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ness room of a hotel quite near to

the house where Katherine Mans-
field (whom no one in this hotel had
ever heard of) was writing “The
Daughters of the Late Colonel,” Netta
Asher’s father announced that there
would never be a man-made catas-
trophe in Europe again. The dead of
that recent war, the doomed nonsense
of the Russian Bolsheviks had final-
ly knocked sense into European heads.
What people wanted now was to get
on with life. When he said “life,” he
meant its commercial business.

Who would have contradicted Mr.
Asher? Certainly not Netta. She did
not understand what he meant quite so
well as his French solicitor seemed to,
but she did listen with interest and re-
spect, and then watched him signing pa-
pers that, she knew, concerned her for
life. He was renewing the long lease
her family held on the Hotel Prince Al-
bert and Albion. Netta was then eleven.
One hundred years should at least see
her through the prime of life, said Mr.
Asher, only half jokingly, for of course
he thought his seed was immortal.

Netta supposed she might easily live
to be more than a hundred—at any
rate, for years and years. She knew
that her father did not want her to
marry until she was twenty-six and
that she was then supposed to have a
pairof children, the eldera boy. Netta and
her father and the French lawyer
shook hands on the lease, and she was
given her first glass of champagne.
The date on the bottle was 1909, for
the year of her birth. Netta bravely
pronounced the wine delicious, but her
father said she would know much bet-
ter vintages before she was through.

Netta remembered the handshake
but perhaps not the terms. When the
lease had eighty-eight years to run,
she married her first cousin, Jack
Ross, which was not at all what her
father had had in mind. Nor would
there be the useful pair of children—
Jack couldn’t abide them. Like Netta
he came from a hotelkeeping family
where the young were like blight. Net-
ta had up to now never shown a scrap
of maternal feeling over anything, but
Mr. Asher thought Jack might have
made an amiable parent—a kind one,
at least. She consoled Mr. Asher on
one count, by taking the hotel over in
his lifetime. The hotel was, to Netta,
a natural life; and so when Mr. Asher,
dying, said, “She behaves as I wanted
her to,” he was right as far as the drift
of Netta’s behavior was concerned but
wrong about its course.

IN the South of France, in the busi-

The Ashers’ hotel was not down on
the seafront, though boats and sea
could be had from the south-facing
rooms.

Across a road nearly empty of traf-
fic were handsome villas, and behind
and to either side stood healthy olive
trees and a large lemon grove. The
hotel was painted a deep ochre with
white trim. It had white awnings and
green shutters and black iron balco-
nies as lacquered and shiny as Chinese
boxes. It possessed two tennis courts, a
lily pond, a sheltered winter garden,
a formal rose garden, and trees full
of nightingales. In the summer dark,
belles-de-nuit - glowed pink, lemon,
white, and after their evening water-
ing they gave off a perfume that varied
from plant to plant and seemed to
match the petals’ coloration. In May
the nights were dense with stars and
fireflies. From the rose garden one
might have seen the twin pulse of
cigarettes on a balcony, where Jack
and Netta sat drinking a last brandy-
and-soda before turning in. Most of
the rooms were shuttered by then, for
no traveller would have dreamed of
being south except in winter. Jack and
Netta and a few servants had the
whole place to themselves. Netta would
hire workmen and have the rooms that
needed it repainted—the blue card-
room, and the red-walled bar, and the
white dining room, where Victorian
mirrors gave back glossy walls and
blown curtains and nineteenth-century
views of the Ligurian coast, the work
of an Asher great-uncle. Everything
upstairs and down was soaked and
wiped and polished, and even the pic-
tures were relentlessly washed with
soft cloths and ordinary laundry soap.
Netta also had the boiler overhauled
and the linen mended and new mono-
grams embroidered and the looking
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glasses resilvered and the shutters taken
off their hinges and scraped and made
spruce green again for next year’s sun
to fade, while Jack talked about deco-
rators and expert gardeners and even
wrote to some, and banged tennis balls
against the large new garage. He also
read books and translated poetry for its
own sake and practiced playing the
clarinet. He had studied music once,
and still thought that an important life,
a musical life, was there in the middle
distance. One summer, just to see if he
could, he translated pages of St. John
Perse, which were as blank as the ga-
rage wall to Netta, in any tongue.

Netta adored every minute of her
life, and she thought Jack had a good
life too, with nearly half the year
for the pleasures that suited him. As
soon as the grounds and rooms and
cellar and roof had been put to rights,
she and Jack packed and went travel-
ling somewhere. Jack made the plans.
He was never so cheerful as when
buying Baedekers and dragging out
their stickered trunks. But Netta was
nothing of a traveller. She would have
been glad to see the same sun rising
out of the same sea from the window
every day until she died. She loved
Jack, and what she liked best after him
was the hotel. It was a place where,
once, people had come to die of tuber-
culosis, yet it held no trace or feeling
of danger. When Netta walked with
her workmen through sheeted summer
rooms, hearing the cicadas and hearing
Jack start, stop, start some deeply alien
music (alien even when her memory
automatically gave her a composer’s
name), she was reminded that here
the dead had never been allowed to
corrupt the living; the dead had becn
dressed for an outing and removed
as soon as their first muscular stiffness
relaxed. Some were wheeled out in
chairs, sitting, and some reclined on
portable cots, as if merely resting.

That is why there is no bad atmos-
phere here, she would say to herself.
Death has been swept away, discarded.
When the shutters are closed on a
room, it is for sleep or for love. Netta
could think this easily because neither
she nor Jack was ever sick. They
knew nothing about insomnia, and they
made love cvery day of their lives—
they had married in order to be able to.

Spring had been the season for dy-
ing in the old days. Invalids who had
struggled through the dark comfort of
winter took fright as the night receded.
They felt without protection. Netta
knew about this, and about the differ-
ence between darkness and brightness,
but neither affected her. She was not
afraid of death or of the dead—they
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were nothing but cold,
heavy furniture. She
could have tied jaws
shut and weighted eye-
lids with native instinc-
tiveness, as other wom-
en were born knowing
the temperature for an
infant’s milk.

“There are no
ghosts,” she could say,
entering the room
where her mother,
then her father had
died. “If there were, I
would know.”

Netta took it for
granted, now she was
married, that Jack felt
as she did about light,
dark, death, and love.
They were as alike in
some ways (none of
them physical) as a
couple of twins, spoke
much the same lan-
guage in the same
accents, had the same
jokes—mostly  about
other people—and had
been together as much
as their families would
let them for most of
their lives. Other men
seemed dull to Netta—slower, per-
haps, lacking the spoken shorthand she
had with Jack. She never mentioned
this. For one thing, both of them had
the idea that, being English, one must
not say too much. Born abroad, they
worked hard at an Englishness that
was innocently inaccurate, rooted
mostly in attitudes. Their families had
been innkeepers along this coast for a
century, even before Dr. John Suth-
erland Christie had discovered “the
Genoese Rivieras.” In one of his guides
to the region, a “Mr. Ross” is men-
tioned as a hotel owner who will ac-
cept English bank checks, and there is
a “Mr. Asher,” reliable purveyor of
English groceries. The most trust-
worthy shipping agents in 1860 are
the Montale brothers, converts to the
Anglican Church, possessors of a Brit-
ish laissex-passer to Malta and Egypt.
These families, by now plaited like hair,
were connections of Netta’s and Jack’s
and still in business from beyond Mar-
seilles to Genoa. No wonder that other
men bored her, and that each thought
the other both familiar and unique. But
of course they were unalike too. When
once someone asked them, “Are you
related to Montale, the poet?” Netta
answered, “What poet?” and Jack
said, “I wish we were.”

There were no poets in the family.
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“She’s wery photogenic.”’

L] L]

Apart from the great-uncle who had
painted landscapes, the only person to
try anything peculiar had been Jack,
with his music. He had been allowed
to study, up to a point; his father had
been no good with hotels—had been a
failure, in fact, bailed out four times by
his cousins, and it had been thought,
for a time, that Jack Ross might be a
dunderhead too. Music might do himj;
he might not be fit for anything else.
Information of this kind about the
meaning of failure had been gleaned
by Netta years before, when she first
became aware of her little cousin.
Jack’s father and mother—the com-
mercial blunderers—had come to the
Prince Albert and Albion to ride out
a crisis. They were somewhere be-
tween undischarged bankruptcy and
annihilation, but one was polite: Net-
ta curtsied to her aunt and uncle. Her
eyes were on Jack. She could not read
yet, though she could sift and classify
attitudes. She drew near him, sucking
her lower lip, her hands behind her
back. For the first time she was con-
scious of the beauty of another child.
He was younger than Netta, impris-
oned in a portable-fence arrangement
in which he moved tirelessly, crabwise,
hanging on a barrier he could easily
have climbed. He was as fair as his
Irish mother and sunburned a deep

brown. His blue gaze was not a baby’s
—it was too challenging. He was
naked except for shorts that were
large and seemed about to fall down.
The sunburn, the undress were be-
cause his mother was reckless and
rather odd. Netta—whose mother was
perfect—wore boots, stockings, a long-
sleeved frock, and a white sun hat. She
heard the adults laugh and say that
Jack looked like a prizefighter. She
walked around his prison, staring, and
the blue-eyed fighter stared back.

The Rosses staved for a long time,
while the family sent telegrams and
tried to raise money for them. No one
looked after Jack much. He would ke
on a marble step of the staircase watch-
ing the hotel guests going into the card-
room or the dining room. One night,
for a reason that remorse was to wipe
out in a minute, Netta gave him such a
savage kick (though he was not really
in her way) that one of his legs re-
mained paralyzed for a long time.

