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Introduction


I met Rosamond Lehmann on Wednesday, 14 May 1980; she was nearly eighty then and I was half her age. For the next decade – her last – I was first her publisher and then her friend, but she had been a part of my reading life for many years before that first meeting.

Olivia Curtis, the heroine of The Weather in the Streets, made her first appearance at her first dance, perched on the threshold of the longed-for adult world of men and love and marriage in Rosamond Lehmann’s third novel, Invitation to the Waltz. But it was with The Weather in the Streets, which takes up Olivia’s story ten years later, that Rosamond Lehmann produced the bible for women of my generation, a classic account of the agonies and joys of being in love.

She was already famous by the time this novel appeared in 1936. Her first novel, Dusty Answer, published when she was only twenty-six, had become an overnight sensation and launched her on a life which, adding fame to great beauty, set her up as an envied celebrity of her time. But by the 1960s – and for decades after – The Weather in the Streets was more or less unavailable except in second-hand bookshops. However, we all knew of it, bought copies for sixpence, and handed them around from one to another. Most of us, if not married – or even if we were – were inadequately in love in one way or another … married men, men who didn’t want to marry, men who might marry us but didn’t know when. We talked of marriage, but of course we meant love: like the rest of the human race we wanted to be loved for ourselves alone, to be absolutely special and more favoured than anyone else in the eyes of the beloved – and usually unsuitable – object of our affections. Thus we lived in a world of broken hearts, or rather of hearts on fire with longing: usually only a phase of life, but an experience which few have written about with as much empathy as Rosamond Lehmann.

Rosamond used to wonder about the shoals of letters she received over the years from so many women – and men – all saying to her in one way or another: ‘Oh Miss Lehmann, you have told my story.’ Although the English world to which Olivia and her lover Rollo and their friends and families belong evokes a time, ways of speaking and the class-consciousness of a vanished age and initially requires a tug of imagination, almost instantly, Then becomes Now. Clubbing may have replaced the wild parties of 1930s bohemia that constitute Olivia’s world, but the pangs of the heart are the same. The Weather in the Streets was our Bridget Jones’s Diary: we relished its moments of irony, we were just as ridiculous, we laughed and wept just as much, we had friends and work and a life of our own, as Olivia did.

But although it was the love story that captured our imagination, the passing of time has made much clearer the larger tale Rosamond Lehmann had to tell. Romantic love is only one of the threads she uses in her spinning wheel; her real subject is the life of the outsider. And the outsider is male, female, old, young (dogs if it comes to that: Lehmann’s finest descriptive passages are by no means confined to the human race). She explored this feeling of not belonging, of being slightly out of step with the world in her eight works of fiction, and in her piercing autobiography, The Swan in the Evening.

This was the real weather in the streets. It’s cold out there. Looking on as through a glass window, and there it all is, the life you were raised for, and somehow you can’t do it. You long for it, but on you go, gently sabotaging your dreams, when what you were really meant to be, what you really are, pushes you in other directions. Such universal young women – unable to live in their parents’ world, no world yet made which they could inhabit – participate in everything conventional women do … they fall in love, but so often it is that longing between men and women which has nothing to do with good sense or wisdom. This was the Rosamond Lehmann heroine, and as men do likewise, this is the Rosamond Lehmann hero, too.

This was not her art – for Rosamond Lehmann was a sophisticated writer, her easy, enchanting prose controlling a vivid lyricism that was unique to her. But it was her terrain, being an outsider was the nature of her own life, encapsulating this was the real achievement of her work.

How did Rosamond know so much about life outside a charmed circle, about suffering, about the pains of love, and its happinesses, about longing, and insecurity? Born into the literary and artistic aristocracy of the early twentieth century, her sister Beatrix a noted actress, her brother John a noted editor and man of letters, many of Rosamond Lehmann’s ancestors were actors, singers, writers, politicians. Her grandparents were close friends of Charles Dickens, Robert Browning, Wilkie Collins. She had great love affairs, two husbands, two children, and loving and often distinguished friends. She lived in charming houses, small or large, in London or in the Home Counties.

Yet she wrote of herself that she ‘never felt altogether at home in the world’ and this sense of being an observer, someone who didn’t quite fit, enabled her, as a writer, to burrow into crevices of consciousness and become a troubadour of love and betrayal.

Perhaps she felt apart because being beautiful and well born, a clever woman and a successful writer, she attracted exceptionally large doses of envy and criticism. Perhaps she was made to feel different. What things women dislike other women for! What holes critics pick at, scratching away at their subjects – usually dead – hoping the last word will be theirs: her work was labelled ‘women’s fiction’ – as though men don’t participate in the real world. Her lavish gifts brought considerable punishments. Like all celebrities seen to have too large a portion of good fortune, her achievement was often muffled by condescension and she was told her miseries were ‘self-inflicted’. As such miseries included the tragic death of her daughter Sally at the age of twenty-four, the ridicule and scorn poured upon her for the commitment to psychic research which she then took up, now seems particularly grotesque. For me, a Catholic smothered in angels and saints wafting around in the heavens above, vigorously raised to long for heaven and to avoid hell and purgatory, subject all too often to mawkish prose associated with such beliefs, Rosamond’s interest in psychic phenomena was as nothing.

Rosamond Lehmann lived out her story to the very end. When she went blind at the end of her life, her doctor insisted she could see – it was only her imagination! Yet in her novels – as there was whenever we met – there is laughter in the air. This combination of an ‘acute sense of the heart and of the ridiculous’ Rosamond attributed to her grandmother, who certainly handed it on to her. Out of this duality came her art, and from it sprang her intimate, often voluptuous, understanding of human feeling. Today, over a century after her birth, her enduring understanding of the tricks and tragedies of the heart – so evident in The Weather in the Streets – makes her truly one of us.

Carmen Callil, London, October 2005



PART ONE




I


Turning over in bed, she was aware of a summons: Rouse yourself. Float up, up from the submerging element … But it’s still night, surely … She opened one eye. Everything was in darkness; a dun glimmer mourned in the crack between the curtains. Fog stung faintly in nose, eyelids. So that was it: the fog had come down again: it might be morning. But I haven’t been called yet. What was it woke me? Listen: yes: the telephone, ringing downstairs in Etty’s sitting-room; ringing goodness knows how long, nobody to answer it. Oh, damn, oh, hell … Mrs Banks! Mrs Banks arrive! Click, key in the door; brown mac, black felt, rabbit stole, be on your peg at once behind the door. Answer it, answer it, let me not have to get up … Etty, you maddening futile lazy cow, get up, go on, answer it at once … Pole-axed with early morning sleep of course, unconscious among her eiderdowns and pillows.

Olivia huddled on her dressing-gown and tumbled down the narrow steep stairs. Etty’s crammed dolls’-house sitting-room, unfamiliar in this twilight, dense with the fog’s penetration, with yesterday’s cigarettes; strangled with cherry-coloured curtains, with parrot-green and silver cushions, with Etty’s little chairs, tables, stools, glass and shagreen and cloisonné boxes, bowls, ornaments, shrilled a peevish reproach over and over again from the darkest corner: withdrew into a sinister listening and waiting as she slumped down at the littered miniature writing-table, lifted the receiver and croaked: ‘Yes?’

Kate perhaps, fresh-faced, alert in the country, starting the children off for school, about to say briskly, ‘Did I get you out of bed? – Sorry, but I’ve got to go out …’ Kate knows I never could wake up, she condemns me and is pitiless. One day I’ll be disagreeable, not apologetic.

‘Yes?’

‘Is that Olivia?’

‘Oh … Mother …’ Mother’s voice, cheerful, tired, soothing – her emergency voice. ‘Yes?’

‘Good-morning, dear. I’ve been trying to get an answer … I thought perhaps the line was out of order … ?’

