Summer Night

As the sun set its light slowly melted the landscape, till everything
was made of fire and glass. Released from the glare of noon, the
haycocks now seemed to float on the aftergrass: their freshness
penetrated the air. In the not far distance hills with woods up their
flanks lay in light like hills in another wotld — it would be a pleasure
of heaven to stand up there, where no foot ever seemed to have
trodden, on the spaces between the woods soft as powder dusted
over with gold. Against those hills, the burning red rambler roses
in cottage gardens along the roadside looked earthy — they were
too near the eye.

The road was in Ireland. The light, the air from the distance, the
air of evening rushed transversely through the open sides of
the car. The rims of the hood flapped, the hood’s metal frame
rattled as the tourer, in great bounds of speed, held the road’s
darkening magnetic centre streak. The big shabby family car was
empty but for its small driver — its emptiness seemed to levitate it
— on its back seat a coat slithered about, and a dressing-case bumped
against the seat. The driver did not relax her excited touch on the
wheel: now and then while she drove she turned one wrist over,
to bring the watch worn on it into view, and she gave the mileage
marked on the yellow signposts a flying, jealous, half-inadvertent
look. She was driving parallel with the sunset: the sun slowly went
down on her right hand.

The hills flowed round till they lay ahead. Where the road bent
for its upward course through the pass she pulled up and lighted
a cigarette. With a snatch she untwisted her turban; she shook her
hair free and threw the scarf behind her into the back seat. The
draught of the pass combed her hair into coarse strands as the car
hummed up in second gear. Behind one brilliantly-outlined crest
the sun had now quite gone; on the steeps of bracken in the
electric shadow, each frond stood out and climbing goats turned
their heads. The car came up on a lorry, to hang on its tail,
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impatient, checked by turns of the road. At the first stretch the
driver smote her palm on the horn and shot past and shot on
ahead again,

The small woman drove with her chin up. Her existence was
in her hands on the wheel and in the sole of the foot in which
she felt through the sandal, the throbbing pressure of the accelerator.
Her face, enlarged by blown-back hair, was as overbearingly blank
as the face of a figure-head; her black eyebrows were ruled level,
and her eyes, pupils dilated, did little more than reflect the slow
burn of daylight along horizons, the luminous shades of the
half-dark.

Clear of the pass, approaching the county town, the road widened
and straightened between stone walls and burnished, showering
beech. The walls broke up into gateways and hoardings and the
suburbs began. People in modern building estate gardens let the
car in a hurry through their unseeing look. The raised footpaths
had margins of grass. White and grey rows of cottages under the
pavement level let woodsmoke over their half-doors: women and
old men sat outside the dootrs on boxes, looking down at their
knees; here and thete a bird sprang in a cage tacked to a wall.
Children chasing balls over the roadway shot whooping right and
left of the car. The refreshed town, unfolding streets to its centre,
at this hour slowly heightened, cooled; streets and stones threw off
a grey-pink glare, sultry lasting ghost of the high noon. In this
dayless glare the gitls in bright dresses, strolling, looked like
colour-photography.

Dark behind all the windows: not a light yet. The in-going
perspective looked meaning, noble and wide. But everybody was
elsewhere — the polished street was empty but cats packed both the
kerbs under the trees. What was going on? The big tourer dribbled,
slipped with animal nervousness between the static, locked cars each
side of its way. The driver peered left and right with her face narrow,
glanced from her wristwatch to the clock in the tower, sucked her
lip, manoeuvred for somewhere to pull in. The A.A. sign of the
hotel hung out from under a balcony, over the steps. She edged in
to where it said Do Not Park.

At the end of the hotel hall one electric light from the bar
shone through a high-up panel: its yellow sifted on to the dusty
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desk and a moth could be seen on the glass pane. At the door end
came in street daylight, to fall weakly on prints on the oiled walls,
on the magenta announcement-strip of a cinema, on the mahogany
bench near the receptionist’s office, on the hatstand with two
forgotten hats. The woman who had come breathlessly up the steps
felt in her face a wall of indifference. The impetuous click of her
heeled sandals on the linoleum brought no one to the receptionist’s
desk, and the drone of two talkers in the bar behind the glass panel
seemed, like the light, to be blotted up, word by word. The little
woman attacked the desk with her knuckles. ‘Is there nobody there
— I say? Is there nobody there?’

‘T am, I am. Wait now, said the hotel woman, who came impas-
sively through the door from the bar. She reached up a hand and
fumbled the desk light on,and by this with unwondering negligence
studied the customer — the childish, blown little woman with
wing-like eyebrows and eyes still unfocused after the long road.
The hotel woman, bust on the desk, looked down slowly at the
bare legs, the crumple-hemmed linen coat. ‘Can I do anything for
you?’ she said, when she had done.

‘I want the telephone — want to put through a call’

“You can of course, said the unmoved hotel woman. “Why not?’
she added after consideration, handing across the keys of the
telephone cabinet. The little woman made a slide for the cabinet:
with her mouth to the mouthpiece, like a conspirator, she was
urgently putting her number through. She came out then and
ordered herself a drink.

‘Is it long distance?’

‘Mm-mm . . . What’s on here? What are all those cars?’

‘O, this evening’s the dog racing’

‘Is it?’

“Yes, it’s the dog racing. We'd a crowd in here, but they’re all
gone on now.

‘I wondered who they were, said the little woman, her eyes on
the cabinet, sippeting at her drink.

“Yes, they're at the dog racing. There’s a wonderful crowd. But
I wouldn’t care for it said the hotel woman, fastidiously puckering
up her forehead. ‘I went the one time, but it didn't fascinate me!

The other forgot to answer. She turned away with her drink,
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sat down, put the glass beside her on the mahogany bench and
began to chafe the calves of her bare legs as though they were stiff
or cold. A man clasping sheets of unfutled newspaper pushed his
way with his elbow through the door from the bar. “What it says
here, he said, shaking the paper with both hands ‘is identically
what I've been telling you.

‘“That proves nothing, said the hotel woman. ‘However, let it
out of your hand’ She drew the sheets of the paper from him and
began to fold them into a wad. Her eyes moved like beetles over
a top line. “That’s an awful battle . .’

‘What battle?’ exclaimed the little woman, stopping rubbing her
legs but not looking up.

‘An awful air battle. Destroying each othet, the woman added,
with a stern and yet voluptuous sigh. ‘Listen, would you like to
wait in the lounge?’ )

‘She’d be bettet there, put in the man who had brought the
paper. ‘Better accommodation. His eyes watered slightly in the
electric light. The little woman, sitting upright abruptly, looked
defiantly, as though for the first time, at the two watching her from
the desk. ‘Mr Donovan has gteat opinions, said the hotel woman.
*Will you move yourself out of here?’ she asked Mr Donovan. “This
is very confined — There’s your call, now!’

But the stranger had packed herself into the telephone box like
a conjurot’s lady preparing to disappear. ‘Hullo?’ she was saying.
‘Hullo! I want to speak to—

—You are, the other voice cut in. ‘All right? Anything wrong?’

Her face flushed all over. “You sound nearer already! I've got
to C—

The easy calm voice said: “Then you're coming along well.

‘Glad, are you?’ she said, in a quiver.

