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      Rosamond Lehmann

      
      Rosamond Lehmann (1901–1990) was born in Buckinghamshire. She was educated privately and was a scholar at Girton College,
         Cambridge. She wrote her first novel in her twenties, the best-selling Dusty Answer, and married Wogan Philipps, the artist, in 1928. Her reputation was firmly established with the publication of A Note in Music in 1930, and the subsequent Invitation to the Waltz and its sequel, The Weather in the Streets. During the war she contributed short stories to New Writing which was edited by her brother, John Lehmann. Rosamond Lehmann was created a CBE in 1982 and remains one of the most distinguished
         novelists of the twentieth century.
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      by Jonathan Coe

      
      The Echoing Grove, first published in 1953, completes and closes the cycle of novels Rosamond Lehmann had begun twenty-six years earlier with
         Dusty Answer. Although a final novel, A Sea-Grape Tree, followed in the 1970s, it is deeply informed by the spiritualism which came to Rosamond Lehmann late in life, and stands
         strangely apart from the rest of her fiction: and so it is to The Echoing Grove that we look for something approaching a final statement, a resolution of the themes which had preoccupied her for most of
         her writing career.
     

      
      Superficially, at least, the most prominent of those themes had been romantic love: at the heart of all her novels, including
         A Note in Music (1930), Invitation to the Waltz (1932), The Weather in the Streets (1936) and The Ballad and the Source (1944), are women wounded, wronged or in some way let down by the men into whose trust they have placed themselves. To stress
         the centrality of romantic love to Lehmann’s fiction is not, however (as some critics would have it) to diminish her: the
         romantic relationship in all of these novels assumes its overriding importance because it is seen as the touchstone, the litmus
         test, of an individual’s standards in all other areas. Viewed in this light, the theme of Rosamond Lehmann’s fiction becomes
         nothing less than the moral responsibility of human beings towards one another; and comparing how this theme is treated in
         The Echoing Grove and Dusty Answer makes us realise the enormous emotional and technical distance she had travelled in the decades between the two books.
     

      
      Dusty Answer is a coming-of-age novel, in which the heroine, Judith Earle, finds her youthful expectations betrayed by the men and women
         with whom she falls successively in love. It is underpinned by a sweet nostalgia for childhood, and a distant, elegiac awareness of the Great War as some tragic offstage event. In The Echoing Grove war is inescapably present – providing both a background to much of the narrative, and a metaphoric commentary upon it –
         while the subject of betrayal is treated with far greater rawness and urgency, through a rueful, bitter retrospective filter.
         In essence, the story is simple enough: Rickie Masters – handsome, successful, practically idolised by everyone who meets
         him – is married to Madeleine but has fallen obsessively in love with her sister, Dinah. He and Dinah have an intense, guilt-ridden
         affair; Madeleine finds out about it, and their marriage, although it never dissolves, starts to crumble beyond repair; Rickie
         dies, and the sisters, estranged for fifteen years, finally struggle towards a taut reconciliation, so that Dinah is able
         to offer her sister some comfort at the moment when she is again abandoned, this time by her latest faithless lover, Jocelyn.
     

      
      In their edgy dialogue during the closing pages of the book, Dinah and Madeleine speak with the strained, waspish voice of
         hard-won experience: we seem to be a long way from Judith Earle’s breathless naivety. Rosamond Lehmann herself, however, was
         in no doubt that this novel was of one continuous piece with Dusty Answer, ‘more than any of the others,’ she said at the time of publication, ‘this novel had something to do with the first I ever
         wrote. Not the same one in a fresh guise; not even a development from it; but more as if somehow – I cannot explain why –
         some cycle of experience that had opened when I was a girl was now coming to a close’. This sense of continuity would have
         been explicit if her publishers had allowed her to retain the book’s original title, Buried Day. Apart from making sense of the section headings – which allude to the different times of the day during which the sisters
         attempt their reunion – this title gestures back directly towards Dusty Answer, being a quotation from the same poem: number 50 in Meredith’s bleak verse cycle of marital incompatibility, Modern Love:
     

      
      
         But they fed not on the advancing hours:
        

         
         Their hearts held cravings for the buried day.
        

         
         Then each applied to each that fatal knife,
        

         
         

         
         Deep questioning, which probes to endless dole.
        

         
         Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul

         
         When hot for certainties in this our life!

         

      
      The book’s publishers were unhappy with the proposed title because they felt it contained a punning, too-obvious reference
         to the relationship which had consumed Rosamond Lehmann’s emotional life throughout the 1940s: her public affair with the
         poet Cecil Day Lewis, which had been abruptly terminated in 1950. And in some respects, I think, they were right: knowledge
         of this affair and the ways in which it informs the novel hinders as much as it helps our understanding of The Echoing Grove. Milan Kundera once said that literary biography is the most destructive of all critical practices. Writers, he argued, take
         the chaotic, random elements of their lives and make it their job to rearrange them into beautiful edifices; the literary
         biographer then comes along and painstakingly reduces them to rubble again, expecting to be congratulated into the bargain.
         And Rosamond Lehmann was, by this stage in her career, an exceptionally inventive and formally ingenious novelist, the very
         reverse of an autobiographer manqué: to look for exact correspondences between her own life and the lives of these characters seems especially reductive. Nonetheless,
         the fact that this novel grew out of her own experience of a long and painful triangular relationship can hardly be irrelevant,
         and a brief sketch of the background might be helpful.
     

      
      She began her affair with Day Lewis in the spring of 1941, and by the end of that year they were living together in a house
         in Kensington. His wife Mary, sitting out the war in the country with their children (as Madeleine does in The Echoing Grove) remained in ignorance of their relationship for about two years: after that, it was out in the open, and she and Rosamond
         Lehmann even embarked upon an occasional, polite correspondence.
     

      
      This was at the high water-mark of Rosamond Lehmann’s career. The Ballad and the Source had been an outstanding success, particularly in America where it had sold over 600,000 copies; on top of which, an offer
         for the film rights from Hollywood producer Walter Wanger had brought in £40,000, enabling her to buy a Georgian manor house near Abingdon in Berkshire (commemorated in Day Lewis’s poem ‘The House-Warming’). The affair, which
         had begun during a raid in the Blitz (the setting for Rickie’s long, rapt sexual encounter with Georgie Worthington in the
         ‘Midnight’ section of The Echoing Grove), continued for nine years, taking in the winter of 1947 with its great blizzards (inspiration, perhaps, for the scene in
         which Dinah gives birth to Rickie’s child in snowbound Cornwall), and an idyllic trip to Tuscany the same year, which Day
         Lewis celebrated in the seven poems making up An Italian Visit, but which seems, in retrospect, to have marked the beginning of the end:
     

      
      
         Dare I follow her through the wood of obscurity –
        

         
         This ilex grove where shades are lost in shade? …
        

         

      
      
         I imagine you really gone for ever. Clocks stop.
        

         
         Clouds bleed. Flames numb. My world shrunk to an echoing

         
         Memorial skull.
        

         

      
      (Note the vocabulary of these lines, and how Lehmann’s final choice of title seems to allude to them – besides containing
         references to William Blake’s conception of female love as ‘the Infernal Grove’, and to The Echoing Green, a poetry anthology edited by Day Lewis in the 1930s. He also, incidentally, wrote an introduction to a new edition of Meredith’s
         Modern Love at exactly this time: it was published in 1948.)
     

      
      This poem, dedicated to ‘RNL’, was interpreted by her at first simply as ‘a beautiful, romantic farewell to an idyll’; but
         she realised that ‘with hindsight it does seem strange, as if he was already denying us a future together’. In the summer
         of 1949 Day Lewis started seeing the actress Jill Balcon, and it was for her that he abandoned both Rosamond Lehmann and his
         wife: they married on his forty-seventh birthday, in 1951. ‘What was almost the worst thing to bear, for both Mary and me,’
         Lehmann later told her lover’s son, Sean Day Lewis, ‘was what appeared to be his complete change of personality towards us
         both after he had struck us down … No kindness, no courtesy, sympathy or (apparently) conscience. I daresay this was temporary but it was very appalling.’ Her decision to end The Echoing Grove with Jocelyn’s desertion of Madeleine for a ‘New Statesman girl’ who is a little ‘on the grubby side’ seems primarily to reflect her own anger and despair at this point; as a plot
         development, it seems somehow discontinuous with the main body of the novel.
     