‘No, the line’s all right. Sorry, I’ve only just— What time is it?’

‘Past eight.’ Mild, unreproachful: your mother.

‘Oh, Lord! There’s an awful fog here, it’s quite dark. Mrs Banks must have got held up.’

‘Dear me, how nasty. I do hope she hasn’t been careless at a crossing. There’s not a sign of fog here. It’s dull, just a wee bit misty, but it looks like a nice day later … Listen, dear …’ Her voice, which had begun to trail, renewed its special quality of soothing vigour, proclaiming, before the fatal tidings: All is well. ‘Dad’s in bed.’

‘Dad? What’s the matter?’

‘Well, it’s his chest. Poor Dad, isn’t it a shame?’

‘Bronchitis?’

‘Well, dear, pneumonia. He’s being so good and patient. Dr Martin says he’s got quite a good chance – if his heart holds out, you know, dear, – so there’s no need to worry too much just at present. He’s making such a splendid fight.’

‘Is he in pain?’

‘Well, his cough’s tiresome, but he doesn’t complain. He gets some rest off and on. Dr Martin’s so kind – he comes three or four times a day. You know what trouble he takes. I’m sure no doctor in England could take more trouble. And I’ve got such a nice cheerful sensible little nurse – just for night duty. Of course, I do the day.’

‘When did it start?’

‘When did it start, did you say, dear? Oh, just a few days ago. He would go out in that bitter east wind, and he caught cold, and then his temperature went up so very suddenly.’

‘I’ll come at once. Is Kate there?’

‘Yes. Kate’s here.’

‘Oh, she is!’ Summoned sooner than me: more of a comfort. ‘I’ll catch the next train.’

‘That’ll be very nice, dear. But don’t go dashing off without your breakfast. There’s no need. Give Etty my love.’

‘I will. Have you had any sleep?’

‘Oh, plenty. I can always do without sleep.’ Scornful, obstinate, rather annoyed in the familiar way … Others may have human weaknesses – not I …

‘I’ll catch the nine-ten and take the bus out.’

‘Very well, dear, we’ll expect you. But do take care in this fog. Don’t breathe it in through your mouth more than you can help, and if you take a taxi, do tell the man to crawl.’

‘Nine minutes,’ said an impersonal voice.

‘Remember your breakfast. Good-bye, dear.’

She’s hung up hastily, she’s on her way upstairs without a moment’s hesitation. Nine minutes have been lost. Forward, forward. Too much can sneak past, can be unsupervised in nine minutes.

Between stages of dressing and washing she packed a hasty suitcase. Pack the red dress, wear the dark brown tweed, Kate’s cast-off, well-cut, with my nice jumper, lime-green, becoming, pack the other old brown jumper – That’s about all. Dress carefully – hair, lipstick, powder – look your best. Don’t go haggard, dishevelled, hot-foot to the bedside – don’t arrive like a bad omen. No need to worry too much just at present. Not too much just at present: ominous words. He’s fighting – means he’s holding his own? – means, always – he’s defeated … Is it his death-bed? Must I dye the red, the green, must I go into Tulverton, looking pale, and buy some mourning, must I buy black gloves? Wouldn’t he manage to say, if he was still just ahead of the thing that was trying to overtake him, still able to preserve his own mixture, his particular one, sealed away from the universal ending, the lapse into the general death of people – wouldn’t he be sure to say: If I catch you having a funeral … Surely he must have said it some time or other. If not, if he hadn’t bothered, if he hadn’t had time, if Aunt Edith were to come flowing with all her veils and chains and overthrow him, if the Widow lurking in Mother were to triumph, or the cheerfulness of the nurse dishearten him beyond the remedy of malice and cynical resilience – then black and elderly women would prevail, black armlet for James, black-edged notepaper, and weeds and wreaths and Aunt Edith’s smelling-salts; and there’d be nothing left of the important thing he knew, that he hadn’t attempted to impart except as a kind of spiritual wink of an eyelid, barely perceptible, caught once or twice and returned without a word: something, some sense he had of life and death; the lifelong private integrity of his disillusionment.

She ran down to the next floor, telephoned for a taxi, then opened the door of Etty’s bedroom, adjoining the sitting-room. Silence and obscurity greeted her; and a smell compounded of powder, scent, toilet creams and chocolate truffles.

‘Etty … !’

At the second call, Etty turned on her pillows and groaned ‘darling …’ in mingled protest and greeting.

‘Etty, I don’t want to wake you up, but I’ve got to go home. Mother’s just telephoned. Dad’s very ill. I’m just off.’

‘Oh, darling …’ She switched on her lamp, lay back again with a heavy sigh. ‘What did you say?’ She sat up suddenly in her pink shingle cap, pale, extinct, ludicrously diminished without her makeup and the frame of her hair.

‘He’s got pneumonia.’

‘Oh, no! The poor sweet. Oh, darling, have you got to go? How devastating. Oh, and I do so adore him – give him my love – and Aunt Ethel. Wait a minute now, darling, let me think, let me think. Half-past eight – oh dear! Where’s Mrs Banks? Not here, I suppose. Wait a minute, darling, and I’ll help you.’ She whisked off the bedclothes; her brittle white legs and bony little knees slipped shrinkingly over the edge of the mattress.

‘There’s nothing to help about. I’m all ready. I’ve packed and all. Get back into bed at once.’

She stood up feebly for a moment in a wisp of flowered chiffon, then subsided deprecatingly on the edge of the bed.

‘Oh, darling, you must have some tea or something. Let me think – Yes, some tea. I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘I don’t want any. I’ll have breakfast on the train. It’ll be something to do.’

‘Will you really, darling? It might be best. Now mind you do. It’s no good not eating on these occasions, one’s simply useless to everybody. Oh, is there a fog again? How vile. It’s simply – It’s almost more than can be borne.’

She huddled back into bed and shivered.

‘Just one thing. Later on, about ten, if you’d ring up Anna at the studio and explain I can’t come.’

‘I will, darling, of course. I won’t forget. Isn’t there anything else I can do?’

‘No, go to sleep again, Etty.’

‘Oh, darling, I feel too concerned.’ She lay back, looking stricken. ‘So miserable for you.’

‘It may be all right, you know. He’s stronger than people think. He’s quite tough.’

‘Oh, he is, isn’t he? I’ve always thought he’s very strong really, invalids so often are. I do think he’ll be all right. Promise to ring me up, darling. Let me see, I’m dining out to-night, oh dear, what a nuisance … but I’ll be in between six and seven for certain. I tell you what, I’ll ring you up.’

‘All right, do, Ett. Good-bye, duck.’

‘Can you manage your suitcase? Oh! … good-bye, my sweet.’

Pressing all her cardinal-red fingertips to her mouth, she kissed then extended them wistfully, passionately. Above them her frail temples and cheekbones, her hollowed eyes stared with their morning look of pathos and exhaustion. Like an egg she looked, without her hair, so pale, smooth, oval, the features painted on with a stare and a droop.

‘Lie down again and go to sleep.’

She will too.

Olivia slammed the canary-yellow door of the dolls’-house after her, swallowed a smarting draught of fog, said ‘Paddington’ towards a waiting bulk, a peak immobile, an inexpressive disc of muffled crimson stuck with a dew-rough sprout of hoary, savage whisker – and plunged into the taxi.

Out of the station, through gradually thinning fog-banks, away from London. Lentil, saffron, fawn were left behind. A grubby jaeger shroud lay over the first suburbs; but then the woollen day clarified, and hoardings, factory buildings, the canal with its barges, the white-boled orchards, the cattle and willows and flat green fields loomed secretively, enclosed within a transparency like drenched indigo muslin. The sky’s amorphous material began to quilt, then to split, to shred away; here and there a ghost of blue breathed in the vaporous upper rifts, and the air stood flushed with a luminous essence, a soft indirect suffusion from the yet undeclared sun. It would be fine. My favourite weather.