‘Don't take it too fast, he said. ‘It’s a treacherous light, Be easy,
there’s a good girl’

‘You’re a fine impatient man. His end of the line was silent.
She went on: 'l might stay here and go to the dog racing.’

‘Oh, is that tonight?’ He went on to say equably (having stopped,
as she saw it, and shaken the ash off the tip of his cigarette), ‘No,
I shouldn't do that’

‘Darling . ./
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‘Emma , . . How is the Major?’

‘He’s all right, she said, rather defensively.

‘I see, he said. ‘Everything quite OK.?’

‘In an hour, I'll be . . . where you live!

‘First gate on the left. Don’t kill yourself, there’s a good girl.
Nothing’s worth that. Remember we've got the night. By the way,
where are you talking?’

‘From the hotel’ She nursed the receiver up close to her face
and made a sound into it. Cutting that off she said: “Well, I'll hang
up. I just ...

‘Right, he said — and hung up.

Robinson, having hung up the receiver, walked back from the hall
to the living-room where his two guests were. He still wore a
smile. The deaf woman at the table by the window was pouring
herself out another cup of tea. “That will be very cold!” Robinson
shouted — but she only replaced the cosy with a mysterious smile.
‘Let her be, said her brother. ‘Let her alone!’

The room in this uphill house was still light: through the open
window came in a smell of stocks from the flower beds in the
lawn. The only darkness lay in a belt of beech trees at the other
side of the main road. From the grate, from the coal of an unlit
fire came the fume of a cigarette burning itself out. Robinson still
could not help smiling: he reclaimed his glass from the mantelpiece
and slumped back with it into his leather armchair in one of his
loose, heavy, good-natured attitudes. But Justin Cavey, in the
armchair opposite, still look crucified at having the talk torn.
‘Beastly, he said, ‘you've a beastly telephone. Though he was in
Robinson’s house for the first time, his sense of attraction to people
was marked, eatly, by just this intransigence and this fretfulness.

‘It is and it’s not, said Robinson. That was that. “Where had we
got to?’ he amiably asked.

The deaf woman, turning round from the window, gave the
two men, or gave the ait between them, a penetrating smile. Her
brother, with a sort of lurch at his pocket, pulled out a new packet
of cigarettes: ignoring Robinson’s held-out cigarette case he frowned
and split the cellophane with his thumbnail. But, as though his
sister had put a hand on his shoulder, his tension could be almost
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seen to relax. The impersonal, patient look of the thinker appeared
in his eyes, behind the spectacles. Justin was a city man, a black-
coat, down here (where his sister lived) on holiday. Other summet
holidays before this he had travelled in France, Germany, Italy: he
disliked the chaotic ‘scenery’ of his own land. He was down here
with Queenie this summer only because of the war, which had
locked him in: duty seemed to him better than failed pleasure. His
father had been a doctor in this place; now his sister lived on in
two rooms in the square — for fear Justin should not be comfort-
able she had taken a room for him at the hotel. His holiday with
his sister, his holiday in this underwater, weedy region of memory,
his holiday on which, almost every day, he had to pass the doors
of their old home, threatened Justin with a pressure he could not
bear. He had to share with Queenie, as he shared the dolls’ house
meals cooked on the oil stove behind her sitting-room screen, the
solitary and almost fairylike world created by her deafness. Her
deafhess broke down his only defence, talk. He was exposed to the
odd, immune, plumbing looks she was for ever passing over his
face. He could not deflect the tilted blue of her eyes. The things
she said out of nowhere, things with no surface context, wetre never
quite off the mark. She was not all solicitude; she loved to be
teasing him.

In her middle-age Queenie was very pretty: her pointed face had
the colouring of an imperceptibly fading pink-and-white sweet-pea.
This hot summer her attless dresses, with their little lace collars,
were mottled over with flowers, mauve and blue. Up the glaring
main street she carried a poult-de-soie parasol. Her rather dark first-
floor rooms faced north, over the square with its grass and lime
trees: the crests of great mountains showed above the opposite
facades. She would slip in and out on her own errands, as calm as
a cat, and Justin, waiting for her at one of her windows, would
see her cross the square in the noon sunshine with hdnds laced
over her forehead into a sort of porch. The little town, though
strung on a through road, was an outpost under the mountains: in
its quick-talking, bitter society she enjoyed, to a degree that surprised
Justin, her privileged place. She was woman enough to like to take
the man Justin round with her and display him; they went out to
afternoon or to evening tea, and in those drawing-rooms of tinted
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lace and intently-staring family photographs, among octagonal
tables and painted cushions, Queenie, with her cotton gloves in
her lap, well knew how to contribute, while Justin talked, her airy,
brilliant, secretive smiling and looking on. For his part, he was man
enough to respond to being shown off — besides, he was eased by
these breaks in their téte-a-téte. Above all, he was glad, for these
hours or two of chatter, not to have to face the screen of his own
mind, on which the distortion of every one of his images, the
war-broken towers of Europe, constantly stood. The immolation
of what had been his own intensely had been made, he could only
feel, without any choice of his. In the heatt of the neutral Irishman
indirect suffering pulled like a crooked knife. So he acquiesced
to, and devoured, society: among the doctors, the solicitors, the
auctioneers, the bank people of this little town he renewed old
acquaintanceships and developed new. He was content to bloom,
for this settled number of weeks — so unlike was this to his monkish
life in the city ~ in a sort of tenebrous popularity. He attempted
to check his solitary arrogance. His celibacy and his studentish
manner could still, although he was past forty, make him acceptable
as a young man. In the mornings he read late in his hotel bed; he
got up to take his solitary walks; he returned to flick at his-black
shoes with Queenie’s duster and set off with Queenie on their
tea-table rounds. They had been introduced to Robinson, factory
manager, in the hall of the house of the secretary of the tennis club.

Robinson did not frequent drawing-rooms. He had come here
only three years ago, and had at first been taken to be a bachelor
— he was a married man living apart from his wife. The resentment
occasioned by this discovery had been aggravated by Robinson’s
not noticing it: he worked at very high pressure in his factory
office, and in his off times his high-powered car was to be seen
streaking too gaily out of town. When he was met, his imperturb-
able male personality stood out to the women unpleasingly, and
stood out most of all in that married society in which women
aspire to break the male in a2 man. Husbands slipped him in for a
drink when they were aloné, or shut themselves up with him in
the dining-room. Justin had already sighted him in the hotel bar.
When Robinson showed up, late, at the tennis club, his manner
with women was easy and teasing, but abstract and perfectly

7 -
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automatic. From this had probably come the legend that he liked
women ‘only in one way’. From the first time Justin encountered
Robinson, he had felt a sort of anxious, disturbed attraction to the
big, fair, smiling, offhand, cold-minded man. He felt impelled by
Robinson's unmoved physical presence into all sorts of aberrations
of talk and mind; he committed, like someone waving an anxious
flag, all sorts of absurdities, as though this type of creature had been
a woman; his talk became exaggetatedly cetrebral, and he became
prone, like a perverse person in love, to expose all his own piques,
crotchets and weaknesses. One night in the hotel bar with Robinson
he had talked until he burst into teatrs. Robinson had on him the
touch of some foteign sun. The acquaintanceship — it could not
be called more — was no more than an accident of this narrowed
summer. For Justin it had taken the place of travel. The two men
were so far off each other’s beat that in a city they would cettainly
not have met.

