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              FREDDY’S WALK
            

          

        

      

      Sometimes, instead of a letter to thank his hostess, Freddy Hamilton would compose a set of formal verses – rondeaux, redoubles, villanelles, rondels or Sicilian octaves – to express his thanks neatly. It was part of his modest nature to do this. He always felt he had perhaps been boring during his stay, and it was one’s duty in life to be agreeable. Not so much at the time as afterwards, he felt it keenly on his conscience that he had said no word between the soup and the fish when the bright talk began; he felt at fault in retrospect of the cocktail hours when he had contributed nothing but the smile for which he had been renowned in his pram and, in the following fifty years, elsewhere.

      ‘Oh of course, Freddy Hamilton. Everyone loves old Freddy my dear; Freddy’s sweet.’

      Freddy, of so many British consulates throughout his subdued, obedient career, would have been touched to hear it; he would have smiled. He did not really want to excite any sort of passion in his friends, or linger in their minds under some inflammable aspect. A very boring guest or a very entertaining one could provoke all sorts of undesirable feelings in people – revulsion, heart-quickenings, murderous attachments, the sort of emotions that had always led to trouble at school and university, and they led to international incidents as well.

      He liked to get his verses off quickly so that there should be no apparent sign of effort on his part. As he walked through the amazing alleys of the Orthodox Quarter of Israel’s Jerusalem which teemed so dangerously close to the Mandelbaum Gate, he started thinking of a triolet in his long-practised manner to catch the next day’s Foreign Office bag into Jordan. Freddy had just come through the Gate. He had diplomatic immunity and so was permitted to pass through the Gate every week-end from Israel into Jordan and back again; from Jerusalem to Jerusalem. Few people passed from Israel into Jordan; there were difficulties, and for Europeans a certificate of baptism was required. Foreign diplomats were not allowed to pass by motor-car, which was understandable, as papers and bombs might be concealed in a car.

      Freddy carried his week-end luggage – a zipper-bag – and took his usual route into the New City. It was the hottest day so far of 1961. He had refused the taxi-cab that waited at the Gate; he hated taking taxi-cabs anywhere in the world; he felt morally against the tips, as all his uncles before him had felt. Excepting, of course, one uncle, the one who had messed up the money in the thirties and absolutely ruined the family, and who had not felt strongly against giving away tips to cabbies and so on. As Freddy turned a corner he came into collision with a tiny dark-eyed boy with fluffy side-hair falling down his cheeks, too fine as yet to be formed into shining ringlets like those of his male elders among the Orthodox sect. The child’s nose bumped into Freddy’s knee, and Freddy took him by the hand to steady him out of his bewilderment. A bearded, befrocked old man with a very large face muttered in Hebrew to the infant, who had already regained his bearings and was busy studying Freddy from head to feet. A woman of unguessable age, wearing lots of black clothes, snatched the child away, and he trotted off, his legs in their long woollen stockings moving like swift shuttles to keep up with his mother, but he still craned his head round wonderingly at Freddy. The woman scolded the child meantime, evidently trying to impress on him the undesirable nature of Freddy. Freddy walked on behind the heavily garbed pair, feeling decidedly in the wrong for having touched the child’s hand; they had probably taken him for a modern Jew, one of the regular Israelis of whom this sect disapproved perhaps more heavily than they did of the honest unclean foreigner. Well, thought Freddy, to continue…

      
        
          
             

                             … would have preferred

            To make my grateful feelings heard,

            But every time articulate

                             Scarcely a word.

          

        

      

      It was not a triolet after all. Joanna, his hostess on the other side, had been extremely agreeable to him since his posting to Israel. He had spent three week-ends in her cool villa, and she loved to have these bread-and-butter verses. There would have to be an additional stanza, perhaps two. Joanna was to visit him over here in Israel; she had not yet been to Israel. He would have to remind her about her visa, and tell her how best to make the crossing. It was not a triolet after all, but a form of rondeau. There was the business of Joanna’s getting a visa, and he would meet her on this side of the Mandelbaum Gate. The intensity at the Gate was quite absurd. One could understand the border incidents where soldiers would flare up an incident suddenly and unaccountably. But there at the Gate the precautions and suspicions of the guards were quite absurd. No Israeli money allowed into Jordan, no Israeli postcards, the Jordanian police almost biologically unable to utter the word ‘Israel’. The Israeli police were inordinately dramatic: ‘Safe crossing,’ they would say as one left the emigration hut. The Israeli porter would run and dump one’s baggage half-way and run for the life of him back to his post. The Jordanian porter would wait till the path was clear; he would run the few seconds’ space to pick up the bags and run for the life of him back to his post. They dramatized everything. Why did people have to go to extremes, why couldn’t they be moderate? Freddy bumped into a man in European dress, rushing out of a shop as they all did. The man said something in Arabic. Freddy had thought he was a Jew. You couldn’t tell the difference sometimes. Some of them had extremely dark skins, almost jetters. Why couldn’t people be moderate?

      It was not a triolet after all, but a sort of rondeau. Freddy turned up an alley. Another child, a girl, bumped into him in the narrow, crowded street. This time he did not put out a guiding hand, and she slipped away with the subdued expression of the children of this quarter, quite unlike the vivacious young of the regular Israelis. Freddy was rather sorry for the boys with their sausage side-curls and black knickerbocker rig-out, especially those adolescent boys who walked in a goody-goody way, by twos and threes. It must be hell for them, he thought, to be so different from the rest of the country, especially if they ever want to break away. He had felt sorry for the Arab boys on the other side – underfed, driving their mangy donkeys, thin, and in rags. He was moved to pity for all young boys, on the whole, recalling the term-times of his youth. He was convinced that the boys with ringlets were going through the same sort of hell, which was the only sort Freddy knew. The ringlets, like the Gate, were quite absurd.

      ‘Quite absurd!’ On the strength of this phrase he had struck up friendships all over the place. He was accustomed to exotic sights and squalid smells, narrow oriental streets, and people who went to extremes, it was all part of the Foreign Service. But outside of the Embassy, and even inside it, he never really felt at ease with chaps until sooner or later they remarked that the place was quite absurd.

      
        
          
             

                                             … feelings heard,

            But every time articulate

                                             Scarcely a word.