An image of the garden rose in her mind – soaked lawn, strewn leaves, yellowing elm-tops, last white roses on the pergola, last old draggled chrysanthemums in the border; all blurred with damp, with a subdued incandescence, still, mournful and contented. And him pacing the path with his plaid scarf on, his eye equivocal beneath the antique raffish slant of a Tyrolese hat, his lips mild, pressed together, patient and ironic between the asthma grooves. He can’t die … She rummaged in her bag for mirror, powder, handkerchief, and attended minutely to her face. A speck or two of fog-black, and my eyes look a trifle weak, but not too bad. Various nondescript wearers of bowler hats sat behind newspapers all down the breakfast car: travelling to Tulverton on business probably; or through, on to the north … Here came something in a different style – a tall prosperous-looking male figure in a tweed overcoat, carrying a dog under his arm, stooping broad shoulders in at the entrance. With a beam and a flourish the fat steward conducted him to the seat opposite Olivia. He hesitated, then took off his coat, folded it, put the dog on it, patted it, sat down beside it, picked up the card, ordered sausages, scrambled eggs, coffee, toast and marmalade, and opened The Times.

Rollo Spencer.

A deep wave of colour swept over her face: the usual uncontrollable reaction at sight of a face from the old days. At once her mind started to scurry and scramble, looking for footholds, for crannies to hide in: because my position is ambiguous, because I’m anonymous … On Tulverton platform, in the Little Compton bus, walking down to the post office, the eye of flint, the snuffing nostrils, the false mouths narrowly shaping words of greeting, saying underneath their tongues: ‘Now, what’s your situation? Eh? Where’s your husband?’ – whispering with relish behind their hands: ‘Poor Mrs Curtis: it’s hard she didn’t get that younger daughter settled. Bad blood somewhere: I always said …’

I won’t go outside the garden, I’ll wear a disguise, I’ll have a shell like James’s tortoise …

Carry it off now, carry it off – What do I care? Snap my fingers at the whole bloody lot. Who’s Rollo Spencer? He won’t recognise me. I’ll smile and say: ‘You don’t recognise me …’ Dad’s on his death-bed maybe … I shan’t say that.

The dog stirred about on the coat, and Rollo said something to it, then glanced across and smiled the faint general smile with which people in railway carriages accompany such demonstrations. The smile sharpened suddenly into a kind of wary prelude to recognition; and then he said in quite a pleased, friendly way:

‘Good-morning.’

‘Good-morning.’

‘Revolting in London, wasn’t it? It’s a relief to get out.’

‘Yes. It’s going to be heavenly in the country.’

Soon, an attendant brought steaming pots, dishes, plates, set them before him. He helped himself with leisurely liberality.

‘Terrific breakfasts railway companies do give one. I always overeat distressingly in trains. There’s something in the words scrambled eggs, rolls, sausages, when you see them written down … One look at the card and my self-control snaps. I must have everything.’

‘I know. I feel the same about ice-cream lists … mixed fruit sundae … cupid’s kiss … banana split … oh! … banana split!’

He laughed.

‘I see what you mean, but you know, the sound of it doesn’t absolutely fire me – not like the word sausage. I’m afraid I’m more earthy than you. I’m afraid you’re not with me really?’ He eyed her solitary cup of coffee. ‘I hope I’m not turning you up …’

‘Not a bit. I’m just not a breakfaster.’ And only got one and sixpence left in my purse.

‘Hi, Lucy …’ The last mouthful went into the dog’s pink and white, delicately hesitating jaws.

‘What a pronounced female.’

‘What, this one?’ He looked dubiously down. ‘Well, I don’t know. Are you, Lucy?’

The dog quivered madly and blinked towards him. She had a coat like a toy dog and her eyes were weak with pink rims. Her nose also was patched with pink, and she wore a pinched smirking expression, slightly dotty, virginal, and extremely self-conscious.

‘She’s horribly sentimental,’ he said.

‘I see it’s one of those cases …’

‘How d’you mean?’

‘She thinks you and she were made for one another.’

‘Oh! …’ He considered. ‘I believe she does. It’s awful, isn’t it? She’s shockingly touchy.’

‘Can you wonder? Look at the position she has to keep up. Being a gentleman’s lady friend—’

He burst out laughing; and she was struck afresh by what she remembered about him years ago: the physical ease and richness flowing out through voice and gestures, a bountifulness of nature that drew one, irrespective of what he had to offer.

‘I used to see you – quite a long time ago – didn’t I?’ he said shyly. ‘At home or somewhere?’

‘Yes. I used to come to tea with Marigold. Ages ago. I didn’t think you’d remember me.’

‘Well, I do. At least I wasn’t absolutely sure for the first moment … I’ve got an awful memory for names …’ He paused; but she said nothing. I won’t tell him my name. ‘And you’ve changed,’ he added.

‘Have I?’

They smiled at each other.

‘Got thin,’ he suggested, a little shyly.

‘Oh, well! … Last time we met properly I was a great big bouncing flapper. I hadn’t fined down, as the saying goes.’

‘Well, you’ve done that all right now.’ He looked her over with a warm blue eye, and she saw an image of herself in his mind – fined down almost to the bone, thin through the hips and shoulders, with thin well-shaped cream-coloured hands, with a face of pronounced planes, slightly crooked, and a pale smoothly-hollowed cheek, and a long full mouth going to points, made vermilion. No hat, hair dark brown, silky, curling up at the ends. Safely dressed in these tweeds. Not uninteresting: even perhaps … ? ‘All those charming plump girls I used to know,’ he said, ‘they’ve all dwindled shockingly.’

‘Has Marigold dwindled?’

‘Mm – not exactly. You couldn’t quite say that. But she’s sort of different …’

‘How?’

He reflected, swallowing the last of his toast and marmalade.

‘Oh, I don’t know … Got a bit older and all that, you know.’

‘More beautiful?’

‘Well, if you can call it— Haven’t you seen her lately then?’

‘Not for years. In fact, not since her wedding.’

She glanced at him. ‘I think that was the last time I saw you too …’

‘I remember.’

‘Do you? We didn’t speak.’

‘No, we didn’t.’

She looked away. A bubble of tension seemed to develop and explode between them. He watched me from the other side of the room. I thought once or twice we looked at each other, but he was too busy, caught up in his own world, to come near: sleek, handsome-looking in his wedding-clothes, being an usher, being the son of the house, laughing with a glass of champagne in his hand, surrounded by friends, by relations … And Nicola was there too, in an enormous white hat. I was still in the chrysalis; engaged unimpressively, without a Times announcement, to Ivor, and my clothes were wrong: a subsidiary guest, doing crowd work on the outskirts, feeling inferior, up from the country.

‘I follow her career in the Tatler,’ she said. She smiled, thinking how often the face, the figure, almost freakishly individual, had popped up on the page in Etty’s sitting-room, sharply arresting the attention among all the other inheritors of renown: the co-lovelies, co-dancers, racers, charity performers, popular producers of posh children: Lady Britton at Newmarket, at Ascot, at the point to point, at the newest night-club, the smartest cocktail bar, the first night of ballet, opera; stepping ashore at Cowes, basking on the Lido, sitting behind the butts, wheeling her very own pram in the Park, entertaining a week-end party at her country home; Lady Britton with her dogs, her pet monkey, her Siamese cat, her husband …

‘Yes,’ he said, as if with a shrug, half-amused, half-cynical, ‘she does seem to be something of a public figure.’

One never saw him or Nicola in the gossip columns. Some people seem to lose their news value with marriage, some to acquire it. Nicola, that once sensation, appeared to have faded out. What is the clue to this?