Asked to drop in some evening or any evening, the Caveys had
tonight taken Robinson at his word. Tonight, the night of the first
visit, Justin’s high, rather bleak forehead had flushed from the
moment he rang the bell. With Queenie behind his shoulder, in
muslin, he had flinched confronting the housekeeper. Queenie, like
the rest of the town ladies, had done no more till now than go
by Robinson’s gate.

For her part, Queenie showed herself happy to penetrate into
what she had called ‘the china house’. On its knoll over the main
road, just outside the town, Bellevue did look like china up on a
mantelpiece — it was a compact, stucco house with mouldings,
recently painted a light blue. From the lawn set with pampas and
crescent-shaped flower beds the hum of Robinson’s motor mower
passed in summer over the sleepy town. And when winter denuded
the trees round them the polished windows, glass porch and empty
conservatory sent out, on mornings of frosty sunshine, a rather
mischievous and uncaring flash. The almost sensuous cleanness of
his dwelling was reproduced in the person of Robinson — about
his ears, jaw, collar and close clipped nails. The approach the Caveys
had walked up showed the broad, decided tyre-prints of his car.

“Where had we got to?” Robinson said again.

‘I was saying we should have to find a new form.

i
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‘Of course you were, agreed Robinson. “That was it He nodded
over the top of Justin’s head.

‘A new form for thinking and feeling . .

‘But one thinks what one happens to thmk or feels what one
happens to feel. That is as just so happens — I should have thought.
One either does or one doesn’t?’

‘One doesn’t!’ cried Justin. “That’s what I've been getting at. For
some time we have neither thought nor felt. Our faculties have
slowed down without our knowing — they had stopped without
our knowing! We know now. Now that theres enough death to
challenge being alive we’re facing it that, anyhow, we don’t live.
We'’re confronted by the impossibility of living — unless we can
break through to something else. Thete’s been a stop in our senses
and in our faculties that’s made everything round us so much dead
matter — and dead matter we couldn't even displace. We can no
longer express ourselves: what we say doesn’t even approximate to
reality; it only approximates to what’s been said. I say, this war’s an
awful illumination; its destroyed our dark; we have to see where
we are. Immobilized, God help us, and each so far apart that we
can’t even try to signal each othet. And our currency’s worthless
— our “ideas”, so on, so on. We’ve got to mint a new one. We've
got to break through to the new form — it needs genius. We're
precipitated, this moment, between genius and death. I tell you,
we must have genius to live at all”

‘l am certainly dished, then, said Robinson. He got up and
looked for Justin’s empty glass and took it to the sideboard where
the decanters were.

“We have it!’ cried Justin, smiting the arm of his chair. ‘I salute
your genius, Robinson, but I mistrust my own.

“That’s very nice of you, said Robinson. ‘I agree with you that
this war makes one think. I was in the last, but I don’t remember
thinking: I suppose possibly one had no time. Of course, these days
in business one comes up against this war the whole way through.
And to tell you the truth, said Robinson, turning round, ‘I do like
my off times to be my off times, because with this and then that
they are precious few. So I don' really think as much as I might
~ though I see how one might always begin. You don’t think
thinking gets one a bit rattled?’ :
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‘I don't think!’ said Justin violently.

“Well, you should know; said Robinson, looking at his thumbnail.
‘I should have thought you did. From the way you talk/

‘I couldn’t think if I wanted: I've lost my motivation. [ taste the
dust in the street and I smell the limes in the square and I beat
round inside this beastly shell of the past among images that all
the more torment me as they lose any sense that they had. As for
feeling—'

“You don'’t think you find it a bit slow here? Mind you, I haven’t
a word against this place but it’s not a place I'd choose for an off
time—’

‘—My dear Robinson, Justin said, in a mincing, schoolmasterish
tone, ‘you seem blind to our exquisite sociabilities.

“Pack of old cats, said Robinson amiably.

“You suggest [ should get away for a bit of fun?’

‘Well, I did mean that!

‘I find my own fun, said Justin, ‘I'm torn, here, by every single
pang of annihilation. But that’s what I look for; that’s what I want
completed; that’s the whole of what I want to embrace. On the
far side of the nothing — my new form. Scrap “me”; scrap my
wretched identity and you'll bring to the open some bud of life.
I not “1” — I'd be the world . . . You're right: what you would call
thinking does get me rattled. I only what you call think to excite
myself. Take myself away, and I'd think. I might see; I might feel
purely; I might even love—’

‘Fine, agreed Robinson, not quite easy. He paused and seemed
to regard what Justin had just said — at the same time, he threw a
glance of perceptible calculdtion at the electric clock on the mantel-
piece. Justin halted and said: “You give me too much to drink’

“You feel this war may improve us?’ said Robinson.

‘What's love like?’ Justin said suddenly.

Robinson paused for just less than a second in the act of lighting
a cigarette. He uttered a shortish, temporizing and, for him, unnat-
urally loud laugh.

Queenie felt the vibration and turned round, withdrawing her
arm from the windowsill. She had been looking intently, between
the clumps of pampas, down the lawn to the road: cyclists and
walkers on their way into town kept passing Robinson’s open gate.
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Across the road, above the demesne wall, the dark beeches let
through glitters of sky, and the colour and scent of the mown lawn
and the flowers seemed, by some increase of evening, lifted up to
the senses as though a new current flowed underneath. Queenie
saw with joy in her own mind what she could not from her place
in the window see — the blue china house, with all its reflecting
windows, perched on its knoll in the brilliant, fading air. They are
too rare — visions of where we are.

When the shock of the laugh made her turn round, she still
saw day in Robinson’s pictute-frames and on the chromium fingers
of the clock. She looked at Robinson’s head, dropped back after
the laugh on the leather scroll of his chair: her eyes went from
him to Justin. ‘Did you two not hit it off?’

Robinson laughed again, this time much more naturally: he
emitted a sound like that from inside a furnace in which something
is being consumed. Letting his head fall sideways towards Queenie,
he seemed to invite her into his mood. “The way things come out
is sometimes funny, he said to Justin, ‘if you know what I mean.

‘No, I don't, Justin said stonily.

‘I bet your sister does.

“You didn’t know what I meant. Anything I may have said about
your genius I do absolutely retract.

‘Look here, I'm sorry, Robinson said, ‘I probably took you up
all wrong.

‘On the contrary: the mistake was mine.

“You know, it’s funny about your sister: I never can realize she
can’t hear. She seems so much one of the party. Would she be fond
of children?’

“You mean, why did she not marry?’

‘Good God, no — I only had an idea ...

Justin went. on: “There was some fellow once, but I.never heard
more of him.You'd have.to be very oncoming, I dare say, to make
any way with a deaf gitl)

‘No, I meant my children,’ said Robinson. He had got up, and
he took from his mantlepiece .two of the photographs in silver
frames. With these he walked down the room to Queenie, who
received them with her usual eagerness and immediately turned
with them to the light. Justin saw his sister’s profile bent forward
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in study and saw Robinson standing above her leaning against the
window frame. When Robinson met an upward look from Queenie
he nodded and touched himself on the chest.‘] can see that — aren’t
they very like you?’ she said. He pointed to one picture then held
up ten fingers, then to the other and held up eight. ‘The fair little
fellow’s more like you, the bold one. The dark one has more the
look of a gitl — but he will grow up manly, I dare say ... With
this she went back to the photogtaphs: she did not seem anxious
to give them up, and Robinson made no movement to take them
from her — with Queenie the act of looking was always reflective
and slow. To Justin the two silhouettes against the window looked
wedded and welded by the dark. “They are both against me, Justin
thought. ‘She does not hear with her ears, he does not hear with
his mind. No wonder they can communicate.

