggested wearily.


  Gerald was now far less frightened of the bells continuing than of their ceasing. But that they should go on ringing until day broke seemed hopelessly impossible.


  Then one peal stopped. There could be no other explanation for the obvious diminution in sound.


  ‘You see! ’ said Phrynne. t Gerald sat up straight on the side of the bed.


  Almost at once further sections of sound subsided, quickly one after the other, until only a single peal was left, that which had begun the ringing. Then the single peal tapered off into a single bell. The single bell tolled on its own, disjointedly, five or six or seven times. Then it stopped, and there was nothing.


  Gerald’s head was a cave of echoes, mountingly muffled by the noisy current of his blood.


  ‘Oh goodness,’ said Phrynne, turning from the window and stretching her arms above her head. ‘Let’s go somewhere else tomorrow.’ She began to take off her dress.


  Sooner than usual they were in bed, and in one another’s arms. Gerald had carefully not looked out of the window, and neither of them suggested that it should be opened, as they usually did.


  ‘As it’s a four-poster, shouldn’t we draw the curtains?’ asked Phrynne. ‘And be really snug? After those damned bells?’


  ‘We should suffocate.’


  ‘Did they suffocate when everyone had four-posters?’


  ‘They only drew the curtains when people were likely to pass through the room.’


  ‘Darling, you’re shivering. I think we should draw them.’


  ‘Lie still instead and love me.’


  But all his nerves were straining out into the silence. There was no sound of any kind, beyond the hotel or within it; not a creaking floorboard nor a prowling cat nor a distant owl. He had been afraid to look at his watch when the bells stopped, or since; the number of the dark hours before they could leave Holihaven weighed on him. The vision of the Commandant kneeling in the dark window was clear before his eyes, as if the intervening panelled walls were made of stage gauze; and the thing he had seen in the street darted on its angular way back and forth through memory.


  Then passion began to open its petals within him, layer upon slow layer; like an illusionist’s red flower which, without soil or sun or sap, grows as it is watched. The languor of tenderness began to fill the musty room with its texture and perfume. The transparent walls became again opaque, the old man’s vaticinations mere obsession. The street must have been empty, as it was now; the eye deceived.


  But perhaps rather it was the boundless sequacity of love that deceived, and most of all in the matter of die time which had passed since the bells stopped ringing; for suddenly Phrynne drew very close to him, and he heard steps in the thoroughfare outside, and a voice calling. These were loud steps, audible from afar even through the shut window; and the voice had the possessed stridency of the street evangelist.


  ‘The dead are awake! ’


  Not even the thick bucolic accent, the guttural vibrato of emotion, could twist or mask the meaning. At first Gerald lay listening with all his body, and concentrating the more as the noise grew; then he sprang from the bed and ran to the window.


  A burly, long-limbed man in a seaman’s jersey was running down the street, coming clearly into a view for a second at each lamp, and between them lapsing into a swaying lumpy wraith.


  As he shouted his joyous message, he crossed from side to side and waved his arms like a negro. By flashes, Gerald could see that his weatherworn face was transfigured.


  ‘The dead are awake! ’


  Already, behind him, people were coming out of their houses, and descending from the rooms above shops. There were men, women, and children. Most of them were fully dressed, and must have been waiting in silence and darkness for the call; but a few were dishevelled in night attire or the first garments which had come to hand. Some formed them- selves into groups, and advanced arm in arm, as if towards the conclusion of a Blackpool beano. More came singly, ecstatic and waving their arms above their heads, as the first man had done. All cried out, again and again, with no cohesion or harmony. ‘The dead are awake! The dead are awake! ’


  Gerald become aware the Phrynne was standing behind him.


  ‘The Commandant warned me,’ he said brokenly. ‘We should have gone.’


  Phrynne shook her head and took his arm. ‘Nowhere to go,’ she said. But her voice was soft with fear, and her eyes blank. ‘I don’t expect they’ll trouble us.’


  Swiftly Gerald drew the thick plush curtains, leaving them in complete darkness. ‘We’ll sit it out,’ he said, slightly histrionic in his fear. ‘No matter what happens.’


  He scrambled across to the switch. But when he pressed it, light did not come. ‘The current’s gone. We must get back into bed.’


  ‘Gerald! Come and help me.’ He remembered that she was curiously vulnerable in the dark. He found his way to her, and guided her to the bed.


  ‘No more love,’ she said ruefully and affectionately, her teeth chattering.


  He kissed her lips with what gendeness the total night made possible.


  ‘They were going towards the sea,’ she said timidly.


  ‘We must think of something else.’


  But the noise was still growing. The whole community seemed to be passing down the street, yelling the same dreadful words again and again.


  ‘Do you think we can?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Gerald. ‘It’s only until tomorrow.’


  ‘They can’t be actually dangerous,’ said Phrynne. ‘Or it would be stopped.’


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  By now, as always happens, the crowd had amalgamated their utterances and were beginning to shout in unison. They were like agitators bawling a slogan, or massed trouble-makers at a football match. But at the same time the noise was beginning to draw away. Gerald suspected that the entire population of the place was on the march.


  Soon it was apparent that a processional route was being followed. The tumult could be heard winding about from quarter to quarter; sometimes drawing near, so that Gerald and Phrynne were once more seized by the first chill of panic, then again almost fading away. It was possibly this great variability in the volume of the sound which led Gerald to believe that there were distinct pauses in the massed shouting; periods when it was superseded by far, disorderly cheering. Certainly it began also to seem that the thing shouted had changed; but he could not make out the new cry, although unwillingly he strained to do so.


  ‘It’s extraordinary how frightened one can be,’ said Phrynne, ‘even when one is not directly menaced. It must prove that we all belong to one another, or whatever it is, after all.’


  In many similar remarks they discussed the thing at one remove. Experience showed that this was better than not discussing it at all.


  In the end there could be no doubt that the shouting had stopped, and that now the crowd was singing. It was no song that Gerald had ever heard, but something about the way it was sung convinced him that it was a hymn or psalm set to an out-of-date popular tune. Once more the crowd was approaching; this time steadily, but with strange, interminable slowness.


  ‘What the hell are they doing now?’ asked Gerald of the blackness, his nerves wound so tight that the foolish question was forced out of them.


  Palpably the crowd had completed its peregrination, and was returning up the main street from the sea. The singers seemed to gasp and fluctuate, as if worn out with gay exercise, like children at a party. There was a steady undertow of scraping and scuffling. Time passed and more time.


  Phrynne spoke. ‘I believe they’re dancing’


  She moved slightly, as if she thought of going to see.


  ‘No, no,’ said Gerald and clutched her fiercely.


  There was a tremendous concussion on the ground floor below them. The front door had been violently thrown back.


  They could hear the hotel filling with a stamping, singing mob.


  Doors banged everywhere, and furniture was overturned, as the beatific throng surged and stumbled through the involved darkness of the old building. Glasses went and china and Birmingham brass warming pans. In a moment, Gerald heard the Japanese armour crash to the boards. Phrynne screamed. Then a mighty shoulder, made strong by the sea’s assault, I rammed at the panelling and their door was down.


  The living and the dead dance together.


  Now’s the time. Now’s the place. Now’s the weather.


  At last Gerald could make out the words.


  The stresses in the song were heavily beaten down by much repetition.


  Hand in hand, through the dim grey gap of the doorway, the dancers lumbered and shambled in, singing frenziedly but brokenly; ecstatic but exhausted. Through the stuffy blackness they swayed and shambled, more and more of them, until the room must have been packed tight with them.


  Phrynne screamed again. ‘The smell. Oh God, the smell.’


  It was the smell they had encountered on the beach; in the congested room, no longer merely offensive, but obscene, unspeakable.


  Phrynne was hysterical. All self-control gone, she was scratching and tearing, and screaming again and again. Gerald tried to hold her, but one of the dancers in the darkness struck him so hard that she was jolted out of his arms. Instantly it H seemed that she was no longer there at all.


  The dancers were thronging everywhere, their limbs whirling, their lungs bursting with the rhythm of the song. It was difficult for Gerald even to call out. He tried to struggle after Phrynne, but immediately a blow from a massive elbow knocked him to the floor, an abyss of invisible trampling feet.


  But soon the dancers were going again; not only from the room, but, it seemed, from the building also. Crushed and tormented though he was, Gerald could hear the song being presumed in the street, as the various frenzied groups debouched and reunited. Within, before long there was nothing but the chaos, the darkness, and the putrescent odour. Gerald felt so sick that he had to battle with unconsciousness. He could not think or move, despite the desperate need.


  Then he struggled into a sitting position, and sank his head on the tom sheets of the bed. For an uncertain period he was insensible to everything; but in the end he heard steps approaching down the dark passage. His door was pushed back, and the Commandant entered gripping a lighted candle. He seemed to disregard the flow of hot wax which had already congealed on much of his knotted hand.


  ‘She’s safe. Small thanks to you.’


  The Commandant stared icily at Gerald’s undignified figure. Gerald tried to stand. He was terribly bruised, and so giddy that he wondered if this could be concussion. But relief rallied him.


  ‘Is it thanks to you?’


  ‘She was caught up in it. Dancing with the rest.’ The Commandant’s eyes glowed in the candle-light. The singing and dancing had almost died away.


  Still Gerald could do no more than sit up on the bed. His voice was low and indistinct, as if coming from outside his body. ‘Were they... were some of them...’


  The Commandant replied more scornful than ever of his weakness. ‘She was between two of them. Each had one of her hands.’


  Gerald could not look at him. ‘What did you do?’ he asked in the same remote voice.


  ‘I did what had to be done. I hope I was in time.’ After the slightest possible pause he continued. ‘You’ll find her downstairs.’


  ‘I’m grateful. Such a silly thing to say, but what else is there?’


  ‘Can you walk?’


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘I’ll light you down.’ The Commandant’s tone was as uncompromising as always.


  There were two more candles in the lounge, and Phrynne, wearing a woman’s belted overcoat which was not hers, sat between them drinking. Mrs Pascoe, fully dressed but with eyes averted, pottered about the wreckage. It seemed hardly more than as if she were completing the task which earlier she had left unfinished.


  ‘Darling, look at you! ’ Phrynne’s words were still hysterical, but her voice was as gentle as it usually was.


  Gerald, bruises and thoughts of concussion forgotten, dragged her into his arms. They embraced silently for a long time; then he looked into her eyes.


  ‘Here I am,’ she said, and looked away. ‘Not to worry.’


  Silently and unnoticed, the Commandant had already retreated.


  Without returning his gaze, Phrynne finished her drink as she stood there. Gerald supposed that it was one of Mrs Pascoe’s concoctions.


  It was so dark where Mrs Pascoe was working that her labours could have been achieving little; but she said nothing to her visitors, nor they to her. At the door Phrynne unexpectedly stripped off the overcoat and threw it on a chair. Her nightdress was so tom that she stood almost naked. Dark though it was, Gerald saw Mrs Pascoe regarding Phrynne’s pretty body with a stare of animosity.


  ‘May we take one of the candles?’ he said, normal standards reasserting themselves in him.


  But Mrs Pascoe continued to stand silently staring; and they lighted themselves through the wilderness of broken furniture to the ruins of their bedroom. The Japanese figure was still prostrate, and the Commandant’s door shut. And the smell had almost gone.


  Even by seven o’clock the next morning surprisingly much had been done to restore order. But no one seemed to be about, .and Gerald and Phrynne departed without a word.


  In Wrack Street a milkman was delivering, but Gerald noticed that his cart bore the name of another town. A minute boy whom they encountered later on an obscure purposeful errand might, however, have been indigenous; and when they reached Station Road, they saw a small plot of land on which already men were silently at work with spades in their hands. They were as thick as flies on a wound, and as black. In the darkness of the previous evening, Gerald and Phrynne had missed the place. A board named it the New Municipal Cemetery.


  In the mild light of an autumn morning the sight of the black and silent toilers was horrible; but Phrynne did not seem to find it so. On the contrary, her cheeks reddened and her soft mouth became fleetingly more voluptuous still.


  She seemed to have forgotten Gerald, so that he was able to examine her closely for a moment. It was the first time he had done so since the night before. Then, once more, she became herself. In those previous seconds Gerald had become aware of something dividing them which neither of them would ever mention or ever forget.


  The School Friend


  It would be false modesty to deny that Sally Tessler and I were the bright girls of the school. Later it was understood that I went more and more swiftly to the bad, but Sally continued being bright for some considerable time. Like many males, but few females, even among those inclined to scholarship, Sally combined a true love for the classics, the ancient ones, with an insight into mathematics which, to the small degree that I was interested, seemed to me almost magical. She won three scholarships, two gold medals, and a sojourn among the Hellenes with all expenses paid. Before she had graduated she had published a little book of popular mathematics which, I understood, made her a surprising sum of money. Later she edited several lesser Latin authors, published in editions so small that they can have brought her nothing but inner satisfaction.


  The foundations of all this erudition had almost certainly been laid in Sally’s earliest childhood. The tale went that Dr. Tessler had once been the victim of some serious injustice, or considered he had: certainly it seemed to be true that, as his neighbors put it, he "never went out.” Sally herself once told me that she not only could remember nothing of her mother, but had never come across any trace or record of her. From the very beginning Sally had been brought up, it was said, by her father alone. Rumor suggested that Dr. Tessler’s regimen was threefold: reading, domestic drudgery, and obedience. I deduced that he used the last to enforce the two first: when Sally was not scrubbing the floor or washing up, she was studying Vergil and Euclid. Even then I suspected that the doctor’s ways of making his will felt would not have borne examination by the other parents. Certainly, however, when Sally first appeared at school, she had much more than a grounding in almost every subject taught, and in several which were not taught. Sally, therefore, was from the first a considerable irritant to the mistresses. She was always two years or more below the average age of her form. She had a real technique of acquiring knowledge. She respected learning in her preceptors and detected its absence. I once tried to find out in what subject Dr. Tessler had obtained his doctorate. I failed, but, of course, one then expected a German to be a doctor.


  It was the first school Sally had attended. I was a member of the form to which she was originally assigned, but in which she remained for less than a week, so eclipsing to the rest of us was her mass of information. She was thirteen years and five months old at the time, nearly a year younger than I. (I owe it to myself to say that I was promoted at the end of the term, and thereafter more or less kept pace with the prodigy, although this, perhaps, was for special reasons.) Her hair was remarkably beautiful; a perfect light blonde, and lustrous with brushing, although cut short and “done” in no particular way, indeed usually very untidy. She had dark eyes, a pale skin, a large, distinguished nose, and a larger mouth. She had also a slim but precocious figure, which later put me in mind of Tessa in "The Constant Nymph.” For better or for worse, there was no school uniform, and Sally invariably appeared in a dark-blue dress of foreign aspect and extreme simplicity, which nonetheless distinctly became her looks. As she grew, she seemed to wear later editions of the same dress, new and enlarged, like certain publications.


  Sally, in fact, was beautiful, but one would be unlikely ever to meet another so lovely who was so entirely and genuinely unaware of the fact and of its implications. And, of course, her casualness about her appearance, and her simple clothes, added to her charm. Her disposition seemed kindly and easygoing in the extreme, and her voice was lazy to drawling. But Sally, nonetheless, seemed to live only in order to work; and although I was, I think, her closest friend (it was the urge to keep up with her which explained much of my own progress in the school), I learned very little about her. She seemed to have no pocket money at all: as this amounted to a social deficiency of the vastest magnitude and as my parents could afford to be and were generous, I regularly shared with her. She accepted the arrangement simply and warmly. In return she gave me frequent little presents of books: a copy of Goethe's Faust in the original language and bound in somewhat discouraging brown leather, and an edition of Petronius, with some remarkable drawings. Much later, when in need of money for a friend, I took the Faust, in no hopeful spirit, to Sotheby’s. It proved to be a rebound first edition...


  But it was a conversation about the illustrations in the Petronius (I was able to construe Latin fairly well for a girl, but the italics and long s’s daunted me) which led me to the discovery that Sally knew more than any of us about the subject illustrated. Despite her startling range of information, she seemed then, and certainly for long after, completely disinterested in any personal way. It was as if she discoursed, in the gentlest, sweetest manner, about some distant far-off thing, or, to use a comparison absurdly hackneyed but here appropriate, about botany. It was an ordinary enough school, and sex was a preoccupation among us. Sally’s attitude was surprisingly new and unusual. In the end she did ask me not to tell the others what she had just told me. "As if I would,” I replied challengingly, but still musingly.