‘She’s a restless creature,’ he said. He drank some coffee and looked uncertainly out of the window.

‘Is she happy?’

‘Happy? Oh, well …’ He raised his eyebrows, and made a faint grimace, as if the question were pointless or beyond him altogether. ‘She seems all right. She was always determined to enjoy life, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she was.’

‘So I suppose she does. Or doesn’t it follow? …’ He laughed slightly. ‘But to tell you the truth I haven’t looked into it very closely. Brothers don’t generally know much about their sisters, do they?’

‘I suppose you don’t feel romantic about her,’ she said, smiling. ‘I always did. In fact, the way we felt about the whole lot of you! … You were fairly drenched in glamour. Especially you.’

‘Me? Good God!’ He burst into such a shout of laughter that the other occupants of the car peered round their partitions to look at him. ‘You’re pulling my leg.’

‘No, I assure you. You floated in a rosy veil. Marigold was always feeding us up with accounts of you, and everything you did sounded so superior and exciting. You didn’t seem real at all – just a beautiful dream. Of course it was a very long time ago. One gets over these things.’ She smiled, meeting the look in his eye – the kindled interest, the light expectation of flirtation. I can do this, I can be this amusing person till Tulverton; because after that we shan’t meet again. The shutter will snap down between our worlds once more … He’s wondering about me … A person with thoughts you don’t dream of, going into the country I shan’t tell you why …

‘Well,’ he said, sitting back. ‘I’ve done a number, of things off and on over which I prefer to draw a veil – but I swear I’ve never floated about in a rosy one.’

‘How do you know what you’ve done? It’s all in the mind of the beholder – We don’t know what we look like. We’re not just ourselves – we’re just a tiny nut of self, and the rest a complicated mass of unknown quantities – according to who’s looking at us. A person might be wearing somebody else’s hated aunt’s Sunday black taffeta, or look like a pink blancmange that once made somebody else sick – without knowing it … Or – oh, endless possibilities.’

‘I see,’ he said seriously, looking first at her, then down at himself. ‘It hadn’t occurred to me. Even a pair of brown plus fours … Could they be so unstable?’

‘Oh, yes. How do you know how they might look to Lucy, for instance? … Once I had a simple ordinary frock, not very nice, with rows of pearl buttons on it – and someone I knew turned pale when he saw it and rushed trembling away. I had to change. But I can’t just have been wearing a frock with pearl buttons, can I?’

‘Good God! Did he explain?’

‘No. He didn’t know why. He thought it was the buttons, but he wasn’t sure. He went to a psycho-analyst but he never discovered.’

‘What a frightfully sensitive chap he must have been!’

‘Yes, he was.’

‘Are all your friends interesting like that?’ He leaned forward over the table, his eyes teasing her in a way she remembered. ‘I do wish I knew the people you knew. My life’s terribly humdrum.’

‘Is it? That’s hard to believe. What is your life?’

‘Oh – just a City man. I left the army, you know. Three years ago.’

She suggested rather nervously:

‘And – you’re married?’

‘Yes, married into the bargain. Three years.’

‘I saw about it in the papers.’

‘Married man, City man. What could be more humdrum?’

‘Well, it depends—’

‘I dare say …’

She glanced at him. He was looking out of the window. The warm, trivial, provocative play of his interest over her had been suddenly withdrawn. A hint of moodiness about him, a flatness in his voice struck an echo; and in a flash she remembered the sculpturing moonlight, their voices dropping out on to the dark, answering each other in a dream. ‘I’ve seen you dancing with somebody very beautiful.’ His flat reply: ‘Oh, yes, isn’t she?’ ‘I dare say she’s as stupid as an owl,’ he said moodily. These things of course he wouldn’t remember, but I do. They had retained their meaningless meaning; were frozen unalterably in their own element, like flowers in ice. She came down the stairs in a white dress and held up her hand to signal to him; whereupon he left me and they met far away from me, the other side of the hall. Even then there had seemed a confusion in the images – a feeling of seeing more than was there to see: the shadow of the shape of things to come. Or was that nonsense? But he had married Nicola Maude: just as I knew then he would.

His face was turned towards her again now, in rather a tentative way, as if he might be going to ask: ‘You’re married too, aren’t you?’ or some such question; which to prevent she said quickly:

‘Don’t you like being in the City?’

He answered in the conventional tone of mild disparagement:

‘Oh – it’s not so bad. It’s boring sometimes, but other times it’s not such a bad game. Anyway, it’s the only way that presented itself of turning a necessary penny. And now that my outstanding abilities have raised me to the position of partner I give myself an occasional day off – which helps to relieve the tedium. To-day, for instance.’

‘I suppose you’re going to Meldon?’

‘Yes, going to murder a few pheasants. I meant to go down last night, but it was too thick. The woods ought to be looking good … You going home, too?’

‘Yes … Yes, I’m going home. Just for a few days.’

‘D’you often come down?’

‘No – not very often really. No, I don’t.’ She stopped, feeling stubborn, choked by the usual struggle of conflicting impulses: to explain, to say nothing; to trust, to be suspicious; lightly to satisfy natural curiosity; to defy it with furious scorn and silence; to let nobody come too near me …

There was a flat, weighted silence. He offered her a cigarette out of his smart gold case, struck a match for her. She watched his hand as he lit his own. The fingers were long and nervous; a ring with a blue engraved stone on the left-hand little finger; a well-shaped hand, not a very strong one. She said:

‘Last time we met you told me to read Tristram Shandy.’

‘And did you?’

‘Yes, of course.’ She smiled. ‘I started the very next day.’ It was clear as yesterday in memory: Kate gone to the Hunt Ball with the Heriots, me reading in bed, holding little brown calf Volume I. with a thrill of emotion, thinking: ‘I’m not bereft, I’ve something too’: not Tristram Shandy, but a link with the grown-up world, the world of romance – of Rollo. ‘I was awfully disappointed and puzzled. I’m afraid I gave it up. But last year I tried again – and I enjoyed it a lot.’

‘Good!’ he said. He seemed pleased and amused. ‘My favourite idea of heaven is still a place where there’s a new volume every three months.’

‘I suppose you know it’s one of the things men try to make one feel inferior about? They say only a man can appreciate it properly. Like old brandy.’

‘Do they?’ His eyebrow lifted, he had an expression of humorous flirtatious deprecation. ‘Well, naturally I’d subscribe to that. I mean I couldn’t be left out of a thing like that, could I? All the same, one mustn’t be bigoted. I’d be prepared to say that every rule has an exception: and you may be it.’

‘Thank you so much.’

‘Not at all. I must have been perspicacious enough to detect it years ago.’ After a pause he added, ‘What a good memory you’ve got.’

She sighed.

‘For the old times – yes, I seem to remember everything. When one’s young a little goes such a very long way. It’s like being on a rather empty road with a few signposts simply shouting at you and a few figures looming out at you larger than life. At least, it was like that for me. One has so little and one expects so much.’

He did not reply.

‘Were you like that?’ she said.

He said slowly:

‘More or less, I suppose. I was awfully enthusiastic and foolish, you know, and enjoyed everything like mad … But I don’t know … I’ve always been an idle sort of bloke … drifting along with the stream, knocking up against things. I don’t actually remember my youth frightfully clearly … Just one or two things …

‘The way I made bricks out of straw! … It’s staggering to look back on.’

He glanced at her, glanced away again, said finally:

‘I think you must have been rather a peculiar young creature. I thought so at the time.’

‘What time?’

‘The time we talked … Didn’t we?’ He hesitated, diffident. ‘At a dance we had … when I found you on the terrace … Didn’t I?’

‘Oh – do you remember that?’

‘I seem to. To the best of my recollection you were a thought depressed: and we talked about life.’