‘It's a wondet, she said, ‘that you have no little girl.

Robinson went back for another photograph — but, standing
still with a doubtful look at Queenie, he passed his hand, as though
sadly expunging something, backwards and forwards across the
glass. ‘She’s quite right; we did have a girl, he said. ‘But I don't
know how to tell her the kid’s dead.

Sixty miles away, the Major was making his last round through the

orchards before shutting up the house. By this time the bronze-
green orchard dusk was intense; the clumped curves of the fruit
were hardly to be distinguished among the leaves. The brilliance
of evening, in which he had watched Emma driving away, was
now gone from the sky, Now and then in the gtass his foot knocked
a dropped apple — he would sigh, stoop rather stiffly, pick up the
apple, examine it with the pad of his thumb for bruises and slip
it, tenderly as though it had been an egg, into a baggy pocket of
his tweed coat. This was not a good apple year. There was some-
thing standardized, uncomplaining about the Major’s movements
— you saw a tall, unmilitaty-looking man with a stoop and a thin-
nish, dropping moustache. He often wore a slight.frown, of doubt
or preoccupation. This frown had intensified in the last months.
As he approached the house he heard the wireless talking, and
saw one lamp at the distant end of the drawing-room where his
aunt sat. At once, the picture broke up — she started, switched off

’
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the wireless and ran down the room to the window. You might
have thought the room had burst into flames. ‘Quick!’ she cried.
‘Oh, gracious, quick! — I believe it’s the telephone’

The telephone was at the other side of the house — before he
got there he heard the bell ringing. He put his hands in his pockets
to keep the apples from bumping as he legged it rapidly down the
corridor. When he unhooked on his wife’s voice he could not help
saying haggardly: ‘You all right?’

‘Of course. I just thought I'd say good night.

“That was nice of you, he said, puzzled. ‘How is the car running?’

‘Like a bird, she said in a singing voice. ‘How are you all?’

‘Well, I was just coming in; Aunt Fran’s in the drawing-room
listening to something on the wireless, and I made the children
turn in half an hour ago’

“You’ll go up to them?’

“Yes, I was just going. For a moment they both paused on the
line, then he said: “Where have youw got to now?’

‘I'm at T— now, at the hotel in the square’

‘At T—? Aren'’t you taking it rather fast?’

‘It’s a lovely night; it's an empty road.

‘Don’t be too hard on the car, she—"'

‘Oh, I know, she said, in the singing voice again. ‘At C— I did
try to stop, but there was a tetrible crowd there: dog racing. So I
came on. Datling . . .?’

“Yes?’

‘It’s a lovely night, isn't it?’

“Yes, I was really quite sorty to come in. I shall shut up the
house now, then go up to the children; then I expect I'll have a
word ot two with Aunt Fran!

‘I see. Well, I'd better be pushing on.

‘They’ll be sitting up for you, won't they?’

‘Surely, said Emma quickly.

‘Thank you for ringing up, deat: it was thoughtful of you.

‘I was thinking about you.

He did not seem to hear this. "Well, take care of yourself. Have
a nice time.

‘Good night, she said. But the Major had hung up.

In the drawing-room Aunt Fran had not gone back to the
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wireless. Beside the evening fire lit for her age, she sat rigid, face
turned to the door, plucking round and round the rings on her
left hand. She wore a foulard dress, net jabot and boned-up collar,
of the type ladies wear to dine in private hotels. In the lamplight
her waxy features appeared blurred, even effaced. The drawing-
toom held a ctowd of chintz-covered chairs, inlaid tables and
wool-worked stools; very little in it was antique, but nothing was
strikingly up-to-date. Thete were cabinets of not rare china, and
more blue-and-white plates, in metal clamps, hung in lines up the
walls between water-colours. A vase of pink roses arranged by the
governess already dropped petals on the piano. In one corner stood
a harp with two broken strings — when a door slammed or one
made a sudden movement this harp gave out a faint vibration or
twang. The silence for miles around this obscure country house
seemed to gather inside the folds of the cuttains and to dilute the
indoor air like a mist. This room Emma liked too little to touch
already felt the touch of decay; it threw lifeless reflections into the
two mirrors — the walls were green. Aunt Fran’s body was stranded

here like some object on the bed of a pool that has run dry. The

magazine that she had been looking at had slipped from her lap
to the black fur rug,

As her nephew appeared in the drawing-room door Aunt Fran
" fixed him urgently with her eyes. ‘Nothing wrong?’

‘No, no — that was Emma.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing. She rang up to say good night.

‘But she had said good night, said Aunt Fran in her troubled
way. ‘She said good' night to us when she was in the car. You
remember, it was nearly night when she left. It seemed late to be
starting to go so far. She had the whole afternoon, but she kept
putting off, putting off. She seemed to me undecided up to the
very last.

The Major turned his back on his aunt and began to unload
his pockets, carefully placing the apples, two by two, in a row along
the chiffonier. ‘Still, it’s nice for her having this trip, he said.

“There was a time in the afternoon, said Aunt Fran, ‘when I
thought she was going to change her mind. Howevet, she’s there
now — did you say?’

Ei
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‘Almost, he said, ‘not quite. Will you be all right if I go and
shut up the house? And I said I would look in on the girls!

‘Suppose the telephone rings?’

‘1 don't think it will, again. The exchange will be closing, for
one thing/

‘This afternoon, said Aunt Fran, ‘it rang four times

She heard him going from room to roomn, unfolding and barring
the heavy shutters and barring and chaining the front door. She
could begin to feel calmer now that the house was a fortress against
the wakeful night. ‘Hi!’ she called, ‘don’t forget the window in
here’ — looking back over her shoulder into the muslin curtains
that seemed to crepitate with dark air. So he came back, with his
flat, unexpectant step. ‘I'm not cold, she said, ‘but I don't like dark
- coming in/
He shuttered the window. T'll be down in a minute*
“Then we might sit together?’
‘Yes, Aunt Fran: certainly’

The children, who had been talking, dropped their voices when
they heard their father’s step on the stairs. Their two beds creaked
as they straightened themselves and lay silent, in social, expectant
attitudes. Their room smelled of toothpaste; the white presses blotted
slowly into the white walls. The window was open, the blind up,
so in here darkness was incomplete — obscured, the sepia picture
of the Good Shepherd hung over the mantelpiece. ‘It all right,
they said, ‘we are quite awake’ So the Major came round and halted
between the two beds. ‘Sit on mine,’ said Di nonchalantly. ‘It’s my
turn to have a person tonight’

‘Why did Mother ring up?’ said Vivie, scrambling up on her
pillow.

‘Now how on earth did you know?’

“We knew by your voice — we couldn’t hear what you said. We
were only at the top of the stairs, Why did she?’