            But you have far too long deferred

            Your visit to the Modern State,

            So choose and name the cheerful date.

            Joanna, I can hardly wait

            To meet you at the quite absurd

                             Mandelbaum Gate.

          

        

      

      He was approaching the end of the Orthodox Jewish quarter, and had turned into a street at the end of which rattled the modern state. There, small shops burst their sides with business, large cars streaked along the highway, and everywhere the radio sets told the news in several tongues ranging from Hebrew to that of the B.B.C., or attacked the hot air with oriental jazz. Up there at the end of this orthodox street, it was said, the Orthodox Jews would gather on a Saturday morning, piously to stone the passing motor-cars, breakers of the Sabbath. And across the street, streamers stretched from building to building, bearing an injunction in Hebrew, French and English:

      
         

        DAUGHTERS OF ISRAEL, OBSERVE MODESTY IN THESE STREETS!

      

      This, Freddy assumed to be for the benefit of any tourist-woman who might, for some mad reason, wish to walk in this Orthodox Jewish quarter wearing shorts or a low-cut sun dress; the local women themselves needed no such warning, being clad and covered, one way and another, all over.

      For the time being Freddy had been placed in rooms in a Jerusalem hotel while waiting for an Embassy flat to fall vacant. He was in no great hurry for the flat, preferring hotel life where one need not mix, need not entertain one’s colleagues, and could generally escape. His colleagues at this posting seemed a bit intense and know-all; they were on the young side and had not yet settled down. Freddy noticed, crossing the street, a young woman who was at present staying at his hotel, a Miss Vaughan. She was accompanied by a tall, intellectual-looking Jew. Freddy put down his bag in the hot street. He wanted to be specially civil to Miss Vaughan, having struck up her acquaintance in the cool leafy courtyard of the hotel one evening over two long drinks, and having then, on another occasion, inadvertently said the wrong thing; whereupon Miss Vaughan had felt for his embarrassment.

      They crossed over to him where he waited on the kerb, and inquired if he had enjoyed his week-end. He had once before, very briefly, met her companion, a teacher of archaeology, Dr Saul Ephraim of the Hebrew University, who was acting as Miss Vaughan’s guide. He had turned out to be amiable in the surprising way of the Israeli intellectuals; it took one by surprise because one did not expect a violin with its strings taut and tuned for immediate performance to be suddenly amiable. Dr Ephraim spoke a slightly American tone of English, suddenly amiable and easy as if from some resource that had been waiting under his skin for an encounter with Freddy. He wore an open-necked shirt and flannels, his neck lean and long-muscled. Freddy chatted as he observed these things, telling of his week-end in Jordan: ‘I’ve got some charming friends over there.’ Ephraim would be in his young thirties. He was anxious to hear news of Jordan.

      ‘Haven’t you ever been there?’ said Freddy.

      ‘Not since the war.’

      ‘Of course, not since the war.’ To Ephraim ‘the war’ was the war of 1948.

      ‘It’s absurd,’ said young Dr Ephraim.

      An unloading of water melons began to take place close to them. Freddy had once been hit by the corner of a crate while passing an unloading operation at Covent Garden. He was nervous, and moved the couple aside along with himself.

      ‘Both of you come and join me for a drink when you’ve finished,’ said Freddy then, lifting up his bag.

      Miss Vaughan was about to say something when an old bearded man out of the many, with small ancient eyes, approached them and spoke to Dr Ephraim in guttural Yiddish. Ephraim answered some brief thing, using his hands and shoulders to throw off the subject to the air. The old man spoke a few more words and moved away, muttering and glancing backward at Miss Vaughan.

      ‘What did he say?’ said Miss Vaughan.

      ‘He said, “Tell your lady-friend to dress herself properly in these sacred streets as they have always done before.”’

      Freddy looked at Miss Vaughan to see how she was dressed. She was wearing a harmless blouse, sleeveless, and a dark skirt. He looked up at the admonishing banners and smiled his smile. He smiled again at Miss Vaughan, who stood with her sharp features and prim grey and black hair drawn back, looking less intense than Freddy feared she really was. It occurred to him that by contrast with Ephraim she would be in her late thirties. She was still questioning Dr Ephraim about his conversation with the old man. ‘And what did you say to that?’

      ‘I said, “Well, it’s a hot day.” And he replied, “Well, it was a hot day two thousand years ago.”’

       

      Freddy was glad he had met the couple, for he was always lonely after his week-ends on the other side. He pushed his way up the streets among the loitering mystics and beggars whom the Israelis in general abhorred, being bumped into quite often by the women who inevitably darted out of the shop doors with their purchases and their children, without looking first to right or left. He thought he might ask young Saul Ephraim to recommend him a Hebrew teacher if Miss Vaughan remembered to bring him back to the hotel for a drink. One ought to learn some modern Hebrew to get along in this country. Ephraim might take on the job himself, but Freddy, reflecting that this was highly improbable, was instantly annoyed with himself for thinking it in the first place. One did not meet many Israelis, only the officials and so on, but of course one had not much time. The weekly visits to the other side took up his free days. Dr Ephraim would be thirty-one or thirty-two. Abdul Ramdez, the life-insurance agent who kept trying, without success, to sell Freddy a policy, but who was amusing, had undertaken to give him lessons in Arabic. Ramdez would be in his middle twenties. One had to be careful about one’s teachers of Hebrew and Arabic; here on the spot they were all apt to get intense. Ramdez was an Armenian Arab, or so he claimed.

       

      A chanting of children’s voices came from an upper-storey window as Freddy pushed up the street towards modernity and his hotel. This upper storey was a school; it was always in full chant when he passed, for the children of this sect learned their lessons, all subjects alike, by plaintive rote, singing them out in Hebrew. This always fascinated him, at the same time as it put him off his stroke, for usually, when he passed the spot, he was thinking of his thank-you verses. At present his mind was already on the third stanza of his current piece, so that Joanna could be suitably and gracefully reminded to get a visa and make sure that she stated she was coming on a pilgrimage to the Christian shrines.