“Why did you do it?” her father
asked her—this in the room where she
was shut up on bread and water. Netta
didn’t know. She loved Jack, but who
would believe it now? Jack learned to
walk, then to run, and in time to ski
and play tennis; but her lifelong gift
to him was a loss of balance, a sudden
lopsided bend of a knee. Jack’s parents
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“Lel’s not part on such a sour note, Hendel. Flave
a tomato—I grew them myself.”

had meantime been given a small hotel
to run at Bandol. Mr. Asher, responsi-
ble for a bank loan, kept an eye on the
place. He went often, in a hotel car
with a chauffeur, Netta perched beside
him. When, years later, the families
found out that the devoted young cous-
ins had become lovers, they separated
them without saying much. Netta was
too independent to be dealt with. Be-
sides, her father did not want a rift;
his wife had died, and he nceded Netta.
Jack, whose claim on music had been
the subject of teasing until now, was
suddenly sent to study in England.
Netta saw that he was secretly dis-
mayed. He wanted to be almost any-
thing as long as it was impossible, and
then only as an act of grace. Netta’s
father did think it was his duty to tell
her that marriage was, at its best, a
parched arrangement, intolerable with-
out a flow of golden guineas and fresh
blood. As cousins, Jack and Netta
could not bring each other anything
except stale money. Nothing stopped
them: they were married four months
after Jack became twenty-one. Netta
heard someone remark at her wed-
ding, “She doesn’t need a husband,”
meaning perhaps the practical, matter-
of-fact person she now seemed to be.
She did have the dry, burned-out look
of someone turned inward. Her dark
eyes glowed out of a thin face. She
had the shape of a girl of fourteen.
Jack, who was large, and fair, and
who might be stout at forty if he
wasn’t careful, looked exactly his age,

and seemed quite ready to be married.
Netta could not understand why,
loving Jack as she did, she did not look
more like him. It had troubled her in
the past when they did not think ex-
actly the same thing at almost the same
time. During the secret meetings of
their long engagement she had noticed
how even before a parting they were
nearly apart—they had begun to “un-
mesh,” as she called it. Drinking a last
drink, usually in the buffet of a rail-
way station, she would see that Jack
was somewhere else, thinking about
the next-best thing to Netta. The next-
best thing might only be a book he
wanted to finish reading, but it was
enough to make her feel exiled. He
often told Netta, “I'm not holding
on to you. You're free,” because he
thought it needed saying, and of course
he wanted freedom for himself. But to
Netta “freedom” had a cold sound. Is
that what I do want, she would won-
der. Is that what I think he should of-
fer? Their partings were often on the
cdge of parting forever, not just be-
cause Jack had said or done or thought
the wrong thing but because between
them they generated the high sexual
tension that leads to quarrels. Barely ten
minutes after agreeing that no one in the
world could possibly know what they
knew, one of them, either one, could
curse the other out over something
trivial. Yet they were, and remained,
much in love, and when they were
apart Netta sent him letters that were
almost despairing with enchantment.
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Jack answered, of
course, but his letters
were cautious. Her
exploration of feeling
was part of an unlimit-
ed capacity she seemed
to have for passionate
behavior, so at odds
with her appearance,
which had been dry
and sardonic even in
childhood. Save for an
erotic sentence or two
near the end (which
Netta read first)
Jack’s messages might
have been meant for
any girl cousin he par-
ticularly liked. Love
was memory, and he
was no good at the
memory game; he
needed Netta there.
The instant he saw her
he knew all he had
missed. But Netta, by
then, felt forgotten,
and she came to each
new meeting aggressive
and hurt, afflicted with the physical
signs of her doubts and injuries—cold
sores, rashes, erratic periods, mysterious
temperatures. If she tried to discuss it
he would say, “We aren’t going over
all that again, are we?” Where Netta
was concerned he had settled for the
established faith, but Netta, who had a
wilder, more secret God, wanted a
prayer a minute, not to speak of un-
ending miracles and revelations.

When they finally married, both
were relieved that the strain of part-
ings and of tense disputes in railway
stations would come to a stop. Each
privately blamed the other for past
violence, and both believed that once
they could live openly, without inter-
ference, they would never have a
disagreement again. Netta did not want
Jack to regret the cold freedom he had
vainly tried to offer her. He must have
his liberty, and his music, and other
people, and, oh, anything he wanted—
whatever would stop him from saying
he was ready to let her go free. The
first thing Netta did was to make cer-
tain they had the best room in the ho-
tel. She had never actually owned a
room until now. The private apart-
ments of her family had always been
surrendered in a crisis: everyone had
packed up and moved as beds were re-
quired. She and Jack were hopelessly
untidy, because both had spent their
early years moving down hotel corri-
dors, trailing belts and raincoats, with
tennis shoes hanging from knotted
strings over their shoulders, their arms
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around books and sweaters and gray
flannel bundles. Both had done lessons
in the corners of lounges, with cups
and glasses ratting, and other children
running, and English voices louder
than anything. Jack, who had been
vaguely educated, remembered his
boarding schools as places where one
had a permanent bed. Netta chose for
her marriage a south-facing room with
a large balcony and an awning of
dazzling white. It was furnished with
lemonwood that had been brought to
the Riviera by Russians for their own
villas long before. To the lemonwood
Netta’s mother had added English
chintzes; the result, in Netta’s eyes,
was not bizarre but charming. The
room was deeply mirrored; when the
shutters were closed on hot afternoons
a play of light became as green as a
forest on the walls, and as blue as sca-
water in the glass. A quality of sus-
pension, of disbelicf in gravity, now
belonged to Netta. She became tidy,
silent, less introspective, as watchful
and as reflective as her bedroom mir-
rors. Jack stayed as he was, luckily;
any alteration would have worried
her, just as a change
in an often-read story
will trouble a small
child. She was intense-
ly, almost unnaturally
happy.

One day she over-
heard an English doc-
tor, whose wife played
bridge every afternoon
at the hotel, refer to
her, to Netta, as “the
little Moslem wife.” Tt
was said affectionately,
for the doctor liked
her. She wondered if
he had secen through
walls and had watched
her picking up the
clothing and the wet
towels Jack left strewn
like clues to his pres-
ence. The phrase was
collected and passed
from mouth to mouth
in the idle English col-
ony. Netta, the last
person in the world de-
liberately to eavesdrop
(she lacked that sort
of interest in other
people), was sharp of
hearing where her mar-
riage was concerned.
She had a special an-
tenna for Jack, for his
shades of meaning,
secret intentions, for
his innocent contradic-

tions. Perhaps “Moslem wife” meant
several things, and possibly it was
plain to anyone with eyes that Jack,
without meaning a bit of harm by
it, had a way with women. Those he
attracted were a puzzling lot, to Netta.
She had already catalogued them—
elegant elderly parties with tongues
like carving knives; gentle, clever
girls who flourished on the unattain-
able; untouchable-daughter types, can-
ny about their virginity, wondering if
Jack would be father enough to justi-
fy the sacrifice. There was still another
kind—tough, sunburned, clad in dark
colors—who made Netta think in the
vocabulary of horoscopes: Her gem—
diamonds. Her color—black. Her lan-
guage—worse than Netta’s. She no-
ticed that even when Jack had no real
use for a woman he never made it ap-
parent; he adopted anyone who took a
liking to him. He assumed—Netta
thought—a tribal, paternal air that was
curious in so young a man. The plot of
attraction interested him, no matter
how it turned out. He was like someone
reading several novels at once, or like
someone playing simultaneous chess.
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Netta did not want her marriage to
become a world of stone. She said
nothing except, “Listen, Jack, I’ve
been at this hotel business longer than
you have. It’s wiser not to be too pally
with the guests.” At Christmas the
older women gave him boxes of ex-
pensive soap. “They must think some-
one around here wants a good wash,”
Netta remarked. Outside their fenced
area of private jokes and private love
was a landscape too open, too light-
drenched, for serious talk. And then,
when? Jack woke up quickly and early
in the morning and smiled as naturally
as children do. He knew where he was
and the day of the weck and the hour.
The best moment of the day was the
first cigarette. When something bloody
happened, it was never before six in the
evening. At night he had a dark look
that went with a dark mood, some-
times. Netta would tell him that she
could see a cruise ship floating on the
black horizon like a piece of the Milky
Way, and she would get that look for
an answer. But it never lasted. His
memory was too short to let him sulk,
no matter what fragment of night had
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crossed his mind. She knew, having
heard other couples all her life, that at
least she and Jack never made the
conjugal sounds that passed for con-
versation and that might as well have
been bowwow and quack quack.

If, by chance, Jack found himself
drawn to another woman, if the tide of
attraction suddenly ran the other way,
then he would discover in himself a
great need to talk to his wife. They sat
out on their balcony for much of one
long night and he told her about
his Irish mother. His mother’s eccen-
tricity—“Vera’s dottiness,” where the
family was concerned—had kept Jack
from taking anything seriously. He had
been afraid of pulling her mad atten-
tion in his direction. Countless times
she had faked tuberculosis and cancer
and announced her own imminent
death. A telephone call from a hospital
had once declared her lost in a car
crash. “If’s a new life, a new life,” her
husband had babbled, coming away
from the phone. Jack saw his father
then as beautiful. Women are beautiful
when they fall in love, said Jack; some-
times the glow will last a few hours,
sometimes even a day or two,

“You know,” said Jack, as if Netta
knew, “the look of amazement on a
girl’s face . . .”

Well, that same incandescence had
suffused Jack’s father when he thought
his wife had died, and it continued to
shine until a taxi deposited dotty Vera
with her cheerful announcement that
she had certainly brought off a success-
ful April Fool. After Jack’s father died
she became violent. “Getting away
from her was a form of violence in
me,” Jack said. “But I did it.” That was
why he was sccretive; that was why
he was independent. He had never
wanted any woman to get her hands
on his life.

Netta heard this out calmly. Where
his own feelings were concerned she
thought he was making them up as he
went along. The garden smelled cool-
ly of jasmine and mimosa. She won-
dered who his new girl was, and if
he was likely to blurt out a name. But
all he had been working up to was
that his mother—mad, spoiled, devil-
ish, whatever she was—would need to
live with Jack and Netta, unless Netta
agreed to giving her an income. An
income would let her remain where
she was—at the moment, in a Rudolf
Steiner community in Switzerland, de-
voted to medieval gardening and to
getting the best out of Goethe, Netta’s
father’s training prevented even the
thought of spending the money in such
a manner.