“To tell me to tell you to be good.

‘She’s said that,’ said Vivie, impatient. “What did she say truly?’

‘Just good night.

‘Oh. Is she there?’

“Where?’
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‘Where she said she was going to’

‘Not quite — nearly.

‘Goodness!’ Di said; ‘it seems years since she went’ The two
. children lay cryptic and still. Then Di went on: ‘Do you know
what Aunt Fran said because Mother went away without any
stockings?’

‘No, said the Major, ‘and never mind.

‘Oh, I don’t mind, Di said, ‘I just heard.’‘And I heard, said Vivie:
she could be felt opening her eyes wide, and the Major could just
see, on the pillow, an implacable miniature of his wife’s face. Di
went on: ‘She’s so frightened something will happen’

‘Aunt Fran is?’

‘She’s always frightened of that.

‘She is very fond of us all’

‘Oh, burst out Vivie, ‘but Mother likes things to happen. She
was whistling all the time she was packing up. Can'’t we have a
treat tomorrow?’

‘Mother’ll be back tomorrow!

‘But can’t we have a treat?’

“We'll see; we’ll ask Mother, the Major said.

‘Oh yes, but suppose she didn’t come back?’

‘Look, it’s high time you two went to sleep.

‘We can'’t: we've got all sorts of ideas ... You say something
Daddy. Tell us something. Invent!

‘Say what?’ said the Major.

‘Oh goodness, Vivie said;‘something. What do you say to Mother?’

He went downstairs to Aunt Fran with their dissatisfied kisses
stamped on his cheek. When he had gone Di fanned herself with
the top of het sheet. “‘What makes him so disappointed, do you
know?’

‘I know, he thinks about the war.

But it was Di who, after the one question, unlocked all over
and dropped plumb asleep. It wasVivie who, turning over and over,
watched in the sky behind the cross of the window the tingling
particles of the white dark, who heard the moth between the two
window-sashes, who fancied she heard apples drop in the grass.
One arbitrary line only divided this child from the animal: all her
senses stood up, wanting to run the night. She swung her legs out
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of bed and pressed the soles of her feet on the cool floor. She got
right up and stepped out of her nightdress and set out to walk the
house in her skin. From each room she went into the human order
seemed to have lapsed — discovered by sudden light, the chairs and
tables seemed set round for a mouse’s party on a gigantic scale.
She stood fot some time outside the drawing-room door and heard
the unliving voices of the Major and aunt. She looked through
the ajar door to the kitchen and saw a picked bone and a teapot
upon the table and 2 maid lumped mute in a man’s arms. She
attempted the front door, but did not date to touch the chain: she
could not get out of the house. She returned to the schoolroom,
drawing her brows together, and straddled the rocking-horse they
had not ridden for years. The furious bumping of the rockers woke
the canaries under their cover: they set up a wiry springing in
their cage. She dismounted, got out the box of chalks and began
to tattoo her chest, belly and thighs with stars and snakes, red,
yellow and blue. Then, taking the box of chalks with her, she went
to her mother’s room for a look in the long glass — in front of
this she attempted to tattoo her behind. After this she bent right
down and squinted, upside down between her legs, at the bedroom
— the electric light over the dressing-table poured into the vacantly
upturned mirror and on to Emma’s left-behind silver things. The
anarchy she felt all through the house tonight made het, when she
had danced in front of the long glass, climb up to dance on the
big bed. The springs bounced her higher and higher; chalk-dust
flew from her body on to the fleece of the blankets, on to the
two cold pillows that she was trampling out of their place. The
bed-castors lunged, under her springing, over the threadbare pink
bridal carpet of Emma’s room.

Attacked by the castors, the chandelier in the drawing-room
tinkled sharply over Aunt Fran’s head.

She at once raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Something has got
in, she said calmly — and, rising, made for the drawing-room door.
By reflex, the Major rose to stop her: he sighed and put his weak
whisky down. ‘Never mind, he said, ‘Aunt Fran. It's probably
nothing. I'll go’

Whereupon, his Aunt Fran wheeled round on him with her
elbows up like a bird’s wings. Her wax features sprang into stony
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prominence. ‘It’s never me, never me, never me! Whatever I see,
whatever I hear it’s “nothing”, though the house might fall down.
You keep everything back from tme. No one speaks the truth to
me but the man on the wireless. Always things being said on the
telephone, always things being moved about, always Emma off at
the end of the house singing, always the children hiding away. I
am never told, never told, never told. I get the one answer,
“nothing”. I am expected to wait here. No one comes near the
drawing-room. I am never allowed to go and see!’

‘If that’s how you feel, he said, ‘do certainly go. He thought:
it'’s all right, I locked the house.

So it was Aunt Fran’s face, with the forehead lowered, that came
by inches round Emma’s doot. She appeared to present her forehead
as a sort of a buffer, obliquely looked from below it, did not speak.
Her glance, arriving gradually at its object, took in the child and
the whole room. Vivie paused on the bed, transfixed, breathless,
her legs apart. Her heart thumped; her ears drummed; her cheeks
burned. To break up the canny and comprehensive silence she said
loudly: ‘I am all over snakes.

‘So this is what . . ] Aunt Fran said. ‘So this is what . ..

‘T'll get off this bed, if you don't like.

‘The bed you were born in,’ said Aunt Fran.

Vivie did not know what to do; she jumped off the bed saying:
‘No one told me not to.

‘Do you not know what is wicked?’ said Aunt Fran — but with
no more than estranged curiosity. She approached and began to
try to straighten the bed, her unused hands making useless passes
over the surface, brushing chalk-dust deeper into the fleece. All of
a sudden, Vivie appeared to feel some majestic effluence from her
aunt’s person: she lagged round the bed to look at the stooping,
set face, at the mouth held in a curve like a dead smile, at the
veins in the downcast eyelids and the backs of the hands. Aunt
Fran did not hurry her ceremonial fumbling; she seemed to exalt
the moment that was so fully hers. She picked a pillow up by its
frill and placed it high on the bolster.

“That’s mother’s pillow; said Vivie.

‘Did you say your prayers tonight?’

‘Oh, yes!
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‘They didn't defend you. Better say them again. Kneel down
and say to Our Lord—’

‘In my skin?’

Aunt Fran looked directly at, then away from, Vivie’s body, as
though 'for the first time. She drew the eiderdown from the foot
of the bed and made a half-blind sweep at Vivie with it, saying:
‘Wrap up, wrap up’ ‘Oh, they’ll come off ~ my snakes!’ said Vivie,
backing away. But Aunt Fran, as though the child were on fire, put
into motion an extraordinary strength — she rolled, pressed and
pounded Vivie up in the eiderdown until only the prisonet’s dark
eyes, so like her mothet’s, were left free to move wildly outside
the great sausage of padded taffeta, pink.

Aunt Fran, embracing the sausage firmly, repeated: ‘Now say to
Our Lord—'

Shutting the door of her own bedroom, Aunt Fran felt her heart
beat. The violence of the stranger within het ribs made her sit
down on the ottoman — meanwhile, her little clock on the mantel-
piece loudly and, it seemed to her, slowly ticked. Her window was
shut, but the pressure of night silence made itself felt behind the
blind, on the glass.