‘Oh dear! Yes, we did. I always did if I got half a chance. But how extraordinary!’

‘What?’

‘You remembering.’

‘You don’t, then?’

‘Yes. Oh, yes. Awfully well.’

‘Well, then, why shouldn’t I?’

Meeting his eyes, she laughed and shook her head. She could think of nothing to say. He stubbed out his cigarette and gave Lucy a pat.

‘But what I notice,’ she went on, feeling slightly perturbed, disorientated, as if she must re-establish a more impersonal basis, ‘is that things that have happened more recently aren’t nearly so vivid. It’s all a blur. Houses I’ve lived in – people I’ve been with … There seems a kind of shutter down over a lot of things – although they should be more real. No images come …’ The difficulty of remembering Ivor with precision; or that cottage we had …

‘It’s age creeping on,’ he said. ‘That’s what it is. I suffer from the same thing myself. Though I shouldn’t have expected you to, yet awhile.’

That’s the way he treated me last time … She noticed a faint touch of grey at the edge of his thick chestnut hair, above the ears, a suspicion of reddening in his ruddy complexion. He must be thirty-five at least, and in the end he would look like his father. She said:

‘I suppose it is age. Impressions pile up faster than you can sort them, and everything dims down and levels out. Not to speak of there being a good many things one wants to forget … so one does.’

‘Yes, there’s that.’ He nodded; and after a moment said seriously: ‘Do you mind the idea of getting old?’

‘Terribly. Do you?’

‘Terribly, I’m afraid. Teeth dropping out, wrinkles, fat and slow and pompous. No more feeling enthusiastic and expectant. No more – anything.’

‘Yes.’ No more making love, did he mean? ‘And feeling you’ve missed something important when it’s too late.’

He nodded ruefully.

‘It’s the principle of the thing I object to. Being stalked down and counted out without a single word to say in the matter.’

‘I know. In a trap, from the very start. Born in it, in fact.’

He said with a faint smile:

‘I don’t suppose we’re quite the first people to resent it, do you?’

‘No. And sometimes I think it may not be as bad as all that – that the worst is now, in the apprehension of it … and actually we’ll just slip into it without a struggle, and accept it quite peacefully …’ After all, Dad had done this, and most people who grew old … ‘We shan’t long for our time over again.’

‘Don’t you think so?’ He stared out of the window.

‘I think it. I don’t feel it. But very occasionally I get a hint – that one day I might be going to feel it. I suddenly see the idea of it … like getting a glimpse of a place a long, long way off. You only see it for a second now and then in one particular weather; but you’re walking towards it and you know it’s where you’re going to get in the end.’

‘That’s a better way to look at it.’ He still stared out of the window. ‘I dare say you’re right too. It should be like that. I expect it will … at least, if we’ve had a fair run for our money.’ He turned to look at her intently, and said with sudden emphasis: ‘And that’s up to us, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘One’s apt to put the blame on – other people, circumstances: which is ridiculous.’

‘And unsatisfactory.’

‘You’ve found that too, have you?’

Something about the way he said it startled her vaguely: as if he were insisting on an answer – a true one. What was in his mind? Wasn’t he getting a run for his money? What did he want? He didn’t look the kind of person to be gnawed by dreams and desires beyond his compass … So prosperously handsome, so easy-mannered, so obviously pleasing to women …

‘I’m afraid I’m not very grown-up,’ he said suddenly.

‘Nor am I.’

‘I should have said you were.’

‘Oh, no!’ There was a pause; and she added nervously: ‘I’ve noticed people with children don’t generally mind so much … about age, I mean. They seem to feel less anxious about time.’

‘Do they? I suppose they do,’ he said. ‘I expect it’s a good thing to have children.’

‘You haven’t got any?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Have you?’

‘No.’

They made it a joke, and laughed … All the same, it was surprising he hadn’t produced an heir. Couldn’t, wouldn’t Nicola? … or what?

‘Then,’ she said, ‘there are the pleasures of the intellect. They’re said to be lasting. We must cultivate our intellects.’

‘Too late,’ he said. ‘One ought to make at least a beginning in youth, and I omitted to do so. The fact is, I don’t care much about the intellect. I’m afraid the scope of my pleasures is rather limited.’

‘Really?’

‘Confined in fact entirely to those of the senses.’

‘Oh, I see …’ She answered his odd comically inquiring look with a lift of the eyebrows. ‘Well, I suppose they’re all right. Only they’re apt to pall.’

‘Oh, are they?’

‘I was thinking of cake.’ She sighed. ‘It used to be my passion – especially chocolate, or any kind of large spicy bun. Now, it’s beginning to mean less … much less.’

He leaned back, laughing; the tension dissolved again.

‘Hallo,’ he said, ‘the gasworks. We’re nearly there. I’ve never known this journey go so quickly.’

The steward advanced, pencil poised over pad.

‘Two, sir?’ He smiled, obsequiously arch.

‘Yes,’ said Rollo.

‘No,’ she said quickly.

‘Please …’

He scrawled out the double bill and shortly moved on, gratified by his tip. She laid a shilling in front of Rollo.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘Aren’t I allowed to stand you one cup of coffee?’

‘Yes, certainly, with pleasure – any time you invite me. But please take this now – for luck.’

‘I dislike feminist demonstrations,’ he said.

‘So do I.’ She picked up the shilling and put it in his palm.

He looked at it and said finally:

‘Right!’ He flipped it in the air, caught it and slipped it into his breast pocket.

‘And I’ll hold you to that,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘That cup of coffee.’

The train was slowing into Tulverton. The familiar roofs and chimneys, the clock tower slid by, etherealised in the first soft gold breaking of sunlight. In another few minutes they were alighting on the platform. There stood Benson the chauffeur, brass-buttoned, capped, dignified, greeting him with respectful fatherliness, looking exactly as he used to look twenty years ago fetching Marigold from dancing-class: a kindly man of character. Jovially Rollo hailed him. A porter was already dealing nimbly with the baggage. In the aura of cap-touching recognition and prompt service surrounding him, he appeared as with a spotlight on him, larger than life-size; the other occupants of the platform a drab background to him. Jocelyn would find in the scene a fine text for a sermon of snorting moral indignation; Colin would observe with his best sardonic lip on, and afterwards act it; Anna would detach herself and stroll off to look at the automatic machines … But I with my capacity for meeting everybody half-way stand meekly within his orbit and feel gratified by his attentions.

‘Good-bye, Rollo.’

He turned towards her quickly, as if the use of his Christian name had moved him.

‘You’re being met?’ He took the hand she held out.

‘No. Bus. I must fly.’

‘You’ll do nothing of the sort. I’ll drop you in the car, of course. Where is it – Little Compton? It’s practically on my way. Here, porter, another bag.’

Disregarding a feeble protest, he seized and handed over her inferior suitcase, swept her along in his wake and installed her beside him in the family Sunbeam, beneath an overpowering fur rug.

Away they glided, out of Tulverton through the narrow high street, past the market square, past the war memorial, between the more outlying rows of little red and yellow brick boxes, past the Baptist Chapel, past the gasometers, beyond the last lamps, over the bridge and skirting the duck pond – relic of a rustic Tulverton, long vanished – out along the damp, flat, field-and-allotment bordered, blue-flashing road that led to the old village.

‘This feels very grand,’ she said. ‘I do wish I had a car.’

‘D’you live in London?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘A car’s almost more trouble than it’s worth in London. I find mine sits eating its head off in the garage most of the time.’

And of course that’s the reason why I don’t bother to get one.

‘Every time I come along this road there’s a fresh outbreak of bungalows,’ she said. ‘Look at that one! “Idono” … If only I had the energy to set fire to every one of them in the middle of the night … except that they’d go and put up something worse. There’s one somewhere called “Oodathortit.”’