  And in fact I didn’t tell anyone until considerably later: when I found that I had learned from Sally things which no one else at all seemed to know, things which I sometimes think have in themselves influenced my life, so to say, not a little. Once I tried to work out how old Sally was at the time of this conversation. I think she could hardly have been more than fifteen.


  In the end Sally won her university scholarship, and I just failed, but won the school’s English Essay Prize, and also the Good Conduct Medal, which I deemed (and still deem) in the nature of a stigma, but believed, consolingly, to be awarded more to my prosperous father than to me. Sally’s conduct was in any case much better than mine, being indeed irreproachable. I had entered for the scholarship with the intention of forcing the examiners, in the unlikely event of my winning it, to bestow it upon Sally, who really needed it. When this doubtless impracticable scheme proved unnecessary, Sally and I parted company, she to her triumphs of the intellect, I to my lesser achievements. We corresponded intermittently, but decreasingly as our areas of common interest diminished. Ultimately, for a very considerable time, I lost sight of her altogether, although occasionally over the years I used to see reviews of her learned books, and encounter references to her in leading articles about the Classical Association and similar indispensable bodies. I took it for granted that by now we should have difficulty in communicating. I observed that Sally did not marry. One couldn’t wonder, I foolishly and unkindly drifted into supposing...


  When I was forty-one, two things happened which have a bearing on this narrative. The first was that a catastrophe befell me which led to my again taking up residence with my parents. Details are superfluous. The second thing was the death of Dr. Tessler.


  I should probably have heard of Dr. Tessler’s death in any case, for my parents, who, like me and the rest of the neighbors, had never set eyes upon him, had always regarded him with mild curiosity. As it was, the first I knew of it was when I saw the funeral. I was shopping on behalf of my mother and reflecting upon the vileness of things, when I observed old Mr. Orbit remove his hat, in which he always served, and briefly sink his head in prayer. Between the aggregations of Shredded Wheat in the window, I saw the passing shape of a very old-fashioned and therefore very ornate horse-drawn hearse. It bore a coffin covered in a pall of worn purple velvet, but there seemed to be no mourners at all.


  “Didn’t think never to see a 'orse 'earse again, Mr. Orbit,” remarked old Mrs. Ring, who was ahead of me in the queue.


  “Pauper funeral, I expect,” said her friend, old Mrs. Edge,


  "No such thing no more,” said Mr. Orbit quite sharply, and replacing his hat. “That’s Dr. Tessler’s funeral. Don’t suppose ’e ’ad no family come to look after things."


  I believe the three white heads then got together and began to whisper, but on hearing the name, I had made towards the door. I looked out. The huge ancient hearse, complete with vast black plumes, looked much too big for the narrow autumnal street. It put me in mind of how toys are often so grossly out of scale with one another. I could now see that instead of mourners, a group of urchins, shadowy in the fading light, ran behind the bier, shrieking and jeering, a most regrettable scene in a well-conducted township.


  For the first time in months, if not years, I wondered about Sally.


  Three days later she appeared without warning at my parents’ front door. It was I who opened it.


  "Hullo, Mel.”


  One hears of people who after many years take up a conversation as if the same number of hours had passed. This was a case in point. Sally, moreover, looked almost wholly unchanged. Possibly her lustrous hair was a half shade darker, but it was still short and wild. Her lovely white skin was un wrinkled. Her large mouth smiled sweetly but, as always, somewhat absently. She was dressed in the most ordinary clothes but still managed to look like anything but a don or a dominie, although neither did she look like a woman of the world. It was, I reflected, hard to decide what she did look like.


  "Hullo, Sally.”


  I kissed her and began to condole.


  "Father really died before I was born. You know that.”


  "I have heard something.”


  I should not have been sorry to hear more, but Sally threw off her coat, sank clown before the fire, and said, "I’ve read all your books. I loved them. I should have written.


  "Thank you,” I said. “I wish there were more who felt like you.


  "You’re an artist, Mel. You can’t expect to be a success at the same time.” She was warming her white hands. I was not sure that I was an artist, but it was nice to be told.


  There was a circle of leather-covered armchairs round the fire. I sat down beside her. "I’ve read about you often in the Times Lit," I said, “but that’s all. For years. Much too long.”


  “I'm glad you’re still living here,” she replied.


  “Not still. Again."


  "Oh?” She smiled in her gentle, absent way.


  "Following a session in the frying pan and another one in the fire... I’m sure you’ve been conducting yourself more sensibly ” I was still fishing.


  But all she said was, "Anyway, I’m still glad you’re living here.”


  "Can’t say I am. But why in particular?”


  “Silly Mel! Because I’m going to live here too.”


  I had never even thought of it.


  I could not resist a direct question.


  "Who told you your father was ill?”


  "A friend. I’ve come all the way from Asia Minor. I've been looking at potsherds.” She was remarkably untanned for one who had been living under the sun, but her skin was of the kind which does not tan readily.


  "It will be lovely to have you about again. Lovely, Sally. But what will you do here?"


  “What do you do?”


  “I write... In other ways my life is rather over, I feel."


  “I write too. Sometimes. At least I edit... And I don’t think my life, properly speaking, has ever begun.”


  I had spoken in self-pity, although I had not wholly meant to do so. The tone of her reply I found it impossible to define. Certainly, I thought with slight malice, certainly she does look absurdly virginal.


  A week later a van arrived at Dr. Tessler's house, containing a great number of books, a few packed trunks, and little else; and Sally moved in. She offered no further explanation for this gesture of semiretirement from the gay world (for we lived about forty miles from London, too many for urban participation, too few for rural self-sufficiency), but it occurred to me that Sally's resources were doubtless not so large that she could disregard an opportunity to live rent-free, although I had no idea whether the house was freehold, and there was no mention even of a will. Sally was and always had been so vague about practicalities that I was a little worried about these matters, but she declined ideas of help. There was no doubt that if she were to offer the house for sale, she could not expect from the proceeds an income big enough to enable her to live elsewhere, and I could imagine that she shrank from the bother and uncertainty of letting.


  I heard about the contents of the van from Mr. Ditch, the remover, and it was, in fact, not until she had been in residence for about ten days that Sally sent me an invitation. During this time and after she had refused my help with her affairs, I had thought it best to leave her alone. Now, although the house which I must henceforth think of as hers, stood only about a quarter of a mile from the house of my parents, she sent me a postcard. It was a picture postcard of Mytilene. She asked me to tea.


  The way was through the avenues and round the corners of a midnineteenth-century housing estate for merchants and professional men. My parents’ house was intended for the former, Sally’s for the latter. It stood, in fact, at the very end of a cul-de-sac: even now the house opposite bore the plate of a dentist.


  I had often stared at the house during Dr. Tessler’s occupancy and before I knew Sally, but not until that day did I enter it. The outside looked much as it had ever done. The house was built in a grey brick so depressing that one speculated how anyone could ever come to choose it (as many once did, however, throughout the Home Counties). To the right of the front door (approached by twelve steps, with blue and white tessellated risers) protruded a greatly disproportionate obtuse- angled bay window: it resembled the thrusting nose on a grey and wrinkled face. This bay window served the basement, the ground floor, and the first floor: between the two latter ran a dull-red string course "in an acanthus pattern”, like a chaplet round the temples of a dowager. From the second-floor window it might have been possible to step onto the top of the projecting bay, the better to view the dentist’s office opposite, had not the second-floor window been barred, doubtless as protection for a nursery. The wooden gate had fallen from its hinges and had to be lifted open and shut. It was startlingly heavy.


  The bell was in order.


  Sally was, of course, alone in the house.


  Immediately she opened the door (which included two large tracts of colored glass), I apprehended a change in her, essentially the first change in all the time I had known her, for the woman who had come to my parents’ house a fortnight or three weeks before had seemed to me very much the girl who had joined my class when we were both children. But now there was a difference...


  In the first place she looked different. Previously there had always been a distinction about her appearance, however inexpensive her clothes. Now she wore a fawn jumper which needed washing and stained, creaseless grey slacks. When a woman wears trousers, they need to be smart. These were slacks indeed. Sally’s hair was not so much picturesquely untidy as in the past but, more truly, in bad need of trimming. She wore distasteful sandals. And her expression had altered.


  “Hullo, Mel. Do you mind sitting down and waiting for the kettle to boil?’’ She showed me into the ground-floor room (although to make possible the basement, it was cocked high in the air) with the bay window. “Just throw your coat on a chair.” She bustled precipitately away. It occurred to me that Sally’s culinary aplomb had diminished since her busy childhood of legend.


  The room was horrible. I had expected eccentricity, discomfort, bookworminess, even perhaps the slightly macabre. But the room was entirely commonplace, and in the most unpleasing fashion. The furniture had probably been mass-produced in the early twenties. It was of the kind which it is impossible, by any expenditure of time and polish, to keep in good order. The carpet was dingy jazz. There were soulless little pictures in gilt frames. There were dreadful modern knickknacks. There was a radio set, obviously long broken... For the time of year, the rickety, smoky fire offered none too much heat. Rejecting Sally’s invitation, I drew my coat about me.


  There was nothing to read except a prewar copy of "Tit-Bits,” which I found on-the floor under the lumpy settee. Like Sally’s jumper the dense lace curtains could have done with a wash. But before long Sally appeared with tea: six uniform pink cakes from the nearest shop and a flavorless liquid full of floating “strangers.” The crockery accorded with the other appurtenances.


  I asked Sally whether she had started work of any kind.


  “Not yet,” she replied, a little dourly. "I’ve got to get things going in the house first.”


  “I suppose your father left things in a mess?”


  She looked at me sharply. "Father never went out of his library.”


  She seemed to suppose that I knew more than I did. Looking round me, I found it hard to visualize a "library.” I changed the subject.


  "Aren’t you going to find it rather a big house for one?”


  It seemed a harmless, though uninspired, question. But Sally, instead of answering, simply sat staring before her. Although it was more as if she stared within her at some unpleasant thought.


  I believe in acting upon impulse.


  "Sally,” I said, “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you sell this house, which is much too big for you, and come and live with me? We’ve plenty of room, and my father is the soul of generosity.”


  She only shook her head. “Thank you, Mel. No.” She still seemed absorbed by her own thoughts, disagreeable thoughts.


  "You remember what you said the other day. About being glad I was living here. I’m likely to go on living here. I’d love to have you with me, Sally. Please think about it.”


  She put down her ugly little teaplate on the ugly little table. She had taken a single small bite out of her pink cake. She stretched out her hand towards me, very tentatively, not nearly touching me. She gulped slightly. “Mel—”


  I moved to take her hand, but she drew it back. Suddenly she shook her head violently. Then she began to talk about her work.


  She did not resume eating or drinking, and indeed both the cakes and the tea, which every now and then she pressed upon me in a casual way more like her former manner, were remarkably unappetizing. But she talked interestingly and familiarly for about half an hour—about indifferent matters. Then she said, "Forgive me, Mel. But I must be getting on.”


  She rose. Of course I rose too. Then I hesitated.


  “Sally . . . Please think about it. I’d like it so much. Please."


  “Thank you, Mel. I'll think about it.”


  "Promise?”


  “Promise... Thank you for coming to see me.”


  “I want to see much more of you.”


  She stood in the open front door. In the dusk she looked inexplicably harassed and woebegone.


  “Come and see me whenever you want. Come to tea tomorrow and stay to dinner.” Anything to get her out of that horrible, horrible house.


  But, as before, she only said, “I’ll think about it.”


  Walking home it seemed to me that she could only have invited me out of obligation. I was much hurt, and much frightened by the change in her. As I reached my own gate it struck me that the biggest change of all was that she had never once smiled.


  When five or six days later I had neither seen nor heard from Sally, I wrote asking her to visit me. For several days she did not reply at all; then she sent me another picture postcard, this lime of some ancient bust in a museum, informing me that she would love to come when she had a little more time. I noticed that she had made a slight error in my address, which she had hastily and imperfectly corrected. The postman, of course, knew me. I could well imagine that there was much to do in Sally’s house. Indeed, it was a house of the kind in which the work is never either satisfying or complete: an ever-open mouth of a house. But despite the tales of her childhood, I could not imagine the Sally I knew doing it... I could not imagine what she was doing, and I admit that I did want to know.


  Some time after that I came across Sally in the International Stores. It was not a shop I usually patronized, but Mr. Orbit was out of my father’s particular pickles. I could not help wondering whether Sally did not remember perfectly well that it was a shop in which I was seldom found.


  She was there when I entered. She was wearing the same grimy slacks and this time a white blouse which was worse than her former jumper, being plainly filthy. Against the autumn she wore a blue raincoat, which I believed to be the same she had worn to school. She looked positively unkempt and far from well. She was nervously shoveling a little heap of dark-blue bags and gaudy packets into a very ancient carryall. Although the shop was fairly full, no one else was waiting to be served at the part of the counter where Sally stood. I walked up to her.


  “Good morning, Sally.”


  She clutched the ugly carryall to her, as if I were about to snatch it. Then at once she became ostentatiously relaxed.


  "Don't look at me like that,” she said. There was an upsetting little rasp in her voice. “After all, Mel, you’re not my mother.” Then she walked out of the shop.


  “Your change, miss,” cried the International Stores clerk after her.


  But she was gone. The other women in the shop watched her go as if she were the town tart. Then they closed up along the section of counter where she had been standing.


  “Poor thing,” said the clerk unexpectedly. He was young. The other women looked at him malevolently and gave their orders with conscious briskness.


  Then came Sally’s accident.


  By this time there could be no doubt that something was much wrong with her, but I had always been very nearly her only friend in the town, and her behavior to me made it difficult for me to help. It was not that I lacked will or, I think, courage but that I was unable to decide how to set about the task. I was still thinking about it when Sally was run over. I imagine that her trouble, whatever it was, had affected her ordinary judgment. Apparently she stepped right under a truck in the High Street, having just visited the Post Office. I learned shortly afterwards that she refused to have letters delivered at her house but insisted upon them being left poste restante.


  When she had been taken to the Cottage Hospital, the matron, Miss Garvice, sent for me. Everyone knew that I was Sally’s friend.


  "Do you know who is her next of kin?”


  “I doubt whether she has such a thing in this country.”


  “Friends?”


  "Only I that I know of." I had always wondered about the mysterious informant of Dr. Tessler’s passing.


  Miss Garvice considered for a moment.


  “I’m worried about her house. Strictly speaking, in all the circumstances, I suppose I ought to tell the police and ask them to keep an eye on it. But I am sure she would prefer me to ask you.”


  From her tone I rather supposed that Miss Garvice knew nothing of the recent changes in Sally. Or perhaps she thought it best to ignore them.


  “As you live so close, I wonder if it would be too much to ask you just to look in every now and then? Perhaps dailv might be best?”


  I think I accepted mainly because I suspected that something in Sally’s life might need, for Sally’s sake, to be kept from the wrong people.


  “Here are her keys.”


  It was a numerous assembly for such a commonplace establishment as Sally's.


  “I'll do it as I say, Miss Garvice. But how long do you think it will be?”


  “Hard to say. But I don’t think Sally’s going to die.”


  One trouble was that I felt compelled to face the assignment unaided, because I knew no one in the town who seemed likely to regard Sally's predicament with the sensitiveness and delicacy—and indeed love—which I suspected were essential. There was also a dilemma about whether or not I should explore the house. Doubtless I had no right, but to do so might, on the other hand, possibly be regarded as in Sally’s "higher interests." I must acknowledge, nontheless, that my decision to proceed was considerably inspired by curiosity. This did not mean that I should involve others in whatever might be disclosed. Even that odious sitting room would do Sally’s reputation no good...


  Miss Garvice had concluded by suggesting that I perhaps ought to pay my first visit at once. I went home to lunch. Then I set out.


  Among the first things I discovered were that Sally kept every single door of the house locked and that the remains of the tea I had taken with her weeks before still lingered in the sitting room, not, mercifully, the food, but the plates and cups and genteel little knives and the teapot with leaves and liquor at the bottom of it.


  Giving onto the passage from the front door was a room adjoining the sitting room and corresponding to it at the back of the house. Presumably one of these rooms was intended by the builder (the house was not a kind to have had an architect) for use as a dining room, the other as a drawing room. I went through the keys. There were big keys, the doors and locks being pretentiously oversized. In the end the door opened. I noticed a stale cold smell. The room appeared to be in complete darkness. Possibly Dr. Tessler’s library?