“You won’t regret all you’ve told

me, will you?” she asked. She saw that
the new situation would be her bur-
den, her chain, her mean little joke
sometimes. Jack scarcely hesitated be-
fore saying that where Netta mattered
he could never regret anything. But
what really interested him now was
his mother.

“Lifts give her claustrophobia,” he
said. “She mustn’t be higher than the
second floor.” He sounded like 2 man
bringing a legal concubine into his
household, scrupulously anxious to give
all his women equal rights. “And I
hope she will make friends,” he said.
“It won’t be easy, at her age. One
can’t live without them.” He probably
meant that he had none. Netta had
been raised not to expect to have
friends: you could not run a hotel and
have scores of personal ties. She ex-
pected people to be polite and punctual
and to mean what they said, and that
was the end of it. Jack gave his friend-
ship easily, but he expected consider-
able diversion in return.

Netta said dryly, “If she plays
bridge, she can play with Mrs. Black-
ley.” This was the wife of the doc-
tor who had first said “Moslem wife.”
He had come down here to the Riviera
for his wife’s health; the two belonged
to a subcolony of flat-dwelling ex-
patriates. His medical practice was lim-
ited to hypochondriacs and rheumatic
patients. He had time on his hands:
Netta often saw him in the hotel read-
ing room, standing, leafing—he took
pleasure in handling books, Netta, no
reader, did not like touching a book
unless it was new. The doctor had a
trick of speech Jack loved to imitate:
he would break up his words with an
extra syllable, some words only, and
at that not everv time. “It is all a mat-
ter of stu-hyle,” he said, for “style,”
or, Jack’s favorite, “Oh, well, in the
end it all comes down to su-hex.”
“Uh-hebb and flo-ho of hormones”
was the way he once described the be-
havior of saints—Netta had looked
twice at him over that. He was a firm
agnostic and the first person from
whom Netta heard there existed a

magical Dr. Freud. When Netta’s fa-

ther had died of pneumonia, the doc-
tor’s “I’m su-horry, Netta” had been
so heartfelt she could not have wished
it said another way.

His wife, Georgina, could lower
her blood pressure or stop her heart-
beat necarly at will. Netta sometimes
wondered why Dr. Blackley had
brought her to a soft climate rather
than to the man at Vienna he so ad-
mired. Georgina was well enough to
play fierce bridge, with Jack and any-
one good enough. Her husband usual-
ly came to fetch her at the end of the
afternoon when the players stopped
for tea. Once, because he was obliged
to return at once to a patient who
needed him, she said, “Can’t you be
competent about anything?” Netta
thought she understood, then, his re-
signed repetition of “It’s all su-hex.”
“Oh, don’t explain. You bore me,”
said his wife, turning her back.

Netta followed him out to his car.
She wore an India shawl that had been
her mother’s. The wind blew her hair;
she had to hold it back. She said, “Why
don’t you kill her?”

“I am not a desperate person,” he
said. He looked at Netta, she looking
up at him because she had to look up
to nearly everyone except children,
and he said, “I’ve wondered why we
haven’t been to bed.”

“Who?” said Netta. “You and
your wife? Oh. You mean me.” She
was not offended, she just gave the
shawl a brusque tug and said, “Not a
hope. Never with a guest,” though of
course that was not the reason.

“You might have to, if the guest
were a maharaja,” he said, to make it
all harmless. “I am told it is pu-hart
of the courtesy they expect.”

“We don’t get their trade,” said
Netta. This had not stopped her lik-
ing the doctor. She pitied him, rather,
because of his wife, and because
he wasn’t Jack and could not have
Netta.

“I do love you,” said the doctor,
deciding finally to sit down in his car.
“Ee-nee-ormously.” She watched him
drive away as if she loved him too, and
might never see him again. It never
crossed her mind to mention any of this
conversation to Jack.

THAT very spring, perhaps be-
cause of the doctor’s words, the
hotel did get some maharaja trade—
three little sisters with ebony curls,
men’s eyebrows, large heads, and deli-
cate hands and feet. They had four
rooms, one for their governess. A
chauffeur on permanent call lodged
elsewhere. The governess, who was
Dutch, had a perfect triangle of a
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nose and said “whom” for “who,”
pronouncing it “whum.” The girls
were to learn French, tennis, and
swimming. The chauffeur arrived with
a hairdresser, who cut their long hair;
it lay on the governess’s carpet, enough
to fill a large pillow. Their toe- and
fingernails were filed to points and
looked like a kitten’s teeth. They came
smiling down the marble staircase, car-
rying new tennis racquets, wearing
blue linen skirts and navy blazers. Mrs.
Blackley glanced up from the bridge
game as they went by the cardroom.
She had been one of those opposed
to their having lessons at the English
Lawn Tennis Club, for reasons that
were, to her, perfectly evident.

She said, loudly, “They’ll have to be
in white.”

“End whay, pray?” cried the gover-
ness, pointing her triangle nose.

“They can’t go on the courts except
in white. It is a private club. Entirely
white.”

“Whum do they all think they are?”
the governess asked, prepared to stalk
on. But the girls, with their newly
cropped heads, and their vulnerable

necks showing, caught the drift and re-
fused to go.

“Whom indeed,” said Georgina
Blackley, fiddling with her bridge hand
and looking happy.

“My wife’s seamstress could run up
white frocks for them in a minute,”
said Jack. Perhaps he did not dislike
children all that much.

“Whom could,” muttered Georgina.

But it turned out that the governess
was not allowed to choose their clothes,
and so Jack gave the children lessons
at the hotel. For six weeks they trotted
around the courts looking angelic in
blue, or hopelessly foreign, depending
upon who saw them. Of course they
fell in love with Jack, offering him a
passionate loyalty they had nowhere
else to place. Netta watched the transfer
of this gentle, anxious gift. After they
departed, Jack was bad-tempered for
several evenings and then never spoke
of them again; they, needless to say,
had been dragged from him weeping.

When this happened the Rosses had
been married nearly five years. Being
childless but still very loving, they had
trouble deciding which of the two

would be the child. Netta overheard
“He’s a darling, but she’s a sergeant
major and no mistake. And so mean.”
She also heard “He’s a lazy bastard.
He bullies her. She’s a fool.” She
searched her heart again about chil-
dren. Was it Jack or had it been Netta
who had first said no? The only child
she had ever admired was Jack, and not
as a child but as a fighter, defying her.
She and Jack were not the sort to have
animal children, and Jack’s dotty
mother would probably soon be child
enough for any couple to handle. Jack
still seemed to adopt, in a tribal sense
of his, half the women who fell in love
with him. The only woman who re-
sisted adoption was Netta—still burned-
out, still ardent, in 2 manner of speak-
ing stll fourteen. His mother had
turned up meanwhile, getting down
from a train wearing a sly air of enjoy-
ing her own jokes, just as she must
have looked on the day of the April
Fool. At first she was no great trou-
ble, though she did complain about
an ulcerated leg. After years of pre-
tending, she at last had something real.
Netta’s policy of silence made Jack’s
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mother confident. She began to make a
mockery of his music: “All that money
gone for nothing!” Or else, “The
amount we wasted on schools! The
hours he’s thrown away with his nose
in a book. All that reading—if at least
it had got him somewhere.” Netta
noticed that he spent more time playing
bridge and chatting to cronies in the
bar now. She thought hard, and de-
cided not to make it her business. His
mother had once been pretty; perhaps
he still saw her that way. She came of
a ramshackle family with a usable past;
she spoke of the Ashers and the Rosses
as if she had known them when they
were tinkers. English residents who had
a low but solid barrier with
Jack and Netta were fences-
down with his mad mother:
they seemed to take her at
her own word when it was
about herself. She began then
to behave like a superior sort
of guest, inviting large parties
to her table for meals, order-
ing special wines and dishes
at inconvenient hours, standing endless
rounds of drinks in the bar.

Netta told herself, Jack wants it this
way. It is his home too. She began
to live a life apart, leaving Jack to
his mother. She sat wearing her own
mother’s shawl, hunched over a new,
modern adding machine, punching out
accounts. “Funny couple,” she heard
now. She frowned, smiling in her
mind; none of these people knew what
bound them, or how tied they were.
She had the habit of dodging out of
her mother-in-law’s parties by saving,
“I’ve got such an awful lot to do.” It
made them laugh, because they thought
this was Netta’s term for slave-driving
the servants. They thought the staff did
the work, and that Netta counted the
profits and was too busy with book-
keeping to keep an eye on Jack—who
now, at twenty-six, was as attractive as
he ever would be.

A woman named Iris Cordier was
one of Jack’s mother’s new friends.
Tall, loud, in winter dully pale, she
reminded Netta of a blond penguin.
Her voice moved between a squeak
and a moo, and was a mark of the
distinguished literary family to which
her father belonged. Her mother, a
Frenchwoman, had been in and out of
nursing homes for years. The Cordiers
haunted the Riviera, with Iris looking
after her parents and watching their
diets. Now she lived in a flat some-
where in Roquebrune with the survivor
of the pair—the mother, Netta be-
lieved. Iris paused and glanced in the
business room where Mr. Asher had
signed the hundred-year lease. She

was on her way to lunch—Jack’s
mother’s guest, of course.

“T say, aren’t vou Miss Asher?”

“I was.” Iris, like Dr. Blackley,
was probably younger than she looked.
Out of her own childhood Netta re-
called a desperate adolescent Iris with
middle-aged parents clamped like
handcuffs on her life. “How is your
mother?” Netta had been about to say
“How is Mrs. Cordier?” but it sound-
ed servile.

“I didn’t know vou knew her.”

“I remember her well. Your fa-
ther too. He was a nice person.”