      But he could not get his rhythm right against the chanting of these children of the Orient, even after he could hear it no longer and was out among the speedy wide streets of people and motor traffic in the modern city. All the way back to his hotel, when he was really too hot to bother and his thoughts were mere heatwaves, the chant went on at the back of his head, accompanied, as always on these return journeys, by an assertive counter-chant rising spontaneously from something indomitable in Freddy; and so, pitting culture against culture, the metrical precepts of Samuel Taylor Coleridge chanted themselves lovingly round his brain:

      
        
          
             

            Trochee trips from long to short;

            From long to long in solemn sort,

            Slow Spondee stalks; strong foot! yet ill able

            Ever to come up with Dactyl trisyllable.

            Iambics march from short to long: –

            With a leap and a bound the swift Anapaests throng;

            One syllable long, with one short at each side,

            Amphibrachys hastes with a stately stride: –

            First and last being long, middle short, Amphimacer

            Strikes his thundering hoofs, like a proud high-bred racer.

          

        

      

      Even in his bath, when he was thinking of other things, Coleridge’s lines continued to churn in the background – even when they had chased away the Hebrew plain-chant; and even, although he was scarcely aware of it, when he sat out in the small green courtyard of the hotel to await Miss Vaughan and Dr Ephraim. He wanted to be specially agreeable to Miss Vaughan, having put his foot in it last week on their third or fourth meeting. Freddy hated more than anything the thought that he had hurt someone’s feelings in a direct encounter. He hoped she would bring the archaeologist with the lean brown neck. The afternoon was fading, and he tapped silently with his fingers on the wicker arm of his chair and gazed up through the lofty trellis at the cooling light.

      
        
          
             

            Trochee trips from long to short;

          

        

      

      The waiter brought his drink and Freddy dwelt for a gay and not indelicate moment on the young Israeli, and he felt like Horace in the Ode, demanding simple service under his lattice vine. Persicos odi, puer…

       

      From where he sat he saw Miss Vaughan come into the hotel entrance, alone. She moved towards the staircase but glanced towards the terrace. Freddy rose and raised an arm in a welcoming way, and she turned and joined him.

      ‘Dr Ephraim couldn’t manage as it was rather late and his family were expecting him. I ought to go and change.’

      ‘What will you drink?’ said Freddy. His first meeting with Miss Vaughan now came back to him, fused with subsequent meetings here in the green courtyard. He saw them all with that total perceptivity of his which might have made a poet of him, given the missing element. His first impression had been of a pleasant English spinster; she was a teacher of English at a girls’ school; she was on a tour of the Holy Land; Freddy had discussed with her the dear subject of formal English lyrical verse; he had, on another occasion, confided in her that he was compiling an anthology in his spare time, and had before the war published a volume of his own occasional verses. She had responded in a detached sort of way, which was what one liked. She was edgy; she wore on her engagement finger a ring of antique design embedded with a dark-blue stone; but for some reason Freddy had not felt that the ring referred to an engagement to marry anyone; such things were not unaccountable in an English spinster; it was probably somebody killed in the war.

      Now, sitting with her near the same spot as when they had first spoken three weeks ago, he was filled with a sense of her dangerousness; he was obscurely afraid. He wished the young archaeologist had come with her.

      But he was obliged to be particularly civil to Miss Vaughan. He fingered the wicker chair.

      
        
          
             

            With a leap and a bound the swift Anapaests throng…

          

        

      

      Last week he had joined her out here after dinner. The State of Israel had that day sent up its first guided rocket. He remarked that there seemed to be a lot of rejoicing going on in the streets, and one of them suggested going out later on to watch the children dancing. The children danced in the public gardens until late every night in any case. They fell to talking about politicians and the Bomb.

      She had said, in a lazy casual way – for by this time they were fairly at ease with each other – ‘Sometimes I think we ought to chuck out the politicians from world government and put in the Pope, the Chief Rabbi, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Dalai Lama instead. They couldn’t do worse and they might do better.’

      Freddy had reflected on this without undue seriousness. ‘There would have to be a Greek Patriarch as well,’ he said, ‘and then the Buddhists and the Hindus would want their say. There would be no end to it. But it’s a good idea. I imagine there would be objections from the Jews to the Chief Rabbi. Most of these Jews here are unbelievers, so far as I can gather.’

      ‘Not quite,’ said Miss Vaughan. ‘I think they believe in a different way from what you mean. They believe with their blood. Being a Jew isn’t something they consider in their minds, weigh up, and give assent to as one does in the Western Christian tradition. Being a Jew is inherent.’

      ‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’ Freddy gave a little laugh.

      As if he had not spoken at all, she continued. ‘As a half-Jew myself, I think I understand how –’

      ‘Oh, I didn’t mean to say… I mean… One says things without thinking, you know.’

      She said, ‘You might have said worse.’

      Freddy felt terrible. He groped for the idea that, being a half-Jew, she might be only half-offended. After all, one might speak in that manner of the Wogs or the Commies, and everyone knew what one meant.

      He now noticed the Jewishness of her appearance, something dark and intense beyond her actual shape and colouring. Freddy felt worse. It was a diplomatic as well as a social error, here in this country. This was the first year of the Eichmann trial. Freddy felt like a wanted man who had been found hiding in a dark cupboard. He felt an urge to explain that he was not a mass-butcher and that he had never desired to become a Sturmbannführer, Obersturmbannführer, Superobersturmbannführer. He said, ‘I like your young guide. How did you come by him?’

      She said, ‘He’s a friend of a friend of mine, another archaeologist who’s working on the stuff at Qumran just now.’ Plainly, she was embarrassed by his embarrassment.

      Freddy clutched at the subject of the Dead Sea scrolls as at a slice of melon in the Sahara. He said, ‘That must be enormously exciting. I want to visit the place myself some time soon.’

      But she was occupied with her reaction to Freddy’s distress. She began to speak, with furious exasperation, about the Israeli, a former Czech, who had been allotted to her as a guide to the holy places. He had been overbearing. He had been obstructive. He had taken her on a trip to Nazareth and had wanted her to whizz through the whole scene in half an hour, whereas she had insisted on spending the day there. He was a fanatical Christian-hater who had wanted to show her the cement factories and pipelines of Israel instead of the shrines, and had been reluctant to drive her to the top of Mount Tabor, the probable scene of the Transfiguration, and she had not insisted because this insufferable man… It emerged that she herself was a Roman Catholic.