  I groped round the inside of the door frame for an electric light switch but could find nothing. I took another half step inside. The room seemed blacker than ever, and the stale cold smell somewhat stronger. I decided to defer exploration until later.


  I shut the door and went upstairs. The ground-floor rooms were high, which made the stairs many and steep.


  On the first floor were two rooms, corresponding in plan to the other two rooms below. It could be called neither an imaginative design nor a convenient one. I tried the front room first, again going through the rigmarole with the keys. The room was in a dilapidated condition and contained nothing but a considerable mass of papers. They appeared once to have been stacked on the bare floor, but the stacks had long since fallen over, and their component elements had accumulated a deep top-dressing of flaky black particles. The grime was of that ultimate kind which seems to have an actually greasy consistency: the idea of further investigating those neglected masses of scroll and manuscript made me shudder.


  The back room was a bedroom, presumably Sally’s. All the curtains were drawn, and I had to turn on the light. It contained what must truly be termed, in the worn phrase, "a few sticks of furniture;” all in the same period as the pieces in the sitting room, though more exiguous and spidery looking. The inflated size and height of the room, the heavy plaster cornice, and even heavier plaster rose in the center of the cracked ceiling emphasized the sparseness of the anachronistic furnishings. There was, however, a more modern double-divan bed, very low on the floor, and looking as if it had been slept in but not remade for weeks. Someone seemed to have arisen rather suddenly, as at an alarm clock. I tried to pull open a drawer in the rickety dressing table. It squeaked and stuck, and proved to contain some pathetic-looking underclothes of Sally’s. The long curtains were very heavy and dark green.


  It was a depressing investigation, but I persisted.


  The second floor gave the appearance of having been originally one room, reached from a small landing. There was marked evidence of unskilled cuttings and botches, aimed, it was clear, at partitioning off this single vast room in order to form a bathroom and lavatory, and a passage giving access thereto. Could the house have been originally built without these necessary amenities? Anything seemed possible. I remembered the chestnut about the architect who forgot the staircase.


  But there was something here which I found not only squalid but vaguely frightening. The original door, giving from the small landing into the one room, showed every sign of having been forcibly- burst open and from the inside (characteristically, it had been hung to open outwards). The damage was seemingly not recent (although it is not easy to date such a thing), but the shattered door still hung dejectedly outward from its weighty lower hinge only and, in fact, made it almost impossible to enter the room at all. Gingerly I forced it a little more forward. The ripped woodwork of the heavy door shrieked piercingly as I dragged at it. I looked in. The room, such as it had ever been, had been finally wrecked by the introduction of the batten partition which separated it from the bathroom and was covered with blistered dark-brown varnish. The only contents were a few decaying toys. The nursery, as I remembered from the exterior prospect, Through the gap between the sloping door and its frame, I looked at the barred windows. Like everything else in the house, the bars seemed very heavy. I looked again at the toys. I observed that all of them seemed to be woolly animals. They were rotted with moth and mold, but not so much so as to conceal the fact that at least some of them appeared also to have been mutilated. There were the decomposing leg of a teddy bear, inches away from the main torso; the severed head of a fanciful stuffed bird. It was as unpleasant a scene as every other in the house.


  What had Sally been doing all day? As I had suspected, clearly not cleaning the house. There remained the kitchen quarters, and, of course, the late doctor's library.


  There were odd scraps of food about the basement, and signs of recent though sketchy cooking. I was almost surprised to discover that Sally had not lived on air. In general, however, the basement suggested nothing more unusual than the familiar feeling of wonder at the combined magnitude and cumbrousness of cooking operations in the homes of our middle-class great-grandfathers.


  I looked round for a candle with which to illumine the library. I even opened various drawers, bins, and cupboards. It seemed that there were no candles. In any case, I thought, shivering slightly in the descending dusk, the library was probably a job for more than a single candle. Next time I would provide myself with my father's imposing flashlight.


  There seemed nothing more to be done. I had not even taken off my coat. I had discovered little which was calculated to solve the mystery. Could Sally be doping herself? It really seemed a theory. I turned off the kitchen light, ascended to the ground floor, and shutting the front door, descended again to the garden. I eyed the collapsed front gate with new suspicion. Some time later I realized that I had relocked none of the inside doors.


  Next morning I called at the Cottage Hospital.


  "In a way,” said Miss Garvice, “she’s much better. Quite surprisingly so.”


  "Can I see her?”


  "I’m afraid not. She’s unfortunately had a very restless night."


  Miss Garvice was sitting at her desk with a large yellow cat in her lap. As she spoke, the cat looked up into her face with a look of complacent interrogation.


  "Not in pain?”


  "Not exactly, I think.” Miss Garvice turned the cat’s head downward towards her knee. She paused before saying, "She’s been weeping all night. And talking too. More hysterical than delirious. In the end we had to move her out of the big ward.”


  "What does she say?”


  "It wouldn’t be fair to our patients if we repeated what they say when they’re not themselves.” "I suppose not. Still—”


  "I admit that I cannot at all understand what’s the matter with her. With her mind, I mean, of course.”


  "She’s suffering from shock.” “Yes... But when I said 'mind,' I should perhaps have said ‘emotions.’” The cat jumped from Miss Garvice’s lap to the floor. It began to rub itself against my stockings. Miss Garvice followed it with her eyes. "Were you able to get to her house?”


  "I looked in for a few minutes." Miss Garvice wanted to question me, but she stopped herself and asked, “Everything in order?”


  “As far as I could see.”


  “I wonder if you would collect together a few things and bring them when you next come. I am sure I can leave it to you.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” Remembering the house, I wondered what I could do. I rose. “I’ll look in tomorrow, if I may.” The cat followed me to the door purring. "Perhaps I shall be able to see Sally then.”


  Miss Garvice only nodded.


  The truth was that I could not rest until I had investigated that back room. I was afraid, of course, but much more curious. Even my fear, I felt, perhaps wrongly, was more fear of the unknown than of anything I imagined myself likely in fact to find. Had there been a sympathetic friend available, I should have been glad of his company (it was a job for a man, or for no one). As it was, loyalty to Sally sent me, as before, alone.


  During the morning it had become more and more overcast. In the middle of lunch it began to rain. Throughout the afternoon it rained more and more heavily. My mother said I was mad to go out, but I donned a pair of heavy walking shoes and my riding mackintosh. I had borrowed my father’s flashlight before he left that morning for his business.


  I first entered the sitting room, where I took off my mackintosh and saturated beret. It would perhaps have been more sensible to hang the dripping objects in the lower regions, but I think I felt it wise not to leave them too far from the front door. I stood for a time in front of the mirror combing my matted hair. The light was fading fast, and it was difficult to see very much. The gusty wind hurled the rain against the big bay window, down which it descended like a rippling membrane of wax, distorting what little prospect remained outside. The window frame leaked copiously, making little pools on the floor.


  I pulled up the collar of my sweater, took the flashlight, and entered the back room. Almost at once in the beam of light, I found the switch. It was placed at the normal height but about three feet from the doorway, as if the intention were precisely to make it impossible for the light to be switched on—or off—from the door. I turned it on.


  I had speculated extensively, but the discovery still surprised me. Within the original walls had been laid three courses of stonework, which continued overhead to form an arched vault under the ceiling. The grev stones had been unskillfullv laid, and the vault in particular looked likely to collapse. The inside of the door was reinforced with a single sheet of iron. There remained no window at all. A crude system of electric lighting had been installed, but there seemed provision for neither heating nor ventilation. Conceivably the room was intended for use in air raids; it had palpably been in existence for some time. But in that case it was hard to see why it should still be inhabited as it so plainly was...


  For within the dismal place were many rough wooden shelves laden with crumbling brown books, several battered wooden armchairs, a large desk covered with papers, and a camp bed, showing, like the bed upstairs, signs of recent occupancy. Most curious of all were a small ashtray by the bedside choked with cigarette ends, and an empty coffee cup. I lifted the pillow: underneath it were Sally's pajamas, not folded, but stuffed away out of sight. It was difficult to resist the unpleasant idea that she had begun by sleeping in the room upstairs but for some reason had moved down to this stagnant cavern, which, moreover, she had stated that her father had never left.


  I like to think of myself as more imaginative than sensible. I had, for example, conceived it as possible that Dr. Tessler had been stark raving mad and that the room he never left would prove to be padded. But no room could be less padded than this one. It was much more like a prison. It seemed impossible that all through her childhood Sally’s father had been under some kind of duress. The room also—and horridly—resembled a tomb. Could the doctor have been one of those visionaries who are given to brooding upon the End and to decking themselves with the symbols of mortality, like Donne with his shroud? It was difficult to believe in Sally emulating her father in this... For some time, I think, I fought off the most probable solution, carefully giving weight to every other suggestion which my mind could muster up. In the end I faced the fact that more than an oubliette or a grave, the place resembled a fortress, and the suggestion that there was something in the house against which protection was necessary, was imperative. The locked doors, the scene of ruin on the second floor, Sally’s behavior. I had known it all the time.


  I turned off the bleak light, hanging by its kinked flexible cord. As I locked the library door, I wondered upon the unknown troubles which might have followed my failure of yesterday to leave the house as I had found it. I walked the few steps clown the passage from the library to the sitting room, at once preoccupied and alert. But, for my peace of mind, neither preoccupied nor alert enough. Because, although only for a moment, a second, a gleam, when in that almost vanished light I re-entered the sitting room, I saw him.


  As if, for my benefit, to make the most of the little light, he stood right up in the big bay window. The view he presented to me was what I should call three-quarters back. But I could see a fraction of the outline of his face, entirely white (a thing which has to be seen to be believed) and with the skin drawn tight over the bones as by a tourniquet. There was a suggestion of wispy hair. I think he wore black, a garment, I thought, like a frock coat. He stood stooped and shadowy, except for the glimpse of white face. Of course I could not see his eyes. Needless to say, he was gone almost as soon as I beheld him, but it would be inexact to say that he went quite immediately. I had a scintilla of time in which to blink. I thought at first that dead or alive, it was Dr. Tessler, but immediately afterwards I thought not.


  That evening I tried to take my father into my confidence. I had always considered him the kindest of men, but one from whom I had been carried far out to sea. Now I was interested, as often with people, by the unexpectedness of his response. After I had finished my story (although I did not tell him everything), to which he listened carefully, sometimes putting an intelligent question about a point I had failed to illuminate, he said, “If you want my opinion, I’ll give it to you.”


  “Please.”


  "It’s simple enough. The whole affair is no business of yours.” He smiled to take the sting out of the words, but underneath he seemed unusually serious.


  “I’m fond of Sally. Besides Miss Garvice asked me.”


  “Miss Garvice asked you to look in and see if there was any post, not to poke about the house.”


  It was undoubtedly my weak point. But neither was it an altogether strong one for him. “Sally wouldn’t let the postman deliver,” I countered. “She was collecting her letters from the Post Office at the time she was run over. I can’t imagine why.”


  “Don’t try,” said my father. “But,” I said, “what I saw? Even if I had no right to go all over the house.”


  “Mel,” said my father, “you're supposed to write novels. Haven’t you noticed by this time that everyone’s lives are full of things you can't understand? The exceptional thing is the thing you can understand. I remember a man I knew when I was first in London...


  He broke off. "But fortunately we don’t have to understand. And for that reason we’ve no right to scrutinize other people’s lives too closely.”


  Completely baffled, I said nothing.


  My father patted me on the shoulder. “You can fancy you see things when the light’s not very good, you know. Particularly an artistic girl like you, Mel.”


  Even by my parents I still liked occasionally to be called a girl.


  When I went up to bed, it struck me that again something had been forgotten. This time it was Sally’s “few things.”


  Naturally it was the first matter Miss Garvice mentioned.


  “I’m very sorry. I forgot. I think it must have been the rain,” I continued, excusing myself like an adolescent to authority.


  Miss Garvice very slightly clucked her tongue. But her mind was on something else. She went to the door of her room.


  “Serena!”


  “"Yes, Miss Garvice?”


  “See that I’m not disturbed for a few minutes, will you please? I’ll call you again.”


  “Yes, Miss Garvice,” Serena disappeared, shutting the door.


  “I want to tell you something in confidence.”


  I smiled. Confidences preannounced are seldom worthwhile.


  "You know our routine here. We’ve been making various tests on Sally. One of them roused our suspicion.” Miss Garvice scraped a match on the composition striker which stood on her desk. For the moment she had forgotten the relative cigarette. “Did you know that Sally was pregnant?”


  “No,” I replied. But it might provide an explanation. Of a few things.


  “Normally, of course, I shouldn’t tell you. Or anyone else. But Sally is in such a hysterical state. And you say you know of no relatives?”


  “None. What can I do?”


  “I wonder if you would consider having her to stay with you? Not at once, of course. When we discharge her. Sally’s going to need a friend.”


  “She won’t come or she wouldn’t. I’ve already pressed her.”


  Miss Garvice now was puffing away like a traction engine. “Why did you do that?”


  “I’m afraid that’s my business.”


  “You don’t know who the father is?”


  I said nothing.


  "It’s not as if Sally were a young girl. To be perfectly frank, there are things about her condition which I don’t like.”


  It was my turn for a question. “What about the accident? Hasn’t that affected matters?”


  “Strangely enough, no. Although it’s nothing less than a miracle. Of one kind or the other,” said Miss Garvice, trying to look broad-minded.


  I felt that we were unlikely to make further progress. Assuring Miss Garvice that in due course I should invite Sally once more, I asked again if I could see her.


  “I am sorry. But it’s out of the question for Sally to see anyone.” I was glad that Miss Garvice did not revert to the subject of Sally's “few things,” although, despite everything, I felt guilty for having forgotten them. Particularly because I had no wish to go back for them. It was out of the question even to think of explaining my real reasons to Miss Garvice, and loyalty to Sally continued to weigh heavily with me, but something must be devised. Moreover I must not take any step which might lead to someone else being sent to Sally's house. The best I could think of was to assemble some of my own “things” and say they were Sally’s. It would be for Sally to accept the substitution.


  But the question which struck me next morning was whether the contamination in Sally’s house could be brought to an end by steps taken in the house itself, or whether it could have influence outside. Sally’s mvsterious restlessness, as reported by Miss Garvice, was far from reassuring, but on the whole I inclined to see it as an aftermath or revulsion. (Sally’s pregnancy I refused at this point to consider at all.) It was impossible to doubt that immediate action of some kind was vital. Exorcism? or, conceivably, arson? I doubt whether I am one to whom the former would ever strongly appeal: certainly not as a means of routing something so apparently sensible to feeling as to sight. The latter, on the other hand, might well be defeated (apart from other difficulties) by that stone strongbox of a library. Flight? I considered it long and seriously. But still it seemed that my strongest motive in the whole affair was pity for Sally. So I stayed.


  I did not visit the hospital that morning, from complete perplexity as to what there was to do or say, but instead, during the afternoon, wandered back to the house. Despite my horror of the place, I thought that I might hit upon something able to suggest a course of action. I would look more closely at those grimy papers, and even at the books in the library. The idea of burning the place down was still by no means out of my mind. I would further ponder the inflammability of the house, and the degree of risk to the neighbors... All the time, of course, I was completely miscalculating my own strength and what was happening to me.


  But as I hoisted the fallen gate, my nerve suddenly left me, again, something which had never happened to me before, either in the course of these events or at any previous time. I felt very sick. I was much afraid lest I faint. My body felt simultaneously tense and insubstantial.


  Then I became aware that Mr. Orbit’s delivery boy was staring at me from the gate of the dentist’s house opposite. I must have presented a queer spectacle, because the boy seemed to be standing petrified. His mouth, I saw, was wide open. I knew the boy quite well. It was essential for all kinds of reasons that I conduct myself suitably. The boy stood, in fact, for public opinion. I took a couple of deep breaths, produced the weighty bunch of keys from my handbag, and ascended the steps as steadily as possible.


  Inside the house, I made straight for the basement, with a view to a glass of water. With Mr. Orbit’s boy no longer gaping at me, I felt worse than ever, so that, even before I could look for a tumbler or reach the tap, I had to sink upon one of the two battered kitchen chairs. All my hair was damp, and my clothes felt unbearably heavy.


  Then I became aware that steps were descending the basement staircase.


  I completed my sequence of new experiences by fainting.