He laughed.

‘Don’t you mind about them?’

He looked at her in some surprise.

‘I suppose I do rather … when I look at them. Nasty little brutes.’

‘You ought to mind about them.’

‘Ah, but I never do anything I ought.’

‘England gets squalider and squalider. So disgraced, so ignoble, so smug and pretentious … and nobody minds enough to stop it.’

‘Nobody can if it wants to.’

She felt his mild obstinacy hardening against her, deliberate, refusing to be lectured, quite good-humoured, half-teasing. He went on:

‘It’s all very interesting and degraded, I agree. But what’s one to do?’

‘Can’t people be educated—?’

‘But they have been!’ he said triumphantly. ‘This is the glorious result: Art homes.’

Oh, well, sit back in one’s luxurious car then under one’s great expensive, tickling fur rug and ignore it all – give one’s mind to important things instead: like shooting pheasants … She was dumb.

She stared out of the window and the flitting bungalows stared back at her, brazen, cocksure.

‘I’d – just like to blow the whole thing up.’

‘Oh, anarchy! But that’s not very constructive, is it?’ He’s laughing at me … ‘You ought to have a remedy.’ Getting his own back … ‘Personally I subscribe to the Society for the Preservation of Rural England, I think it’s called, so you see I do more than you … It’s a magnificent object and I’m all for it … I don’t grudge a penny of it.’ He lit a cigarette. ‘And furthermore,’ he said, ‘I’m all for the League of Nations. But if people want war they’ll have war.’

‘I see you’re what’s called a realist,’ she said, looking out of the window, playing with the hand-rest. People like him … well-padded, cynical … Phrases from Colin and the rest clotted and obstructed her head, like lumps of used cottonwool …

He laughed quietly.

Some inner shock at the sound made her look round at him. What’s it all about? … His eye was fixed upon her, alight, hard, with a sort of unconscious wariness and determination … He’s enjoying himself … He’s … he wants … Her head whirled, snatching at questions, dissolving, her eyes stayed riveted on his … What is it? … Fighting, subduing me … What’ll happen? He might hit me, kiss me … She dropped her eyes suddenly. It was all over in two seconds. After a pause, she heard him say pleasantly:

‘I’m afraid you must find a desert island.’

‘I don’t want to.’

I don’t want to argue any more, or assert different views. Please. Forget about it; let everything be soothing, harmonious again. I don’t know anything and I don’t want to think now, to disagree with you …

‘What’s the matter?’ he said suddenly.

‘Nothing.’ She wrenched out a narrow smile and presented it to him. ‘Can I have a cigarette?’

‘Rather. So sorry. Dozens.’ His voice was kind, perturbed.

I shall cry … Oh, God! God!

‘The thing is really—’ She applied herself elaborately to the match he held out.

‘Mm?’ He went on holding the match with care and patience.

‘Why I’m coming home is – because my father is very ill—’

He was shocked. His hand went impulsively out towards her on the rug.

He’s sorry now he had that argument, thinks no wonder I was a bit touchy, tiresome …

‘I say, I’m most terribly sorry. Why didn’t you tell me? How awful for you …’ Such sincere sympathy, such a warm solicitous voice … ‘I do hope you’ll find it isn’t so bad.’

‘Yes. Thank you. I expect he’ll be all right. I mean – I feel he may be …’ I’ve betrayed him to Rollo … to excuse myself, to reestablish myself in Rollo’s favour.

‘I expect he will be, honestly I do. Daddy was most frightfully ill last winter – heart and kidneys and God knows what – all the works. They said he’d never be able to shoot or fish again, and have to live in an arm-chair if he ever left his bed again – and now you should see him. He’s as right as rain – practically.’

‘Is he? I’m so glad.’ She could meet his eyes once more and smile. The shameful, half-hysterical emotion subsided. He’s not to be sorry for me. ‘Do give him my love if he remembers me.’ Disarming of him so unselfconsciously to call Sir John Daddy.

‘Rather. I will.’

‘Give everybody my love – specially your mother.’

‘I will indeed. I believe Marigold’s coming down this week-end.’

‘Oh, Marigold … How lovely it would be to see her again—’

‘Well, why not? It isn’t impossible, is it?’

She hesitated a minute.

‘No, it’s no good … It’s so long ago and—’

Beyond Benson’s immobile cap, neck and shoulders appeared the village green, a cluster of cottages, the farm. There wasn’t much more time. She said with an effort:

‘You see your mother is a sort of symbol to me … I can’t quite explain … When I was a child I wanted her approbation. She’s stayed at the back of my mind – as a sort of standard for suitable behaviour … Often, – when I was in the middle of an upheaval – a few years ago, she used to appear before me like a reproachful vision.’ She laughed. ‘Don’t look so startled. It’s quite irrational. But even now, when I’ve more or less – after enormous efforts – given up minding what people think of me, it would be distressing to feel I’d – I’d disappointed her … Even though – perhaps – her idea of what’s a – a good kind of conduct – might be – probably is – quite different – in some cases – from mine nowadays … Do you see?’

‘Yes,’ he said, after a pause. ‘I see. All the same I think you underestimate Mummy’s wisdom. She’s a strange woman. She lives by the most rigid standards herself – and has almost complete tolerance for everybody else. It’s only that she doesn’t let on …’

‘Yes. Yes, I can believe that’s true. She’s one of the people who’ve chosen a behaviour long ago and stick to it.’ Like the Queen’s toques – unfashionable, monotonous: but reliable, distinguished, right.

‘Besides,’ he said, ‘if she likes a person she doesn’t change. I’ve never known her to. And I believe you were always a favourite of hers.’

‘Was I?’

Once again, a start of surprise went through her, not at the fact, if fact it were, but at his calm statement of it. A hundred questions stirred. I was – am still – spoken of? Rollo listened? – asked questions about me?

The turn of the drive was in sight. Benson was slowing down and changing gear.

‘Tell him to stop at the gate,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Not drive in.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, truly. You see, the noise … it might disturb …’

‘I see. Of course.’ He tapped on the window.

But it wasn’t so much that …

‘Well, give him your bag. Let him carry it up.’

‘Gracious no, I wouldn’t dream of it.’ She jumped out and seized it. ‘It’s very light.’ Not a shadow of this meeting must colour my arrival. ‘Please—’ She gave him her hand. ‘Good-bye, Rollo. Thank you for kindness.’

He kept her hand in his, leaning forward. Benson stood discreetly behind the door, holding it back.

‘I do hope so frightfully he’s all right.’

‘Yes. Yes, thank you.’

‘I do wish there was something I could do.’

‘Oh, no … it’s quite all right. It’s sweet of you, but please don’t think at all about it …’

‘Might I ring up? Would it be a bore?’

‘It wouldn’t be a bore, only please don’t … Yes, do – if you like, I mean … if you think of it.’

‘Then I will. I’d awfully like to know. We all would.’

‘It’s very nice of you.’

He let go of her hand, looking suddenly a trifle embarrassed.

‘Who would I ask for? – I mean – if I wanted to get hold of you? I’m so bad at names, I never remember.’

‘Oh!’ – she hesitated, her colour rose. ‘Olivia Curtis – I’m still that … I mean – I have been something else – I’ve gone back to that – Good-bye.’

She took her case and hurried up the drive without looking back, hearing behind her, through a perturbed flurry, the soft mounting roar of the car as it swept him on and away.



II


Kate was at the front door to meet her.

‘Hallo.’

‘Hallo. Whose car was that stopped at the gate?’

‘The Spencers’.’ Olivia went in past her and put her bag down in the hall.

‘The Spencers’?’

‘Mm … I met Rollo in the train coming down and he gave me a lift.’

‘Oh … I saw it from the window. I suppose he’s come down for the shooting.’