      Anxious about the extremity and urgency of her tone, Freddy looked round for the waiter. He said to her, ‘Let’s try the white wine.’ He ordered two glasses, and called after the waiter, ‘But it should be chilled.’ He said to Miss Vaughan, ‘They are inclined to serve it warm.’

      The waiter appeared with two glasses of local white wine. In them were floating two chips of ice, rapidly melting from their original cubic form. Freddy and Miss Vaughan were silent until the waiter had gone. The ice melted entirely in the hot evening air. Freddy smiled at the two glasses on the table. Eventually, they even sipped the lukewarm mixture. ‘They simply don’t understand about wine at most of these hotels,’ Freddy said. Well, it was a relief, at least, that they could have an English giggle about something.

       

      Freddy now wondered if it was his long walk through the Orthodox quarter in the afternoon heat that had put him on edge. He felt decidedly afraid of Miss Vaughan. She fidgeted with the ring on her engagement finger. She looked very strained. Perhaps she, too, was feeling the heat. However, he was resolved to be agreeable in view of his blunder last week.

      She said, ‘Your geraniums are flourishing.’

      He had given her two of his pots of geraniums before leaving for Jordan last week. They were special geraniums. He had smuggled them across from Joanna’s prize collection.

      He said, ‘Good. I was hoping Dr Ephraim would look in. I want to consult him about a Hebrew teacher.’

      ‘He had to return to his wife and family.’

      ‘Oh yes, quite.’

      ‘He might give you Hebrew lessons himself. They don’t get well paid at the University here.’

      ‘Well, I was sort of hoping that.’

      She said, ‘Before I go to Jordan we must arrange a meeting.’

      ‘When are you going?’ he said.

      ‘I don’t know yet.’

      It was a puzzle to him that she had not already gone to Jordan. She kept saying she was ‘waiting to go to Jordan’. He wondered if she waited for a visa. If they suspected her Jewish blood she would not get a visa. But, on the other hand, if she had a certificate of baptism and kept quiet it should be easy.

      He saw that she was pulling at a fraying piece of wicker on the arm of her chair.

      
        
          
             

            Iambics march from short to long…

          

        

      

      She said, ‘I’m glad to have the geraniums. I water them every morning when the post arrives. It takes my mind off things. I’m waiting for a letter to arrive before I can go off to Jordan.’

      ‘If it’s a question of a visa, perhaps I could help,’ said Freddy.

      ‘Thank you, but you can’t help,’ she said.

      ‘The Christian shrines over there are far more interesting than here,’ he said. ‘At least, there are more of them.’

      ‘I know,’ she said, ‘I hope to be able to see them soon. In fact, I’m hoping to get married quite soon to an archaeologist who’s working over there. The one who’s at the Dead Sea area.’

      ‘I’m sure I could help if it’s only a matter of a visa.’

      ‘I’m waiting for news from Rome,’ she said. ‘He has been married and is divorced. It’s a question of whether his marriage can be annulled or whether it can’t be annulled. I mean annulled by the Church. If it isn’t annulled by the Church then the marriage is off. There’s a fifty-fifty chance.’

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Freddy. He said, ‘Is it as serious as that?’

      She said, ‘Yes.’

      ‘Won’t you be going to join him in Jordan?’ Freddy said. He noticed she was pulling at the fraying wicker, and felt a panic about where this conversation might lead; he could see she was feeling strongly about something or other. He was afraid she had some tiresome deep conviction.

      She said she would not go to Jordan at all if the news from Rome was against the nullity of his previous marriage. She said she would never see the man again in that case.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Freddy. He said, ‘What does your fiancé feel about this?’

      ‘Well, of course, he feels it’s a bit unfair. He isn’t a Catholic himself.’

      ‘It does seem a bit unfair,’ said Freddy mildly. ‘It seems a bit extreme, when a couple of grown-up people –’

      ‘Do you know,’ said this passionate spinster in a cold and terrifying voice, ‘a passage in the Book of the Apocalypse that applies to your point of view?’

      ‘I’m afraid the Apocalypse is beyond me,’ Freddy said. ‘I’ve never had the faintest clue what it’s all about. I can cope with the Gospels, at least some parts, but –’

      ‘It goes like this,’ she said, enunciating her words slowly, almost like a chant:

      
         

        I know of thy doings, and find thee neither cold nor hot; cold or hot, I would thou wert one or the other. Being what thou art, lukewarm, neither cold nor hot, thou wilt make me vomit thee out of my mouth.

      

      Freddy did not reply. People should definitely not quote the Scriptures at one. It was quite absurd.

      Miss Vaughan leaned back in her chair and drew her hand over her prim hair in a relaxed way. Freddy remained silent.

      
        
          
             

            First and last being long, middle short, Amphimacer

            Strikes his thundering hoofs, like a proud high-bred racer…

          

        

      

      Then Freddy rose as one who had quietly closed a door and said, ‘I must go and get off a bread-and-butter letter to my hostess before dinner.’

    

  
    
      
        
          2

          
            
              
              BARBARA VAUGHAN’S IDENTITY
            

          

        

      

      People should definitely not quote the Scriptures at each other, thought Barbara Vaughan, regretting her attack on Freddy – or rather, it had been a delayed counter-attack, but he would probably not have recognized this devious fact.

      People who quoted the Scriptures in criticism of others were terrible bores and usually they misapplied the text. One could prove anything against anyone from the Bible. She regretted to the smallest detail her denunciation, from the Apocalypse, of the cool Foreign Office man. In reality she greatly enjoyed the regretting, because it excluded from her thoughts the other problems – the vital ones which were, for the present, insoluble. To these her mind always came round at length, as in a concerto when the formal recapitulation, the real thing, wins through. But meantime she fiddled up and down the scales with the ridiculous scene with Freddy last night in the courtyard.

      She sat on a low wall, regretting on and on and generally gathering strength, beside the Basilica of the Transfiguration on the summit plateau of Mount Tabor. She had hired a car for herself that morning, for she was tired of the travel agency guides. They had plenty of good information to offer, but they offered it incessantly. Through the length and breadth of the country the Israelis treated facts like antibiotic shots, injecting them into the visitor like diligent medical officers. Well, they were proud of their country, and she had no fault to find with the facts as such. The tiring aspect of every journey she had made throughout the past three weeks was the hard work involved in separating the facts relevant to her point of view from those relevant to theirs.