Round the room, on ledges and brackets, stood the fetishes she
travelled through life with. They were mementoes — photos in little
warped frames, musty, round straw boxes, china kittens, palm crosses,
the three Japanese monkeys, bambini, a Lincoln Imp, a merry-thought
pen-wipet, an ivory spinning-wheel from Cologne. From these
objects the original virtue had by now almost evaporated. These
gifts’ givers, known on her lonely journey, were by now faint as
their photographs: se no longer knew, now, where anyone was.
All the more, her nature clung to these objects that moved with
her slowly towatds the dark.

Her room, the room of a person tolerated, by now gave off the
familiar smell of herself — the smell of the old. A little book wedged
the mirror at the angle she liked. When she was into her ripplecloth
dressing-gown she brushed and plaited her hair and took out her
teeth. She wound her clock and, with hand still trembling a little,
lighted her own candle on the commode, then switched off her
nephew’s electric light. The room contracted round the crocus of
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flame as she knelt down slowly beside her bed — but while she
. said the Lord’s Prayer she could not help listening, wondering what
kept the Major so long downstairs. She never felt free to pray till
she had heard the last door shut, till she could relax her watch on
the house. She never could pray until they were all prostrate —
loaned for at least some hours to innocence, sealed by the darkness
over their lids.

Tonight she could not attempt to lift up her heart. She could,
however, abase herself, and she abased herself for them all. The evil
of the moment down in the drawing-room, the moment when
she had cried, ‘It is never me!’ clung like a smell to her, so closely
that she had been eager to get her clothes off, and did not like,
even now, to put her hands to her face.

Who shall be their judge? Not I.

The blood of the world is poisoned, feels Aunt Fran, with her
forehead over the eiderdown. Not a pure drop comes out at any
prick — yes, even the heroes shed black blood. The solitary watcher
retreats step by step from his post — who shall stem the black tide
coming in? There are no more children: the children are born
knowing. The shadow rises up the cathedral tower, up the side of
the pure hill. There is not even the past: our memories share with
us the infected zone; not a memory does not lead up to this. Each
moment is everywhete, it holds the war in its crystal; there is no
elsewhere, no other place. Not a benediction falls on this apart
house of the Major; the enemy is within it, creeping about. Each
heart here falls to the enemy.

So this is what goes on . ..

Emma flying away — and not saying why, or where. And to wrap
the burning child up did not put out the fire. You cannot look at
the sky without seeing the shadow, the men destroying each other.
What is the matter tonight — is there a battle? This is a threatened
night. .

Aunt Fran sags on her elbows; her knees push desperately in
the woolly rug. She cannot even repent; she is capable of no act;
she is undone. She gets up and eats a biscuit, and looks at the little
painting of Mont Blanc on the little easel beside her clock. She
still does not hear the Major come up to bed.

* *x  *
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Queenie understood that the third child, the girl, was dead: she
gave back the photograph rather quickly, as though unbearable
sadness emanated from it. Justin, however, came down the room
and looked at the photograph over Robinson’s shoulder — at the
tather vulgar, frank, blonde little face. He found it hard to believe
that a child of Robinson’s should have chosen the part of death.
He then went back to the table and picked up, with a jerky
effrontery, the photographs of the two little boys. ‘Do they never
come here?’ he said. “You have plenty of room for them.

‘1 date say they will; I mean to fix up something. Just now
they’re at Greystones, Robinson said — he then looked quite openly
at the clock.

‘With their mother?’ Justin said, in a harsh impertinent voice.

“Yes, with my wife!

‘So you keep up the two establishments?’

Even Robinson glanced at Justin with some surprise. ‘If you call
it that, he said indifferently. ‘I rather landed myself with this place,
really — as a matter of fact, when I moved in it looked as though
things might work out differently. First 1 stopped where you are,
at the hotel, but I do like to have a place of my own. One feels
freer, for one thing. '

“There’s a lot in that, said Justin, with an oblique smile. ‘Our
local ladies think you keep a Bluebeard’s castle up here!

“What, corpses?’ Robinson said, surprised.

‘Oh yes, they think you're the devil!

‘Who, me?’ replied Robinson, busy replacing photographs on
the mantelpiece. “That’s really very funny: I'd no idea. I suppose
they may think I've been pretty slack — but I'm no good at tea-
fights, as a matter of fact. But I can't see what else can be eating
them. What ought I to do, then? Throw a party here? I will if your
sistet’ll come and pour out tea — but I don't think I've really got
enough chairs . . .1 hope, he added, looking at Queenie, ‘she doesn't
think it’s not all above board here?’

“You're forgetting again: she misses the talk, poor girl’

‘She doesn't look very worried.

‘I dare say she’s seldom been happiet. She’s built up quite a
romance about this house. She has a world to herself — I could
envy her’
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Robinson contrived to give the impression that he did not wish
to have Queenie discussed — partly because he owned her, he
understood her, partly because he wished to discuss nothing: it
really was time for his guests to go. Though he was back again in
his armchair, regard for time appeared in his attitude. Justin could
not fail to connect this with the telephone and the smile that had
not completely died. It became cleat, staringly clear, that throughout
the evening his host had been no more than marking time. This -
made Justin say “Yes’ (in a loud, pertinacious voice), ‘this evening’s
been quite an event for us. Your house has more than its legend,
Robinson; it has really remarkable character. However, all good
things—' Stiff with anger, he stood up.

‘Must you?’ said Robinson, rising. ‘I'm so sorry’

Lighting-up time, fixed by Nature, had passed. The deaf woman,
from her place in the window, had been watching lights of cars
bend over the hill. Turning with the main road, that had passed
" the foot of the mountains, each car now drove a shaft of extreme
brilliance through the dark below Robinson’s pampas-grass.
Slipping, dropping with a rush past the gate, illuminating the dust
on the opposite wall, car after car vanished after its light — there
was suddenly quite a gust of them, as though the mountain country,
before sleeping, had stood up and shaken them from its folds. The
telease of movement excited Queenie — that and the beat of light’s
wings on her face. She turned round very reluctantly as Justin
approached and began to make signs to her.

“Why, does Mr Robinson want us to go?’ she said.

‘That’s the last thing I want!’ shouted Robinson.

(‘She can't hear you.)

‘Christ . . said Robinson, rattled. He turned the lights on
— the three, each with a different face of despair, looked at each
other across the exposed room, across the tea-tray on the circular
table and the superb leather backs of the chairs. ‘My brother
thinks we've kept you too long, she said — and as a lady she
looked a little shaken, for the first time unsure of herself.
Robinson would not for worlds have had this happen; he strode
over and took and nursed her elbow, which tensed then relaxed
gently inside the muslin sleeve. He saw, outdoors, his window
cast on the pampas, saw the whole appearance of shattered night.
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She looked for reassurance into his face, and he saw the delicate
lines in hets.

‘And look how late it’y got, Mr Robinson!’

‘It’s not that he said in his naturally low voice, ‘but-——’

A car pulled up at the gate. Alarmed by the lit window it cut
its lights off and could be felt to crouch there, attentive, docile,
cautious, waiting to turn in. ‘Your friend is arriving, Justin said.