  I came round to the noise of an animal, a snuffling, grunting cry, which seemed to come, with much persistence, from the floor above. I seemed fo listen to it for some time, even trying, though failing, to identify what animal it was, before recovering more fully and realizing that Sally was leaning back against the dresser and staring at me.


  “Sally! It was you."


  “Who did you think it was? It’s my house.”


  She no longer wore the stained grey slacks, but was dressed in a very curious way, about which I do not think it fair to say more. In other ways also, the change in her had become complete: her eyes had a repulsive lifelessness; the bone structure of her face, previously so fine, had altered unbelievably. There was an unpleasant croak in her voice, precisely as if her larynx had lost flexibility.


  “Will you please return my keys?”


  I even had difficulty in understanding what she said, although doubtless my shaky condition did not help. Very foolishly, I rose to my feet, while Sally glared at me with her changed eyes. I had been lying on the stone floor. There was a bad pain in the back of my head and neck.


  “Glad to see you're better, Sally. I didn’t expect you’d be about for some time yet.” My words were incredibly foolish.


  She said nothing, but only stretched out her hand. It too was changed: it was grey and bony, with protruding, knotted veins,


  I handed her the big bunch of keys. I wondered how she had entered the house without them. The animal wailing above continued without intermission. To it now seemed to be added a noise which struck me as resembling that of a pig scrabbling. Involuntarily I glanced upwards to the ceiling.


  Sally snatched the keys, snatched them gently and softly, not violently; then she cast her unblinking eyes upwards in parody of mine, and emitted an almost deafening shriek of laughter,


  “Do you love children, Mel? Would you like to see my baby?” Truly it was the last straw, and I do know quite how I behaved.


  Now Sally seemed filled with terrible pride. “Let me tell you, Mel,” she said, “that it’s possible for a child to be born in a manner you'd never dream of.”


  I had begun to shudder again, but Sally clutched hold of me with her grey hand and began to drag me up the basement stairs.


  “Will you be godmother? Come and see your godchild, Mel.”


  The noise was coming from the library. I clung to the top of the basement baluster. Distraught as I was, I now realized that the scrabbling sound was connected with the tearing-to-pieces of Dr. Tessler’s books. But it was the wheezy, throaty cry of the creature which most turned my heart and sinews to water.


  Or to steel. Because as Sally tugged at me, trying to pull me away from the baluster and into the library, I suddenly realized that she had no strength at all. Whatever else had happened to her, she was as weak as a wraith.


  I dragged myself free from her, let go of the baluster, and made towards the front door. Sally began to scratch my face and neck, but I made a quite capable job of defending myself. Sally then began to call out in her unnatural voice: she was trying to summon the creature into the passage. She scraped and tore at me, while panting out a stream of dreadful endearments to the thing in the library.


  In the end, I found that my hands were about her throat, which was bare despite the cold weather. I could stand no more of that wrecked voice. Immediately she began to kick, and the shoes she was wearing seemed to have metal toes. I had the final, awful fancy that she had acquired iron feet. Then I threw her from me onto the floor of the passage, and fled from the house.


  It was now dark, somehow darker outside the house than inside it, and I found that I still had strength enough to run all the way home.


  I went away for a fortnight, although on general grounds it was the last thing I had wanted to do. At the end of that time and with Christmas drawing near, I returned to my parents’ house: I was not going to permit Sally to upset my plan for a present way of life.


  At intervals through the winter I peered at Sally’s house from the corner of the cul-de-sac in which it stood, but never saw a sign of occupancy or change.


  I had learned from Miss Garvice that Sally had simply “disappeared" from the Cottage Hospital.


  “Disappeared?”


  “Long before she was due for discharge, I need hardly say."


  “How did it happen?”


  “The night nurse was going her rounds and noticed that the bed was empty.”


  Miss Garvice was regarding me as if I were a material witness. Had we been in Miss Garvice’s room at the hospital, Serena would have been asked to see that we were not disturbed.


  Sally had not been back long enough to be much noticed in the town, and I observed that soon no one mentioned her at all.


  Then, one day between Easter and Whitsun, I found she was at the front door.


  “Hullo, Mel.”


  Again she was taking up the conversation. She was as until last autumn she had always been, with that strange, imperishable and untended prettiness of hers and her sweet, absent smile. She wore a white dress.


  “Sally!” What could one say?


  Our eyes met. She saw that she would have to come to the point.


  “I've sold my house.”


  I kept my head. “I said it was too big for you. Come in.”


  She entered.


  “I’ve bought a villa. In the Cyclades.”


  “For your work?”


  She nodded. "The house fetched a price, of course. And my father left me more than I expected."


  I said something banal.


  Already she was lying on the big sofa and looking at me over the arm. “Mel, I should like you to come and stay with me. For a long time. As long as you can. You’re a free agent, and you can’t want to stay here.”


  Psychologists, I recollected, have ascertained that the comparative inferiority of women in contexts described as purely intellectual, is attributable to the greater discouragement and repression of their curiosity when children.


  "Thank you, Sally. But I’m quite happy here, you know.”


  “You’re not. Are you, Mel?”


  “No. I’m not.”


  “Well, then?”


  One day I shall probably go.


  Hand in Glove


  ...that subtle gauzy haze which one only finds in Essex.


  — Sir Henry Channon


  When Millicent finally broke it off with Nigel and felt that the last tiny bit of meaning had ebbed from her life (apart, of course, from her job), it was natural that Winifred should suggest a picnic, combined with a visit, “not too serious,” as Winifred put it, to a Great House. Millicent realized that there was no alternative to clutching at the idea and vouchsafed quite effectively the expected blend of pallor and gratitude. She was likely to see much more of Winifred in the future, provided always that Winifred did not somehow choose this precise moment to dart off in some new direction.


  Everyone knew about Millicent and Nigel and took it for granted, so that now she was peacefully alotted an odd day or two off, despite the importance of what she did. After all, she had been linked with Nigel, in one way or another, for a long time; and the deceptively small gradations between the different ways were the business only of the two parties. Winifred, on the other hand, had quite a struggle to escape, but she persisted because she realized how much it must matter to Millicent. There are too many people about to make it sensible to assess most kinds of employment objectively. In one important respect, Winifred’s life was simpler than Millicent’s: “I have never been in love,” she would say. “I really don’t understand about it.” Indeed, the matter arose but rarely, and less often now than ten or twelve years ago.


  “What about Baddeley End?” suggested Winifred, attempting a black joke, inducing the ghost of a smile. Winifred had seldom supposed that the Nigel business would end other than as it had.


  “Perfect,” said Millicent, entering into the spirit, extending phantom hands in gratitude.


  “I'll look on the map for a picnic spot,” said Winifred. Winifred had found picnic spots for them in the Cevennes, the Apennines, the Dolomites, the Sierra de Guadarrama, even the Carpathians. Incidentally, it was exactly the kind of thing at which Nigel was rather hopeless. Encountering Nigel, one seldom forgot the bull and the gate.


  “We’d better use my car,” continued Winifred. “Then you’ll only have to do what you want to do.”


  And at first, upon the face of it, things had all gone charmingly as always. Millicent could be in no doubt of that. It is difficult at these times to know which to prefer: friends who understand (up to a point) or those who do not understand at all and thus offer their own kind of momentary escape.


  Winifred brought the car to a stand at the end of a long lane, perhaps even bridle path, imperfectly surfaced, at least for modern traffic, even though they were no further from their respective flats than somewhere in Essex. She had been carrying a great part of their route in her head. Now she was envisaging the picnic site.


  “It’s a rather pretty spot,” she said with confidence. “There’s a right of way, or at least a footpath, through the churchyard and down to the river.”


  “What river is it?” enquired Millicent idly.


  “It’s only a stream. Well, perhaps a little more than that. It’s called the Waste.”


  “Is it really?”


  “Yes, it is. Can you please hand me out the rucksack?”


  In hours of freedom, Winifred always packed things into a rucksack, where earlier generations would have prepared a luncheon basket or a cabin trunk.


  “I’m sorry I’ve made no contribution,” said Millicent, not for the first time.


  “Don’t be foolish,” said Winifred.


  “At least let me carry something?”


  “All right, the half bottle and the glasses. I couldn’t get them in.”


  “How sweet of you,” said Millicent. Potation was normally eschewed in the middle of the day.


  “I imagine we go through the kissing gate.”


  From even that accepted locution Millicent slightly shrank.


  The iron kissing gate stood beside the wooden lich gate, opened only on specific occasions.


  With the ancient church on their right, little, low, and lichened, they descended the track between the graves. The path had at one time been paved with bricks, but many of the bricks were now missing, and weeds grew between the others.


  “It’s very slippery,” said Millicent. “I shouldn’t like to have to hurry back up.” It was appropriate that she should make a remark of some kind, should show that she was still alive.


  “It can’t really be slippery. It hasn’t rained for weeks.”


  Millicent had to admit the truth of that.


  “Perhaps it would be better if I were to go first?” continued Winifred. “Then you could take your time with the glasses. Sorry they’re so fragile.”


  “You know where we’re going,” responded Millicent, falling into second place.


  “We’ll look inside the church before we leave.”


  Though ivy had begun to entangle the mossy little church like a stealthily encroaching octopus, Millicent had to admit that the considerable number of apparently new graves suggested the continuing usefulness of the building. On the other hand, the plastered rectory or vicarage to their left, behind the dangerous-looking hedge, was stained and grimed, and with no visible open window on this almost ideal day.


  Whatever Winifred might say, the churchyard seemed very moist. But then much of Essex is heavy clay. Everyone in the world knows that.


  At the far end was another kissing gate, very creaky and arbitrary, and, beyond, a big, green, sloping field. There were cows drawn together in the far, upper corner: “a mixed lot of animals,” as Millicent’s stepfather would have put it in the old days — the very old days they seemed at that moment.


  Down the emerald field ran no visible track, but Winifred, with the dotted map in the forefront of her mind, pursued a steady course. Millicent knew from experience that at the bottom of Winifred’s rucksack was a spacious ground- sheet. It seemed just as well.


  Winifred led the way through an almost nonexistent gate to the left and along a curious muddy passage between rank hedges down to the brink of the river.


  Here there were small islands of banked mud with tall plants growing on them that looked almost tropical, and, to the right, a crumbling stone bridge, with an ornament of some kind upon the central panel. Rich, heavy foliage shaded the scene, but early dragonflies glinted across vague streaks of sunlight.


  “The right of way goes over the bridge,” remarked Winifred, “but we might do better on this side.”


  Sedgy and umbrous, the picnic spot was romantic in the extreme; most unlikely of discovery even at so short a distance from the human hive, from their own north side of the Park. After the repast, one might well seek the brittle bones of once-loitering knights; or one might aforetime have done that, when one had the energy and the faith. Besides, Millicent had noticed that the bridge was obstructed from end to end by rusty barbed wire, with long spikes, mostly bent.


  In repose on the groundsheet, they were a handsome pair: trim; effective; still, despite everything, expectant. They wore sweaters in plain colors and stained, familiar trousers. In the symphony of Milli- cent’s abundant hair were themes of pale grey. Winifred’s stout tow was at all times sturdily neutral. A poet lingering upon the bridge might have felt sad that life had offered them no more. Few people can pick out, merely from the lines on a map, so ideal a region for a friend’s grief. Few people can look so sensuous in sadness as Millicent, away from the office, momentarily oblivious to its ambiguous, paranoid satisfactions.


  It had indeed been resourceful of Winifred to buy and bring the half bottle, but Millicent found that the noontide wine made no difference. How could it? How could anything? Almost anything?


  But then —


  “Winifred! Where have all these mushrooms come from?”


  “I expect they were there when we arrived.”


  “I’m quite certain they were not.”


  “Of course they were,” said Winifred. “Mushrooms grow fast but not that fast.”


  “They were not. I shouldn’t have sat down if they had been. I don’t like sitting among a lot of giant mushrooms.”


  “They’re quite the normal size,” said Winifred, smiling and drawing up her legs. “Would you like to go?”


  “Well, we have finished the picnic,” said Millicent. “Thanks very much. Winifred, it was lovely.”


  They rose: two exiled dryads, the poet on the bridge might have said. On their side on the shallow, marshy, wandering river were mushrooms as far as the eye could see, downstream and up, though it was true that in neither direction could the eye see very far along the bank, being impeded one way by the bridge and the other by the near-jungle.


  “It”s the damp,” said Millicent. “Everything is so terribly damp.”


  “If it is,” said Winifred, “it must be always like it, because there’s been very little rain. I said that before.”


  Millicent felt ashamed of herself, as happened the whole time now. “It was very clever of you to find such a perfect place,” she said immediately. “But you always do. Everything was absolutely for the best until the mushrooms came.” “I’m not really sure that they are mushrooms,” said Winifred. “Perhaps merely fungi.”


  “Let’s not put it to the test,” said Millicent. “Let’s go. Oh, I’m so sorry. You haven’t finished repacking.”


  Duly, the ascent was far more laborious. “Tacky” was the word that Millicent’s stepfather would have applied to the going.


  “Why do all the cows stay clustered in one corner?” asked Millicent. “They haven’t moved one leg since we arrived.”


  “It’s to do with the flies,” said Winifred knowledgeably.


  “They’re not waving their tails about. They’re not tossing their heads. They’re not lowing. In fact, they might be stuffed or modeled.” “I expect they’re chewing the cud, Millicent.”


  “I don’t think they are.” Millicent of course really knew more of country matters than Winifred.


  “I’m not sure they’re there at all,” said Millicent.


  “Oh, hang on, Millicent,” said Winifred, without, however, ceasing to plod and without even looking back at Millicent over her shoulder, let alone at the distant cows.


  Millicent knew that people were being kind to her and that it was an unsuitable moment for her to make even the smallest fuss, except perhaps a fun-fuss, flattering to the other party.


  They reached the wilful kissing gate at the bottom of the churchyard. It made its noise as soon as it was even touched and clanged back spitefully at Millicent when Winifred had passed safely through it.


  Millicent had not remembered the gate’s behavior on their outward trip. Probably one tackled things differently according to whether one was descending or ascending.


  But —


  “Winifred, look!”


  Millicent, so carefully self-contained the entire day, had all but screamed.


  “None of that was there just now.”


  She could not raise her arm to point. Ahead of them, to the left of the ascending craggy path through the churchyard, was a pile of wreaths and sprays, harps wrought from lilies, red roses twisted into hearts, irises concocted into archangel trumpets. Commerce and the commemorative instinct could hardly collaborate further.


  “You didn’t notice it,” replied


  Winifred uopn the instant. She even added, as at another time that day she certainly would not have done, “Your mind was on other things.” She then looked over her shoulder at Millicent and smiled.


  “They weren’t there,” said Millicent, more sure of her facts than of herself. “There’s been a funeral while we were by the river.”


  “I think we’d have heard something,” replied Winifred, still smiling. “Besides you don’t bury people in the lunch hour.”


  “Well, something’s happened.”


  “Last time you just didn’t notice,” replied Winifred, turning away and looking ahead of her at the weedy path. “That’s all.”


  The challenge was too much for Millicent’s resolutions of mousiness. “Well, did you?” she enquired.


  But Winifred had prepared herself. “I’m not sure whether I did or didn’t, Millicent. Does it matter?”


  Winifred took several steps forward and then asked, “Would you rather give the church a miss?”


  “Not at all,” replied Millicent. “Inside there might be an explanation of some kind.”


  Millicent was glad she was in the rear, because at first she had difficulty in passing the banked-up tributes. They all looked so terribly new. The oblong mound beneath them was concealed, but one could scarcely doubt that it was there. At first, the flowers seemed to smell as if they were unforced and freshly picked, not like proper funerary flowers at all, which either smell not, or smell merely of accepted mortality. But then, on second thoughts, or at a second intake of Millicent’s breath, the smell was not exactly as of garden or even of hedgerow flowers either. After a few seconds, the smell seemed as unaccountable as the sudden apparition of the flowers themselves. Certainly it was not in the least a smell that Millicent would have expected or could ever much care for.


  She noticed that Winifred was stumping along, still looking at the battered bricks beneath her feet.


  Millicent hesitated. “Perhaps we ought to inspect some of the cards?” she suggested.


  That must have been a mischievous idea because this time Winifred just walked on in silence. And, as a matter of fact, Millicent had to admit to herself that she could in any case see no cards attached to the flowers, and whatever else might be attached to them.