      The facts relevant to her point of view: Barbara Vaughan’s intelligence had come to maturity in the post-graduate tradition of a great university’s English department. She had then applied herself to music, but too late to meet her own exacting standards: she now no longer played the cello. By constitution of mind she was inclined to think of ‘a Catholic point of view’ to which not all facts were relevant, just as, in her thesis-writing days, she had selected the points of a poem which were related only to the thesis. This did not mean that she had failed to grasp the Christian religion with a total sense of its universal application, or that she was unable to recognize, in one simple process, the virtue of a poem. All it meant was that her habits of mind were inadequate to cope with the whole of her experience, and thus Barbara Vaughan was in a state of conflict, like practically everyone else, in some mode or another.

      Like practically everyone else – and she was one of those afflicted by her gifts. For she was gifted with an honest, analytical intelligence, a sense of fidelity in the observing of observable things, and, at the same time, with the beautiful and dangerous gift of faith which, by definition of the Scriptures, is the sum of things hoped for and the evidence of things unseen.

       

      ‘We approach Beersheba,’ a guide had said on her first tour, shortly after her arrival in the country. ‘Look, all this has sprung up in thirteen years.’

      The guides of Israel irritated Barbara largely for the reason, not altogether obscure to her, that they were extremely virile men and yet were not the one virile man whose proximity she wanted; they were not Harry Clegg, the archaeologist at present working on the site of the Dead Sea excavations in Jordan. She was disposed to resist the guides’ pronouncements from this cause alone, even if she had not the plain excuse to object continually, ‘I’ve really only come on a pilgrimage. I really only want to see the ancient sites. I’m really not interested in Scotch-tape factories.’

      ‘We approach Beersheba.’

      Suddenly, as it seemed, from behind a few palm-trees Beersheba had appeared in a white dazzle of modern blocks reaching down to the great desert waves of the Negev. The desert lapped like a sea on the glittering strips of concrete that defined Beersheba’s outlying blocks of flats.

      Barbara Vaughan said, ‘I’m really only interested in the Beersheba of Genesis.’

      ‘This is the Beersheba of Genesis.’

      They drove slowly through the streets. Barbara looked from the houses to the desert, and from the desert to the houses. Beersheba was the place where the patriarch Isaac, blind in his old age, mistakenly gave his blessing to Jacob, who had posed as his elder brother Esau. The old man, uneasy, felt the son’s hands and arms, which were gloved in the hairy skin of a goat, and was taken in by the disguise. ‘The voice is the voice of Jacob,’ said the old man. He felt the arms and hands – ‘but the hands –’ The mighty blessing, once bestowed, was irrevocable. Smooth Jacob, not tough, hairy Esau, got the spiritual inheritance and took the place that the Lord had reserved for him among the Fathers of Israel, such being the ways of the Lord in the Middle East. Barbara reflected that God had not been to Eton. Jacob would have made a marvellous Jesuit… She said, ‘Well, only the desert and sky look in character, but I suppose it’s the authentic site. I feel sleepy.’

      ‘This is Beersheba, the birthplace of Jacob, the Father of the Twelve Tribes of Israel. We have a new school for immigrants. To teach them trades and Hebrew. I show you.’

      The modern town indeed had its own beauty. As they were driving back through the streets Barbara caught sight of a brass plate outside a dark glazed shop doorway. It read Detective Agency.

      ‘What do they want with a detective agency in a new town?’

      ‘Many things. The last three, four years there have been maybe some divorces. Population, thirty-two thousand. See, we have here a clinic with also an extension.’

       

      That was how it had been since her arrival.

      ‘I’m really interested essentially in the Holy Land.’

      ‘This is the Holy Land.’

      Saul Ephraim, of course, had been the most sympathetic. He knew Harry Clegg. One could relax with Saul. And once, when he advised her, ‘Be tough with these official guides. Don’t let them bully you. Tell them you only want to see places of antiquity. You can see modern housing estates and shopping centres anywhere in the world,’ – for some reason she then replied, ‘It’s all antiquity in the long run.’ The archaeologist had shrugged in his casual, Jewish way. ‘In the long run!’ he said. ‘The modern flats won’t last as long as Herod’s water-pipes have lasted.’

      People should definitely not quote the Scriptures at each other, thought Barbara, as she sat on the wall up there at Mount Tabor. She looked down on the green and blue of Galilee, while her mind gazed equally at the problems of years ago, of last year, last week, yesterday, tomorrow.

      Saul Ephraim, her only real friend in this country, frequently brought to mind one of her cousins in their student days, when they had lingered over the supper table on long argumentative Sunday evenings at Golders Green, while the tall flowers outside the French windows seemed to grow silent and more silent. She was conscious of Saul Ephraim in this aspect as he spoke of Herod’s network of sewers and water-pipes and told her how these had recently been turned to use again by the new State. He was an unbeliever, well and accurately versed in the Old and New Testaments, with a conscientious indifference to their relevance outside the field of an antiquarian’s interest. This was a type of mind Barbara could understand and cope with.

      On the occasion of his telling her to be tough with the guides, they had been at Jaffa, where they leaned over the sea-wall, contemplating, as they talked, the old harbour, which was too shallow to accommodate modern shipping. Some way behind them stood the reputed house of Simon the Tanner, where the apostle Peter lodged when he was fetched from Lod to come and raise Dorcas from the dead. It seemed the occupant nuns would not allow visitors on that day. Barbara again experienced a feeling that had overcome her in the recent weeks, when she had actually reached the site she was seeking: it was a feeling of abrupt indifference, as when at Nazareth she had taken great pains to find a shrine entitled the ‘Mensa Christi’ – reputedly a slab of rock once used by Christ as a table. She had climbed a long, hot hill from curiosity to see the object and to find out what legend attached to it. But on arriving at the small building, she had found it locked. Near by, a gnarled old Franciscan monk, the custodian, sat dozing on a stone, the key in his hands. She did not trouble to approach him. She did not by then possess sufficient interest in the ‘Mensa Christi’ to do so.