“And still is,” said Iris, sharply. “He
lives with me, and he always will.
French daughters don’t aban-
don their parents.” No one
had ever sounded more Eng-
lish to Netta. “And your fa-
ther and mother?”

“Both dead now.
married to Jack Ross.”

“Nobody told me,” said
Iris, in a way that made
Netta think, Good Lord,
Iris too? Jack could not possibly seem
like a patriarchal figure where she
was concerned; perhaps this time the
game was reversed and Iris played at
being tribal and maternal. The idea
of Jack, or of any man, flinging him-
self on that iron bosom made Netta
smile. As if startled, Iris covered her
mouth. She seemed to be frightened of
smiling back.

Oh, well, and what of it, Iris too,
said Netta to herself, suddenly turn-
ing back to her accounts. As it hap-
pened, Netta was mistaken (as she
never would have been with a bill).
That day Jack was meeting Iris for the
first time.

The upshot of these errors and en-
counters was an invitation to Roque-
brune to visit Iris’s father. Jack’s moth-
er was ruthlessly excluded, even though
Iris probably owed her a return en-
gagement because of the lunch. Netta
supposed that Iris had decided one had
to get past Netta to reach Jack—an
inexactness if ever there was one. Or
perhaps it was Netta Iris wanted. In
that case the error became a farce. Net-
ta had almost no knowledge of private
houses. She looked around at something
that did not much interest her, for
she hated to leave her own home, and
saw Iris’s father, apparently too old
and shaky to get out of his armchair.
He smiled and he nodded, meanwhile
stroking an aged cat. He said to Net-
ta, “You resemble your mother. A
sweet woman. Obliging and quiet. I
used to tell her that I longed to live in
her hotel and be looked after.”

Not by me, thought Netta.

I’'m
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Iris’s amber bracelets rattled as she
pushed and pulled everyone through
introductions. Jack and Netta had been
asked to meet a young American Netta
had often seen in her own bar, and
a couple named Sandy and Sandra
Braunsweg, who turned out to be
Anglo-Swiss and twins. Iris’s long arms
were around them as she cried to Netta,
“Don’t you know these babies?” They
were, like the Rosses, somewhere in
their twenties. Jack looked on, blue-
eyed, interested, smiling at everything
new. Netta supposed that she was
now seeing some of the rather hard-
up snobbish—snobbish what? “Intelli-
gum-hen-sia,” she imagined Dr. Black-
ley supplying. Having arrived at a
word, Netta was ready to go home;
but they had only just arrived. The
American turned to Netta. He looked
bored, and astonished by it. He needs
the word for “bored,” she decided.
‘Then he can go home, too. The Rivie-
ra was no place for Americans. They
could not sit all day waiting for mail
and the daily papers and for the clock to
show a respectable drinking time. They
made the best of things when they
were caught with a house they’d been
rash enough to rent unseen. Netta of-
ten had them then en pension for meals:
a hotel dining room was one way of
meeting people. They paid a fee to use
the tennis courts, and they liked the
bar. Netta would notice then how Jack
picked up any accent within hearing.

Jack was now being attentive to the
old man, Iris’s father. Though this
was none of Mr. Cordier’s business,
Jack said, “My wife and I are first
cousins, as well as second cousins twice
over.”

“You don’t look it.”

Everyone began to speak at once,
and it was a minute or two before
Netta heard Jack again. This time
he said, “We are from a family of
great...” It was lost. What now?
Great innkeepers? Worriers? Skin-
flints? Whatever it was, old Mr. Cor-
dier kept nodding to show he ap-
proved.

“We don’t see nearly enough of
young men like you,” he said.

“True!” said Iris loudly. “We live
in a dreary world of ill women down
here.” Netta thought this hard on the
American, on Mr. Cordier, and on the
male Braunsweg twin, but none of
them looked offended. “I’ve got no
time for women,” said Iris. She slapped
down a glass of whiskey so that it
splashed, and rapped on a table with
her knuckles. “Shall T tell you why?
Because women don’t tick over. They
just simply don’t tick over.” No one
disputed this. Iris went on: Women
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were underinformed. One could have
virile conversations only with men.
Women were attached to the past
through fear, whereas men had a fear-
less sense of history. “Men tick,” she
said, glaring at Jack.

“I am not attached to a past,” said
Netta, slowly. “The past holds no at-
tractions.”” She was not used to general
conversation. She thought that every
word called for consideration and for
an answer. “Nothing could be worse
than the way we children were dressed.
And our mothers—the hard waves of
their hair, the white lips. I think of
those pale profiles and I wonder if those
women were ever young.”

Poor Netta, who saw herself as
profoundly English, spread consterna-
tion by being suddenly foreign and
gassy. She talked the English of ex-
patriate children, as if reading aloud.
The twins looked shocked. But she had
appealed to the American. He sat be-
side her on a scuffed velvet sofa. He
was so large that she slid an inch or so
in his direction when he sat down. He
was Sandra Braunsweg’s special friend:
they had been in London together. He
was trying to write.

“What do you mean?” said Netta.
“Write what?”

“Well—a novel, to start,” he said.
His father had staked him to one year,
then another. He mentioned all that
Sandra had borne with, how she had
actually kicked and punched him to
keep him from being too American.
He had embarrassed her to death in
London by asking a waitress, “Miss,
where’s the toilet?”

Netta said, “Didn’t you mind being
corrected?”

“Oh, no. It was just friendly.”

Jack meanwhile was listening to
Sandra telling about her English fore-
bears and her English education. “I
had many years of undeniably excellent
schooling,” she said. “Mitten Todd.”

“What’s that?” said Jack.

“Ifs near Bristol. I met excellent
girls from Italy, Spain. I took him
there to visit,” she said, gencrously in-
cluding the American. “I said, ‘Get a
yellow necktie.” He went straight out
and bought one. I wore a little Schia-
parelli. Bought in Geneva but stll
a real...A yellow jacket over a
gray . .. Well, we arrived at my excel-
lent old school, and even though the
day was drizzly I said, ‘Put the top of
the car back.” He did so at once, and
then he understood. The interior of the
car harmonized perfectly with the yel-
low and gray.” The twins were or-
phaned. Iris was like a mother.

“When Mummy died we didn’t
know where to put all the Chippen-

dale,” said Sandra. “Iris took a lot of
it.”

Netta thought, She is so silly. How
can he respond? The girl’s dimples and
freckles and soft little hands were noth-
ing Netta could have ever described: she
had never in her life thought a word
like “pretty.” People were beautiful or
they were not. Her happiness had al-
ways been great enough to allow for de-
spair. She knew that some people thought
Jack was happy and she was not.

“And what made vou marry your
young cousin?” the old man boomed at
Netta. Perhaps his background allowed
him to ask impertinent questions; he
must have been doing so nearly for-
ever. He stroked his cat; he was con-
fident. He was spokesman for a room-
ful of wondering people.

“Jack was a moody child and I
promised his mother I would look after
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him,” said Netta. In her hopelessly un-
English way she believed she had said
something funny.

T eleven o’clock the hotel car ex-
pected to fetch the Rosses was
nowhere. They trudged home by
moonlight. For the last hour of the
evening Jack had been skewered on
virile conversations, first with Iris, then
with Sandra, to whom Netta had al-
ready given “Chippendale” as a private
name. It proved that Iris was right
about concentrating on men and their
ticking—Jack even thought Sandra
rather pretty.

“Prettier than me?” said Netta,
without the faintest idea what she
meant, but aware she had said some-
thing stupid.

“Not so attractive,” said Jack. His
slight limp returned straight out of

“If you ask me, it’s time once again for a little explosion.”
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childhood. She had caused his accident.

“But she’s not always clear,” said
Netta. “Mitten Todd, for example.”

“Who’re you talking about?”

“Who are you?”

“Tris, of course.”

As if they had suddenly quarrelled
they fell silent. In silence they entered
their room and prepared for bed. Jack
poured a whiskey, walked on the
clothes he had dropped, carried his
drink to the bathroom. Through the
half-shut door he called suddenly,
“Why did you say that asinine thing
about promising to look after me?”

“It seemed so unlikely, T thought
they’d laugh.” She had a glimpse of
herself in the mirrors picking up his
shed clothes.

He said, “Well, is it true?”

She was quiet for such a long time
that he came to see if she was still in the
room. She said, “No, your mother nev-
er said that or anything like it.”

“We shouldn’t have gone to Roque-
brune,” said Jack. “I think those
bloody people are going to be a nuisance.
Iris wants her father to stay here, with
the cat, while she goes to England for
a month. How do we get out of that?”

“By saying no.”

“I’m rotten at no.”

“I told you not to be too pally with

women,” she said, as a joke again, but
jokes were her way of having floods of
tears.

Before this had a chance to heal,
Iris’s father moved in, bringing his cat
in a basket. He looked at his room and
said, “Medium large.” He looked at his
bed and said, “Reasonably long.” He
was, in short, daft about measure-
ments. When he took hooks out of the
reading room, he was apt to return
them with “This volume contains
about 70,000 words” written inside the
back cover.

Netta had not wanted Iris’s father,
but Jack had said yes to it. She had not
wanted the sick cat, but Jack had said
yes to that too. The old man, who
was lost without Iris, lived for his
meals. He would appear at the shut
doors of the dining room an hour too
carly, waiting for the menu to be
typed and posted. In a voice that
matched Iris’s for carrying power, he
read aloud, alone: “Consommé. Good
Lord, again: Is there a choice be-
tween the fish and the cutlet? I can’t
possibly eat all of that. A bit of salad
and a boiled egg. That’s all T could
possibly want.” That was rubbish, be-
cause Mr. Cordier ate the menu and
more, and if there were two puddings,
or a pudding and ice cream, he ate

“For heavenw’s sake! Joe Harrison! I didn’t recognize you,
because of your low-recognition factor.”
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both and asked for pastry, fruit, and
cheese to follow. One day, after Dr.
Blackley had attended him for faint-
ness, Netta passed a message on to Iris,
who had been back from England for
a fortnight now but seemed in no hur-
ry to take her father away.