On that last lap of her drive, the eighteen miles of flat road along
the base of the mountains, the last tingling phase of darkness had
settled down. Grassy sharpness passed from the mountains’ outline,
the patches of firs, the gleam of watery ditch. The west sky had
gradually drunk its yellow and the ridged heights that towered
over her right hand became immobile cataracts, sensed not seen.
Animals rising out of the ditches turned to Emma’s headlamps
green lamp-eyes. She felt the shudder of night, the contracting
bodies of things. The quick air sang in her ears; she drove vety
fast. At the crosstoads above Robinson’s town she pulled round in
a wide swerve: she saw the lemon lights of the town strung along
under the black trees, the pavements and the pale, humble houses
below her in a faint, mysterious glare as she slipped down the
funnel of hill to Robinson’s gate. (The first white gate on the left,
you cannot miss it, he'd said.) From the road she peered up the
lawrr and saw, between pampas-tufts, three people upright in his
lit room. So she pulled up and switched her lights and her engine
off and sat crouching in her crouching car in the dark — night
began to creep up her bate legs. Now the glass porch sprang into
prominence like a lantetn — she saw people stiffly saying goodbye.
Down the drive came a man and woman almost in flight; not
addressing each other, not looking back — putting the back of a
fist to her mouth quickly Emma checked the uprush of an uncet-
tain laugh. She marked a lag in the steps — turning their heads
quickly the man and woman looked with involuntary straightness
into the car, while her eyes were glued to their silhouettes. The
two turned down to the town and she turned in at the gate.
Farouche, with her tentative little swagger and childish, pleading
air of delinquency, Emma came to a halt in Robinson’s living-room.

He had pulled down the blind. She kept recoiling and blinking
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and drawing her fingers over her eyes, till Robinson turned off
the top light. ‘Is that that?’ there was only the reading-lamp.

She rested her shoulder below his and grappled theitr enlaced
fingers closer together as though trying to draw calmness from
him. Standing against him, close up under his height, she held her
head up and began to look round the room. ‘You're whistling
something, she said, after a moment or two.

‘T only mean, take your time.

‘Why, am I nervous?’ she said.

‘Darling, you're like a bat in out of the night. I told you not
to come along too fast.

‘I see now, I came too early, she said. Why didn’t you tell me
you had a party? Who were they? What were they doing here?’

‘Oh, they're just people in this place. He’s a bit screwy and she’s
deaf, but I like them, as a matter of fact.

‘They’re mackintoshy sort of people, she said. ‘But I always
thought you lived all alone . . . Is there anyone else in the house
now?’

‘Not a mouse,’ said Robinson, without change of expression.
‘My housekeeper’s gone off for the night!

‘I see,’ said Emma. ‘Will you give me a drink?’

She sat down where Justin had just been sitting, and, bending
forward with a tremulous frown, began to brush ash from her arm
of the chair. You could feel the whole of her hesitate. Robinson,
without hesitation, came and sat easily on the arm of the chair
from which she had brushed the ash. ‘It’s sometimes funny, he said,
‘when people drop in like that. “My God,” I thought when I saw
them, “what an evening to choose”” He slipped his hand down
between the brown velvet cushion and Emma’s spine, then spread
the broad of his hand against the small of her back. Looking kindly
down at her closed eyelids he went on: ‘Howevet, it all went off
all right. Oh, and theres one thing I'd like to tell you — that chap
called me a genius’

‘How would he know?’ said Emma, opening her eyes.

“We never got that clear. I was rather out of my depth. His sister
was deaf . . . here Robinson paused, bent down and passed his lips
absently over Emma’s forehead. ‘Or did I tell you that?’

“Yes, you told me that . .. Is it true that this house is blue?’
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“You'll see tomorrow.

“There’ll hardly be time, darling; I shall hardly see this house in
the daylight. I must go on to — where I'm supposed to be’

‘At any rate, I'm glad that was all OK. They'te not on the
telephone, whete you're going?’

‘No, it’s all right; they’re not on the telephone ... You’ll have
to think of something that went wrong with my cat.

“That will keep, said Robinson. ‘Here you are!

“Yes, here I am.’ She added: “The night was lovely, speaking more
sadly than she knew. Yes, here she was, being settled down to as
calmly as he might settle down to a meal. Her naivety as a lover
. .. She could not have said, for instance, how much the authorita-
tive male room ~ the electric clock, the sideboard, the unlit grate,
the cold of the leather chairs — put, at every moment when he
did not touch het, a gulf between her and him. She turned her
head to the window. ‘I smell flowers.

“Yes, I've got three flower beds.

‘Darling, for a minute could we go out?’

She moved from his touch and picked up Queenie’s tea-tray
and asked if she could put it somewhere else. Holding the tray
(and given countenance by it) she halted in front of the photo-
graphs. ‘Oh . . .’ she said. ‘Yes. Why?’ ‘I wish in a way you hadn’
got any children’ ‘I don't see why I shouldn’t have: you have’

“Yes, I ... But Vivie and Di are not so much like children—’

‘If they're like you, he said, ‘those two will be having 2 high
old time, with the cat away—"'

‘Oh darling, I'm not the cat.

In the kitchen (to put the tray down) she looked round: it shone
with tiling and chromium and there seemed to be switches in
every place. “What a whole lot of gadgets you have, she said. ‘Look
at all those electric ... “Yes I like them. “They must cost a lot of
money. My kitchen’s all over blacklead and smoke and hooks. My
cook would hate a kitchen like this’

‘I always forget that you have a cook. He picked up an electric
torch and they went out. Going along the side of the house,
Robinson played a mouse of light on the wall. ‘Look, really blue!
But she only looked absently. ‘Yes — But have I been wrong to
. come?’ He led her off the gravel on to the lawn, till they reached
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the edge of a bed of stocks. Then he firmly said: “Thats for you
to say, my dear girl’

‘I know it’s hardly a question — I hardly know you, do I?’

‘We'll be getting to know each other, said Robinson.

After a minute she let go of his hand and knelt down abruptly
beside the flowers: she made movements like scooping the scent
up and laving her face in it ~ he, meanwhile, lighted 2 cigarette
and stood looking down. ‘I'm glad you like my garden,’ he said.
“You feel like getting fond of the place?’

“You say you forget that I have a cook.

‘Look, sweet, if you can’t get that off your mind you'd better
get in your car and go straight home . . . But you will’

‘Aunt Fran’s so old, too old; it’s not nice. And the Major keeps
thinking about the war. And the children don't think I am good;
I regret that’

“You have got a nerve, he said, ‘but I love that. You're with me.
Aren’t you with me? — Come out of that flower bed.

They walked to the brow of the lawn; the soft feather-plumes
of the pampas rose up a little over her head as she stood by him
overlooking the road. She shivered. “‘What are all those trees?’ “The
demesne — 1 know they burnt down the castle years ago. The
demesne’s great for couples’ ‘What’s in ‘there?’ ‘Nothing, I don’t
think; just thf: ruin, a lake . ..

‘1 wish—'

‘Now, what?’