      
      From Sean Day Lewis’s lucid account of these events in his biography of his father, the reader notices not so much any specific
         overlap of detail between fiction and real life, but more a strong correlation between the diction used by Rosamond Lehmann
         and Mary Day Lewis to describe their trauma (‘nightmare’, ‘numbness’, ‘despair’, ‘sink into oblivion’) and the prevailing
         emotional ambience of The Echoing Grove itself – surely the most painful and demanding of all Lehmann’s novels. ‘He was a deeply divided personality,’ she once said
         of her lover, and it is precisely this fracturing of the human personality under the pressure of irreconcilable emotional
         commitments that The Echoing Grove records so faithfully, and to which it gives such magnificent fictional shape. Indeed it’s the shape, the structure of the
         book that lends its story meaning – Lehmann’s extraordinary patchwork of memories, flashbacks, events seen from different
         perspectives, and events narrated at second or third hand, so that the imagery of mazes, webs and nets which pervades the
         narrative corresponds to the reader’s own sense of enmeshment. The time-scheme of the novel is so complex that the effect
         is almost, paradoxically, to make us feel that normal time has been suspended, that the level of emotional intensity achieved
         and endured by these characters gives rise to a bizarre sort of timelessness.
     

      
      Dinah herself puts this point more pragmatically: ‘I do get confused about time,’ she admits during one brutally adversarial
         conversation with Madeleine. ‘If one loses one’s emotional focus … that’s what happens. Aeons – split seconds – they interchange.
         One gets outside the usual way of counting.’ In The Echoing Grove, getting outside the usual way of counting is something that soon happens to the reader as well: Rosamond Lehmann engineers,
         in this book, such a thorough collapse of conventional narrative time, such a seductive blurring of memory and actuality,
         that once lost in the thick of the novel we can even begin to believe, along with T S Eliot, that
     

      
      
         Time present and time past

         
         Are both perhaps present in time future,
        

         
         And time future contained in time past.
        

         

      
      These opening words from the Four Quartets are in fact highly pertinent to the book. Rosamond Lehmann was an avid reader of modern poetry, and this novel abounds with
         echoes of Eliot as well as Day Lewis. Both Dinah (‘I saw the end from the beginning’) and Rickie (‘In my end is my beginning.
         Who said that?’) nearly manage to quote the famous first words of ‘East Coker’, ‘In my beginning is my end’: words which might
         almost, of course, describe the opening narrative gambit of the book itself. A line from ‘Burnt Norton’ – ‘Time and the bell
         have buried the day’ – also show that it was not only Lehmann who kept Meredith’s poetry in mind. And years later, when writing
         her memoir The Swan in the Evening, she looked again at the Four Quartets, ‘that sublime, unhopeful, consoling cluster of poems’ and ‘discovered, or rather rediscovered, that everything was there
         – everything that I have been trying, and shall be trying, to say’.
     

      
      These affinities between The Echoing Grove, The Swan in the Evening and Eliot’s poems suggest one final point: that this novel, while closing off the ‘cycle of experience’ which lay behind
         Lehmann’s earlier life and work, also provides a moment of continuity with what came afterwards. The philosophy to which she
         so passionately subscribed during her last thirty years – her belief that this life is merely the pale rehearsal for a later
         one, and that communication between the two worlds is possible through the intervention of mediums or ‘sensitives’ – has often
         been traced to one single, traumatic event: the abrupt death of her beloved daughter Sally from polio, at the age of only
         twenty-three. But I think that in its way The Echoing Grove is already a visionary work, which foreshadows her later spiritualism.
     

      
      Some people are repulsed by the book, and can see only its faults: the undoubted longueurs, where the dialogue becomes unlife-like and over-explicit; the loss of momentum at the start of the ‘Nightfall’ section, after the story of the affair itself has
         essentially been brought to an end. Among its hostile readers, for instance, was the critic Walter Allen, who lamented the
         way ‘personal relations become obsessive, indulged in … as an end in themselves’, and saw it as ‘a suffocatingly claustrophobic
         work in which never for a moment are we allowed the least relief from the masochistic self-torture suffered by the principal
         characters. They never transcend their misery.’ But besides posing the question of what exactly personal relations are, if not ‘an end in themselves’, a more sympathetic reading – one which is alert to the inseparability of form and content
         in this novel – would see that what Walter Allen refers to as the characters’ ‘misery’ is in fact the instrument of their transcendence.
     

      
      This, above all, is the sense in which I would describe it as a visionary novel. Most people would feel, after finishing this
         book, that the event which both opens and closes it is more than an affecting reunion between two middle-aged sisters: it
         is a moment, rather, in which personal differences – as well as normal perceptions of time – seem to collapse under the weight
         of intense, remembered emotional experience, and something greater is achieved: a sort of spiritual empathy which does indeed
         transcend even the most violent and hurtful of past conflicts. Rosamond Lehmann was already looking forward, here, to the
         beliefs which would become so important to her in the last years of her life; and it’s this tremulous, barely voiced undercurrent
         which sets The Echoing Grove apart from her other novels and makes of it – like the Four Quartets themselves – something ‘sublime, unhopeful and consoling’.
     

      
      Jonathan Coe

      
      February 1996

   



      
      
      Afternoon

      
      DIRECTLY Madeleine came to the door, Dinah said, without looking at her:
     

      
      ‘You’ve got the blue tubs.’

      
      Holding a dog tight on the lead, she went on staring at the pair of baroque objects in peacock-blue glazed pottery set one
         on each side of the porch; tracing the convoluted garlands, shells, tritons, dolphins with an intent expression of amusement
         and surprise.
     

      
      ‘I never heard the bus,’ exclaimed Madeleine, aggrieved. ‘I was listening for it too.’ Her rather loud voice, impulsive yet
         uncertain, flurried, seemed to get pinched off at the back of her nose. Head averted, she stepped out on to the flagged doorstep
         beside her sister, touched the dog’s head, scraped a morsel of earth off the rim of the right-hand tub and said frowning:
         ‘Yes. Mother had simply put them in the cellar. When I asked her what she’d done with them, she was so pleased. I mean … Well,
         you know how she … Pleased I remembered them.’
     

      
      ‘And,’ put in Dinah almost under her breath, ‘that she could produce them out of her hat and hand them over. When you would naturally
         be suspecting her of having disposed of them.’
     

      
      ‘Well, you know how queer she was about everything to do with the house when it was sold. She didn’t seem to want to think
         about it.’
     

      
      ‘She gave away a good deal. I had … she gave me … some things …’

      
      ‘Oh, did she? When? I mean … Of course – I didn’t need – though I’m sorry now. She sold a lot, I remember all the stuff out
         of the spare rooms going into a sale. Anyway … When I asked what had happened to the tubs, I’d always loved them, she was
         thrilled. She said Papa bought them on their honeymoon in Italy, but she’d always thought them so very ugly. She couldn’t imagine anybody wanting them.’
     

      
      ‘I didn’t know,’ murmured Dinah, ‘they went to Italy for their honeymoon. I can’t remember their ever mentioning it. Can you?’
         Her eyebrows went up. ‘How odd … I wonder why she thought them ugly. I always thought they were beautiful. And now I see they
         are. They had hydrangeas in them.’
     

      
      ‘No, palms.’
     

      
      ‘I could swear, pink and blue hydrangeas.’

      
      ‘Never. You’re mixing them up with Granny’s conservatory. They were on the landing, in the window, surely you remember, and they
         had revolting spiky palms in them.’
     

      
      A scolding irritable note appeared in Madeleine’s voice. She crouched to caress the dog in an automatic way, while he pranced
         on the lead and strained at her in ecstasy, marking his sense of deferred recognition. He had a loose silken black and white
         coat with a flouncy ruff – a mongrel with Welsh sheepdog predominant in him. ‘Anyway,’ she went on, still stroking, ‘she made
         me take them then and there. You can imagine how she would. We’d just bought this cottage and I was furnishing. So I lugged them up and heaved them into
         the back of the car and brought them straight down.’
     