“Keith Blackley thinks your father
should go on a diet.”

“He can’t,” said Iris. “Our other
doctor says dicting causes cancer.”

“You can’t have heard that proper-
ly,” Netta said.

“It is like those silly people who
smoke to keep their figures,” said Inis.
“Dieting.”

“Blackley hasn’t said he should
smoke, just that he should eat less of
everything.”

“My father has never smoked in his
life,” Iris cried. “As for his dict, T
weighed his food out for years. He’s not
here forever. I’ll take him back as soon
as he’s had enough of hotels.”

He stayed for a long time, and the
cat did too, and a nuisance they both
were to the servants. When the cat
was too ailing to walk, the old man
carried it to a path behind the tennis
courts and put it down on the gravel to
die. Netta came out with the old man’s
tea on a tray (not done for everyone,
but having him out of the way was a
relief) and she saw the cat lying on its
side, eyes wide, as if profoundly think-
ing. She saw unlicked dirt on its coat
and ants exploring its paws. The old
man sat in a garden chair, wearing a
panama hat, his hands clasped on a
stick. He called, “Oh, Netta, take her
away. [ am too old to watch anything
die. T know what she’ll do,” he said,
indifferently, his voice falling as she
came near. “Oh, I know that. Turn
on her back and give a shriek. I've
heard it often.”

Netta disburdened her tray onto a
garden table and pulled the tray cloth
under the cat. She was angered at the
haste and indecency of the ants. “It
would be polite to leave her,” she said.
“She doesn’t want to be watched.”

“I always sit here,” said the old
man.

Jack, making for the courts with
Chippendale, looked as if the sight
of the two conversing amused him.
Then he understood and scooped up
the cat and tray cloth and went away
with the cat over his shoulder. He laid
it in the shade of a Judas tree, and
within an hour it was dead. Iris’s father
said, “I’ve got no one to talk to here.
That’s my trouble. That shroud was
too small for my poor Polly. Ask my
daughter to fetch me.”

Jack’s mother said that night, “I’'m
sure you wish that I had a devoted
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daughter to take me away
too.” Because of the atten-
tion given the cat she
secemed to feel she had not
been nuisance enough. She
had taken to saying, “My
leg is dying before I am,”
and imploring Jack to pre-
serve her leg, should it be
amputated, and make cer-
tain it was buried with her.
She wanted Jack to be close
by at nearly any hour now,
so that she could lean on
him. After sitting for hours
at bridge she had trouble
climbing two flights of
stairs; nothing would in-
duce her to use the lift.

“Nothing ever came of
your music,” she would say,
leaning on him. “Of
course, you have a wife to
distract you now. I needed
a daughter. Every wom-
an does.” Netta managed
to trap her alone, and
forced her to sit while she
stood over her. Netta
said, “Look, Aunt Vera, I
forbid you, I absolutely
forbid you, do you hear, to make a
nurse of Jack, and I shall strangle you
with my own hands if you go on saying
nothing came of his music. You are
not to say it in my hearing or out of
it. Is that plain?”

Jack’s mother got up to her room
without assistance. About an hour later
the gardener found her on a soft bed
of wallflowers. “An inch to the left
and she’d have landed on a rake,”
he said to Netta. She was still alive
when Netta knelt down. In her fall she
had crushed the plants, the vellow
minted giroflées de Nice. Netta thought
that she was now, at last, for the first
time, inhaling one of the smells of
death. Her aunt’s arms and legs were
turned and twisted; her skirt was
pulled so that her swollen leg showed.
It seemed that she had jumped carry-
ing her walking stick—it lay across the
path. She often slept in an armchair,
afternoons, with one eye slightly open.
She opened that eye now and, sceing
she had Netta, said, “My son.” Netta
was thinking, I have never known her.
And if I knew her, then it was Jack or
myself I could not understand. Netta
was afraid of giving orders, and of tell-
ing people not to touch her aunt before
Dr. Blackley could be summoned, be-
cause she knew that she had always
been mistaken. Now Jack was there,
propping his mother up, brushing
leaves and earth out of her hair. Her
head dropped on his shoulder. Netta

“Damn it, quit saying

thought from the sudden heaviness that
her aunt had died, but she sighed and
opened that one eye again, saying this
time, “Doctor?” Netta left everyone
doing the wrong things to her dying—
no, her murdered—aunt. She said quite
calmly into a telephone, “I am afraid
that my aunt must have jumped or
fallen from the second floor.”

Jack found a letter on his mother’s
night table that began, “Why blame
Netta? I forgive.” At dawn he and
Netta sat at a card table with yester-
day’s cigarettes still not cleaned out of
the ashtray, and he did not ask what
Netta had said or done that called for
forgiveness. They kept pushing the let-
ter back and forth. He would read it
and then Netta would. It seemed nat-
ural for them to be silent. Jack had sat
beside his mother for much of the
night. Each of them then went to sleep
for an hour, apart, in one of the empty
rooms, just as they had done in the old
days when their parents were juggling
beds and guests and double and single
quarters. By the time the doctor re-
turned for his second visit Jack was
neatly dressed and seemed wide awake.
He sat in the bar drinking black cof-
fee and reading a travel book of Evelyn
Waugh’s called “Labels.” Netta, who
looked far more untidy and under-
slept, wondered if Jack wished he
might leave now, and sail from Monte
Carlo on the Stella Polaris.

Dr. Blackley said, “Well, you are a
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dim pair. She is not in pu-hain, you
know.” Netta supposed this was the
roundabout way doctors have of an-
nouncing death, very like “Her suffer-
ings have ended.” But Jack, looking
hard at the doctor, had heard another
meaning. “Jumped or fell,” said Dr.
Blackley. “She neither fell nor jumped.
She is up there enjoving a damned
good thu-hing.”

Netta went out and through the
lounge and up the marble steps. She
sat down in the shaded room on the
chair where Jack had spent most of the
night. Her aunt did not look like any-
one Netta knew, not cven like Jack.
She stared at the alien face and said,
“Aunt Vera, Keith Blackley says there
is nothing really the matter. You must
have made a mistake. Perhaps you
fainted on the path, overcome by the
scent of walllowers. What would you
like me to tell Jack?”

Jack’s mother turned on her side
and slowly, tenderly, raised herself on
an elbow. “Well, Netta,” she said, “I
daresay the fool is right. But as Ive
been given quite a lot of slecping stuff,
T’d as soon stay here for now.”

Netta said, “Are you hungry?”

“T should very much like a ham
sandwich on English bread, and about
that much gin with a lump of ice.”

HE began coming down for meals
a few days later. They knew she
had crept down the stairs and flung
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her walking stick over the path and lct
herself fall hard on a bed of wallflow-
ers—had even plucked her skirt up for
a bit of accuracy; but she was also
someone returned from beyond the
limits, from the other side of the wall.
Once she said, “It was like diving and
suddenly realizing there was no water
in the sea.” Again, “It is not true that
your life rushes before your eyes. You
can see the flowers floating up to you.
Even a short fall takes a long time.”

Everyone was deeply changed by
this incident. The effect on the victim
herself was that she got religion hard.

“We are all hopeless nonbelievers!”
shouted Iris, drinking in the bar one
afternoon. “At least, I hope we are.
But when I see you, Vera, I feel there
might be something in religion. You
look positively temperate.”

“I am allowed to love God, I hope,”
said Jack’s mother.

Jack never saw or heard his mother
anymore. He leaned against the bar,
reading. It was his favorite place. Even
on the sunniest of afternoons he read
by the red-shaded light. Netta was
present only because she had supplies to
check. Knowing she ought to keep out
of this, she still said, “Religion is more
than love. It is supposed to tell you why
you exist and what you are expected to
do about it.”

“You have no religious feelings at
all?” This was the only serious and
almost the only friendly question Iris
was ever to ask Netta.

“None,” said Netta. “I’'m running
a business.”

“I love God as Jack used to love
music,” said his mother. “At least he
said he did when we were paying for
lessons.”

“Adam and Eve had God,” said
Netta. “They had nobody but God. A
fat lot of good that did them.” This
was as far as their dialectic went. Jack
had not moved once except to turn
pages. He read steadily but cautiously
now, as if every author had a design
on him. That was one effect of his
mother’s incident. The other was that
he gave up bridge and went back to
playing the clarinet. Iris hammered out
an accompaniment on the upright piano
in the old music room, mostly used for
listening to radio broadcasts. She was
the only person Netta had ever heard
who could make Mozart sound like an
Irish jig. Presently Iris began to say
that it was time Jack gave a concert.
Before this could turn into a crisis Iris
changed her mind and said what he
wanted was a holiday. Netta thought
he needed something: he seemed to be
exhausted by love, friendship, by being
a husband, someone’s son, by trying to

make a world out of reading and sense
out of life. A visit to England to meet
some stimulating people, said Iris. To
help Iris with her tiresome father dur-
ing the journey. To visit art gallerics
and bookshops and go to concerts. To
meet people. To talk.

This was a hot, troubled season, and
many persons were planning jour-
neys—not to meet other people but for
fear of a war. The hotel had emptied
out by the end of March. Netta, whosc
father had known there would never
be another catastrophe, had her work-
men come in, as usual. She could hear
the radiators being drained and got
ready for painting as she packed Jack’s
clothes. They had never been separated
before. They kept telling each other
that it was only for a short holiday—
for three or four weeks. She was sur-
prised at how neat marriage was, at
how many years and feelings could be
folded and put under a lid. Once, she
went to the window so that he would
not see her tears and think she was try-
ing to blackmail him. Looking out, she
noticed the American, Chippendale’s
lover, idly knocking a tennis ball
against the garage, as Jack had done
in the early summers of their life; he
had come round to the hotel looking
for a partner, but that season there
were none. She suddenly knew to a
certainty that if Jack were to die she
would search the crowd of mourners
for a man she could live with. She
would not return from the funeral
alone.

Grief and memory, yes, she said to
herself, but what about three o’clock in
the morning?