‘I wish we had more time’

“Yes: we don't want to stay out all night’

So taught, she smothered the last of her little wishes for consola-
tion. Her shyness of further words between them became extreme;
she was becoming frightened of Robinson’s stern, experienced
delicacy on the subject of love. Her adventure became the quiet
practice with him. The adventure (even, the pilgrimage) died at its
root, in the childish part of her mind. When he had headed her
off the cytherean tertain — the leaf-drowned castle ruin, the lake
— she thought for a minute he had broken her heart, and she knew
now he had broken her fairy tale. He seemed content — having lit
a new cigarette — to wait about in his garden for a few minutes
longer: not poetry but a sort of tactile wisdom came from the

"
>
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firmness, lawn, under their feet. The white gateposts, the boles of
beeches above the dust-whitened wall wete just seen in reflected
light from the town. There was no moon, but dry, tense, translucent
darkness: no dew fell.

Justin went with his sister to her door in the square. Quickly,
and in their necessary silence, they crossed the grass under the
limes. Hete a dark window reflected one of the few lamps, there
a shadow crossed a lit blind, and voices of people moving under
the trees made a reverberation in the box of the square. Queenie
let herself in; Justin heard the heavy front door drag shut
slowly across the mat. She had not expected him to come in,
and he did not know if she shared his feeling of dissonance, or
if she recoiled from shock, or if she were shocked at all. Quitting
the square at once, he took the direct way to his hotel in the
main street. He went in at the side door, past the bar in which
he so often encountered Robinson.

In his small, harsh room he looked first at his bed. He looked,
as though out of a pit of sickness, at his stack of books on the
mantelpiece. He writhed his head round sharply, threw off his coat
and begun to unknot his tie. Meanwhile he beat round, in the hot
light, for some crack of outlet from his constriction. It was at his
dressing-table, for he had no othet, that he began and ended
his letter to Robinson: the mirror screwed to the dressing-table
constituted a witness to this task — whenever his look charged up
it met his own reated head, the flush heightening on the bridge
of the nose and forehead, the neck from which as though for an
execution, the collar had been taken away.

My dear Robinson: Our departure from your house (Bellevue,
I think?) tonight was so awkwardly late, and at the last so hurried,
that I had inadequate time in which to thank you for your
hospitality to my sister and to muyself. That we exacted this
hospitality does not make its merit, on your part, less. Given the
inconvenience we so cleatly caused you, your forbearance with
us was past praise. So much so that (as you may be glad to hear)
my sister does not appear to tealize how very greatly we were
de trop. In my own case — which is just — the same cannot be
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said. I am conscious that, in spite of her disability, she did at
least prove a less wearisome guest than I,

My speculations and queries must, to your mind, equally
seem absurd. This evening’s fiasco has been definitive: I think it
better our acquaintance should close. You will find it in line
with my usual awkwardness that I should choose to state this
decision of mine at all. Your indifference to the matter I cannot
doubt. My own lack of indifference must make its last weak
exhibition in this letter — in which, if you have fine enough
nostrils (which I doubt) every sentence will almost certainly
stink. In attempting to know you I have attempted to enter, and
to comport myself in, what might be called an area under your
jurisdiction. If my inefficacies appeared to you ludicrous, my
curiosities (as in one special instance tonight) appeared more
~ revolting, I could gauge (even before the postscript outside
your gate) how profoundly I had offended you. Had we either
of us been gentlemen, the incident might have passed off with
less harm.

My attempts to know you I have disposed of already. My
wish that you should know me has been, from the first, ill found.
You showed yourself party to it in no sense, and the trick I
played on myself I need not discuss. I acted and spoke (with
regard to you) upon assumptions you were not prepared to
watrant. You cannot fail to misunderstand what I mean when I
say that a year ago this might not have happened to me. But
— the assumptions on which I acted, Robinson, are becoming
more general in a driven wotld than you yet (or may ever)
know. The extremity to which we are each driven must be the
warrant for what we do and say.

My exttaotdinary divagation towards you might be said to
be, 1 suppose, an accident of this summer. But there are no
accidents. I have the fine (yes) fine mind’s love of the fine plume,
and I meet no fine plumes down my own narrow street. Also,
in this place (birthplace) you interposed your solidity between
me and what might have been the full effects of an exacerbating
return. In fact, you had come to constitute for me a very genuine
holiday. As things are, my five remaining days here will have to
be seent out. I shall hope not to meet you, but must fear much
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of the trap-like size of this town. (You need not, as I mean to,
avoid the hotel bar.) Should I, however, fail to avoid you, I shall
again, [ suppose, have to owe much, owe any face I keep, to
yout nevet-failing imperviousness. Undesstand that it will be
against my wish that [ re-open this one-sided account.

1 wish you good night. Delicacy does not deter me from
adding that I feel my good wish to be superfluous. I imagine
that, incapable of being haunted, you are incapable of being
added to. Tomorrow (I understand) you will feel fine, but you
will not know any more about love. If the being outside your
gate came with a question, it is possible that she should have
come to me. If I had even seen her she might not go on rending
my heart. As it is, as you are, I pethaps denounce you as much
on her behalf as my own. Not trying to understand, you at least
cannot misunderstand the mood and hour in which I write. As
regards tny sistet, please do not discontitive what has been your
even kindness to her: she might be petplexed. She has nothing
to fear, I think.

Accept, my dear Robinson (without irony) my kind regards,

JC.

Justin, trembling, smote a stamp on this letter. Going down as he
was, in the hall he unhooked his mackintosh and put it over his
shirt. It was well past midnight; the street, empty, lay in dusty
reaches under the few lamps. Between the shutters his step raised
an echo; the cold of the mountains had come down; two cats in
his path unclinched and shot off into the dark. On his way to the
letterbox he was walking towards Bellevue; on his way back he
still heard the drunken woman sobbing against the telegraph pole.
The box would not be cleared till tomorrow noon.

ek T s

Queenie forgot Justin till next day. The house in which her rooms
were was so familiar that she went upstairs without a pause in the
dark. Crossing her sitting-room she smelled oil from the cooker
behind the screen: she went through an arch to the cubicle where
she slept. She was happy. Inside her sphete of silence that not a
word clouded, the spectacle of the evening at Bellevue reigned.
Contemplative, wishless, almost without an ‘I’, she unhooked her
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muslin dress at the wrists and waist, stepped from the dress and
began to take down her hair. Still in the dark, with a dreaming
sureness of habit, she dropped haitpins into the heart-shaped tray.

This was the night she knew she would find again. It had stayed
living under a film of time. On just such a summer night, once
only, she had walked with a lover in the demesne. His hand, like
Robinson’s, had been on her elbow, but she had guided him, not
he her, because she had better eyes in the dark. They had gone
down walks already deadened with moss, under the weight of July
trees; they had felt the then fresh aghast ruin totter above them;
there was a moonless sky. Beside the lake they sat down, and while
her hand brushed the ferns in the cracks of the stone seat etnan-
ations of kindness passed from him to her. The subtle deaf gitl had
made the transposition of this nothing or everything into an
everything — the delicate deaf girl that the man could not speak
to and was afraid to touch. She who, then so deeply contented,
kept in her senses each frond and breath of that night, never saw
him again and had soon forgotten his face. That had been twenty
years ago, till tonight when it was now. Tonight it was Robinson
who, guided by Queenie down leaf tunnels, took the place on the
stone seat by the lake.

The rusted gates of the castle were at the end of the square.
Queenie, in her bed facing the window, lay with her face turned
sideways, smiling, one hand lightly against her cheek.