  Winifred walked silently ahead of Millicent right up to the church porch. As she entered it, a sudden bird flopped out just above her head and straight into Millicent’s face.


  “That’s an owl,” said Millicent. “We’ve woken him up.”


  She almost expected Winifred to say that for owls it was the wrong time of day, or the wrong weather, or the close season; but Winifred was, in fact, simply staring at the wooden church door.


  “Won’t it open?” enquired Millicent.


  “I don’t really know. I can see no handle.”


  The awakened owl had begun to hoot mournfully, which Millicent fancied really was a little odd of it in the early afternoon.


  Millicent in turn stared at the door.


  “There’s nothing at all.”


  “Not even a keyhole that we can look through,” said Winifred.


  “I suppose the church has simply been closed and boarded up.” “I’m not sure,” said Winifred. “It looks like the original door to me. Old as old, wouldn’t you say? Built like that. With no proper admittance offered.”


  Gazing at the door, Millicent could certainly see what Winifred meant. There were no church notices either, no local address of the Samaritans, no lists of ladies to do things.


  “Let’s see if we can peep in through a window,” proposed Winifred.


  “I shouldn’t think we could. It’s usually pretty difficult.”


  “That’s because there are usually lookers-on to cramp one’sstyle. We may find it easier here.”


  When they emerged from the porch, Millicent surmised that there were now two owls hooting, two at least. However, the once- bright day was losing its luster, becoming middle-aged and overcast.


  “God, it’s muggy,” said Millicent.


  “I expect there’s rain on the way. You know we could do with it.”


  “Yes, but not here, not now.”


  Winifred was squeezing the tips of her shoes and her feet into places where the mortar had fallen out of the church wall, and sometimes even whole flints. She was adhering to ledges and small projections. She was forcing herself upwards in the attempt to look first through one window and then, upon failing and falling, through another. “I simply can’t imagine what it can look like inside,” she said.


  They always did things thoroughly and properly, whatever the things were, but it was not a day in her life when Millicent felt like any kind of emulation. Moreover, she did not see how she could even give assistance to Winifred. They were no longer two schoolgirls, one able to hoist up the other as easily as Santa Claus’ sack.


  Unavailingly, Winifred had essayed two windows on the south side of the nave and one on the south side of the chancel, which three offered clear glass, however smudgy. In the two remaining windows on that side of the church, the glass was painted, and so it was with the east window. Winifred went round to the north side, with Millicent following. Here the sun did not fall, and it seemed to Millicent that the moping owls had eased off. En route the churchyard grasses had been rank and razory.


  But here the masonry was further gone in decomposition, and Winifred could jump up quite readily at the first attempt.


  For a surprisingly long time, or so it seemed, Winifred stared in through the easternmost window on the northern side of the nave, but speaking no word. Here many of the small panes were missing. Indeed, one pane fell into the church from somewhere with a small, sharp clatter even while Winifred was still gazing and Millicent still standing. The whole structure was in a state of molder.


  At her own rather long last, Winifred descended stiffly.


  She began trying to remove the aged, clinging rubble from the knees of her trousers, but the dust was damp too, on this side of the church particularly damp.


  “Want to have a look?” Winifred asked.


  “What is there to see?”


  “Nothing in particular.” Winifred was rubbing away, though almost certainly making matters worse. “Really, nothing. I shouldn’t bother.”


  “Then I won’t,” said Millicent. “You look like a pilgrim: more on her knees than on her back, or whatever it is.”


  “Most of the things have been taken away,” continued Winifred informatively.


  “In that case, where did the funeral happen? Where did they hold the service?”


  Winifred went on fiddling with her trousers for a moment before attempting a reply. “Somewhere else, I suppose. That’s quite common nowadays.”


  “There’s something wrong,” said Millicent. “There’s something very wrong with almost everything.”


  They ploughed back through the coarse grass to the brick path up to the porch. The owls seemed indeed to have retired once more to their carnivorous bothies.


  “We must get on with things or we shall miss Baddeley,” said Winifred. “Not that it hasn’t all been well worth while, as I hope you will agree.”


  But —


  On the path, straight before them, between the church porch and the other, by now almost familiar path which ran across the descending graveyard, right in the center of things, lay a glove.


  “That wasn’t there either,” said Millicent immediately.


  Winifred picked up the glove and they inspected it together. It was a left-hand glove in black leather or kid, seemingly new or almost so, and really rather elegant. It would have been a remarkably small left hand that fitted it, Millicent thought. People occasionally remarked upon the smallness of her own hands, which was always something that pleased her. The tiny but expensive-looking body of the glove terminated in a wider gauntlet-like frill or extension of rougher design.


  “We’d better hand it in,” said Winifred.


  “Where?”


  “At the rectory, I suppose, if that is what the place is.”


  “Do you think we must?”


  “Well, what else? We can’t go off with it. It looks costly.”


  “There’s someone else around the place,” said Millicent. “Perhaps more than one of them.” She could not quite have said why she thought there might be such a crowd.


  But Winifred again remained silent and did not ask why.


  “I’ll carry the glove,” said Millicent. Winifred was still bearing the rucksack and its remaining contents, including the empty half bottle, for which the graveyard offered no litter basket.


  * * *


  The carriage gate, which had once been painted in some kind of blue and was now falling apart, crossbar from socket, and spike- work from woodwork, offered no clue as to whether the abode was, or had been, rectory or vicarage. The short drive was weedy and littered. Either the trees predated the mid- Victorian building, or they were prematurely senile.


  The front-door bell rang quite sharply when Winifred pushed it, but nothing followed. After a long- ish, silent pause, with Millicent holding the glove to the fore, Winifred rang again. Again, nothing followed.


  Millicent spoke: “I believe it’s open.”


  She pushed and together they entered, merely a few steps. The hall within, which had originally been designed more or less in the Gothic manner, was furnished, though not abundantly, and seemed to be “lived in.” Coming towards them, moreover, was a bent figure, female, hirsute, and wearing a discolored apron, depending vaguely.


  “We found this in the churchyard,” said Winifred in her clear voice, pointing to the glove.


  “I can’t hear the bell,” said the figure. “That’s why the door’s left open. I lost my hearing. You know how.”


  Millicent knew that Winifred was no good with the deaf: so often a matter not of decibels, but presumably of psychology.


  "We found this glove,” she said, holding it up and speaking quite naturally.


  “I can’t hear anything,” said the figure, disappointingly. “You know why.”


  “We don’t,” said Millicent. “Why?”


  But of course that could not be heard either. It was no good trying further.


  The retainer, if such she was, saved the situation. “I’ll go for madam,” she said and withdrew without inviting them to seat themselves on one of the haphazard sofas or uncertain-looking chairs.


  “I suppose we shut the door,” said Winifred, and did so.


  They stood about for a little. There was nothing to look at apart from a single colored print of lambs in the Holy Land. At each corner of the frame, the fretwork made a cross, though one of the crosses had been partly broken off.


  “None the less, I don’t think it’s still the rectory,” said Winifred. "Or the vicarage.”


  “You’re right.” A middle-aged woman had appeared, wearing a loose dress. The color of the dress lay between oatmeal and cream, and round the oblong neck and the ends of the elbow-length sleeves ran wide strips of a cherry hue. The woman’s shoes were faded, and she had taken little trouble with her bird’s nest hair. “You’re perfectly right,” said the woman. “Hasn’t been a clergyman here for years. There are some funny old rectories in this county, as you may have heard.”


  “Boreley, you mean,” said Millicent, who had always been quite interested in such things.


  “That place and a number of other places,” said the woman. “Each little community has its specialty.”


  “This was a rectory,” Winifred enquired in the way she often did, politely elevating her eyebrows, “not a vicarage?”


  “They would have found it even more difficult to keep a vicar,” said the woman in the most matter-of- fact way. Millicent could see there was no wedding ring on her hand. Indeed, there was no ring of any kind on either of her rather massive, rather unshaped hands. For that matter, there were no gems in her ears, no geegaws round her neck, no Castilian combs in her wild hair.


  “Sit down,” said the woman. “What can I do for you? My name’s Stock. Pansy Stock. Ridiculous, isn't it? But it’s a perfectly common name in Essex.”


  Winifred often went on in that very same way about “Essex,” had indeed already done so more than once during the journey down, but Millicent had always supposed it to be one of Winifred’s mild fancies, which it was up to her friends to indulge. She had never supposed it to have any objective metaphysic. Nor had she ever brought herself to address anyone as Pansy and was glad that the need was unlikely to arise now.


  They sat, and because it seemed to be called for, Winifred introduced herself and then Millicent. Miss Stock sat upon the other sofa. She was wearing woolly, midgreen stockings.


  “It’s simply about this glove,” went on Winifred. “We explained to your servant, but we couldn’t quite make her understand.”


  “Lettice has heard nothing since it happened. That was the effect it had on her.”


  “Since what happened?” asked Winifred. “If we may ask, that is.”


  “Since she was jilted, of course,” answered Miss Stock.


  “That sounds very sad,” said Winifred, in her affable and emollient way. Millicent, after all, had not exactly been jilted, not exactly. Technically, it was she who was the jilt. Socially, it still made a difference.


  “It’s the usual thing in this place. I’ve said that each community has its specialty. This is ours.”


  “How extraordinary!” said Winifred.


  “It happens to all the females, and not only when they’re still girls.”


  “I wonder they remain,” responded Winifred smilingly.


  “They don’t remain. They come back.”


  “In what way?” asked Winifred.


  “In what is known as spirit form,” said Miss Stock.


  Winifred considered. She was perfectly accustomed to claims of that kind, to the many sorts it takes to make a world.


  “Like the Willis in Giselle?” she enquired helpfully.


  “I believe so,” said Miss Stock. 'I’ve never been inside a theater. I was brought up not to go, and I’ve never seen any good reason for breaking the rule.”


  “It’s become so expensive too,” said Winifred, if only because it was what she would have said in other, doubtless more conventional circumstances.


  “This glove,” interrupted Millicent, actually dropping it on the floor because she had no wish to hold it any longer. “We saw it lying by itself on the churchyard path.”


  “I daresay you did,” said Miss Stock. “It’s not the only thing that’s been seen lying in and around the churchyard.”


  Winifred politely picked up the glove, rose, and placed it on Miss Stock’s sofa. “We thought we should hand it in locally.”


  “That’s good of you,” said Miss Stock. “Though no one will claim it. There’s a room half full of things like it. Trinkets, knicknacks, great gold hearts the size of oysters, souvenirs of all kinds, even a pair of riding boots. Things seem to appear and disappear just as they please. No one ever enquires again for them. That’s not why the females come back. Of course it was a kind action on your part. Sometimes people benefit, I suppose. They say that if one finds something, or sees something, one will come back anyway.” Miss Stock paused for half a second. Then she asked casually, “Which of you was it?”


  At once Millicent replied, “It was I who saw the glove first, and several other things too.”


  “Then you’d better take the greatest possible care,” said Miss Stock, still quite lightly. “Avoid all entanglements of the heart, or you may end like Lettice.”


  Winifred, who was still on her feet, said, “Millicent, we really must go, or we shall never get to Baddeley End.”


  Miss Stock said at once, “Baddeley End is closed all day on Thursdays. So wherever else you go, there’s no point in going there. ”


  “You’re right about Thursdays, Miss Stock,” said Winifred, “because I looked it up most carefully in the book before we left. But this is Wednesday.”


  “It’s not,” said Millicent. “It’s Thursday.”


  “Whatever else it may be,” confirmed Miss Stock, “it indubitably is Thursday.”


  There was an embarrassing blank in time, while an angel flitted through the room, or perhaps a demon.


  “I now realize that it is Thursday,” said Winifred. She turned pale. “Millicent, I am sorry. I must be going mad.”


  “Of course there are many, many other places you can visit,” said Miss Stock. “Endless places. Almost every little hamlet has something of its own to offer.” “Yes,” said Winifred. “We must have a look round.”


  “What, then, do they come back for,” asked Millicent, interrupting again, “if it’s not for their property?”


  “I didn’t say it wasn’t for their property. It depends what property. Not for their gloves or their rings or their little false thises and thats, but for their property, none the less. For what they regard as their property, anyway. One’s broken heart, if it can be mended at all, can be mended only in one way.”


  “And yet at times,” said Millicent,“the whole thing seems so trivial, so unreal. So absurd, even. Never really there at all. Utterly not worth the melodrama.”


  “Indubitably,” said Miss Stock. “And the same is true of religious faith, or poetry, of a walk round a lake, of existence itself.”


  “I suppose so,” said Millicent. "But personal feeling is quite particularly—” She could not find the word.


  “Millicent,” said Winifred. “Let's go.” She seemed past conventions with their hostess. She looked white and upset. “We’ve got rid of the glove. Let’s go.”


  “Tell me,” said Millicent. “What is the one way to mend a broken heart? If we are to take the matter so seriously, we need to be told.”


  “Millicent,” said Winifred, “I’ll wait for you in the car. At the end of the drive, you remember.”


  “I’m flattered that you call it a drive,” said Miss Stock.


  Winifred opened the front door and walked out. The door flopped slowly back behind her.


  “Tell me,” said Millicent. “What is the one way to mend a broken heart?” She spoke as if in capital letters.


  “You know what it is,” said Miss Stock. “It is to kill the man who has broken it. Or at least to see to it that he dies.”


  “Yes, I imagined it was that,” said Millicent. Her eyes were on the Palestinian lamblets.


  “It is the sole possible test of whether the feeling is real,” explained Miss Stock, as if she were a senior demonstrator.


  “Or was real?”


  “There can be no was. if the feeling’s real.”


  Millicent withdrew her gaze from the gamboling livestock. “And have you yourself taken the necessary steps? If you don’t mind my asking, of course?”


  “No. The matter has never arisen in my case. I live here and I look on.”


  “It doesn’t seem a very jolly place to live.”


  “It’s a very instructive place to live. Very cautionary. I profit greatly.”


  Millicent again paused for a moment, staring across the sparsely endowed room at Miss Stock in her alarming clothes.


  “What, Miss Stock, would be your final words of guidance?”


  “The matter is probably out of your hands by now, let alone of mine.”


  Millicent could not bring herself to leave it at that.


  “Do girls — women — come here from outside the village? If there really is a village? My friend and I haven’t' seen one and the church appears to be disused. It seems to have been disused for a very long time.”


  “Of course there’s a village.” said Miss Stock, quite fiercely.


  “And the church is not entirely disused, I assure you. And there are cows and a place where they are kept; and a river and a bridge. All the normal things, in fact, though, in each case, with a local emphasis, as is only right and proper. And, yes, females frequently come from outside the village. They find themselves here, often before they know it. Or so I take it to be.” Millicent rose.


  “Thank you. Miss Stock, for bearing with us and for taking in our glove.”


  “Perhaps something of your own will be brought to me one day,” remarked Miss Stock.


  “Who knows?” replied Millicent, entering into the spirit, as she regularly tried to do.


  Millicent detected a yellow collecting box on a broken table to the right of the front door. In large black letters a label proclaimed JOSEPHINE BUTLER AID FOR UNFORTUNATES. From her trousers pocket Millicent extracted a contribution. She was glad she did not have to grope ridiculously through a handbag while Miss Stock smiled and waited.


  Miss Stock had risen to her feet but had not advanced to see Millicent out. She merely stood there, a little dimly.


  “Good-by, Miss Stock.”


  In the front door, as with many rectories and vicarages, there were two large panes of glass, frosted overall but patterned en clair round the edge, so that in places one could narrowly see through to the outer world. About to pull the door open, which Winifred had left unlatched, Millicent apprehended the shape of a substantial entity standing noiselessly without. It was simply one thing too many. For a second time that day, Millicent found it difficult not to scream. But Miss Stock was in the mistiness behind her, and Millicent drew the door open.


  “Nigel, my God!”


  Millicent managed to pull fast the door behind her. Then his arms enveloped her, as ivy was enveloping the little church.


  “I’m having nothing more to do with you. How did you know I was here?”


  “Winifred told me, of course.”


  “I don’t believe you. She’s sitting in her car anyway, just by the gate. I’ll ask her.”


  “She’s not,” said Nigel. “She’s left.”


  “She can’t have left. She was waiting for me. Please let me go, Nigel.”


  “I’ll let you go, and then you can see for yourself.”


  They walked side by side in silence down the depressing, weedy drive. Millicent wondered whether Miss Stock was watching them through the narrow, distorting streaks of machine-cut glass.