      
      For a split second her mother stood at the top of the cellar stairs, breathing with some difficulty, calling careful, child,
         you’ll strain yourself, throwing down a cloth to take the worst of the dust off. Intensely lit by the naked bulb at the bottom
         of the steps, her face had blazed out transfigured, its puffiness and fatigue dissolved in an almost incandescent animation,
         to herald the resurrection of the tubs. When they were set down in the hall, she began to chuckle. Satisfaction, amusement?
         … Yes. But then something else, climbing from the depths to be heard out loud in another moment. So urgent, thought Madeleine
         with a pang of misery, that I made my departure as brisk, as joking as possible.
     

      
      ‘I’ve stuffed them with bulbs,’ she said. ‘They’ve had geraniums all the summer – those magenta ones.’

      
      ‘They must have been a treat.’ Dinah’s eyebrows went up again. ‘Are you a gardener?’

      
      ‘I do garden,’ said Madeleine. She straightened up and rubbed her eyes and forehead hard with the fingers of both hands –
         a gesture that rolled back more than twenty years for Dinah … Early married days, mornings in Montagu Square, the hours turning towards
         the evening climax – another successful dinner party. All over the house-hold a disciplined increase of tension, not a fray
         in the glossy texture; and then at my coming into the room – I the unmarried sister, being given an opportunity to meet some
         suitable young man – at something I said: should I write the place cards for the table, do the flowers, or some of them? –
         she would rub her forehead and eyes hard thus for a moment. Quite a new trick, revealing a hostess’s tension and preoccupation
         … and something more. Rubbing me out of her line of vision. And after that she would decline my offer, saying: ‘I do it all,’
         or words to that effect, in the same voice, as if stifling a yawn.
     

      
      ‘You find it soothing?’ said Dinah.

      
      ‘I find it a job of hard work,’ said Madeleine, sharp and light. ‘But I’ve quite taken to it. Had to.’

      
      ‘Vegetables and all?’

      
      ‘Of course. I don’t potter about in embroidered hessian with a dainty trowel and a raffia basket, if that’s what you mean,’
         said Madeleine, thinking: She hasn’t changed. Still the cocked eyebrow, the guarded mouth firing off remarks designed to cause
         discomfort; as if to say no matter what the answer, she knew its fraudulence beforehand and would transfix it. She glanced
         sidelong at Dinah and was struck by her expression. Tired? Sad? … Shaky, certainly, under the film of composure. Changed,
         though the same; greatly changed. As I am, I suppose. It’s time we looked at one another. This was a ridiculously bad start.
         Altering her voice to cheerfulness, she added: ‘No, it’s a the and a strain and all the things we all say nowadays, but I
         do like it. I’ve let the orchard and I’ve got a pensioner for the digging. That did get me down.’
     

      
      ‘It seems to suit you,’ said Dinah. ‘You look fine.’

      
      They looked at one another at last, they smiled, they dropped their eyes, unable to bear the weight and meaning of what for
         a moment they fully exposed to one another. Flushing, Madeleine stooped to pick up the shabby suitcase, saying:
     

      
      ‘Come in. Bring him in. Why do you keep him on the lead? You told me you were bringing him but it went out of my head. I’m
         sorry you had to carry this. Was it all right in the bus – with him? What’s his name? I really ought to have come to meet
         you, only this blasted petrol business, I’ve only got two gallons left for a month …’
     

      
      ‘Oh no.’ Dinah followed her over the threshold, into the long, large living-room. ‘I didn’t expect you. We agreed … In fact I preferred
         …’ She fumbled with the dog’s lead, let it drop as if bemused, watched him start a tentative exploration of the furniture,
         trailing the lead behind him. ‘His name is Gwilym,’ she said. ‘He’s Welsh, he was given to me. He’s perfectly house-trained,
         of course.’ They found themselves standing in front of the log fire, lighting cigarettes unsteadily.
     

      
      ‘Well you must have thought it odd when I wasn’t at the bus stop,’ said Madeleine almost crossly. Her voice expired again.

      
      ‘Why on earth? It was only a step. My bag isn’t that heavy, as you will have noticed. I only brought slacks and night things,
         and a scrap of rations. My meat for him. He sat on my lap in the bus and was as good as gold. What a heavenly road it is,
         coming down into the valley. I haven’t been in the country for weeks. It rather goes to my head – and his. That’s why I kept
         him on the … Here!’ He came obediently and she reached for the lead, snapped it off and stuffed it in her pocket. ‘Directly
         I looked along the lane,’ she said, ‘I knew which was your house. I didn’t need to ask.’
     

      
      ‘Well, there aren’t many to choose from.’

      
      ‘It’s such an eligible little affair,’ said Dinah, making a sketching motion with her hand. ‘Such a character.’
     

      
      ‘I wouldn’t call it distinguished.’ There was a pause, during which Madeleine threw more logs on the fire.

      
      ‘You love it?’ The tone suggested less of query than assertion.

      
      ‘Well, yes … It suits – for the present anyway. One must live somewhere.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘Clarissa likes it.’

      
      ‘Oh, Clarissa.’ Dinah nodded rapidly. ‘Does she?’

      
      ‘Well, she’s got her pony, and friends … She never seems to want to go away in the holidays.’

      
      ‘Do let me see her room.’ She stopped. Her eyes travelled from object to object within the four walls, as if she must now
         start deliberately to take them in. ‘I want to see everything. You’ve made it lovely. Of course. This is lovely. One could
         work here. And relax. Oh, you’ve got a piano.’
     

      
      ‘It’s the piano – you remember it. Rickie’s mother’s wedding present.’ Now the name was said. Perfectly simple. Now the tension
         would begin to drop. She went on pleasantly: ‘There aren’t many rooms. I’ll show you after lunch. Come and eat now, you must
         be famished. It’s a picnic, I hope you don’t mind. If you’re going to ask: Are you a good cook? the answer is no. I can cook,
         but I don’t enjoy it. Clarissa does it in the holidays – she spends hours poring over cookery books and inventing variations.
         It’s an obsession.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, is it? Does she? I’m like that,’ exclaimed Dinah, following her sister towards the kitchen.

      
      ‘Oh, you are. So are most of my friends. When they start exchanging tips for sauces I could scream – their voices go into
         a sort of tranced hum of sensual communion. But I suppose it’s just envy. Clarissa’s cooking makes me feel awfully inferior.
         You and she had better meet.’
     

      
      ‘Yes, I do want to. I was just thinking – I don’t know any girls. None of my friends seem to have daughters. What is she like?’

      
      ‘Rather peculiar. Forceful.’

      
      ‘Nice looking?’

      
      ‘Very. So everybody says.’

      
      ‘Like you?’

      
      ‘Not in the least.’

      
      No more just now about this girl, dead Rickie’s daughter. Girls generally took after their fathers, so one heard.

      
      They sat down to a lunch of eggs au gratin and baked apples. Unspoken, the challenging testing exchange went on beneath the ripple of superficial commentary and question,
         the small bursts of laughter that exploded between them like bubbles released under pressure. They were meeting to be reconciled
         after fifteen years. This present mood in which they sat relaxed was nothing more than the relief of two people coming back
         to a bombed building once familiar, shared as a dwelling, and finding all over the smashed foundations a rose-ash haze of
         willow herb. No more, no less. It is a ruin; but suspense at least, at least the need for sterile resolution have evaporated
         with the fact of the return. Terror of nothingness contracts before the contemplation of it. It is not, after all, vacancy,
         but space; an area razed, roped off by time; by time refertilized, sown with a transfiguration, a ruin-haunting, ghost-spun
         No Man’s crop of grace.
     

      
      After the meal, after a rapid tour of the house, they prepared themselves to take a walk.

      
      
      ‘Your shape is exactly as it always was,’ said Madeleine.

      
      ‘The same to you.’ Dinah looked with appreciation at her sister, tall and trim in old but well-cut tweeds.

      
      ‘No, not really. My legs … Not that it matters tuppence. But I hate myself in slacks now. Mother couldn’t bear me wearing
         them; she said I looked like a female impersonator. You know how she had a muddled idea that women must dress to preserve
         the mystery of sex. However, you look all right in them. Fine.’
     

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Dinah’s voice was dry; she smiled. ‘But the mystery of sex was never my strong suit.’