BY June nearly everyone Netta
knew had vanished, or, like the
Blackleys, had started to pack. Netta
had new tablecloths made, and ordered
new white awnings, and two dozen
rosebushes from the nursery at Cap
Ferrat. The American came over ev-
ery day and followed her from room
to room, talking. He had nothing bet-
ter to do. The Swiss twins were in
England. His father, who had been
backing his writing career until now,
had suddenly changed his mind about
it—now, when he nceded money to
get out of Europe. He had projects
for living on his own, but they re-
quired a dose of funds. He wanted
to open a restaurant on the Riviera
where nothing but chicken pie would
be served. Or else a vast and expen-
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sive café where people would pay to
make their own sandwiches. He said
that he was seeing the food of the
future, but all that Netta could sce
was customers asking for their money
back. He trapped her behind the bar
and said he loved her; Netta made
other women look like stuffed dolls.
He could still remember the shock of
meeting her, the attraction, the buil-
liant answer she had made to Iris
about attachments to the past.

Netta let him rave until he asked
for a loan. She laughed and wondered
if it was for the chicken-pie restaurant.
No—he wanted to get on a boat sail-
ing from Cannes. She said, quite cheer-
fully, “I can’t be Venus and Barclays
Bank. You have to choose.”

He said, “Can’t Venus ever turn
up with a letter of credit?”

She shook her head. “Not a hope.”

But when it was July and Jack
hadn’t come back, he cornered her
again. Money wasn’t in it now: his fa-
ther had not only relented but had
virtually ordered him home. He was
about twenty-two, she guessed. He
could still plead successfully for pa-
rental help and for indulgence from
women. She said, no more than af-
fectionately, “I’m going to show you
a very pretty room.”

A few days later Dr. Blackley came
alone to say goodbye.

“Are you really staying?” he asked.

“I am responsible for the last eighty-
one years of this lease,” said Netta.
“I'm going to be thirty. It’s a long
tenure, Besides, I’ve got Jack’s moth-
er and she won’t leave. Jack has a
chance now to visit America. It doesn’t
sound sensible to me, but she writes
encouraging him. She imagines him
suddenly very rich and sending for
her. ve discovered the limit of what
you can feel about people. I’ve dis-
covered something else,” she said
abruptly. “It is that sex and love have
nothing in common. Only a coinci-
dence, sometimes. You think the co-
incidence will go on and so you get
married. I suppose that is what men
are born knowing and women learn
by accident.”

“T’m su-horry.”

“For God’s sake, don’t be. It’s a
relief.”

She had no feeling of guilt, only of
amazement. Jack, as a memory, was
in a restricted area—the tennis courts,
the cardroom, the bar. She saw him
at bridge with Mrs. Blackley and pour-
ing drinks for temporary fricnds. He
crossed the lounge jauntlly with a
cluster of little dark-haired girls wear-
ing blue. In the mirrored bedroom
there was only Netta. Her dreams
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were cleansed of him.
The looking glasses
still held their blue-
and-silver-water shad-
ows, but they lost the
habit of giving back
the moods and gestures
of a Moslem wife.

BOUT five years
after this, Netta

wrote to Jack. The
war had caught him in
America, during the
voyage his mother had
so wanted him to have.
His limp had kept him
out of the Army. As
his mother (now dead)
might have put it, all
that reading had final-
ly got him somewhere:
he had spent the last
years putting out a
two-pager on aspects
of European culture—
part of a scrupulous cf-
fort Britain was mak-
ing for the West. That
was nearly all Net-
ta knew. A Belgian (
Red Cross official had
arrived, apparently in {
Jack’s name, to see if
she was still alive. She
sat in her father’s busi-
ness room, wearing a
coat and a shawl be-
cause there was no way
of heating any part of
the hotel now, and she
tried to get on with the
letter she had been
writing in her head, on
and off, for many
years.

“In June, 1940, we
were evacuated,” she
started, for the tenth or
eleventh time. “I was ’ ,
back by October. Ital-
ians had taken over the
hotel. They used the
mirror behind the bar
for target practice.
Oddly enough it was
not smashed. It is cov-
ered with spiderwebs,
and the bullet hole is the spider. T had
great trouble over Aunt Vera, who dis-
appeared and was found finally in one
of the attic rooms.

“The Italians made a pet of her.
Took her picture. She enjoyed that.
Everyone who became thin had a desire
to be photographed, as if knowing they
would use this intimidating evidence
against those loved ones who had missed
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being starved. Guilt for life. After an
initial period of hardship, during which
she often had her picture taken at her
request, the Italians brought food and
looked after her, more than anyone.
She was their mama. We were an-
nexed territory and in time we had
the same food as the Italians. The thin
pictures of your mother are here on my
desk.
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“She buried her
British passport and
would never say where.
Perhaps under the Ju-
das tree with Mr. Cor-
dier’s cat, Polly. She
remained just as mad
and just as spoiled, and
that became dangerous
when life stopped be-
ing ordinary. She com-
plained about me to

the Italians. At that
’ time a complaint was

a matter of prison and
of death if it was made
to the wrong person.
Luckily for me, there
was also the right per-
son to take the mes-

LOMMEY

)

|

sage.

“A couple of years
after that, the Ger-
mans and certain

French took over and
the Italians were shut
up in another hotel
without food or water,
and some people risked

AN
o~ 2 6‘\? \ TR their well-being to take
{ G '6! water to them (for not
— N\ everyone preferred the

new situation, you can

believe me). When she
I was dying I asked her

if she had a message
for one Italian officer
who had made such

a pet of her and she

said, ‘No, why?’ She

died without a word
for anybody. She was
buried as  ‘Rossini,’
because the Italians
had changed people’s
’ names. She had said

she was French, a
Frenchwoman named
Ross, and so some pe-
culiar civil status was
created for us—the two
Mrs. Rossinis.

“The records were
topsy-turvy; it would
have meant going to
the Germans and ex-
plaining my dead aunt
was British, and of
course I thought I would not. The
death certificate and permission to bury
are for a Vera Rossini. I have them here
on my desk for you with her pictures.

“You are probably wondering where
I have found all this writing paper.
The Germans left it behind. When we
were being shelled I took what few
books were left in the reading room
down to what used to be the wine cel-
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lar and read by candlelight. You are
probably wondering where the candles
came from. A long story. I even have
paint for the radiators, large buckets
that have never been opened.

“I live in one room, my mother’s
old sitting room. The business room
can be used but the files have gone.
When the Italians were here your
mother was their mother, but I was not
their Moslem wife, although I sdll
had respect for men. One yelled ‘Luce,
luce,” because your mother was show-
ing a light. She said, ‘Bugger you, you
little tmd He said, ‘Granny, I said
“luce,” not “Duce.” >

“\Iot long ago we crept out of our
shelled homes, looking like cave dwell-
ers. When you see the hotel again, it
will be functioning. I shall have painted
the radiators. Long shoots of bramble
come in through the cardroom win-
dows. There are drifts of leaves in the
old music room and I saw scorpions
and heard their rustling like the rustle
of death. Everything that could have
been looted has gone. Sheets, bedding,
mattresses. The neighbors did quite a
lot of that. At the risk of their lives.
When the Italians were here we had
rice and oil. Your mother, who was
crazy, used to put out grains to feed the
mice.

“When the Germans came we had
to live under Vichy law, which meant
each region lived on what it could pro-
duce. As ours produces nothing, we got
quite thin again. Aunt Vera died plump.
Do you know what it means when I
say she used to complain about me?

“Send me some books. As long as
they are in English. I am quite sick of
the three other languages
in which I’ve heard so
many threats, such boast-
ing, such a lot of lying.

“For a tme I thought
people would like to know
how the Italians left and
the Germans came in. It
was like this: They came
in with the first car mov-
ing slowly, flying the
French flag. The highest-
ranking French official in
the region. Not a Ger-
man. No, just a chap get-
ting his job back. The
Belgian Red Cross people
were completely uninter-
ested and warned me that
no one would ever want
to hear.

“I suppose that you al-
ready have the fiction of
all this. The fiction must
be different, oh very dif- %

ferent, from Italians sob-

bing with homesickness in the night.
The Germans were not real, they
were specially got up for the events
of the time. Sat in the white dining
room, eating with whatever plates and
spoons were not broken or looted, ate
soups that were mostly water, were
forbidden to complain. Only in retreat
did they develop faces and I noticed
then that some were terrified and
many were old. A radio broadcast
from some untouched area advised the
local population not to attack them as
they retreated, it would make wild
animals of them. But they were at-
tacked by some young boys shooting out
of a window and eight hostages were
taken, including the son of the man
who cut the maharaja’s daughters’
black hair, and they were shot and
left along the wall of a café on the
more or less Italian side of the border.
And the man who owned the café was
killed too, but later, by civilians—he
had given names to the Gestapo once,
or perhaps it was something else. He
got on the wrong side of the right side
at the wrong time, and he was thrown
down the deep gorge between the two
frontiers.

“Up in one of the hill villages Ger-
mans stayed till no one was alive. 1
was at that time in the former wine
cellar, reading books by candlelight.

“The Belgian Red Cross team found
the skeleton of 2 German deserter in a
cave and took back the helmet and
skull to Knokke-le-Zoute as souvenirs.

“My war has ended. Our family
held together almost from the Napo-
leonic adventures. It is shattered now.
Sentiment does not keep families
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whole—only mutual pride and mutual
money.”

HIS true story sounded so im-

plausible that she decided never
to send it. She wrote a sensible letter
asking for sugar and rice and for new
books; nothing must be older than
1940.

Jack answered at once: there were
no new authors (he had been asking
people). Sugar was unobtainable, and
there were queues for rice. Shoes had
been rationed. There were no women’s
stockings but lisle, and the famous
American legs looked terrible. You
could not find butter or meat or tinned
pineapple. In restaurants, instead of
butter you were given miniature golf
balls of cream cheese. He supposed that
all this must sound like small beer to
Netta.