  There was no Winifred and no car. Thick brown leaves were strewn over the place where the car had stood. It seemed to Millicent for a moment as if the car had been buried there.


  “Never mind, my dear. If you behave yourself, I’ll drive you home.”


  “I can’t see your car either.” It was a notably inadequate rejoinder, but at least spontaneous.


  “Naturally not. It’s hidden.” “Why is it hidden?”


  “Because I don’t want you careering off in it and leaving me behind. You’ve tried to ditch me once, and once is enough for any human being.”


  “I didn’t try to ditch you, Nigel. I completed the job. You were smashing up my entire life.”


  “Not your life, sweet. Only your idiot career, so-called.”


  “Not only.”


  “Albeit, I shan’t leave you to walk home.”


  “Not home. Only to the station. I know precisely where it is. Winifred pointed it out. She saw it on the map. She said there are still trains.”


  “You really can’t rely on Winifred.”


  Millicent knew that this was a lie. Whatever had happened to Winifred, Nigel was lying. Almost everything he said was a lie, more or less. Years ago it had been among the criteria by which she had realized how deeply and truly she loved him.


  “You can’t always rely on maps either,” said Nigel.


  “What’s happened to Winifred?” How absurd and schoolgirl-ish she always seemed in her own eyes when trying to reach anything like equal terms with Nigel! The silly words leapt to her lips without her choosing or willing them.


  “She’s gone. Let’s do a little sightseeing before we drive home. You can tell me about the crockets and finials. It will help to calm us down.”


  Again he put his arm tightly round her and, despite her halfsimulated resistance, pushed and pulled her through the kissing gate into the churchyard. Her resistance was half-simulated because she knew from experience how useless with Nigel was anything more. He knew all the tricks by which at school big boys pinion and compel small ones, and he had never hesitated to use them against Millicent, normally, of course, upon a more or less agreed basis of high spirits, good fun, and knowing better than she what it would be sensible for them to do next. His frequent use of real and serious physical force had been another thing that had attracted her.


  He dragged her down the uneven path. “Beautiful place. Peaceful. Silent as the grave.”


  And, indeed, it was quiet now, singularly different in small ways from when Millicent had been there with Winifred. Not only the owls but all the hedgerow birds had ceased to utter. One could not even detect an approaching aircraft. The breeze had dropped, and all the long grass looked dead or painted.


  “Tell me about the architecture.” said Nigel. “Tell me what to look at.”


  “The church is shut,” said Millicent. “It’s been closed for years.”


  “Then it shouldn’t be,” said Nigel. “Churches aren’t meant to be shut. We’ll have to see.”


  He propelled her up the path where earlier she had first seen the glove. The hand that belonged to it must be very nearly the hand of a child: Millicent realized that now.


  In the porch, Nigel sat her down upon the single battered wooden bench, perhaps at one time borrowed from the local school, when there had been a local school. "Don’t move, or I’ll catch you one. I'm not having you leave me again, yet a while.”


  Nigel set about examining the church door, but really there was little to examine. The situation could be taken in very nearly at a glance and a push.


  Nigel took a couple of steps back and massed himself sideways.


  Wasting no time, he had decided to charge the door, to break it down. Quite possibly it was already rickety, despite appearances.


  But that time Millicent really did scream.


  “No!”


  The noise she had made seemed all the shriller when bursting upon the remarkable quietness that surrounded them. She could almost certainly have been heard in the erstwhile rectory, even though not by poor Lettice. Millicent had quite surprised herself. She was an unpracticed screamer.


  She had even deflected Nigel for a moment.


  She expostulated further. “Don’t! Please don’t!”


  “Why not, chicken?” Almost beyond doubt, his surprise was largely real.


  “If you want to, climb up outside and look in through the window, first.” The volume and quality of her scream had given her a momentary ascendancy over him. “The other side of the church is easier.”


  He was staring at her. “All right. If you say so.”


  They went outside without his even holding on to her.


  “No need to go round to the back,” said Nigel. “I can manage perfectly well here. So can you, for that matter. Let’s jump up together.”


  “No,” said Millicent.


  “Please yourself,” said Nigel. “I suppose you’ve seen the bogey already. Or is it the black mass?” He was up in a single spring and adhering to nothing visible, like an ape. His head was sunk between his shoulders as he peered, so that his red curls made him resemble a larger Quasimodo, who, Millicent recollected, was always clinging to Gothic walls and descrying.


  Nigel flopped down in silence. “I see what you mean,” he said upon landing. “Not in the least a sight for sore eyes. Not a sight for little girls at all. Or even for big ones.” He paused for a moment, while Millicent omitted to look at him. “All right. What else is there? Show me. Where do we go next?”


  He propelled her back to the path across the churchyard and they began to descend towards the river.


  It was, therefore, only another moment or two before Millicent realized that the pile of wreaths was no longer there: no sprays, no harps, no hearts, no angelic trumpets; only a handful of field flowers bound with common string. For a moment, Millicent merely doubted her eyes yet again, though not only her eyes.


  “Don’t think they use this place any longer,” said Nigel. “Seems full up to me. That would explain whatever it is that’s been going on in the church. What happens if we go through that gate?”


  “There’s a big meadow with cows in it and then a sort of passage down to the river.”


  “What sort of passage?”


  “It runs between briars, and it’s muddy.”


  “We don’t mind a little mud, do we, rooster? What’s the river called, anyway?”


  “Winifred says it’s called the Waste.”


  “Appropriate,” said Nigel. “Though not any more, I hasten to add, not any more.”


  It was exactly as he said it that Millicent noticed the headstone. “Nigel Alsopp Ormathwaite Ticknor. Strong, Patient and True. Called to Higher Service.” And a date. No date of birth: only the one date. That day’s date.


  The day that she had known to be a Thursday when Winifred had not.


  The stone was in grey granite, or perhaps near granite. The section of it bearing the inscription had been planed and polished. When she had been here last, Millicent had been noticing little, and on the return from the picnic the inscription would not have confronted her in any case, as was shown by its confronting her now.


  “Not any more,” said Nigel a third time. “Let’s make it up yet again, henny.”


  At least, Millicent stopped. She was staring at the inscription. Nigel’s hands and arms were in no way upon or around her or particularly near her.


  “I love you, chickpeas,” said Nigel. “That’s the trouble, isn’t it? We got on better when I didn’t.” Seldom had Nigel been so clearsighted. It was eerie. Still, the time of which he spoke was another thing that had been long, long ago.


  “I don’t know what to say,” said Millicent. What other words were possible? No longer were they children, or young people, or anything at all like that.


  They went forward a few paces, so that the headstone now stood behind Millicent. She did not turn to see whether there were words upon the back of it.


  Nigel went through the second kissing gate ahead of her. “Don’t you bother,” he said. “I expect you’ve been down to the river with Winifred. I know you won’t run away now. I’ll just take a quick peek at the fishing.”


  However, there seemed by now no point in not following him, and Millicent pushed back the gate in her turn.


  “Please yourself,” said Nigel. But Millicent had become aware of a development. The animals formerly in the far and upper corner were now racing across the open space towards Nigel and her, and so silently that Nigel had not so much as noticed them: “cows,” she had described them, when speaking of them to Winifred; “stock,” as her stepfather might have termed them. There is always an element of the absurd about British domestic animals behaving as if they were in the Wild West. Still, this time it was an element that might be overlooked.


  “Nigel!” exclaimed Millicent, and drew back through the gate, which clanged away from her.


  “Nigel!!”


  He went sturdily on. We really should not be frightened of domestic animals in fields. Moreover, so quiet were these particular fields that Nigel still seemed unaware of anything moving other than himself.


  “Nigel!!!”


  The animals were upon him and leaving little doubt of their intentions, in so far as the last word was applicable. In no time, on the grass and on the hides, there was blood, and worse than blood. Before long, there was completely silent, but visibly most rampageous trampling. Tails were raised now, and eyes un- typically stark. But the mob of beasts, by its mere mass, probably concealed the worst from Millicent.


  Seek help. That is what one is called upon to do in these cases. At the least, call for help. Millicent, recently so vocal, found that she could make no noise. The grand quietness had taken her in as well.


  “Oh, Nigel, love.”


  But soon the animals were merely nuzzling around interestedly. It was as if they had played no part in the consummation towards which they were sniffing and over which they were slobbering.


  Millicent clung to the iron gate. Never before that day had she screamed. Never yet in her life had she fainted.


  Then she became aware that the churchyard had somehow filled with women, or, at least, that women were dotted here and there among the mounds and memorials, sometimes in twos, threes, and fours, though more commonly as single spies.


  These women were not like the Willis in Winifred’s favorite ballet. They were bleak and commonplace and often not young at all. Millicent could not feel herself drawn to them. But she realized that they were not merely in the churchyard but in the meadow too, from which the tempestuous cattle seemed to have withdrawn while for a second her back had been turned. In fact, at that moment the women were just about everywhere.


  Absurd, absurd. Even now, Millicent could not overlook that element. The whole business simply could not be worth all this, and, in the world around her, everyone knew that it was not. Sometimes one suffered acutely, yes, but not even the suffering was ever quite real, let alone the events and experience supposedly suffered over. Life was not entirely, or even mainly, a matter of walking round a lake, if one might adopt Miss Stock’s persuasive analogy.


  None the less, it must have been more or less at this point that Millicent somehow lost consciousness.


  Winifred was looking from above into her face. Winifred was no longer pale, but nearly her usual color, and renewed in confidence.


  “My dear Millicent, I should have put you to bed instead of taking you out into the country! How on earth did you come to fall asleep?”


  “Where are the cows?”


  Winifred looked through the ironwork of the gate into the field behind her. “Not there, as far as I can see. I expect they’ve gone to be milked.”


  “They’re not really cows at all, Winifred. Not ordinary cows.”


  “My dear girl!” Winifred looked at her hard, then seemed more seriously concerned. “Have you been attacked? Or frightened?”


  “Not me,” said Millicent.


  “Then who?”


  Millicent gulped and drew herself together.


  “It was a dream. Merely adream. I’d rather not talk about it.”


  “Poor sweet, you must be worn out. But how did you get down here? Have you been sleepwalking?”


  “I was taken. That was part of the dream.”


  “It was shocking, that Stock woman going on as she did. You should have closed your ears.”


  “And eyes,” said Millicent.


  “I expect so,” said Winifred, smiling. “It was a hideous place. If you’re fully awake now, I expect you’d like to go? I’ve made a mess of the whole day.”


  “I couldn’t see the car. I was looking for it.”


  “I moved it. I wanted to be out of sight. You couldn’t have supposed I’d driven it through the churchyard.”


  “Anything seems possible,” said Millicent, as they walked up the slope. “Anything. For example, you saw all those flowers. You saw them with your own eyes. Where are they?”


  “They’ve been taken off to some hospital. It’s what people do after funerals nowadays.”


  “And the mushrooms down by the river?”


  “They were there from the first, as I told you.”


  “And Miss Stock’s stories?” “She just needs a man. Oh, I’m sorry, Millicent.”


  "And the inside of the church?” “That was really rather nasty. I’m not going to talk about it, I’m not even going to think about it, and I’m certainly not going to let you look at it.”


  "Oughtn’t whatever it is to be reported somewhere?”


  “Not by me,” said Winifred with finality.


  As they had passed for the last time through the gate leading out of the churchyard, Winifred had said, “We’re going home as quickly as possible. I’m taking you to my place, and I’m putting you to bed with a sedative. I don’t really know about this kind of trouble, but I’ve seen what I’ve seen, and what you need in the first place is a good, long sleep, I’m sure of it.”


  Millicent herself knew that grief, especially repressed grief, was said to induce second sight, let alone second thoughts.


  None the less, Millicent woke up at just before half past eleven. Long ago, in the early days with Nigel, one of them had each night telephoned the other at that time, and often they had conversed until midnight, when it had been agreed that the closure be applied. Such simplicities had come to an end years and years before, but on no evening since she had given up Nigel had Millicent gone to bed before that particular hour.


  There was little chance of Nigel even remembering the old, sentimental arrangement and less chance of his now having anything easeful to say to her. Still, Millicent, having looked at her watch, lay there sedated and addled, but awake; and duly the telephone rang.


  An extension led to the bedside in Winifred’s cozy spare room. Winifred herself could not relax in a room without a telephone.


  Millicent had the receiver in her hand at the first half-ping of the delicate little bell.


  “Hullo,” said Millicent softly to the darkness. Winifred had drawn all the curtains quite tight, since that was the way Winifred liked her own room at night.


  “Hullo,” said Millicent softly, a second time. At least it could hardly now be a call for Winifred. It was all the more important not to waken her.


  On the line, or at the other end of it, something seemed to stir. There could be little doubt of it. It was not a mere reflex of the mechanism.


  “Hullo,” repeated Millicent softly.


  Third time lucky, because at last there was a reply.


  “Hullo, feathers,” said Nigel.


  In all the circumstances, Millicent could not possibly just ring off, as rationally she should have done.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  "What a sight you look in Winifred’s nightwear. Not your style at all, crop.”


  Every inch of Millicent’s flesh started simultaneously to fall inwards. “Nigel! Where are you?” “I’m right outside your door, gizzard. Better come at once. But do wear your own pajamas. The scarlet ones. The proper ones.”


  “I’m not coming, Nigel. I’ve told you that. I mean it.”


  “I’m sure you mean it since you left me to be trodden upon by a lot of bloody heifers without doing one thing except grin. It makes no difference. Less difference than ever, in fact. I want you and I’m waiting outside your door now.”


  She simply couldn’t speak. What could she possibly say?


  “You come to me, three toes,” said Nigel, “and wearing your own clothes. Or, make no mistake, I’m coming to you.”


  The receiver fell from Millicent’s hand. It crashed to the bedroom floor, but the carpet in Winifred’s guest bedroom was substantial, and Winifred heard nothing. In any case, Winifred herself had just passed a trying day also and needed her rest before the demands of life on the morrow, the renewed call of the wild.


  A group of concerned friends, male and female, clustered round


  Winifred after the inquest, for which a surprising number had taken time off.


  “I have never been in love,” said Winifred. “I really don’t understand about it.”


  People had to accept that and get on with things, routine and otherwise. What else could they do?


  Mark Ingestre: The Customer’s Tale


  I met an old man at the Elephant Theatre, and, though it was not in a pub that we met, we soon found ourselves in one, not in the eponymous establishment, but in a nice, quiet little place down a side turn, which he seemed to know well, but of which, naturally, I knew nothing, since I was only in that district on business, and indeed had been in the great metropolis itself only for a matter of weeks. I may perhaps at the end tell you what the business was. It had some slight bearing upon the old man’s tale.


  “The Customer’s Tale” I call it, because the Geoffrey Chaucer implication may not be far from the truth: a total taradiddle of legend and first-hand experience. As we grow older we frequently become even hazier about the exact chronology of history, and about the boundaries of what is deemed to be historical fact: the king genuinely and sincerely believing that he took part in the Battle of Waterloo; Clement Attlee, after he was made an earl, never doubting that he had the wisdom of Walpole. Was Jowett Ramsey’s Lord Chancellor of Clem’s? Which one of us can rightly remember that? Well: the old man was a very old man, very old indeed; odd-looking and hairy; conflating one whole century with another whole century, and then sticking his own person in the center of it all, possibly before he was even born.


  That first evening, there was, in the nature of things, only a short time before the pubs closed. But we met in the same place again by appointment; and again; and possibly a fourth time, too. That is something I myself cannot exactly recollect; but after that last time, I never saw or heard of him again. I wonder whether anyone did.


  I wrote down the old man’s tale in my beautiful new shorthand, lately acquired at the college. He was only equal to short installments, but I noticed that, old though he was, he seemed to have no difficulty in picking up each time more or less where he left off. I wrote it all down almost exactly as he spoke it, though of course when I typed it out, I had to punctuate it myself, and no doubt I tidied it up a trifle. For what anyone cares to make of it, here it is.


  ***


  Fleet Street! If you’ve only seen it as it is now, you’ve no idea of what it used to be. I refer to the time when Temple Bar was still there. Fleet Street was never the same after Temple Bar went. Temple Bar was something they simply couldn’t replace. Men I knew, and knew well, said that taking it away wrecked not only Fleet Street but the whole City. Perhaps it was the end of England itself. God knows what else was.