      
      ‘Well …’ said Madeleine vaguely, with a sense of muffled collision. ‘I don’t know …’

      
      ‘Mother turned in her hand about my clothes when I was seventeen.’

      
      ‘Nonsense.’

      
      ‘Yes. You’ve forgotten. It was only yours she fussed about. After my coming-out frock, God help me, I was scratched from the
         arena.’
     

      
      ‘Only because you were so obstinate.’

      
      ‘You weren’t exactly malleable, if I remember rightly.’

      
      The looked at one another in the mirror above the mantelpiece, tentatively familiar, their smiles retrospective; turned away.

      
      ‘Poor darling, she had such awful taste,’ said Madeleine, staring out of the window. ‘It was based on a principle: what the
         jeune fille should look like. Mine was equally execrable I suppose. Based on a fantasy, an ideal image from the fashion mags.’
     

      
      ‘You might have done worse than hope to look exactly like yourself.’

      
      ‘I never thought so,’ said Madeleine, curt and vehement.

      
      ‘How odd. I did,’ said Dinah slowly, also staring out of the window, her eyes blank, her nostrils faintly dilated. ‘You were
         a perpetual reminder of how much better one might have done oneself.’ She added: ‘I used to console myself reading The Ugly Duckling in my bedroom. Also that bit in the Bible about being able to remove mountains if you believed you could.’
     

      
      ‘How absolutely mad!’ cried Madeleine. ‘Considering …’

      
      Once more she came to a stop, as if checked in a tunnel too long, too dark and devious to pursue. At the same moment a scene,
         not from childhood, shot out of nowhere and presented itself before her, complete in every detail; a scene containing Rickie
         and his wife Madeleine in the first year of their marriage, one evening, by the fire in the small book-lined room known as the study; used for domestic evenings tête-à-tête. Would he, she suddenly inquired, say Dinah was attractive? Yes, he would – remarkably attractive. What ingenuous enthusiasm
         behind the evening paper! The shock of it! ‘Really, Rickie? I think I am surprised. What makes you think so?’ ‘I don’t think so. I just feel so.’ Worse and worse. Like one
         chap talking to another at the Club, out of earshot of wives – casual, masculine, sexually conspiratorial. ‘Really, do you? … I suppose women can never tell about other women. She’s not pretty, would you say? Or would you?’ He was going to say it was her figure and she would answer yes, not bad if only she wouldn’t
         go about so stiff and hunched; or her skin, and she would answer … But what he said, reflectively, was: ‘She’s mysterious.’
         ‘Mysterious? What do you mean?’ she drawled. He laughed as if to himself. ‘She gives nothing away.’ ‘Oh, I see. No, I suppose she doesn’t.’ She
         added judicially: ‘What you really mean is she’s secretive. Likes to cover her tracks. That’s true. She always did. Cold natures
         are always secretive, don’t you think?’ To this he made no answer. Yawning – with ostentation? – he took up the paper again,
         while by the fireside, opposite him, she swallowed back the burning stuff and felt it settle on her chest – sediment of prophetic
         acid, indissoluble. What had happened? Nothing. Sudden destruction of security, accomplished in a trice, as if by mutual pact … No, not sudden but gradual, working in darkness
         from the beginning; and the pact was triple, long ago signed unread, sealed and shoved away … Mysterious Dinah, slyness personified,
         impassive, neat, small, colourless, mysterious to Rickie; different outside and in and altogether, utterly different from
         herself, the flowing sister, acknowledged affectionate, responsive, popular – therefore not mysterious, or no longer so, to
         Rickie. What he was saying, simply, taken off his guard, was that he had married the wrong sister. Moment of fatal lucidity,
         fatal hallucination – which? Had she, or he, in that very hour become the self-betrayed protagonist who never need have been
         but always was to be? Or in that hour conspiring to draw back together, had they assigned that rôle to the absent third? Nothing
         in fact had altered for a long time. Their marriage continued idyllic, as all their friends remarked. Dinah came and went.
         At the end of the first year Anthony was born; at the end of the third year, Colin. An unexpectedly difficult and exhausting
         birth. Dinah stayed on for weeks, was agreeable company. Then she declared her engagement to a young barrister, one of the most eligible of the possible husbands for Dinah
         at their dinner table; a solid chap, reliable, intelligent, well-off into the bargain. There was Dinah at last established
         with a sensible, a prosperous if not dazzling future, conforming to the right social pattern after all. Madeleine could congratulate
         herself. Did not Rickie think so? Yes, on the whole Rickie thought so. Charles was a good chap … Perhaps a bit cold-blooded.
         ‘But she’s cold-blooded too, Rickie. She always was. And very ambitious. She’ll make a good lawyer’s wife.’ ‘I dare say she
         will,’ said Rickie. ‘All the same I don’t feel certain somehow she’ll go through with it.’ From her sofa she watched him lean
         back in the armchair and close his eyes. A habit of his, to rest his eyes at odd moments by closing them. He had the kind
         of large blue eyes that easily got inflamed: Anthony had inherited them. A month later Rickie was proved right. Dinah declared
         the engagement a mistake and without further explanation broke it off; everybody was fed up with her; nobody could get her
         to confide or break her down; she went to live on her own in a cheap room in Pimlico; wrote a subdued, not very interesting
         or well-written novel, semi-fantastic, about a deaf girl and a blind man, got it published; enrolled herself as a student
         in some school of art; grew more and more cadaverous and uneven in her spirits; next went to live in Chelsea with a person
         called Corrigan – a woman as it turned out, a painter of only moderate talent and tendentious appearance, with whom she knocked
         around the pubs … And then, a thorough Bohemian, with a lot of impecunious, free-thinking-and-drinking, bright-witted disreputables
         in tow, she started to come back into their lives. And then … And then began the end that had been waiting in the beginning.
     

      
      Glancing at her, Madeleine thought with extreme surprise: ‘We are both widows.’

      
      They went out, down the garden path. From its eight square windows the house watched them go; saw one of them – Dinah – stop
         at the wrought-iron gate in the low brick wall and look back hard at it. Her wide-open opaque dark eyes examined its compact
         brick face, the half-random, half-formal lay-out of the garden: herbaceous border on the left, lawn in the middle, on the
         right the apple orchard separated from the garden proper by an inconclusive hedge of yew in need of clipping. Her eyes had
         the look of eyes accustomed to observing things in themselves with close attention. She said something to her companion, who turned from a
         vague survey of the landscape and looked too: she was admiring the semicircular bow window that made such a pleasing feature
         between the four pairs of windows.
     

      
      ‘Who lived here before you?’ she asked.

      
      Madeleine was not sure. She believed a retired naval officer and his maiden sister had inhabited it; but it had been empty
         for months when they bought it. She thought it had had a number of owners; luckily the building itself had never been touched;
         but everybody had done something to the garden and made a mess of it. Faintly she frowned, contemplating the area of her labours,
         seeing what should have been, what could be done. Her eye was for the land, for the last flowers in the border, the frost-blackened
         dahlias that must be lifted, the rose bed that must be pruned, the apple leaves drifted on the lawn. The other stared at the
         windows, thinking they looked uncommunicative. Upon what terms, she wondered, did they and Madeleine agree to contain, to
         release their mutual and separate lives, their ghosts and substances? It was a house for a quiet couple, or for someone in
         retreat. Could Madeleine really have retired in her prime, become a country woman on her own, her days plotted by the seasons,
         evenings alone with books and wireless, or writing letters to her children; a friend occasionally for week-ends perhaps? Strange,
         it was she, Dinah, who had dreamed always of living in the country, of running a small farm. Madeleine had been the Londoner,
         in the swim, never unaccompanied, never without new clothes, shored up with layer after layer of prosperous social life. Now
         though still expensively dressed and carefully made up she was no longer soignée. Her hair was going grey, her face had hollowed underneath the cheekbones, the tremendous vitality of her youth had faded
         out … no, rather sunk down in her. In her youth it had spilled out all over the place, brilliant but not warm, and rather
         avid, even when playing with her babies. Now she had a glow from within, like an autumn rose. Yet the years just behind her
         had dealt her cruel blows: her firstborn, Anthony, killed; then Rickie’s death. If she had been, as she must have been, adrift
         in wilderness, she had planted herself again in something … more likely, someone? Yes, more likely than the soil or the community
         or intellectual interests or God.
     