A notice arrived that a CARE pack-
age awaited her at the post office. It
meant that Jack had added his name
and his money to a mailing list. She re-
fused to sign for it; then she changed
her mind and discovered it was not
from Jack but from the American she
had once taken to such a pretty room.
Jack did send rice and sugar and de-
licious coffee but he forgot about books.
His letters followed; sometimes three
arrived in a morning. She left them
sealed for days. When she sat down
to answer, all she could remember
were implausible things.

Iris came back. She was the first.
She had grown puffy in England—the
result of drinking whatever alcohol she
could get her hands on and grimly eat-
ing her sweets allowance: there would
be that much less gin
and chocolate for the Ger-
mans if ever they landed.
She put her now wide
bottom on a comfortable
armchair—one of the few
chairs the first wave of
Italians had not burned
with cigarettes or idly
hacked at with daggers—
and said Jack had been
living with a woman in
America and to spare the
gossip had let her be
known as his wife. An-
other Mrs. Ross? When
Netta discovered it was
dimpled Chippendale, she
laughed aloud.

“P’ve seen them,” said
Iris. “I mean I saw them
together. King Charles
and a spaniel. Jack wiped
his feet on her.”

Netta’s feelings were of
lightness, relief. She would
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not have to tell Jack about the partisans
hanging by the neck in the arches of
the Place Masséna at Nice. When Tris
had finished talking, Netta said, “What
about his music?”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you not know something
so important?”

“Jack had a good chance at things,
but he made a mess of cverything,”
said Tnis. “My father is still living. Life
really is too incredible for some of us.”

A dark girl of about twenty turned
up soon after. Her costume, a gray
dress buttoned to the neck, gave her
the appearance of being in uniform.
She unzipped a military-looking bag
and cried, in an unplaceable accent,
“Hallo, hallo, Mrs. Ross? A few small
gifts for you,” and unpacked a bottle
of Haig, four tins of corned beef, a jar
of honey, and six pairs of American
nylon stockings, which Netta had nev-
cer scen before, and were as good to
have under a mattress as gold. Netta
looked up at the tall girl.

“Remember? I was the middle sis-
ter. With,” she said gravely, “the typi-
cal middle-sister problems.” She scarce-
ly recalled Jack, her beloved. The
memory of Netta had grown up with
her. “I remember you laughing,” she
said, without loving that memory. She
was a severe, tragic girl. “You were the
first adult I ever heard laughing. At
night in bed T could hear it from your
balcony. You sat smoking with, T sup-
pose, your handsome husband. T used
to laugh just to hear you.”

She had married an Iranian journal-
ist. He had discovered that political
prisoners in the United States were
working under lamentable conditions
in tin mines. President Truman had
sent them there. People from all over
the world planned to unite to get
them out. The girl said she had been
to Germany and to Austria, she had
visited camps, they were all alike, and
that was already the past, and the fu-
ture was the prisoners in the tin mines.

Netta said, “In what part of the
country are these mines?”

‘The middle sister looked at her sad-
ly and said, “Is there more than one
part?”

For the first time in years, Netta
could see Jack clearly. They were si-
lently sharing a joke; he had caught it
too. She and the girl lunched in a
corner of the battered dining room.
The tables were scarred with initials.
There were no tablecloths. One of the
great-uncle’s paintings still hung on a
wall. It showed the Quai Laurent, a
country road alongside the sea. Netta,
who had no use for the past, was dis-
covering a past she could regret. Out

“There you are, sir.
)

of a dark, gentle silence—silence im-
posed by the impossibility of telling any-
thing real—she counted the cracks in
the walls. When silence failed she
heard power saws ripping into olive
trees and a lemon grove. With a sense
of deliverance she understood that
soon there would be nothing left to
spoil. Her great-uncle’s picture, which
ought to have changed out of sympa-
thetic magic, remained faithful. She
regretted everything now, even the
three anxious little girls in blue linen.
Every calamitous season bhetween then
and now seemed to descend directly
from Georgina Blackley’s having said
“white” just to keep three children in
their place. Clad in buttoned-up gray,
the middle sister now picked at corned
beef and said she had hated her father,
her mother, her sisters, and most of all
the Dutch governess.

“Where is she now?” said Netta.

“Dead, I hope.” This was from
someone who had visited camps. Netta
sat listening, her cheek on her hand.
Death made death casual: she had al-
ways known. Neither the vanquished
in their flight nor the victors returning
to pick over rubble seemed half so
vindictive as a tragic girl who had dis-
liked her governess.

DR, BLACKLEY came back looking
positively cheerful. In those days
men still liked soldiering. It made them
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Some nice money.”

feel young, if they needed to feel it,
and it got them away from home. War
made the break few men could make
on their own. The doctor looked years
younger, too, and very fit. His wife
was not with him. She had survived
everything, and the hardships she had
undergone had completely restored her
to health—which had made it easy for
her husband to leave her. Actually, he
had never gone back, except to wind
up the matter.

“There are things about Georgina
I respect and admire,” he said, as hus-
bands will say from a distance. His
war had been in Malta. He had come
here, as soon as he could, to the
shelled, gnawed, tarnished coast (as if
he had not scen enough at Malta) to
ask Netta to divorce Jack and to marry
him, or live with him—anything she
wanted, on any terms.

But she wanted nothing
not from him,

“Well, one can’t defeat a memory,”
he said. “T always thought it was most-
ly su-hex between the two of you.”

“So it was,” said Netta. “So far as
I remember.”

“Everyone noticed. You would van-
ish at odd hours. Dis-huppear.”

“Yes, we did.”

“You can’t live on memories,” he
objected. “Though I respect you for
being faithful, of course.”

“What you are talking about is

at least,
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something of which one has no spe-
cific memory,” said Netta. “Only of
seasons. Places. Rooms. It is as abstract
to remember as to read about. That is
why it is boring in talk except as a joke,
and boring in books except for poetry.”

“You never read poetry.”

“I do now.”

“I guessed that,” he said.

“That Jack of memory is why peo-
ple are unfaithful, as it is so curiously
called. When T see closed shutters I
know there are lovers behind them.
That is how the memory works. The
rest is just convention and small talk.”

“Why lovers? Why not someone
sleeping off the wine he had for
lunch?”

“No. Lovers.”

“A middle-aged man cutting his
toenails in the bathtub,” he said with
unexpected feeling. “Wearing bifocal
lenses so that he can sce his own feet.”

“No, lovers. Always.”

He said, “Have you missed him?”

“Missed who?”

“Who the bloody hell are we talking
about?”

“The Italian commander billeted

here. He was not a guest. He was here
by force. I was not breaking a rule.
Without him I’d have perished in ev-
ery way. He may be home with his
wife now. Or in that fortress near
Turin where he sent other men. Or
dead.” She looked at the doctor and
said, “Well, what would you like me
to do? Sit here and cry?”

“I can’t imagine you with a brute.”

“I never said that.”

“Do you miss him still?”

“The absence of Jack was like a
cancer which I am sure has taken root,
and of which I am bound to die,” said
Netta.

“You’ll bu-hury us all,” he said, as
doctors tell the condemned.

“I haven’t said [ won’t.” She rose
suddenly and straightened her skirt, as
she used to do when hotel guests became
pally. “Conversation over,” it meant.

“Don’t be too hard on Jack,” he
said.

“I am hard on myself,” she re-
plicd.

After he had gone he sent her a
parcel of books, printed on grayish
paper, in warped wartime covers. All

“I try like hell to be honest, Arthur, but who
can be honest these days and live?”

of the titles were, to Netta, unknown.
There was “Fireman Flower” and
“The Horse’s Mouth” and “Four
Quartets” and “The Stuff to Give the
Troops” and “Better Than a Kick
in the Pants” and “Put Out More
Flags.” A note added that the next
package would contain Henry Green
and Dylan Thomas. She guessed he
would not want to be thanked, but
she did so anyway. At the end of her
letter was “Please remember, if you
mind too much, that I said no to you
once before.” Leaning on the bar,
exactly as Jack used to, with a glass of
the middle sister’s drink at hand, she
opened “Better Than a Kick in the
Pants” and read, “...two Fascists
came in, one of them tall and thin and
tough looking; the other smaller, with
only one arm and an empty sleeve
pinned up to his shoulder, Both of
them were quite young and wore black
shirts.”

Oh, thought Netta, I am the only
one who knows all this. No one will
ever realize how much I know of the
truth, the truth, the truth, and she
put her head on her hands, her elbows
on the scarred bar, and let the first
tears of her after-war run down her
wrists.

HE last to return was the one

who should have been first. Jack
wrote that he was coming down from
the north as far as Nice by bus. It was
a common way of travelling and much
cheaper than by train. Netta guessed
that he was mildly hard up and that he
had saved nothing from his war job.
The bus came in at six, at the foot of
the Place Masséna. There was a deep-
blue late-afternoon sky and pale sun-
light. She could hear birds from the
public gardens nearby. The Place was
as she had always seen it, like an cle-
gant drawing room with a blue ceiling.
It was nearly empty. Jack looked out
on this sunlighted, handsome space and
said, “Well, T’ll just leave my stuff at
the bus office, for the moment”—per-
haps noticing that Netta had not invit-
ed him anywhere. He placed his ticket
on the counter, and she saw that he had
not come from far away: he must have
been moving south by stages. He car-
ried an aura of London pub life; he
had been in London for weeks.

A frowning man hurrying to wind
things up so he could have his first
drink of the evening said, “The office
is closing and we don’t keep baggage
here.?

“People used to be nice,” Jack said.

“Bus people?”

“Just people.”

She was hit by the sharp change in
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his accent. As for the way of speaking,
which is something else again, he was
like the heir to great estates back home
after a Grand Tour. Perhaps the es-
tates had run down in his absence. She
slipped the frowning man a thousand
francs, a new pastel-tinted bill, on
which the face of a calm girl glowed
like an opal. She said, “We shan’t be
long.”