  It wasn’t just the press in those days. All that Canadian newsprint, and those seedy reporters. I don’t say you’re seedy yet, but you will be. Just give it time. Even a rich journalist has to be seedy. Then there were butchers’ shops, and poultry and game shops, and wine merchants passing from father to son, and little places on corners where you could get your watch mended or your old pens sharpened, and proper bookshops too, with everything from The Complete John Milton to The Condemned Man’s Last Testimony. Of course the “Newgate Calendar” was still going at that time, though one wasn’t supposed to care for it. There were a dozen or more pawnbrokers, and all the churches had bread-and-blanket charities. Fancy Fleet Street with only one pawnbroker and all the charity money gone God knows where and better not ask! The only thing left is that little girl dressed as a boy out of Byron’s poem. Little Medora. We used to show her to all the new arrivals. People even lived in Fleet Street in those days. Thousands of people. Tens of thousands. Some between soft sheets, some on the hard stones. Fancy that! There was room for all, prince and pauper; and women and to spare for almost the lot of them.


  Normally, I went round the back, but I remember the first time I walked down Fleet Street itself. It was not a thing you would forget, as I am about to tell you. There were great wagons stuck in the mud, at least I take it to have been mud; and lawyers all over the pavement, some clean, some not. Of course, the lawyers stow themselves away more now. Charles Dickens had something to do with that. And then there were the women I’ve spoken of: some of them blowsy and brassy, but some soft and appealing, even when they had nothing to deck themselves with but shawls and rags. I took no stock in women at that time. You know why as well as I do. There are a few things that never change. Never. I prided myself upon living clean. Well, I did until that same day. When that day came, I had no choice.


  How did I get into the barbershop? I wish I could tell you. I’ve wondered every time I’ve thought about the story, and that’s been often enough. All I know is that it wasn’t to get my hair cut, or to be shaved, and not to be bled either, which was still going on in those days, the accepted thing when you thought that something was the matter with you or were told so, though you didn’t set about it in a barbershop if you could afford something better. They took far too much at the barber’s. “Bled white” meant something in places of that kind. You can take my word about that.


  It’s perfectly true that I have always liked my hair cut close, and I was completely clean-shaven as well until I suffered a gash from an assegai when fighting for Queen and Country. You may not believe that, but it’s true. I first let this beard grow only to save her Majesty embarrassment, and it’s been growing and growing ever since.


  As a matter of fact, it was my mother that cut my hair in those days. She knew how I liked it and how she liked it. She was as thorough as you can imagine, but all the while kissing and joking too. That went on until the episode I am telling you about. Never again afterward.


  Often she had been shaving me too; using my dead father’s old razors, of which there were dozens and dozens. I never knew my father. I never even saw a likeness of him. I think my mother had destroyed them all, or hidden them away. If ever I asked her about him, she al-ways spoke in the same way. “I prefer you, Paul,” she said. “You are the better man. I have nothing to add.” Always the same words, or nearly the same. Then she would kiss me very solemnly on the lips, so that there was nothing I could do but change the subject.


  How, then, could I possibly have entered that shop? I have an idea that the man was standing outside and simply caught hold of me. That often happened, so that you had to take trouble in looking after yourself. But, as I have told you, I truly do not know. I suspect that things happen from time to time to everyone that they don’t understand, and there’s simply nothing we can do about them.


  I was in the chair immediately, and the man seemed to be clipping at my locks and lathering my face, both at the same time. I daresay he had applied a whiff of chloroform, which, at that period, was something quite new. People always spoke about a whiff of it, as if it had been a Ramón Allones or a Larraniaga.


  There were three chairs in the shop, but the man had firmly directed me to a particular one, the one to my left, because that was the one where the light was, or so I supposed was the reason. The man had an assistant, it seemed, in case the shop might suddenly be packed out. The assistant struck me as being pretty well all black, after the style of a Negro, but that might have been only because the whole shop was so dark and smoky. In any case, he could only have been about four feet two inches high, or even less. I wondered how he managed at the chairs. Probably, when at work, he had a box to stand on. All he did now was lean back against the announcements in the far-right-hand corner, waiting until he was needed. The master was as tall as the assistant was short, lean and agile as a daddy longlegs. Also, he was completely clean-shaven and white. One could not help wondering whether anything grew at all, or ever had. Even his hair could well have been some kind of wig. I am sure that it was. It was black and slightly curly and horribly neat. I didn’t have my eyes on the pair of them for very long, but I can see them both at this very moment, though, in the case of the assistant, without much definition. Sometimes we can see more without definition than with it. On the marble slab in front of me was a small lighted oil lamp and a single burning candle, smoking heavily, and submerging the other smells. This in the very middle of an ordinary weekday morning. Probably, of course, it was only imitation marble. Probably everything in the shop was an imitation of some kind.


  Having your hair cut at that time cost only a few pence, though there was a penny or two more for the tip; and being shaved was often a matter of “Leave it to you, sir.” But I knew nothing of that, because, as I have said, I had never had either thing done to me for money in a shop. I began to count up in my head how much I might have in my pocket. I had already begun to support my mother, and, in the nature of things, it can’t have been a large sum. Frightening ideas ran about my mind as to how much might be demanded of me. It seemed almost as if I were being treated to everything that the shop had to offer. I tried not to think of what might happen were I unable to pay in full.


  At one time, the man was holding a bright silvery razor in either hand, which I suppose had its own logic from a commercial point of view. The razors seemed far shinier than those at home. Reflections from the two of them flashed across the ceiling and walls. The razors also seemed far sharper than ours, as was only to be expected. I felt that if an ear were to be streaked off, I should be aware of it because I should see the blood; but that my whole head could go in a second, without my knowing anything at all about it—ever again, of course. I knew how small my head was, and how long and thin my neck. In the mirror I could see something of what was in hand, but not very much, because the mirror was caked and blackened, quite unlike the flickering razors. I doubted whether blood could have been made out in it, even a quite strong flow. I might well see the blood itself, long before the reflection of it.


  But the worst thing came suddenly from behind me. Having no knowledge of what went on in these shops, I had never heard about the practice, then taken for granted, of “singeing.” The customers regularly used to have the ends of their hair burnt off with a lighted taper. I don’t suppose you’ve even heard of it happening, but it went on until fairly recently, and it only stopped because the shops couldn’t get the trained assistant. It was said to “seal” the hairs, as if they had been letters. All that may sound like a good joke, but the thing itself was not at all like a joke.


  It was of course the dusky assistant who was doing it—though it suddenly struck me that it might be a disease he had, rather than his natural colouring, perhaps something linked with his being so short. All I know is, and this I can swear to you, that he did not light the taper he held, at either the candle or the lamp. At one moment the bright light behind me was not there, or the assistant there, either. At the next moment the light was so strong and concentrated that, even in the dirty mirror, the reflection was dazzling me.


  I think that really it was hypnotizing me. Hypnotism was something else that was fairly new at the time. It wasn’t even necessary for the two in the shop to set about it deliberately. The idea of being hypnotized was in the air and fashionable, as different things are at different times. People suddenly went off who would have felt nothing at all a few years earlier.


  I felt that my whole body was going round and round like a catherine wheel, feet against head. I felt that my head itself was going round and round in the other dimension, horizontally, so to speak, but faster. At that age, hypnotism had never actually come my way, even though it was being joked about everywhere. As well as all this, there was a sound like a great engine turning over. I think that really I lost myself for a short spell. Fainting was much commoner in those times than it is now, and not only with young girls. What it felt like was a sudden quick fall, with all my blood rushing upward. There were effects on the stage of that kind: clowns with baubles going down through trap-doors and coming up again as demons with pitchforks. They don’t show it on the stage anymore, or not so often.


  When I came round I was somewhere quite different. Don’t ask me exactly how it had come about. Or exactly where I was, for that matter. I can only tell you what happened.


  The first thing I knew was a strong smell of cooking.


  Baking was what it really smelt like. Everyone at that time knew what baking smelt like, and I more than most, because my mother baked everything—bread, puddings, pies, the lot, even the cat food. I supposed I was down in the cellar of the building. Anyway, I was in some cellar. Of course, the kitchen quarters were always in what was called the basement, when the house was good enough to have a basement. So the smell was perfectly natural and acceptable.


  The only thing was that the place seemed so terribly hot. I thought at first that it might be me, rather than the room, but that became hard to believe.


  I was sprawled on a thick mattress. It seemed just as well, and kind of someone, because the floor as a whole was made of stone, not even smooth stone, not smooth at all, but rough. There was enough light for me to see that much. My mattress was considerably fatter than the ones given to the felons in Newgate or to the poorer debtors, and it was most welcome, as I say, but the stuff inside was peeping out everywhere through rents, and the color of the thing was no longer very definite, except that there were marks on it which were almost certainly blood.


  I put my hand to my head, but I didn’t seem to be actually bleeding through the hair, though it was hard to be sure, as I was sweating so heavily. Then I gave a gulp, like a schoolboy. I suppose I was still more or less a schoolboy. Anyway, I nearly fainted all over again.


  At the other end of the cellar, if that is what the place was, a huge woman was sitting on a big painted chair, like a throne. The light in the place came from a small lamp on a kind of desk at her side. She had heavy dark hair falling over one shoulder, and a swarthy face, as if she had been a Spanish woman. She wore a dark dress, open all the way down the front to the waist, as if she had just put it on, or could not bear to fasten it owing to the heat, or had been doing some remarkably heavy work. Not that I had ever before seen a woman looking quite like that, not even my mother, when we were alone together. And there was a young girl sitting at her feet, with her head in the woman’s lap, so that I could see only that she had dark hair, too, as if she had been the woman’s daughter, which of course one would have supposed she was, particularly as the woman was all the time stroking and caressing the girl’s hair.


  The woman gazed across the cellar at me for some time before she uttered a word. Her eyes were as dark as everything else about her, but they looked very bright and luminous at the same time. Of course, I was little more than a kid, but that was how it all seemed to me. Immediately our eyes met, the woman’s and mine, something stirred within me, something quite new and strong. This, although the light was so poor. Or perhaps at first it was because of the poor light, like what I said about sometimes seeing more when there is no definition than when there is.


  I couldn’t utter a word. I wasn’t very used to the company of women, in any case. I hadn’t much wished for it, as I have said.


  So she spoke first. Her voice was as dark as her hair and her eyes. A deep voice. But all she said was: “How old are you?”


  “Seventeen and a half, ma’am. A bit more than that, actually.”


  “So you are still a minor?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Do you live in the City of London?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  “Where then do you live?”


  “In South Clerkenwell, ma’am.”


  “But you work in the city of London?”


  “No, ma’am. I only come to the city on errands.”


  In those days, we were taught at school how to reply to catechisms of this kind. I had been taught such things very carefully. I must say that whatever else I might have to say about education in general. We were told to reply always simply, briefly, and directly. We used to be given exercises and practices.


  I must add that the woman was well-spoken, and that she had a highly noticeable mouth. Of course, my faculties were not at their best in all that heat and after the series of odd things that had been happening to me: complete novelties, at that age.


  “Whom do you visit on these errands?”


  “Mostly people in the backstreets and side streets. We’re only in a small way so far.” It was customary for everyone who worked for a firm to describe that firm as “we,” provided the firm was small enough, and sometimes not only then. With us, even the boozy women who cleaned everything up did it.


  “Hardly heard of in the wider world, we might say?”


  “I think that could be said, ma’am.” I had learned well that boasting was always idle, and led only to still closer interrogation.


  “Are your parents living?”


  “My father is supposed to be dead, ma’am.”


  She transfixed me. I was mopping at myself all the time.


  “I think he’s dead, ma’am.”


  “Was he, or is he, a sailor, or a horsebreaker, or a strolling player, or a hawker?”


  “None of those, ma’am.”


  “A Gay Lothario, perhaps?”


  “I don’t know, ma’am.”


  She was gazing at me steadily, but she apparently decided to drop the particular topic. It was a topic I specially disliked, and her dropping it so easily gave me the impression that I had begun to reach her, as well as she me. You know how it can happen. What hypnotism was then, telepathy is now. It’s mostly a complete illusion, of course.


  “And your mother? Was she pretty?”


  “I think she still is pretty, ma’am.”


  “Describe her as best you can.”


  “She’s very tiny and very frail, ma’am.”


  “Do you mean she’s ill?”


  “I don’t think she’s ill, ma’am.”


  “Do you dwell with her?”


  “I do, ma’am.”


  “Could she run from end to end of your street, loudly calling out? If the need were to arise. Only then, of course. What do you say?”


  At this strange question, the girl on the floor, who had hitherto been still as still, looked up into the woman’s face. The woman began to stroke the girl’s face and front, though from where I was I could see neither. Besides, it was so hot for caresses.


  “I doubt it, ma’am. I hope the need does not arise.” We were taught not to make comments, but I could hardly be blamed, I thought, for that one.


  “Are you an only child?”


  “My sister died, ma’am.”


  “The family diathesis seems poor, at least on the female side.”


  I know now that this is what she said, because since then I’ve worked hard at language and dictionaries and expressing myself, but I did not know then.


  “Beg pardon, ma’am?”


  But the woman left that topic, too.


  “Does your mother know where you are now?”


  At school, it might have been taken as rather a joke of a question, but I answered it seriously and accurately.


  “She never asks how I spend the day, ma’am.”


  “You keep yourselves to yourselves?”


  “I don’t wish my mother to be fussed about me, ma’am.”


  Here the woman actually looked away for a moment. By now her doing so had a curious effect on me. I should find it difficult to put it into words. I suddenly began to feel queasy. For the first time, I became aware physically of the things that had been happening to me. I longed to escape, but feared for myself if I succeeded.


  The woman’s eyes came back to me. I could not but go out to meet her.


  “Are you or your mother the stronger person?”


  “My mother is, ma’am.”


  “I don’t mean physically.”


  “No, ma’am.”


  The hot smell, familiar to me as it was, and for that reason all the more incongruous, seemed to have become more overpowering. It was perhaps a part of my newly regained faculties. I had to venture upon a question of my own. At home it was the customary question. It was asked all the time.


  “Should not the oven be turned down a little, ma’am?”


  The woman never moved a muscle, not even a muscle in her dark eyes. She simply replied “Not yet.” But for the first time she smiled at me, and straight at me.


  What more could be said on the subject? I knew that overheated ovens burned down houses.


  The catechism was resumed.


  “How much do you know of women?”


  I am sure I blushed, and I am sure that I could make no reply. Our exercises had not included such questions, and I was all but dying of the heat and smell.


  “How close have you dared to go?”


  I could not withdraw my eyes, though there was nothing that part of me could more deeply wish to do. I hated to be mocked. Mockery was the one thing that could really make me lose control, go completely wild.


  “Have you never been close even to your own mother?”


  I must all the while have looked more like a turkey than most because my head was so small. You may not allow for that, because it’s so much larger now.


  You will have gathered that the woman had been drooling slightly, as women do when appealing in a certain way to a man. As I offered no response, she spoke up quite briskly.


  “So much the better for all of us,” she said, but this time without a trace of the smile that usually goes with remarks of that kind. Then she added, “So much the better for the customers.”


  I was certainly not going to inquire what she meant, though I had no idea what I was going to do. Events simply had to take their course, as so often in life, though one is always taught otherwise.


  Events immediately began to do so. The woman stood up. I could see that the chair, which at first seemed almost like a throne, was in fact hammered together from old sugar boxes and packing cases. The coloring on the outside of it, which had so impressed me, looked much more doubtful now.


  “Let’s see what you can make of Monica and me,” said the woman.


  At that the little girl turned to me for the first time. She was a moon-faced child, so pale that it was hard to believe so swarthy a woman could possibly be her mother.


  I’m not going to tell you how I replied to what the woman had said. Old though I am, I should still hesitate to do so.


  There was a certain amount of dialogue between us.


  One factor was that heat. When Monica came to me and started trying to take off my jacket, I could not help feeling a certain relief, even though men, just as much as women, were then used to wearing far heavier clothes, even when it was warm.


  Another factor was the woman’s bright and steady gaze, though there you will simply think I am making excuses.


  Another factor again was that the woman had unlocked something within me that my mother had said should please never be unlocked, never, until she herself had passed away. It was disloyal, but there’s usually disloyalty somewhere when one is drawn in that way to a person, and more often than not in several quarters at once.


  I did resist. I prevaricated. I did not prevail. I leave it there. I don’t know how fond and dutiful you proved at such a time in the case of your own mother.