      
      
      They went out of the gate and took the elm-bordered lane that ran down past cottages, past the Dutch barns, past the church
         towards the river. The early November day was windless, blooming with a muffled lustre; weak sun drew out of the damp ground
         a haze within whose grained iridescence shapes and colours combined to create a visionary landscape, consuming its heart of
         honey colour, lavender, rose, dark amber, russet, jade and violet. From the polls of the stripped willows sprang sheaves of
         tapering copper wands, each one luminous from groove to tip. The river lay in its crescent loop entirely without movement,
         an artifice of green-black liquescent marble, inlaid between the banks’ curved and scalloped edges; solider far than the dematerializing
         forms of earth around, above it. Flat fields unearthly green, dotted with grazing cattle, stretched into the distance on the
         side they walked on; the other side was broken, hillocky, and patched with unkempt plantations of smouldering beech and hazel.
         With intermittent yelps of hysteria, Dinah’s dog tore along full pelt, plunging into the pitted banks, blowing rough snorts
         down holes and cavities, launching himself madly into treacherous rushbeds.
     

      
      ‘What do you do with him in London?’ asked Madeleine, watching a startled moor-hen skitter out across the river.

      
      ‘Take him to work with me,’ said Dinah. ‘I insinuated him gradually and now he’s more or less in control. There’s quite a
         lot of competition to exercise him in the lunch hour. One girls brings him her meat ration. Another’s mum queues Thursdays
         for offal for him. Everything is gratefully accepted. His food is rather a problem. He looks fit though, doesn’t he?’ She
         stopped to gaze with indulgent pride at his tranced and quivering stern now sticking up out of a tangle of alder roots beneath
         them; adding: ‘I’m looking after him for someone. His master had to give up his job and go and live in the country – he got
         ill. He was given this puppy by a farmer in the Welsh hills. But now he’s too ill – he’s in a sanatorium. He asked me if I
         could look after him till he came out, so I went down last Spring and collected him. But I don’t think he will ever come out
         … He’s worse. So there we are.’
     

      
      ‘You’ll have to keep the dog?’

      
      ‘Of course. I should miss him dreadfully anyway. He’s very intelligent and affectionate. Very pleasant company.’

      
      Suddenly she called to him in a sharp tone: ‘Gwilym! Come out of it, there’s nothing there. Come out, you ass!’ At once, all simple optimism and goodwill, the dog emerged and bounded off
         in another direction. She followed his course with a dreamy look, remarking that he was very obedient.
     

      
      ‘How long have you been living where you are now?’ asked Madeleine. The address was in the Holborn district; it sounded shabby,
         dismal.
     

      
      ‘Oh … years,’ said Dinah lightly. ‘It’s a big room and fairly cheap. Only one bathroom in the building but the other tenants
         refrain from baths till Saturdays, so it’s not too bad. Still, the stairs are endless and there’s not a square inch of garden
         to let him out in. I might move now.’
     

      
      By the terms of their mother’s will, apart from particular legacies to her two sons – prospering one in Canada, one in South
         Africa – the jewellery and furniture had been divided between her daughters; her own capital – her handsome annuity ceasing
         on her death – she had left to Dinah. The income to be expected, from safe investments, was about two hundred and fifty pounds
         a year. It was to this that Dinah referred by implication.
     

      
      ‘You live alone?’ said Madeleine, rather awkwardly.

      
      ‘I live alone.’

      
      ‘And your job?’

      
      ‘What about my job?’

      
      ‘Well … what is it exactly?’

      
      ‘Oh, I see. I work in a bookshop.’

      
      ‘Do you really? Just selling books?’

      
      ‘Selling them and wrapping them up and making out the bills for them.’

      
      ‘Do you enjoy it?’

      
      ‘Very much.’

      
      Turning over in her mind rumours that had reached her through the years of Dinah’s advanced political views, Madeleine paused
         before asking in a delicate way:
     

      
      ‘Is it that place that got started in the thirties – I used to see it – called The Socialist Bookshop or something like that?’

      
      ‘No. It’s called Bryce and Perkins.’ Dinah looked amused. ‘It’s simply a jolly good bookshop. Not a big one.’

      
      ‘Highbrow?’

      
      
      ‘Middle to high. It does cater for what’s called the cultivated reading public – and for specialists.’

      
      ‘Specialists in what?’

      
      ‘Oh, various branches of literature. Art historians. Foreign research students. It’s got quite a flourishing foreign section
         even now; and a second-hand one. Mr Bryce deals with the bibliophiles – he’s one himself. He’s an authority on early printing
         and types and title pages. I find all that a bore: I don’t have anything to do with it of course. He’s nice; a hard taskmaster
         but I like that. He won’t employ anybody who trips up on his standards – of culture, I mean, and education. Every employee
         is made to take authority in some department. It’s assumed you have an area of special knowledge.’
     

      
      Her voice awoke in Madeleine echoes of a series of ancient exasperations: Dinah authoritative about something or other always
         – the drama it might be, the dance, psychiatry, wine, Negro sculpture, dirt-track racing, Egyptology, Buddhism, jazz composition,
         boxing … Dinah airing her latest piece of serious research … Not that she showed off exactly: she was always unaggressive,
         courteous in argument, not exactly dogmatic, never smug. That made it worse. She had simply made up her mind from the beginning.
     

      
      ‘What is your area?’ asked Madeleine.

      
      ‘Oh, political history, economics – Marxist chiefly.’

      
      ‘I see.’ They stopped and looked out across the river at one fisherman anchored midstream in a stumpy green punt: motionless
         abstraction, double image, half air-borne, half reversed in water, pinpointed through the lens of a coloured dream. Watching
         him, Madeleine continued in a vague and level manner: ‘I didn’t realize that would be your area. It absolutely isn’t mine.
         But then I haven’t got any area …’
     

      
      ‘Well, you’ve never wanted one, have you?’ said Dinah as if passing judgement, not unsympathetically, on a self-evident case
         of human nature.
     

      
      ‘How do you know?’ Her voice sharpened.

      
      ‘Your brain is as good an instrument as mine. Better, probably.’

      
      ‘You mean, I haven’t used it.’

      
      ‘I didn’t say so,’ said Dinah, mild. They turned and walked on slowly. ‘No … I mean it’s just another way of life. For one
         thing, you haven’t been obliged to earn your living …’
     

      
      
      ‘God knows what I’d have done if I had,’ burst out Madeleine, the prey of violent and obscure emotions: suspicion, indignation
         – a complex wish to lay the blame on someone and at the same time defy the critics of unearned income as a way of life. ‘The
         ridiculous education I was given.’
     

      
      ‘Mine was the same,’ said Dinah, inexorably mild.

      
      ‘I could have got a job in the war. I was offered a decent one, in the B.B.C. – translating French – Rickie wouldn’t let me.
         He said I must stay with the children.’
     

      
      ‘He was perfectly right.’

      
      ‘God knows I worked as hard as any working-class housewife.’ She flushed darkly, to her forehead. ‘I slaved.’
     

      
      ‘I bet.’ Dinah was sympathetic.

      
      ‘What did you do?’

      
      ‘Oh … various things. Nothing spectacular. Worked in rest centres mostly. Taught some children drawing for a bit; some of
         the evacuated ones who came back. I had a huge class in the end – in a cellar in Stepney. I enjoyed that. They were brilliant,
         some of them.’
     

      
      Suppressing another burst of querulous resistance to the idea of this huge drawing class, Madeleine merely said:

      
      ‘You were in London all the time?’

      
      ‘Yes, right slap through.’

      
      ‘I suppose you were called up.’

      
      ‘Would have been.’ Dinah stopped and lit a cigarette. She smokes, thought Madeleine, like a chimney. ‘Being a widow with no
         home ties. Actually, I volunteered.’
     

      
      There was a silence; then the other said nicely:

      
      ‘You must tell me where your bookshop is. I’d like to come in, next time I’m in London.’

      
      ‘Yes, do,’ said Dinah, cordial. ‘You look so stunning, you’d raise my prestige.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t sound – from what you said – as if it needed raising.’