‘I suppose so. Where’s Mother?’

‘With him.’ She looked Olivia sharply over in the familiar way, thinking: she’s altered the coat. Not bad.

‘No change, I suppose?’ She said it in the casual way Kate would require of her, her heart beginning to beat thickly, in dread and anticipation.

‘Not that I know of.’

‘How long’ve you been here?’

‘Since Tuesday.’

Four days. And not a word to me. Did they think I’d be hysterical, or a disturbing influence or what?

There hung his old hat, his cap, on their pegs, his woolly scarf and brown fleece-lined gloves folded on the table beneath them: poignant objects. They seemed to have taken on a life of their own; to be dumb, dark, monstrously urgent questions: as dogs are whose masters have gone away.

From the top of the stairs a muted voice called down:

‘Is that Olivia?’

Down floated Mrs Curtis, smiling, to kiss her.

‘Mum—’ Tears sprang, her throat tightened. But her mother said with cheerful calmness:

‘It’s nice to see you, dear. I didn’t expect you for another half-hour. Especially with such a fog in London. I made sure your train would be late. What time did you get in?’

‘Quite punctually, I think. But I’m early because I ran into Rollo Spencer on Tulverton platform, and he gave me a lift out.’

‘Did he? Mr Spencer? How very kind of him. It’s quite out of his way, too.’

‘I know. He insisted.’

‘A good three miles. Did he drive in?’

‘No, he dropped me at the gate.’

‘I thought I heard a car. I suppose he was on his way to Meldon?’

‘Yes. For a shoot.’

‘Ah, yes.’ She wafted Rollo towards his home, his recreations, with a gracious nod. Apprehension sank away again. The lurking threats of change, of disaster, retreated before Mother’s impregnable normality. Rather pale, rather drawn and dark about the eyes, but neat, but fresh, erect, composed as ever, preoccupied with the supervision – in retrospect – of the arrival, checking up on detail with nearly all her customary minuteness and relish … Mother was being wonderful.

‘Did you get plenty of breakfast?’

‘Yes. I had some coffee on the train.’

‘Nothing to eat?’

‘I didn’t want anything. You know I hardly ever have breakfast.’

‘I know you’re a silly girl. No wonder you’re so scraggy.’ She looked her daughter over with dissatisfaction.

‘Oh! Must we go through this old hoop again?’ Olivia flung herself down on the oak settle, and studied her shoes.

‘How is Etty?’ Mrs Curtis passed on smoothly.

‘Fast asleep, I expect. She was snuggling down nicely again when I left.’

‘Does Etty ever do anything but sleep?’

‘Never – in the mornings.’

‘Hmm—’

The special indulgent Etty voice was no longer used. Etty had not married – not even unfortunately. She both went to bed and stayed in bed too late. The whole thing was discreditable, suspicious. No longer was it tenderly remarked that Etty was such a frail little creature. She was as strong as anybody else: the trouble was that she’d been spoilt, she’d never had any backbone.

‘If Etty would see to it that that woman of hers, Mrs Binns, isn’t it? who appears so very deaf over the telephone, came at a reasonable hour and cooked you both a good nourishing breakfast, if she’s competent to do so, which I doubt … How can you expect to do a proper morning’s work on an empty stomach?’

‘I don’t do a proper morning’s work – but it’s no good putting the blame on my stomach. However full it was it wouldn’t persuade people to let Anna photograph ’em, or pay their bills when she had—’

‘You don’t know—’

Olivia giggled, drumming her heels. Mrs Curtis gave her a searching glance. No, not satisfactory, not sensible … Not enough to eat, pretending to be warm enough in ridiculous underclothes … Probably a mistake, this being Etty’s p.g., though at the time it had seemed such an excellent plan: Etty just orphaned, with her little house and legacy, Olivia difficult, refusing to come back and live at home … But if Olivia was out, did Etty know where? with whom? … when she’d be in? Never. Fatuously cooing into the receiver … No attempt whatsoever at even the most tactful supervision. Idiotic … or deep? Slippery anyway.

‘I must go back,’ she said briskly. ‘Dr Martin will be here any minute – and Nurse must go off.’

‘Can I see him?’ said Olivia.

‘Oh, not just now, dear. He’s having a little sleep. Later on you can just put your head in and peep at him. When he wakes up I’ll tell him you’re here. That’ll cheer him up. Kate, dear, I was wondering if you wouldn’t perhaps like to go for a little stroll with Nurse—?’

‘Oh, were you wondering that?’

‘I just thought it would be nice for her, instead of her going alone. You could take her the pretty walk. I tried to tell her yesterday how to go, but I don’t think she quite took it in.’

‘I don’t expect she wanted to. I’m sure she loathes pretty walks. She’s all right. I’ve been quite enough of a pal for one day. I’ve already promised to cut out an evening dress for her. Turquoise blue satin. Scrumptious!’

‘Oh, well – Fancy! I wonder what she wants it for. You wouldn’t think she had many occasions to wear turquoise blue satin.’

‘I expect a grateful patient presented it – to match her eyes. He’s going to take her out to dinner in it.’

‘Who is? Is he?’ Mrs Curtis was confused.

‘A bottle of bubbly and a topping show,’ said Olivia. ‘Oo! I wish I was her. Is she a peach, Kate?’

‘No. More of a jolly fine girl.’

‘Oh, well …’ said Mrs Curtis. ‘I must say it seems to me a bit cool to ask you to cut it out for her.’

‘It’s all right, Mum, I offered. I’d rather cut out every stitch she wears for the next five years than go for a walk with her.’

‘Oh, well—’ Really, this exaggeration and so forth … ‘Just as you like, dear. There’s a fire in the schoolroom. And, Olivia, if you run through and just ask Ada she’ll make you some bovril. She and Violet have been so good with the trays and everything. They’re so anxious to help—’

Mrs Curtis reflected an instant, then set off energetically up the stairs again.

‘I don’t want any bovril,’ said Olivia, low.

‘Want must be your master,’ said Kate. ‘Can’t you stop kicking against the pricks for one morning? Ada’s to make it and Violet’s to bring it up and we’re to drink it and we’ll all be doing our bit. I’ll go and order it. Meet you in the school-room.’

‘Put a swig of something in mine. Port or sherry or something.’

But the door had swung to.

Olivia went upstairs – ascending, ascending into the current of power … In her mother’s wake it seemed to flow; to concentrate at the silent threshold of his door … He mustn’t cough, I can’t – won’t hear it. But there was no sound, no odour of sickness, and the door seemed guarded. A strong resistant life was in that blank white panelled shutter, a watchful eye in the wink of the brass doorknob: Nothing shall pass here, said she from within. By the power of domestic habit, by the compulsion of household routine, death shall be elbowed out: there shall be no room for it. By the virtue of family reunion, by the protective assertion of common habits of speech, of movement and expression; by the serene impartiality of my outwardly distributed attention, by the colossal force of my inward single concentration – death shall be prevailed against. Meals shall be punctual, sheets aired, fires lit, bovril prepared and drunk, all at my bidding; and therefore nothing shall alter, not one unit of the structure shall collapse. My reserves are barely tapped yet: they shall be sufficient. By the exercise of my will …

Briskly, the door of the bathroom was flung open, and out rustled a white figure, plump and crisp, across her path. Nurse. Ah, there it was, the lurking symbol, the menacing reassurance … It was here, large as life, blocking the light, the efficient white flag of danger.

‘Good-morning.’ Through the open bathroom door she saw bottles, white enamel vessels, and, on the floor, the shape of an oxygen cylinder, sinister … Yes, it was here, all around …

‘Good-morning.’ The nurse held out a cool dry hand. ‘Are you the other daughter I’ve heard about?’