      So it was at the house of Simon the Tanner at Jaffa. Saul had gone round to the back door to try to gain admittance. She said, ‘Don’t bother. I’m not all that interested’; he gave up the attempt, with only one series of unanswered bangs on the door.

      They had leaned over the sea-wall, surveying the ancient sea. Beside them was a paved courtyard leading into some low-built dark doorways. A woman from the interior screamed, then wailed, and finally emerged into the courtyard sobbing loudly. She was an Arab girl wearing a tight, short Western dress, very unkempt. She was upheld by two other women. Her dress was torn from her shoulders. She had obviously been roughly treated. She was hurried by her two women friends into another dark doorway. They were followed by two men, Arabs in European clothes. One of the men stopped to look at Barbara. He seemed to recognize her. His gaze caused her to take a special note of his face. He was blue-eyed. Where had she seen him before? Was he the guide at Joseph’s Workshop at Nazareth? The woman was wailing still from within the house.

      ‘I think one of those men is a guide,’ she said to Saul when the blue-eyed Arab followed the others.

      ‘You’ve got guides on the brain. No, they aren’t guides,’ he said.

      She said, ‘Oh, of course, I remember. He’s the man who comes to see Mr Hamilton at the hotel – a life-insurance agent.’

      ‘A what?’ said Saul.

      She then remarked, without relevance, that the Scriptures were specially important to the half-Jew turned Catholic. The Old Testament and the New, she said, were to her – as near as she could apply to her own experience the phrase of Dante’s vision – ‘bound by love into one volume’. Then, perceiving that Saul Ephraim was giving serious thought to what she had said, she gave a timid English laugh, and added that of course she realized one could make a fetish of the Scriptures.

       

      She had hired a car early that morning and had driven northward through the Judean hills to Galilee. The scene with Freddy Hamilton resembled an alcoholic hang-over. On the way, she began to feel a sense of her own identity, and realized that this was in fact what she had begun to lose amongst the answers she had been obliged to devise to the questions of Israelis since her arrival in the country. She recalled that day she had been driven by a guide along the road to Caesarea… It was eleven in the morning:

      ‘A half-Jew?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Which half?’

      ‘Through my mother.’

      ‘Then you are a whole Jew. The Jew inherits through the mother by Jewish Law.’

      ‘I know that. But one says half-Jew to mean that one of the parents is a Gentile and the other –’

      ‘But the Jew inherits through the mother. You are then a full Jew by the Law.’

      ‘Yes, but not according to the Gentile parent’s law.’

      ‘What was your father’s Law?’

      That was a question indeed.

      ‘I’m afraid he was a law unto himself,’ Barbara had said to this questioner, a large blond Pole. He laughed at that.

      She told him of her father in the wild upsurge of his middle age and downfall. ‘He broke his neck while fox-hunting. The horse threw him. He landed in a ditch and died instantly.’

      ‘My father died also in a ditch. Shot by the S.S. Why have you made yourself a Catholic to deny your Jewish blood?’

      ‘I don’t deny it. I’ve just been telling you about it.’

      ‘You are brought up as a Gentile or a Jew?’

      ‘Neither. No religion.’

      ‘And your mother’s relations and your father’s relations, what religion?’

      Barbara had felt displaced, she felt her personal identity beginning to escape like smoke from among her bones. ‘What a lot of questions,’ she said. So they drove along the road to Caesarea through the fertile plain of Sharon, cultivated to the verge of the road on each side. They had found the car to be cooler with windows shut than open to the hot breeze. But not much cooler. ‘A lot of questions,’ she had said, twice, with the resigned dying-fall of a victim deprived of fresh air and civil rights.

      ‘I ask her a question, she makes a big thing of it that I am Gestapo,’ said the guide to some invisible witness.

      Barbara said, ‘Well, it’s hot.’

      He said, ‘I ask you, because you say you are half-Jew, you say you are a Catholic, and I ask you only what is the religion of your mother’s relations and the religion of your father’s relations. It is a natural discussion, if you would say to me, who are you, who is your mother, who is your father and how do you come to be an Israeli guide, and I would answer those questions. Then I should ask who are you, what is the family, your brothers and your sisters –’

      Barbara thought, ‘Who am I?’ She felt she had known who she was till this moment. She said, ‘I am who I am.’ The guide spoke some short Hebrew phrase which, although she did not know the language, quite plainly signified that this didn’t get them any further in the discussion. Barbara had already begun to reflect that ‘I am who I am’ was a bit large seeing it was the answer that Moses got from the burning bush on Mount Sinai when he asked God to describe himself. The Catechism, it was true, stated that man was made in God’s image chiefly as to the soul. She decided, therefore, essentially ‘I am who I am’ was indeed the final definition for her. But the thesis-exponent in Barbara would not leave it at that. They entered Caesarea, home of ancient disputations, while she attempted to acquaint the guide with the Golders Green Jewishness of her mother’s relations and the rural Anglicanism of her father’s, the Passover gatherings on the one hand and the bell-summoned Evensongs on the other, the talkative intellectuals of the one part and the kennel-keeping blood sportsmen of the other. The Polish Israeli was bewildered. Barbara added that her parents themselves were, of course, exceptional, having broken away from their respective traditions to marry each other. And she herself was of course something else again. The guide persisted in his point: Why had she turned Catholic? If she wanted a religion she was already a Jewess through her mother. Barbara knew then that the essential thing about herself remained unspoken, uncategorized and unlocated. She was agitated, and felt a compelling need to find some definition that would accurately explain herself to this man.

      He was demanding a definition. By the long habit of her life, and by temperament, she held as a vital principle that the human mind was bound in duty to continuous acts of definition. Mystery was acceptable to her, but only under the aspect of a crown of thorns. She found no rest in mysterious truths like ‘I am who I am’; they were all right for deathbed definitions, when one’s mental obligations were at an end. ‘I am who I am’, yes, ultimately, as a piece of music might be what it is; but then, one wants to analyse the thing. Meantime, she thought, the man wants to know who I am, that is, what category of person. I should explain to him the Gentile-Jewish situation in the West, and next, the independence of British education, and the peculiar independence of the Gentile Jew whose very existence occurs through a nonconforming alliance. And next, the probabilities of the Catholic claim, she thought. The fierce heat of noon penetrated her sun-glasses. She thought, later on I must make an attempt to explain: I’ll explain after lunch.