      
      ‘Then I must have given you a false impression.’ She stopped again on a small bridge with white wood railings to watch a pair
         of swans glide from the main stream into a meandering reedy willow-bordered backwater. ‘My capacity is a very humble one.
         I’ve no particular qualifications, worse luck. What I do know I’ve taught myself. At least, Jo started my education …’ The
         swans slid out of sight, making for some known evening haunt in the creek’s upper reaches. ‘If only,’ she said with sudden eagerness, ‘I could be a whole-time
         student for a year or two! Go to Oxford or Cambridge. Get a degree. How I’d work! How I’d love it! … I might, you know, now. I might be able to afford it.’ Her lifted profile, regular, delicate, looked rapt.
     

      
      They strolled on again.

      
      ‘What do they pay you in this job?’ said Madeleine.

      
      ‘Five pounds a week.’

      
      ‘That’s not all you – what you’ve been living on?’

      
      ‘No. It comes to a bit more than that. I get a small bonus at Christmas – and a guinea or so for an occasional article here
         and there. And then of course I’ve still got that hundred a year – at least it’s less now but it does make all the difference:
         what we both had from Papa when we were twenty-one.’
     

      
      Doing sums in her head, Madeleine thought ruefully of the hundred a year. She had forgotten all about it, was uncertain whether
         it still came in, whether Rickie had long ago reinvested it, or long ago helped her to spend the capital it represented. He
         had had a regardless way with money in the first years: a lordly way, a generous way, as Dinah might remember … Hush, stop,
         for shame, she told herself. Here was the truth: Dinah a frugal wage-earner, managing on a few hundreds: she herself comfortably
         provided for. She had feared a possible clause in Rickie’s will: something left away from his family, for Dinah, something
         to mark his sense … to say sorry, to say remember, to say love. But no: absolutely nothing.
     

      
      The dog bounded back with a stick, and Dinah took it from his jaws and threw it for him, far, like a boy, from the shoulder.
         She said:
     

      
      ‘Seeing that Jo was killed in the Spanish Civil War and not the Second World War, I don’t, of course, get a pension.’

      
      She seemed to throw the words after the stick, letting them go with simplicity and ease.

      
      ‘I suppose not,’ murmured Madeleine, thinking this was not the time … All she knew was that in the end Dinah had married a
         man, a Jew, called Hermann, killed fighting in the International Brigade. ‘My sister, Mrs Jo Hermann.’ Strange.
     

      
      Observing what they took to be a bull in the next field, they turned for home. Talking of relatives – kept up with by Madeleine,
         by Dinah lost sight of – they recrossed the old toll bridge with its rosy picture postcard cottage and garden brightly patched with the last Michaelmas daisies, the first chrysanthemums; and walked up a slope
         towards the rambling village. On their right lay the rectory, a glum neo-Gothic building girt with laurel, ilex and other
         dark nondeciduous shrubbery. Beyond it the church raised a fine untouched fifteenth-century tower above the remainder of its
         injudiciously remodelled structure. A group of poplars, still topped with lemon-coloured turbans, stood beside the gate: and
         crammed with nettles, long grass and lurching headstones, the neglected graveyard ran down in rough terraces almost to the
         river’s bank.
     

      
      ‘Anything exciting inside?’ asked Dinah, stopping.

      
      ‘There’s an effigy: the Lord of the Manor prone beside his wife, and twelve midgets kneeling under them. Jacobean. Rather
         fascinating. Come in and look at it. There’s just enough light.’
     

      
      ‘Sit,’ said Dinah to the dog in the porch. He sat. ‘He’ll stay put till I come out,’ she said.

      
      They examined the effigy, the memorial brasses, ancient and modern, in the walls, the Tudor font, the Edwardian altar cloth,
         the brass-bound Bible on the lectern, the parish notices pinned up inside the door. It was chilly in the church. They came
         out again. The dog was no longer sitting in the porch.
     

      
      Whistling and calling, Dinah went this way and that, between the graves and then behind the church. She was astonished, and
         said so. She said several times that he had never done such a thing before.
     

      
      ‘Yes,’ agreed Madeleine. ‘You told me how obedient he was.’

      
      ‘He must have seen something,’ said Dinah with decision.

      
      ‘Perhaps a ghost?’

      
      On the heels of this suggestion a shape of silence, planing stealthily from nowhere, crossed the churchyard: a huge cream-coloured
         owl. Ravished, startled, they watched the apparition wave up and down, up and down, with rapid wing beats, low above the terraces;
         then, leaving a long wake of deeper silence, swoop away out over the river.
     

      
      ‘He’s always here,’ murmured Madeleine, ‘about this time of day.’

      
      ‘Listen!’

      
      A medley of disagreeable noises broke upon their ears: whimperings, maniacal moans, hoarse growls and chuckles: then staccato crescendo a volley of imperious barks. Darting forth, chin out, in the direction of the back of the tower, Dinah said madly: ‘He must have seen a badger.’
     

      
      But it was a rat. Down in the ditch beneath the churchyard wall; half curled on its side, as if reclining in dreadful ease,
         and facing its opponent: flea-bitten, sodden, its belly blown; and all of it watchful, still, grey as damnation.
     

      
      ‘Now what do we do?’ said Dinah, unsteady.
     

      
      ‘We go away,’ said Madeleine. ‘We simply go away. He’ll deal with it, won’t he? It’s cornered, isn’t it? He’s a sporting dog,
         isn’t he?’
     

      
      The dog continued to tread the ditch, forward and back as if setting to partners in The Lancers, sobbing, trembling from head
         to stern.
     

      
      ‘It’s his first rat,’ said Dinah. She lit a cigarette, puffed, let it fall to the ground.

      
      ‘Is he frightened of it?’ asked Madeleine. ‘He seems frightened of it. No wonder.’ Again she said: ‘We’d better go away.’
     

      
      But horror-struck, they continued to stand watching.

      
      ‘It’s too big,’ said Dinah. She swallowed; then making her voice resolute, she croaked out: ‘Good boy, Gwilym. Good boy. At
         it. Good boy. Go on. Attaboy.’
     

      
      Thus encouraged the dog pounced, caught the rat by the nape, shook it, dropped it, caught it, dropped it again.

      
      ‘There,’ breathed Dinah, pale as the marble angel adorning a Victorian tomb beside her. ‘That’s got it. He knows how …’

      
      But the rat began to run along the bottom of the ditch, blood on its back, its tail gliding sinuous, obscene, over the matted
         ivy and dead leaves. The dog went after it; and after the dog went the frantic voice of Dinah, repeating on a full chest note:
     

      
      ‘Kill it! Kill it! Kill it!’

      
      ‘This is devilish,’ said Madeleine.

      
      She hurried to the gate, looked up and down the road. Help, help! … But help there was none. Dusk, opalescent, was beginning
         to enfold the empty pastoral scene. Behind her, hysteria now clamoured from a different direction. Loath to look back, she
         looked, and saw Dinah staring through some spiked iron rails enclosing a large square block of monumental masonry, wiping
         her face with her handkerchief. The dog was charging these rails with fatuous bravado, plunging his nose between the bars,
         and barking without intermission.
     

      
      ‘What’s happening now?’ called Madeleine with a hint of threat.

      
      
      ‘It’s got inside this damned …’ Emotional, indignant, Dinah’s voice broke off.

      
      Madeleine walked slowly back and joined her; with an effort forced her eyes to focus once more upon the object. It was huddled
         just inside the railings, watching the dog with absolute concentration. Dinah said in a weak voice:
     

      
      ‘It’s been fighting him. He’s done his best. He can’t finish it off. Look at its eyes, just look.’
     

      
      ‘We must leave it,’ repeated Madeleine.

      
      ‘We can’t. It’s all mauled – don’t you see? We cannot. It’s got to be killed.’
     

      
      Suddenly the creature reared up on its hind legs behind the bars, teeth bared, jaws wide, and started to screech. Beneath
         its cursing throat, its midget hands hung pink, useless, as if in supplication: a shock for all. Again the dog plunged. It
         made a snake’s dart; and he sprang backwards with a yelp, nipped in the lip.
     

      
      ‘It isn’t fair!’ cried Dinah, grabbing him by the collar.