‘Yes, I am.’ Eager, ingratiating, feeling sick all of a sudden … Compact, short shape, broad face in its frame of white, clear full blue eye appraising her, fresh cheek, good teeth, lips strongly modelled, pale: a nurse’s face, lesbian face. She devoured all in one glance. We are delivered into your hands.

‘It’s nice you could come. Your mother will be ever so glad to have you.’ Cool voice, with an edge of sub-nasal gentility.

‘How is he?’

‘Oh, he’s quite comfortable. He’s having a little snooze just now. I expect you’ll be wanting to peep at him later.’

‘Oh, yes … please … if I might.’ Placate her, be obedient.

‘I expect you could.’

‘Is he – I suppose he’s – is he awfully ill, d’you think?’

‘Well – pneumonia’s always a nasty thing, isn’t it? And at his age.’

‘Yes, of course …’

‘Still, we must hope for the best. He’s a good patient, I must say. Not like some. Of course he’s been used to illness, hasn’t he? – Makes a difference.’

‘Yes.’

‘Isn’t it a glorious day? I was just going out for a little stroll round.’

‘Were you? Good. It’s too lovely out now. I expect you’re longing for some fresh air. You must be so tired being up all night …’

‘Oh, not too bad. Just a bit stale, you know.’

‘I’ll see you later, then.’

‘Yes, that’s right. Bye-bye.’

Used to illness. Pneumonia’s a nasty thing. We must hope for the best.

In the schoolroom, Kate was already bending over the table with pins in her mouth, the cutting-out scissors in her hand, and portions of blue material and paper pattern spread around her. She murmured through the pins, without looking up:

‘I’ll just slash about and she can do the rest. I’m damned if I’ll fit turquoise satin over her fat bottom.’

‘Fat bottoms to you, Mrs Emery – Don’t trouble yourself, I beg. There’ll be many only too pleased …’

Kate spun round with a jerk.

‘God! I thought for a moment … How d’you know how she speaks?’

‘I’ve just been chatting in the passage.’

‘You nearly made me swallow ten pins.’ She bent once more over the table, and added: ‘Idiot.’

Olivia flung herself down in the basket chair by the fire and lit a gasper.

‘Still smoking like a chimney?’ said Kate, through pins, beginning to cut.

‘Rather, more than ever.’

‘How many do you get through a day?’

‘Donno. It varies. Sometimes I do knock off for a day or two – if my morning cough gets too disgusting. Or if I’m short of cash.’

‘You simply choke up your inside with those foul fumes. No wonder you haven’t any appetite. I believe that’s what it is.’

Cigarettes for supper, and a cup of coffee. Surprising how adequately they took the edge off one’s hunger … how often, by oneself, when one couldn’t be bothered to cook anything, or wanted to afford a movie instead … Wouldn’t Kate scold if she knew …

‘I suppose so. That, and the booze.’

Above the scissors, Kate stole her a surreptitious glance. Nowadays it was apt to be a tricky business questioning Olivia. She was as touchy as could be. For the most part her immediate reaction was a sort of defiant irony, extremely boring. Anything would set her off, flaunting the no-lady pose, cracking low jokes – really awful ones – and God knows I’m no prude about language, not after eight years of Rob: but it does not suit females. Or else she’d simply hoot with laughter. Once, twice, dreadfully disconcertingly, she had burst into hysterical tears.

‘We sex-starved women have cravings you comfortable wives and mothers don’t dream of,’ remarked Olivia, blowing smoke-rings.

‘And vice versa,’ said Kate tartly. She guided the crisp scissors in one unbroken line from edge to edge of the stuff.

After a pause, Olivia said:

‘She seems to be bearing up all right.’

‘Who, Mother?’

‘Mm. Full war paint.’

Kate reflected. The words, the tone, conforming as they did to a filial convention of ribaldry for normal private occasions, wouldn’t do just now – not in this crisis. Olivia showed a lack of sensibility. She said with seriousness, though without reproach:

‘She hasn’t had any sleep this week – not more than an hour or two. She’s in and out of his room all night. She’s simply amazing. I don’t know how she does it. I haven’t seen her fussed once.’

‘I suppose neither of you thought me worth informing till this morning?’

‘Mother didn’t want to take you away from your work if it could be helped. It was you she was thinking of.’

‘Oh, how very kind of her.’ She takes Mother’s side nowadays.

‘Of course we wanted you to come …’

‘I suppose it didn’t occur to either of you I might have liked to see him before … I might have liked …’ She stopped and bit hard into a thumb nail. ‘He and I’ve always got on all right …’

‘I know … Of course …’ Kate was reasonable, irritated, distressed all at once. ‘Only you’ve said so often … You’ve often said it was difficult for you to get away, you were alone in the office or something.’

Making that the excuse for not coming home, or cutting a visit short … Oh, well … That’s enough of that.

‘Is James coming?’

‘No. Not at present, anyway. Mother didn’t know what to do, but I advised not unsettling him if we could help it. She hasn’t even told him. You know what he is … Any excuse to be off …’

What was James? He was a problem. The only male Curtis of this generation was rebellious, not inclined to conform, to settle. After the most brilliant conceit-inducing start at school, he had progressively disappointed; had failed to win the university scholarship which would have enabled him to defer the question of career for a time. Dispatched after this grave set-back to a mill-owning acquaintance of Mr Curtis in Bristol to learn the business he had left without farewells at the end of six weeks; arriving at the front door at 1 a.m. after three days on the road, blistered, feverish, sullen. Naturally that was the end of the Bristol experiment. Naturally his wounded employer washed his hands. As for James, he explained nothing; and, though briefly bitter, not to say insolent, about mills, voiced no preferences. At home he was disagreeable and spotty, refused all invitations to tennis parties and dances, avoided everybody’s eye, burst forth for day-long solitary walks. In the evenings he sat in his bedroom, playing Delius on his portable Decca and reading poetry: perhaps writing it – nobody knew for certain: but he was known to possess a thick furtive black copy-book. It was only a phase, of course: boys did go like that. But it had seemed best, while waiting for him to come on again, to send him to a French family for a while. French was always useful; and then there was a dark implication of the advantage of removing him from the neighbourhood of Uncle Oswald, for whose society he now showed an odd mingled distaste and fascination. And then the discreet mixture of foreign emancipation and home influence provided by Monsieur et Madame Latour of Fontainebleau might be just what was needed to soothe and settle him. Certainly madame’s elaborately eulogistic, maternally sympathetic, exquisitely penned letters about him appeared to justify such a hope. As for James’s own letters, though scanty and reticent, they arrived regularly, contained no disquieting P.SS. and altogether appeared the products of a normal English youth accepting life as it was ordered for him.

But now and then Olivia remembered him that week-end after his tramp from Bristol: sitting in the bathroom with his trousers rolled up, soaking his swollen feet in a large bowl of hot water and lysol; submitting to female ministrations, silent, inhaling eucalyptus, drinking hot lemon, his masculinity cast down, made ludicrous; his expression that of a performing dog in a circus. He had made his gesture of independence, and in the act of making it, he had let it crumble and be ridiculous. Whatever savage amorphous plan for freedom had illumined him at the start and driven him forth, he had, after all, come home. He could do no other, he saw with incredulous rage. He had proved nothing but his own futility, his servitude. He would do no more. He would go into the mill. He would rot. They had been tactful after the first shock; after the first questions, they had attempted to conceal their profound dismay. Nobody had brought him to book. He had been left alone with his stubbornness and his hatred and his streaming cold. To whom went the letters that he locked himself up to write and took secretly to post? When the replies came, always in the same small cramped hand, back deep, deep beneath its surface his poor face had shrunk all day, so naked, so concealed, fixed in a rigid frenzy, an agony of self-protection. He had been alone. No friend had come with love and understanding to cast forth his dumb spirit.
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