      But why? At Caesarea they had looked at the historic ruins and the recently excavated ramparts of Herod’s city; they looked at the prehistoric Mediterranean Sea and were refreshed by it. The man was dogmatizing about dates and events at Caesarea, the most important of which was, to him, the recent moment when excavations by a team of archaeologists had begun. They ate lunch at an outside table under an awning. The guide said, ‘In Poland the Catholic priests used to lead the pogroms.’

      ‘Well, they shouldn’t have,’ she said.

      ‘Why are you Catholic?’

      Why? Why did she trouble about these questions? The man was a hired guide. She was paying for his services. Anywhere else one would take up a properly resentful attitude. But here in Israel it was unthinkable; one paid their travel agency, they were hired, but these facts appeared irrelevant to the relationship. Here on this territory the Israeli guides were far more autonomous in their attitudes than any French citizen on home ground, or any English guide in England. The Israelis generally did not merely show one round, they guided, whether they were official guides or not. It occurred to Barbara that all in some degree rather resembled the Irish and the Welsh in their territorial consciousness, and she was reminded, too, of the games of her childhood where one’s own chalked-out area, once won, contained whatever features one said it did, neither more nor less. She kept remarking to the guide that the country was beautiful, since this was easy to say, being true. It duly pleased him. He said, ‘I swam for it,’ and explained that he had arrived as an illegal immigrant on a ship in 1947, and had swum ashore by night.

      She had returned to the hotel after the trip to Caesarea in a state of exhaustion and nervous panic that reminded her of the sensations she had experienced as a result of anaemia, for a few months, some years ago. She was now in good physical health; it was spiritual anaemia, she ruthlessly decided, that she was suffering from. Instead of saying goodbye at the door and tipping him like a tourist she acted on a desperate placatory impulse and asked him in for a drink. Then, immediately realizing that she was yielding to a familiar weakness, that of humouring the constitutional tyrant, she now recalled having parked the fellow on Freddy Hamilton, who was reading a newspaper in the quiet green courtyard, and had said she would be back presently. She had taken a long time to come down from her room, and when she did she found the huge guide had begun to expand on the adventures of the past day. Courteous Mr Hamilton had seemed more than merely courteous, he was listening with deep interest. The guide was checking off the fingers of his left hand, one by one, as he said, or nearly sang, ‘I gave her Abu Gosh, I gave her Ramle where is Arimathea for the Christians, I have given her Lod as you call Lydda, traditional birthplace of St George –’

      ‘Patron Saint of England,’ said pleasant Mr Hamilton.

      ‘Correct. I gave her Haifa, I have given her Mount Carmel –’

      ‘Ah, here’s Miss Vaughan,’ said Freddy Hamilton. ‘Ah, Miss Vaughan, I’ve been hearing an account – let me…’ He rose to help her to pull up a chair from another table. The guide continued, on his right hand, ‘I gave her the grotto of the Prophet Elijah, I gave her, then, the Persian Gardens and the Temple of the Bahai Faith.’

      ‘Ah yes, I’ve heard of the Bahai Faith. Very interesting. Very decent people, I hear. Founded after the last war. Money to burn.’

      ‘In this the lady was not interested. She did not wish to visit the Bahai Temple.’

      ‘I think we did enough for one day,’ Barbara said.

      ‘A very full day,’ said Freddy.

      When the Israeli had gone, Freddy said, ‘Nice fellow. Seems to know his job.’

      ‘I found him insufferably overbearing.’

      ‘Did you? Oh well, you know, we’re foreigners here now. One inclines to forget that. British to them means something different from British to us, I’m afraid.’

      Saul Ephraim, to whom she had recounted that day’s excursion in detail, said, ‘You seem to be unlucky with our guides. Not surprising. You’re British. Well, that’s all right, more or less. You’re a Catholic convert – O.K. But you’re a half-Jew as well. The three together are a lot.’

      ‘I should have thought being a half-Jew would be held in mitigation of the rest.’

      ‘You ought to know better.’

      She did know better. The family on her mother’s side at Golders Green, with whom she spent half of the vacations of her youth, had proved as innocently obtuse about her true identity as had the family at Bells Sands, Worcestershire, with whom she spent the other half.

       

      Barbara, on the summit of Mount Tabor, conscious of the Holy Land stretching to its boundaries on every side, reflected wearily upon her reflections. She thought, my mind is impatient to escape from its constitution and reach its point somewhere else. But that is in eternity at the point of transfiguration. In the meantime, what is to be borne is to be praised. In the meantime, memory circulates like the bloodstream. May mine circulate well, may it bring dead facts to life, may it bring health to whatever is to be borne.

      At Bells Sands – it was the Easter vacation, just after her sixteenth birthday – her energetic tennis-playing grandmother, with hair discreetly dyed the colour of steel, sat on the arm of a chair in her white pleated dress, swinging one of her long sinewy legs, brown summery legs in good condition; the party was gathered in the dining-room after tennis; it was tea-time. Her grandmother took a teacup from the tray offered by the young, round-shouldered parlour maid. Barbara had been saying she must go and pack. Her cousin Arthur, then at Sandhurst, later killed in North Africa, was to drive her to the station.

      ‘Must you go tonight, darling?’ said her Vaughan grandmother. Barbara passed round the cucumber sandwiches. ‘Why not go up with Arthur in the morning? Stay and be comfy.’

      ‘No, I’m expected. It’s the Passover. An important festival.’

      The warmth of the spring oozed in through the French windows as if the glass were porous. The silver teapot danced with light and shade as a breeze stirred the curtains. The air was elusively threaded with the evidence of unseen hyacinths. So it must have been before she was born, when the family understood that her father was going to marry the Jewess, and there was nothing left to say.

      ‘Well, I admire you for it,’ said her grandmother.

      The young men were eating the cucumber sandwiches two at a time.

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Your loyalty to your mother’s people. But honestly, darling, it isn’t necessary. No one could possibly blame you for skipping it. After all, you don’t look as if you had a drop of Jewish blood. And after all you’re only half. I assure you no one minds.’

      ‘I’m awfully fond of them, you know. I don’t feel the least temptation to give them up. Why on earth –?’