      
      All at once the rat abandoned its point of vantage, turned its back on them. They watched it creep along the side of the tomb;
         stop; then, obscurely driven, yet as if with the terrible deliberation, the final fatal calculation of a duellist, emerge
         from between the bars on the farther side, and slither off on a slow track through the soaked grass. It was badly hurt.
     

      
      ‘God!’ muttered Madeleine. ‘I can’t stand much more of this. Of all the bloody – beastly – bungling …’ She looked with raging
         disgust at the incompetent animal, quiet now in Dinah’s grasp. Blood and foam flecked his muzzle: he whimpered and wagged
         his tail in a bewildered way.
     

      
      ‘He’s not a terrier, he’s a sheepdog,’ explained Dinah, deadly gentle. ‘They fought down in that ditch – you didn’t see. It went for him again and again – screeching. He’s hurt. Rat bites can be very poisonous.’
     

      
      ‘You’re telling me,’ said Madeleine. ‘Does that rat look to you diseased? It does to me. We’d better hurry back and ring up
         the vet – though I doubt if we’d get him on a Saturday evening. At least we’d better make for the Jeyes Fluid as soon as possible.
         Immerse him totally, and then ourselves.’
     

      
      ‘I doubt,’ said Dinah, ‘If you’ve incurred any risk worth mentioning. But if you’re anxious, the best thing would be for me to take him straight back to London. What are the trains?’
     

      
      Incurring risk to the full, she pulled up a handful of long grass and carefully wiped his muzzle. The branches of the ancient
         yew under which they stood enlaced them with serpentine malevolence. Turning a nasty colour, the peaceful landscape withdrew
         itself and left them on an island where any movement might mean electrocution. From this wired stronghold they looked out
         and beheld the blot, the poison-container, lying dark on the grass, like a broken flask, between two mounds. Then it moved
         a bit, not much … And still no rescuer came by, no whistling rustic youth or shrewd old labourer expert in, indifferent to
         slaughter. They were weak women in extremis, abandoned by their natural protectors.
     

      
      ‘Isn’t there a man about?’ cried Dinah, suddenly breaking to voice all this. ‘Are there no men in this village? Can’t you fetch your gardener?’
     

      
      ‘He’s seventy-three,’ said Madeleine. ‘Besides, he’s gone to the football match. I think everybody has.’

      
      In silence they walked together to the gate and looked once more up, down, far and near. Not a soul in sight. A sigh came
         out of the poplars and a few bright discs spun down and settled round their feet.
     

      
      ‘Or the Vicar?’ muttered Dinah, scarcely attempting to disguise appeal.

      
      ‘No use. He’s got lumbago. And even if he hadn’t, he wouldn’t.’

      
      ‘There seems to be a boy down there by the bridge. Should we run for him? He’s a country boy. He’d probably enjoy it.’

      
      They strained their eyes in the direction of the old toll house, in whose square of garden a small figure could be seen, moving
         among white fowls.
     

      
      ‘Stanley Higgs,’ said Madeleine reflectively. ‘I scarcely think so. He’s only six; and not allowed to play with rough children.’

      
      There was a pause.

      
      ‘Ah well …’ said Dinah. ‘It may be dead by now.’

      
      ‘I should think it must be.’

      
      But they did not expect it ever to be dead.

      
      ‘I’m going to see,’ said Dinah with sudden resolution. ‘Hold him.’

      
      She handed the lead to Madeleine and strode towards the church. The dog sat down on his haunches and trembled piteously; and
         after a moment Madeleine said: ‘There, there,’ and stroked his dishonoured head. She saw Dinah questing with caution within the
         rat belt; after a while she stopped dead close to the church door and stood with her head poked forward.
     

      
      ‘Found it?’ called Madeleine.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Dead?’

      
      There was no reply. Madeleine walked forward and stood at a little distance, near enough to see the shape at Dinah’s foot.

      
      ‘Nearly dead,’ said Dinah slowly. ‘I think its back’s broken. Give me your stick.’

      
      Madeleine handed her a crook-handled Alpenstock carved with edelweiss, saying: ‘You’ll never do it with that.’

      
      ‘Keep Gwilym away. Don’t look. On your life, don’t look.’

      
      Madeleine shut her eyes, gripped Gwilym, turned her back; and after a few moments heard a sick thread of voice remark: ‘I
         cannot do it. I can’t take life.’
     

      
      Come here and hold your dog,’ said Madeleine, still with her back turned. ‘I’ll do it.’

      
      At once Dinah obeyed, saying shakily: ‘It looked at me.’

      
      ‘Oh Christ …!’
     

      
      ‘Madeleine, you can’t. Or can you? You know you can’t.’

      
      ‘I can. I can and I mill.’ She examined the stick and let it drop. ‘This is the wrong shape. And much too light. Wait, I must hunt.’
     

      
      She walked away, disappearing behind the tower, and presently returned with a large garden spade. ‘The sexton’s, I suppose,’
         she said. ‘Propped against the vestry door. Careless. I think his grandson uses it to dig up worms with at week-ends.’
     

      
      ‘Worms?

      
      ‘For bait.’

      
      ‘In the cemetery?’

      
      ‘A lot happens in this cemetery. Now keep back, for God’s sake.’

      
      She forced herself to get close enough to the rat to examine its potentialities. Stained, chewed, defeated – a piece of monstrous
         garbage thrown away. Not moving any more, but visibly breathing. Then suddenly it moved. On the uttermost fighting verge of
         life it turned its head sideways and looked at her, measured her, with brilliant fixity … No, no, no, no, no, no … Strike on the back of its head, don’t waver. ‘This is gross, this is gross,’ she said aloud. Now. Death and death to it. She lifted the spade, aimed, brought the flat of it crashing down. The rat reared up full stretch in a supreme convulsion,
         as if about to spring. But it was done for. It rolled over, twitching. Immediately its open eyes began to film.
     

      
      Dragging her gaze away, she turned to see Dinah by the gate, her back averted, busy securing the dog’s lead to the post.

      
      ‘It’s dead,’ she called; and at once, with automatic briskness, Dinah turned and advanced to stand beside her.

      
      ‘I suppose the twitching is just reflex action.’ Dinah’s tone was clinical. Then, appreciatively: ‘Good for you. I never thought
         you’d be able to.’
     

      
      ‘I do a lot of things now I couldn’t have done once.’

      
      ‘My God, it was brave,’ said Dinah, extending the scope of decent tribute.

      
      ‘It certainly had reserves,’ said Madeleine. ‘The worst came last. It didn’t turn to best.’

      
      She fished for her handkerchief and wiped her mouth and forehead; and after a glance at her, Dinah seized the spade, saying:

      
      ‘Here, give me that.’

      
      Looking away, Madeleine said sharply:

      
      ‘What are you going to do?’

      
      ‘Bury it.’

      
      ‘Not here.’
     

      
      ‘No.’ Her gaze travelled round, irresolute.

      
      ‘Best thing,’ said Madeleine, still looking into the distance, ‘would be to take it down to the river and throw it in.’

      
      ‘Far the best. Perhaps if you feel up to it, you wouldn’t mind waiting here and holding Gwilym. Or rather, start walking on
         home – I should.’
     

      
      ‘Well, I’ll go on and make tea. We need it.’

      
      Leading the dejected animal, Madeleine went slowly down the path, through the gate, and started up the road. Presently she
         stopped, looked back. The hampered figure of Dinah could be seen emerging from the gate and veering in the opposite direction.
         She held the spade straight out in front of her: an effort. From it the tail hung down, swinging. Like one moving in a barbaric
         rite of dedication towards some altar she stepped onward, onward, and disappeared below the brow of the slope. Tractable, but grief-stricken, the dog began to cry.
     

      
      ‘All right,’ said Madeleine kindly. She strolled back on her tracks and stood leaning against the churchyard wall. She turned
         and let her eyes travel over the mounds and memorials; to the spot; then upwards along the tower’s spare grey pure-shafted
         column, to its light-washed crown; to its arched upper window deep-set beneath crenellations, its one round turret, its weather-cock
         and flag-pole all supernaturally designed in the last sun’s last symbol-making glow. Keep watching it, she told herself. Be
         empty. Rest in peace.
     