She set off over the Place, walking
diagonally— Jack beside her, of course.
He did not ask where they were head-
ed, though he did make her smile by
saying, “Did you bring a car?,” ex-
pecting one of the hotel cars to be
parked nearby, perhaps with a driver to
open the door; perhaps with cold chick-
en and wine in a hamper, too. He said,
“T’d forgotten about having to tip for
every little thing.” He did not question
his destination, which was no farther
than a café at the far end of the square.
What she felt at that instant was in-
tense revulsion. She thought, I don’t
want him, and pushed away some invis-
ible flying thing—a bat or a blown pa-
per. He looked at her with surprise. He
must have been wondering if hardship
had taught Netta to talk in her mind.

This is it, the freedom he was al-
ways offering me, she said to herself,
smiling up at the beautiful sky.

They moved slowly along the near-
ly empty square, pausing only when
some worn-out Peugeot or an old bi-
cycle, finding no other
target, made a swing in
their direction. Safely
on the pavement, they
walked under the arch-
es where partisans had
been hanged. It seemed
to Netta the bodies had
been taken down only
a day or so before.
Jack, who knew about
this way of dying from
hearsay, chose a caf¢
table nearly under a
poor lad’s bound, dan-
gling feet.

“I had a woman
next to me on the bus
who kept a hedgehog
all winter in a basket-
ful of shavings,” he said. “He can drink
milk out of a wineglass.” He hesitated.
“I’m sorry about the books you asked
for. I was sick of books by then. I was
sick of rhetoric and culture and patri-
otic crap.”

“I suppose it is all very different over
there,” said Netta.

“God, yes.”

He seemed to expect her to ask
questions, so she said, “What kind of
clothes do they wear?”

“They wear quite a lot of plaids
and tartans. They eat at peculiar hours.
You’ll see them eating strawberries and
cream just when you’re thinking of
having a drink.”

She said, “Did you visit the tin
mines, where Truman sends his politi-
cal prisoners?”

“Tin mines?” said Jack. “No.”

“Remember the three litde girls
from the maharaja trade?”

Neither could quite hear what the
other had to say. They were partially
deaf to each other.

Netta continued softly, “Now, as I
understand it, she first brought an
American to London, and then she
took an Englishman to America.”

He had too much the habit of wom-
en, he was playing too close a game, to
waste points saying, “Who? What?”

“It was over as fast as it started,”
he said. “But then the war came and
we were stuck. She became a friend,”
he said. “I’'m quite fond of her”—
which Netta translated as, “It is a sub-
terranean river that may yet come to
light.” “You wouldn’t know her,” he
said. “She’s very different now. I
talked so much about the south, down
here, she finally found some land go-
ing dirt cheap at Bandol. The mayor
arranged for her to have an orchard
next to her property, so she won’t have
neighbors. It hardly cost her anything.
He said to her, ‘You’re very pretty.””

“No one ever had a
bargain in property be-
cause of a pretty face,”
said Netta.

“Wasn’t it lucky,”
said Jack. He could no
longer hear himself, let
alone Netta. “The war
was unscttling, being in
America. She minded
not being active. Actu-
ally she was using the
Swiss passport, which
made it worse. Her
brother was killed over
Bremen. She needs se-
curity now. In a way it
was sorcerer and ap-
prentice between us,
and she suddenly grew
up. She’ll be better off with a roof over
her head. She writes a littde now. Her
poetry isn’t bad,” he said, as if Netta
had challenged its quality.

“Is she at Bandol now, writing
poetry?”

“Well, no.” He laughed suddenly.
“There isn’t a roof yet. And, you
know, people don’t sit writing that way.
They just think they’re going to.”

“Who has replaced you?” said Net-
ta. “Another sorcerer?”

AUGUST 23,1976

“Oh, ke . . . he looks like George 11
in a strong light. Or like Queen Anne.
Queen Anne and Lady Mary, some-
body called them.” Iris, that must have
been. Queen Anne and Lady Mary
wasn’t bad—better than King Charles
and his spaniel. She was beginning to
enjoy his story. He saw it, and said
lightly, “I was too preoccupied with
you to manage another life. I couldn’t
see myself going on and on away from
you. I didn’t want to grow middle-
aged at odds with myself.”

But he had lost her; she was en-
joying a reveric about Jack now, wear-
ing one of those purple sunburns peo-
ple acquire at golf. She saw him driving
an open car, with large soft freckles
on his purple skull. She saw his mis-
tress’s dog on the front seat and the
dog’s ears flying like pennants. The re-
vulsion she felt did not lend distance
but brought a dreamy reality closer
still. He must be thirty-four now, she
said to herself. A terrible age for a man
who has never imagined thirty-four.

“Well, perhaps you have made a
mess of it,”” she said, quoting Iris.

“What mess? I’'m here. He—"

“Queen Anne?”

“Yes, well, actually Gerald is his
name; he wears nothing but brown.
Brown suit, brown tie, brown shoes. I
said, ‘He can’t go to Mitten Todd. He
won’t match.” ”

“Harmonize,” she said.

“That’s it. Harmonize with the—"

“What about Gerald’s wife? I'm
sure he has one.”

“Lucretia.”

“No, really?”

“On my honor. When I last saw
them they were all together, talking.”

Netta was remembering what the
middle sister had said about laughter
on the balcony. She couldn’t look at
him. The merest crossing of glances
made her start laughing rather wildly
into her hands. The hysterical quality
of her own laughter caught her in mid-
air. What were they talking about? He
hitched his chair nearer and dared to
take her wrist.

“Tell me, now,” he said, as if they
were to be two old confidence men
getting their stories straight. “What
about you? Was there ever...” The
glaze of laughter had not left his face
and voice. She saw that he would make
her his business, if she let him. Pulling
back, she felt another clasp, through a
wall of fog. She groped for this other,
invisible hand, but it dissolved. It was
a lost, indifferent hand; it no longer
recognized her warmth. She under-
stood: He is dead ... Jack, closed to
ghosts, deaf to their voices, was spared
this. He would be spared everything,
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she saw. She envied him his
imperviousness, his true un-
hysterical laughter.

Perhaps that’s why I kicked
him, she said. T was always
jealous. Not of women. Of his
short memory, his comfortable
imagination. And I am going
to be thirty-seven and I have
a dark, an accurate, a deadly
memory.

He still held her wrist and
turned it another way, saying,
“Look, there’s paint on it.”

“Oh, God, where is the
waiter?” she cried, as if that

were the one important thing.
Jack looked his age, exactly. l

She looked like a burned-out 44
child who had been told a
ghost story. Desperately seek-
ing the waiter, she turned to
the café behind them and saw
the last light of the long after-
noon strike the mirror above
the bar—a flash in a tunnel;
hands juggling with fire. That
unexpected play, at a remove,
borne indoors, displayed to
anyone who could stare with-
out blinking, was a complete
story. It was the brightness
on the looking glass, the only
part of a life, or a love, or
a promise, that could never be
concealed, changed, or cor-
rupted.

Not a hope, she was try-
ing to tell him. He could read her
face now. She reminded herself, If I
say it, I am free. I can finish painting
the radiators in peace. I can read every
book in the world. If T had relied on
my memory for guidance, I would nev-
er have crept out of the wine cellar.
Memory is what ought to prevent you
from buving a dog after the first dog
dies, but it never does. Tt should at
least keep you from saying yes twice to
the same person.

“T’ve always loved you,” he chose
to announce—it really was an an-
nouncement, in a new voice that stated
nothing except facts.

The dark, the ghosts, the candle-
light, her tears on the scarred bar—
they were real. And still, whether she
wanted to see it or not, the light of
imagination danced all over the square.
She did not dare to turn again to the
mirror, lest she confuse the two and
forget which light was real. A pure
white awning on a cross street seemed
to her to be of indestructible beauty.
The window it sheltered was hollowed
with sadness and shadow. She said
with the same deep sadness, “I be-
lieve you.” The wave of revulsion re-

“If he wanted me to let him out, he’d ask me.”’

ceded, sucked back wunder another
wave, a powerful adolescent craving
for something simple, such as true
love.

Her face did not show this. It was
set in adolescent stubbornness, and this
was one of their old, secret meetings
when, sullen and hurt, she had to be
coaxed into life as Jack wanted it
lived. It was the same voyage, at the
same rate of speed. The Place seemed
to her to be full of invisible traffic—
first a whisper of tires, then a faint,
high screeching, then a steady roar. If
Jack heard anything, it could be only
the blood in the veins and his loud,
happy thoughts. To a practical roman-
tic like Jack, dying to get Netta to bed
right away, what she was hearing was
only the uh-hebb and flo-ho of hor-
mones, as Dr. Blackley said. She caught
a look of amazement on his face: Now
he knew what he had been deprived of.
Now he remembered. It had been Net-
ta, all along.

Their evening shadows accompanied
them over the long square. “I still have
a car,” she remarked. “But no petrol.
There’s a train.” She did keep on hear-
ing a noise, as of heavy traffic rushing

near and tearing away. Her own quiet
voice carried across it, saying, “Not a
hope.” He must have heard that. Why,
it was as loud as a shout. He held her
arm lightly. He was as buoyant as
morning. This was his morning—the
first light on the mirror, the first ciga-
rette. He pulled her into an archway
where no one could see, What could I
do, she asked her ghosts, but let my arm
be held, my steps be guided?

Later, Jack said that the walk with
Netta back across the Place Masséna
was the happiest event of his life. Hav-
ing no reliable counter-event to put in
its place, she let the memory stand.

—Mavis GALLANT

It is not an unusual trait for a man
whose roots are in the rolling, rural
reaches of South Georgia and the cyclical
rhythms of life on a farm—the repeti-
tion, the rote and the regimen of caring
for livestock, pumping water, milking
cows, shearing sheep every morning, ev-
ery night, every spring, every summer
year after year.—Rutland (V't.) Herald.

You can imagine how relieved those
sheep were when he abandoned farm-

ing for politics.