  Monica seemed sweet and gentle, though she never spoke a word. It did, I fear, occur to me that she was accustomed to what she was doing; a quite long and complicated job in those days, which only married ladies and mothers knew about among women. Monica’s own dress was made simply of sacking. It was an untrimmed sack. I realized at once that almost certainly she was wearing nothing else. Who could wonder in such heat? Her arms and legs and neck and round face were all skinny to the point of pathos, and white and slimy with the heat. But her hands were gentle, as I say. In the bad light, I could make nothing of her eyes. They seemed soft and blank.


  The woman was just standing and gazing and waiting. Her arms rested at her sides, and once more she was quite like a queen, though her dress was still open all down the front to the waist. Of course that made an effect of its own kind too. It was a dark velvet dress, I should say, with torn lace around the neck and around the ends of the sleeves. I could see that she was as bare-footed as little Monica, but that by no means diminished her dignity. She was certainly at her ease, though she was certainly not smiling. She was like a queen directing a battle. Only the once had she smiled; in response to my silly remark about turning down the oven; when I had failed to find the right and unfunny words for what I had meant, and meant so well.


  I could now see that the solitary lamp stood on a mere rough ledge rather than on any kind of desk. For that matter, the lamp itself was of a standard and very inexpensive pattern. It was equipped with a movable shade to direct the weak illumination. My mother and I owned a dozen lamps better than that, and used them too, on many, many occasions.


  In the end, Monica had me completely naked. She was a most comfortable and competent worker, and, because there was nowhere else to put them, she laid out all my different things neatly on the rough floor, where they looked extremely foolish, as male bits and pieces always do, when not being worn, and often when being worn also.


  I stood there gasping and sweating and looking every bit as ridiculous as my things. It is seldom among the most commanding moments in the life of a man. One can see why so many men are drawn to rape and such. Otherwise, if the woman has any force in her at all, the man is at such an utter disadvantage. He is lucky if he doesn’t remain so until the end of it. But I don’t need to tell you. You’ll have formed your own view.


  There was no question of that woman lacking a thing. It was doubtless grotesque that I had assented to Monica stripping me, but as soon as Monica had finished, and was moving things about on the floor to make the total effect look even neater, the woman rotated the shade on the lamp, so that the illumination fell on the other end of the cellar, the end that had formerly been in the darkness behind her.


  At once she was shedding her velvet dress (yes, it was velvet, I am sure of it) and, even at the time, it struck me as significant that she had put herself in the limelight, so to speak, in order to do so, instead of hiding behind a curtain as most women would have done, more then than now, I believe.


  She too proved to be wearing no more than the one garment. Who could wear chemises and drawers and stays in that atmosphere?


  The light showed that beneath and around the woman’s feet, and I must tell you that they were handsome, well-shaped feet, was a tangle of waste hair, mingled with fur and hide, such as the rag and bone men used to cry, and refuse to pay a farthing for, however earnestly the women selling the stuff might appeal. By no stretch of drink or poetry could one call the heap of it a bed or couch. Our cat would have refused to go near it, let alone lie on it.


  None of that made the slightest difference; no more than the heat, the smell, the mystery, or anything else.


  The woman, with no clothes on, and with her unleashed hair, was very fine, though no longer a queen. “Let’s see,” she said, and half-extended her arms toward me.


  A real queen might have expressed herself more temptingly, but being a queen is very much a matter of wearing the clothes, as is being a woman. The matter was settled by little Monica giving me a push from behind.


  It made me look even more ridiculous, because I fell across the sugar-box throne. In fact, I cut my bare thigh badly. But a flow of blood made no difference in that company, and in a second or two I was wallowing egregiously amid the woman’s dark hair and the soft mass of hair and fur from God knows where, and Monica had come in from behind, and begun to help things on.


  Almost at once, I became aware of something about Monica, which is scarcely polite to talk about. I only mention it for a reason. The thing was that she herself had no hair, where, even at that time, I knew she should have had hair, she being, I was fairly certain, old enough for it. I refer to that personal matter because it gave me an idea as to who might be Monica’s father. On Monica’s round head, locks just hung straight around her face, as if they had stopped growing prematurely, and everyone was waiting for them to continue. I began to wonder if there were not some kind of stuck-on wig. I still doubted whether the woman who held me tight was Monica’s mother, but for the moment there were other things to think about, especially by such a novice as I was.


  There seems to be only one thing worth adding to a scene which you must find obvious enough.


  It is that never since have I known a mouth like that woman’s mouth. But the entire escapade was of course my first full experience—the first time I was able to go through the whole thing again and again until I was spent and done, sold and paid for.


  I suppose I should also say that it was good to have Monica there as well, scrappy though she was, a bit like an undernourished fish. Monica knew many things that she should not have known, and which you can’t talk most grown women into bothering about. You’ll have come upon what I mean for yourself.


  With the two of them, one didn’t feel a fool. I even forgot about the heat. I simply can’t remember how the woman and Monica managed about that. Perhaps I didn’t even notice. I daresay there were creatures making a happy home for themselves in the vast pile of ancient warmth. I should have thought there would have been, but I didn’t worry about it at the time. Over the heap, on the dirty wall, was a black-and-white engraving of an old man whose face I knew, because he had been hanged for political reasons. Every now and then, I could see him winking at me through the murk, though I was too pressed to recall his name just then. You remember my telling you that I couldn’t keep my hands off the Newgate Calendar and all that went with it. I think his was the only picture in the room.


  I keep calling it a room. What else can one call it? A gigantic rathole, a sewage-overflow chamber, a last resting place for all the world’s shorn hair? For me it was an abode of love. My first. Maybe my last.


  The woman’s hair just smelt of itself. The waste hair was drawn into one’s nose and mouth and eyes, even into one’s ears, into one’s body everywhere. Monica, I believe, had no hair. The tatters of known and unknown fur insinuated themselves between her and me, as if they had been alive. They tickled and chafed but I never so much as tried to hold them back. Joy was all my care, for as long as the appointment lasted.


  At the time, it seemed to last more or less for ever. But of course I had no comparisons. The woman and Monica set themselves to one thing after another. Sometimes in turn. Sometimes together. I was half-asphyxiated with heat and hair. I was wet and slimy as a half-skinned eel. I was dead to everything but the precise, immediate half-second. Like the Norseman, I had discovered a new world.


  In the end, the woman began tangling her fragrant hair round my crop. I’ve told you that my neck was like a turkey’s in those days. Stringy and very slender.


  I am sure that the sweet scent of her hair came from nothing she put on it. In any case, the shop had not struck me as going out for the ladies. For what she was doing, she did not need to have especially long hair either. The ordinary length of hair among women would serve perfectly well. The ordinary length in those days. From what had gone before, I guessed that part of the whole point lay in the tangling process bringing her great mouth harder and tighter than ever against mine. Hair that was too long might have defeated that.


  At first the sensation was enough to wake the dead. And by then, as you will gather, that was just about what was needed.


  Then it was as if there was a vast shudder in the air. At which the entire spell broke. Nothing had ever taken me more completely by surprise.


  It can always be one of the most upsetting experiences in the world, as you may have learned for yourself. I don’t know whether it comes worse when one is fully worked up or when the whole miserable point is that one is not.


  But that time there was something extra. You won’t believe this: I saw a vision of my mother.


  She was just standing there, looking tiny and sad, with her arms at her sides, as the woman’s had been, and with her own dignity, too. My mother was not wringing her hands or tearing at her wisps of hair or anything fanciful like that. She was just standing very still and looking as if she were a queen, too, a different sort of queen naturally, and this time on the scaffold. That idea of a queen on the scaffold came to me at once.


  Until that moment, the huge dark woman had been powerful enough to do exactly what she liked with me. Now, at the first effort I exerted, I broke clean away from her and her hair, and rolled backward on top of Monica. I knew that I had, in fact, dragged a big hank of the woman’s hair right away from her head. I could not be mistaken about that because the hank was in my hand. I threw it back among the rest.


  I positively leapt to my feet, but even before that the woman was standing, her feet among the garbage, and with a knife in her hand. It was not one of the slim blades that in those days ladies carried in their garters for safety. This lady wore no garters. It was a massive working knife, of the kind employed by butchers who are on the heavier side of the trade. If there had been a little more light, its reflections would have flashed over the walls and ceiling as had happened with the hairdresser’s razors.


  Monica had climbed up too. She stood between us shuddering and shivering and fishy.


  The woman did not come for me. She stepped elegantly across the room, across the place, to the door, and leaned back against it. That was her mistake.


  When Monica had undressed me, she could easily have robbed me. I was soon to discover that she had taken nothing. That had been a mistake too.


  My few sovereigns and half sovereigns were in a sovereign case, left behind by my father, and among the things given me by my mother when I was confirmed. My other coins were in a purse that had been knitted for me with my name on it. A poor orphan girl named Athene had done that. But there was something else that Monica might have found if she had been tricky enough to look. Wherever I went in those days, I always carried a small pistol. It had been the very first thing I bought with my own money, apart from penny broadsheets and sticks of gob. Even my mother had no idea I possessed it. I did not want her to grieve and fret about what things were like for me in the highways of the world.


  She never knew I had it.


  Down in that place, the pistol was in my hand more swiftly than thought in my head.


  The woman, for her part, gave no time to thinking, or to trying to treat with me. She simply took a leap at me, like a fierce Spanish bull, or a wild Spanish gypsy. There was nothing I could do but allow the pistol to speak for me. I had never discharged it before, except in play on the Heath at night.


  I killed the woman. I suppose I am not absolutely certain of that, but I think so. Monica began to whimper and squirm about.


  The heat made dressing myself doubly terrible.


  I had to decide what to do with Monica. I can truly say that I should have liked very much to rescue her, but I had to drop the idea as impracticable. Apart from everything else, quite a good lot else, I could never have brought her to my home.


  I never even kissed her good-bye, or tried in any way to comfort her. I felt extremely bad about that. I still do. It was terrible.


  The door opened to me at once, though I had to step over the woman’s body to reach it.


  Outside, a stone passage ran straight before me to another door, through the glass panels of which I could see daylight. The reek and savor of baking was overwhelming, and the heat, if possible, worse than ever. There were other doors on both sides of the passage. I took it that they led to the different ovens, but I left them unopened.


  The door ahead was locked, but the key was on my side of it. Turning it caused me considerable trouble. It called for a knack, and my eyes were full of sweat and my hands beginning to tremble. Nor of course had I any idea what or who might be on the other side of the door. The panels were of obscured glass, but it seemed to me that too little light came through them for the door to open onto the outer world.


  Before long, I managed it, perhaps with the new strength I had acquired from somewhere or other. No one had as yet appeared at my rear. I think that, apart from Monica, I was alone down there; and, at that moment, I preferred not to think about Monica.


  I flung the door open and found myself in a small, empty, basement shop. It had a single window onto an area; and, beside it, a door. When I say that the shop was empty (and just as well for me that it was), I mean also that it seemed to contain no stock. Nothing at all. There was a small, plain counter, and at the back of it tiers of wooden shelves, all made of dingy polished deal, and all bare as in the nursery rhyme. Brightly colored advertisements were coming in then for the different products, but there was not a bill or a poster in that shop. Nor was there anything like a list of prices, or even a chair for the more decrepit purchasers. I think there was a bit of linoleum on the floor. Nothing more.


  I paused long enough to trail my finger down the counter. At least the place seemed to be kept clean, because no mark was left either on the counter or on my finger.


  In the shop it was not so hot as in the rest of the establishment, but it was quite hot enough. When later I was allowed to look into a condemned cell, it reminded me of that shop.


  But I now had the third door to tackle, the outer door, that might or might not lead to freedom. It looked as if it would, but I had been through too much to be at all sure of anything.


  As quietly as I could, I drew the two bolts. They seemed to be in frequent use, because they ran back smoothly. I had expected worse trouble than ever with the lock, but, would you believe it? when the bolts had been drawn, the door simply opened of itself. The protruding part of the lock no longer quite reached into the socket. Perhaps the house was settling slightly. Not that there was any question of seeing much. Outside it was simply the usual, narrow, dirty street with high buildings, and a lot of life going on. A bit of a slum, in fact. Most streets were in those days. That was before the concrete had taken everything over.


  I couldn’t manage to shut the door. As far as could be seen, one had to be inside to do that. I soon dropped it and started to creep up the area steps. The steps were very worn. Really dangerous for the older people.


  For some reason it had never occurred to me that the area gate might be locked, but this time it was. And this time, naturally, there was no key on either side. The area railing was too spiky and too high for me to leap lightly across, even though I was a very long and lanky lad at that time. I was feeling a bit faint as well. For the third time.


  A boy came up, dragging a handcart full of stuff from the builders’ merchants. He addressed me.


  “Come out from under the piecrust, have yer?”


  “Which crust?”


  The delivery boy pointed over my shoulder. I looked behind me and saw that over the basement door was a sign. It read “Mrs. Lovat’s Pie Shop.”


  At once I thought of the man’s name in the picture downstairs. Simon, Lord Lovat. Of course. But Lord Lovat hadn’t been hanged, not even with a silken rope. He had been beheaded. Now I should have to think quickly.


  “You’re wrong,” I said to the boy. “I went in to get my hair cut and by mistake came out at the back.”


  “You were lucky to come out at all,” said the boy.


  “How’s that?” I asked, though I wasn’t usually as ready as all this suggests. Not in those days.


  “Ask no questions and you’ll be told no fibs,” said the boy.


  “Well,” I said, “help me to get out of it.”


  The boy looked at me. I didn’t care for his look.


  “I’ll watch out for the bobby,” said the boy. “He’ll help you.”


  And I had to slip him something before he let me borrow four of his bricks to stand upon on my side of the railing and four to alight upon the other side. I slipped him a whole five shillings; half as much as his wages for the week in those days. I had taken the place of the barber’s assistant who would have had to stand on a box.


  After I had helped the boy put the bricks back in his cart, I lost myself in the crowd, as the saying goes. Apart from everything else, I had aroused suspicion by overtipping.


  I never heard another thing. Well, not for a very long time, and then not in a personal way.


  But I had temporarily lost my appetite for criminal literature. I became out of touch with things for a while. I suffered not only for myself but for my mother. Fortunately, I knew few people who could notice whether I was suffering or not. They might have mocked me if they had, which I could never have endured.


  It was a much longer time until I strolled down Fleet Street again. Not until after I was married. And by then Temple Bar had gone, which made a big difference. And manners and customs had changed. Sometimes for the better. Sometimes not. Only on the surface, I daresay, in either case.


  I still sometimes break into a sweat when I think of it all. I don’t commonly eat meat pies, either. And for a long time I had to cut my own hair, until my wife took over. Since she passed on, I’ve not bothered with it, as you can see. Why disfigure God’s image? as the Russians used to put it. He’ll disfigure you fast enough on his own. You can count on that.


  ***


  The old man was beginning to drool, as, according to him, the woman had done, so that I shut my newly acquired pad and bound it with the still unstretched elastic.


  If it had not been in a pub that I had met the old man, where then? I had met him in the auditorium of the Elephant, to which I had been sent as a dramatic critic. That too is properly an old man’s job, but, in case of need, the smaller papers had, and still have, a habit of sending the youngest person available. I had also to cover boxing matches, swimming matches, dance contests, the running at Herne Hill, and often political and evangelical meetings. Never football matches at one end, or weddings at the other, both of which involved specialists.


  The programme for that evening is before me now. I kept it with my notes of the old man’s tale, and I have just found the packet, one of hundreds like it.


  “Order Tea from the Attendants, who will bring it to you in the Interval. A Cup of Tea and A Plate of Bread and Butter, Price 3d. Also French Pastries, 3d. each.”


  Wilfrid Lawson, later eminent, played the clean-limbed, overinvolved young hero, Mark Ingestre, in the production we had seen.


  There had been a live orchestra, whose opening number had been “Blaze Away.”


  There were jokes, there were adverts (“Best English Meat Only”), there were even Answers for Correspondents. The price of the programme is printed on the cover: Twopence.


  On the other hand, there was a Do You Know? section. “Do You Know,” ran the first interrogation, “that Sweeney Todd has broken all records for this theatre since it was built?”


  ***


  Making him wear a three-cornered hat!” the old man had exclaimed with derision. “And Mrs. Lovat with her hair powdered!”


  “David Garrick used to play Macbeth in knee breeches,” I replied. Dramatic critics may often, as in my case, know little, but they all know that.
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