      
      Dusk had perceptibly deepened before Dinah was seen to be marching briskly up the slope again, the bier across her shoulder.
         From some distance she waved and nodded, calling greeting and encouragement to Gwilym.
     

      
      ‘It’s after you!’ called Madeleine.

      
      She checked a glance behind her, brandished the spade.

      
      ‘I won’t ask for details,’ said Madeleine when she reached her side.

      
      ‘No.’ She shuddered.

      
      ‘Well, that’s that.’

      
      ‘We shan’t recover all at once.’ Dinah lit a cigarette in the manner of one taking calm stock of past catastrophe.

      
      ‘There’s nothing like a dog for ruining a pleasant walk,’ said Madeleine, bending to remove the lead. ‘Don’t let him lick
         your hand for God’s sake.’
     

      
      ‘I suppose you’ve got disinfectants.’ Dinah patted his ribs, adding: ‘He did his best. Brave boy, you did your best. Your
         very, very best.’
     

      
      ‘We all did,’ said Madeleine. ‘Our very, very best.’

      
      They looked behind them at the now tenebrous graveyard spreading yet one more fold of everlasting night upon its shadow people.
         Dinah took a breath, as if to speak; said nothing; and Madeleine continued:
     

      
      ‘The great thing was to get it out of here. I couldn’t have done that. I admire you.’

      
      ‘The great thing was to kill it. I couldn’t. I’m sorry.’

      
      We’re sorry. We did our best. Stopped it going on dying, shovelled it into limbo. There’s nothing more to be done, we’ll go
         away. Darkness, close up this fissure; dust under roots and stones, consume our virulent contagion; silence, annul a mortal
         consternation. We must all recover.
     

      
      
      But still the stones seemed rocked, the unsterile mounds, reimpregnated, exhaled dust’s fever; a breath, impure, of earthbound
         anguish.
     

   



      
      
      Morning

      
      SLEEPLESS in the small hours, Dinah switched on her lamp and looked through the pile of books upon the bedside table. A brand-new novel
         – Book Society Choice; an anthology of modern poetry; two thrillers; a recent collection of delicious Continental recipes;
         Keats’s Letters; Green Mansions; a worn copy of The Phoenix and the Carpet with her name, Dinah Dorothea Burkett, pencilled inside in her own sprawling nine-year-old hand; last, a small volume in
         a honeycombed Victorian binding, dark blue stamped with gold; Tuppy the Donkey. She opened this, and an aroma of sour paper and dead nurseries came out of it. She read on the title page: John Vandeleur
         Burkett, on his sixth birthday, from his affectionate Mother, May 14th 1878; a time-browned script, swimming and delicate
         as a dragonfly. Somebody, years and years ago – John Vandeleur perhaps, her father – had crudely chalked in the illustrations.
         The ghost of a qualm twisted in her bowels – residue of some obscure long overlaid association with childish fear and sickness;
         some intimation of mortality breathed out from the engravings – boys with improbably celestial faces, sailor-hats haloing
         cherubic curls, short jackets and long trousers – old-fashioned boys at play, an old-fashioned donkey. Push them out of sight,
         bury them deep at the back of the shelf: they won’t come back alive, and Tuppy’s a nasty name to give a donkey.
     

      
      Everything for the spare room had been remembered, just as in former days. Cloisonné jar filled with ginger biscuits, box filled with cigarettes, ash tray beside it. She took a biscuit and started to break
         and eat it with stealthy movements and glances towards the armchair where, upon an old rug of Madeleine’s, Gwilym lay curled.
         But even this, his favourite noise, the breaking of a biscuit, failed to penetrate his total anaesthesia. Tilting the lampshade,
         she craned forward to peer at him. Normal respiration, no sign of swelling in the lip: thank God, he seemed all right. Surely, she told herself,
         lying back on the pillows, I can begin to relax. Forget the omen. I can’t face anything more … Omens are nonsense anyway.
         If he’s O.K. tomorrow – and he will be – it will be a good omen. The rat will be gone for good to the bottom of the river,
         the swans will float together in light and peace. This enterprise we’re on, whatever it is, whoever accompanies us – myself,
         herself, Rickie, our parents – who besides? – or awaits us still unknown along the road – this enterprise will bring us somehow
         to an extension of freedom; not end, as it still seems it might (is she thinking like thoughts, is she asleep next door?)
         in a place of distorting mirrors and trap doors.
     

      
      The room she lay in must have been Rickie’s dressing-room. She looked round it in a cautious way, but nothing made a leap
         out of neutrality: not the pastel portrait of him as a pretty child – fair waving hair, rose cheeks, periwinkle eyes, white
         blouse – above the fine mahogany chest of drawers; not the set of good sporting prints on the walls, nor the cream and green
         floral chintz curtains that Madeleine had drawn after tea, saying you remember these old spare room ones from home, Mother
         produced them about a year ago, she’d packed them away, the linings have had it, as you see, but still, these days … Frowning,
         dissatisfied, twitching the folds.
     

      
      Madeleine’s household goods had always been expensive and well chosen, suggesting an advised taste, the aesthetic tact of
         the interior decorator, rather than any personal preference. These charming rooms, decorated out of what was suitable and
         small enough from Montagu Square (after Rickie’s death she’d sold so much, thought now she’d been a fool) revealed no alteration
         in her formulae. Only that long room in the attic, Clarissa’s room, struck with determination a note of discord. A junk shop,
         said Madeleine, looking round on what had been superimposed upon a basic conception of girlish simplicity, pink-painted. Did
         you ever see? … but she would have it so. Shelves crammed with animals in glass and china, with snapshots in composite frames
         – Nannie and former cooks and housemaids, girl friends, dogs, kittens, ponies; one table reserved for studio portraits: her
         father and her brothers all three in uniform; also her mother. The window seat carried her radio, her gramophone, two record
         cases, several albums, a pile of old sporting and country magazines, a pot of Stickphast and a pair of cutting-out scissors. ‘A year at least they’ve been there,’ said Madeleine. ‘I’m not to throw them away. She’ll deal with them in her own good time – I ask you! She’s making scrapbooks for Colin, so she says. Look at her desk …’ She flung open one drawer, then another;
         stuffed with old letters, theatre programmes, regimental badges, note-books, balls of knitting wool, old purses, broken wrist-watches.
         ‘Every letter she’s ever had. And things the boys had …’ She picked up an old diary, glanced inside it, put it down again,
         rummaged uncertainly, closed the drawer. ‘Nothing is to be touched, I’ve had to swear. It’s always the same answer – she’ll go through everything in her own good time. Where
         does she get this magpie streak from? Can she be maladjusted? … But Mother hoarded, didn’t she? She’s like Mother in some
         ways. The same obstinacy too …’
     

      
      In one corner stood a cabinet containing Rickie’s boyhood collection of birds’ eggs; in another Anthony’s old fretsaw; behind
         it, propped against the wall, a pair of skis once his. Colin had made the rather good models of sailing ships on top of the
         bookcase. The library bore witness to a decade of voracious hugger-mugger reading, ranging from Shakespeare, the Brontës and
         Jane Austen, E. Nesbit and Beatrix Potter, to madcap-of-the-school fiction and equestrian books, technical and romantic, by
         the dozen. On the wall hung a guitar adorned with many-coloured streamers; a straw boater bound with maroon gold-lettered
         ribbon and a wreath of faded pink roses: Rickie’s, a trophy from his Eton boating days; also a couple of Van Gogh colour prints
         and several unframed water-colours on rough paper, casually attached by insufficient drawing pins: her own work these. Yes,
         conceded Madeleine, she had talent; she seemed to be able to do everything rather well. They were bold, naïve, formal – scenes
         of drama and violence; a shipwreck, a resurrection of the dead from tombs in a moonlit cemetery, a street of houses on fire,
         ladders, black figures jumping, flinging up arms of lamentation, running through lurid flames.
     

      
      Opening one of the albums, they found it to be Anthony’s, its stiff cardboard leaves pasted with athletic groups, the names
         printed neatly out below. Raking the lines of schoolboy puppets with folded arms and bare knees spread, they detected, without
         comment, the lost one’s face, bright, blank, pre-adolescent. Another, similar, album belonged to Colin’s past.
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