      ‘Yes, I know you’re fond of them, it’s only natural that you should be. Only I want you to know that I admire you for being so loyal, darling. I think I’m right in saying that we all of us admire you.’

      ‘Grandmother!’ said Barbara’s other cousin, Miles. ‘Grandmother, shut up.’

      ‘There’s nothing to admire, no effort,’ Barbara said. ‘The Aaronsons don’t call it loyalty when I stay here. They take it for granted.’

      ‘Well, I should hope so, Barbara dear. This was your father’s home and it’s yours, too.’

      Barbara perceived that she had courage, this lithe grandmother of hers. It took courage for her to speak steadily of her son, her favourite, her disappointment in life, now dead from a fall while hunting. It had been an indigenous sort of death, but the mother would have preferred him alive with his unfortunate marriage, all the same.

      ‘Well, there’s time for another set before you change and pack, Barbara,’ said Uncle Eddy, gazing out at the sky as if he could tell the time by it. The lawn lay beautiful as eternity. A servant was calling in Eddy’s two children from an upper window; presently their high voices came quarrelling from the shrubbery and faded round the back of the house. There was a stir in the beech leaves like papers being gently shuffled into order. The drawing-in of an English afternoon took place, with its fugitive sorrow.

      ‘See here, Barbara,’ said her grandfather at Golders Green a few hours later, ‘these are the bitter herbs which signify our affliction in Egypt…’ He enumerated the items on the Seder table, the eggs, the cake, the paschal lamb.

      She was familiar with the scene from previous Seder nights, but her grandfather, knowing she had not been formally instructed and had no Hebrew, was careful each year to explain everything. There was always a great deal she was ignorant of, which the other grandchildren, her cousins, took for granted. But she recognized the excitement of this Feast when, as a child, she and the other children had sat up late with their elders at the exotic table, every face shining with candlelight, every morsel of food giving a special sensation to her mouth, not only because it tasted different from ordinary food, but because on this night every morsel stood for something else, and was food as well. The children drank wine and deliverance with it… The unleavened bread, crisp matzo that made crumbs everywhere, was uncovered. ‘This is the poor bread which our fathers ate in the land of Egypt.’ Barbara had understood from her fifth year that it was not actually the same wafery substance, here on the table at Golders Green, that had been baked by the Israelites on the first Passover night, and yet, in a mysterious sense, it was: ‘This is the bread which our fathers ate…’

      ‘This is the night,’ said her grandfather, an unageing man, to Barbara, now so conscious of having turned sixteen, ‘when we give thanks to God for our ancestors’ redemption. He split the sea for us and we passed over on dry land.’ She listened, as if she had not heard it before, while her cousins, now grown old, between eighteen and twenty-one years of age, took their places. Like herself, they had been recognizably intellectuals, with an additional bent for music, before they had turned fifteen.

      The cousins, undergraduates in philosophy, law and medicine, were gathered in purposeful concentration round the Seder table, where usually, on summer evenings after supper when the table had been cleared, they leaned over the shiny wood surface far into the night, loquacious on the subjects of Nietzsche, Freud, Marx, Mussolini, Hitler, and the war impending. Now they were about to intone in due order the responses on the subject of the Exodus from Egypt into the Promised Land.

      A small dark girl of eight was present, a refugee orphan from Germany who had been allotted to this family in the emergency parcelling-out of rescued children in those late nineteen-thirties. Her eyes were wonderful pebbles in the candlelight.

      The young men pushed back their skull-caps, for the room was warm with mesmeric ritual as much as with actual heat.

      It was only a few months ago, in the Christmas holidays, that Barbara and these alert young men, her cousins on the Jewish side, had reached the conclusion one evening that agnosticism was the only answer, their atheist mentors having erred on the dogmatic side. But here and now they were suddenly children of Israel again, Barbara always included, because, after all, blood was blood, and you inherit from your mother’s side.

      In former times, Barbara, being the youngest member of the Feast, yet knowing no Hebrew, had repeated after her grandfather the euphonies of the question reserved to the youngest of the company. But tonight the German child was repeating in Hebrew the question:

      Why is this night different from all other nights?

      It is different, Barbara had thought. The elder Aaronsons hoped she would one day marry a Jew, a doctor or a lawyer, somebody brilliant. They did not believe that her Gentile relations could be particularly well-disposed towards her. As for love, how could you expect it? The elder Aaronsons said, Barbara, bless her, she’ll make a nice match in five, six years’ time. They felt she would compensate for her intractable mother, who now never came to the family gatherings but only wrote letters from Paris.

      Her grandfather intoned joyfully. He was in good voice. The very old Auntie Bea’s rings twinkled on her moveless hand as the candles flickered in a little draught. Michael, her closest friend among the cousins, for Barbara’s benefit, murmured an English rendering of the versicle liturgy to the accompaniment of his grandfather’s deep patriarchal boom, and the young men’s gruff responses:

      
        
          
             

                         If He had brought us out of Egypt,

            and not sent judgement upon them,

                                         It would suffice us.

                         If He had sent judgement upon them, and

            not upon their gods.

                                         It would suffice us.

                         If He had sent judgement on their gods and

            not killed their first born,

                                         It would suffice us.

          

        

      

      The German child was following the Hebrew in her book with her forefinger, smiling with recognition. Barbara felt proud of the child in a Jewish way, and exchanged a glance to this effect with her young Aunt Sadie, who also glowed as Jewish women do, with approval of intelligent and happy children.

      
        
          
             

                         If He had parted the waters for us, and

            not let us pass through it on dry ground,

                                             It would suffice us.

          

        

      

      The previous Sunday, at Bells Sands, Barbara had gone with Uncle Eddy’s two children after church to roll their bright dyed Easter eggs in a dell at the end of their woods, where she and her cousin Arthur had always rolled their eggs as children. Was it only last Sunday? The scene pictured itself without warning in Barbara’s mind, light-years away, and rapidly disappeared. Only last Sunday, the end of Lent 1939? She had a sense of temporal displacement. The Passover Feast was coming to an end. She heard the familiar lilt of the riddle song, ‘One Kid’, from the lips of her lolling cousins. They were supposed to loll. It was part of the ritual. Now, that was a thing her Vaughan grandmother, who complained of backache each Sunday after church, she being one who made a point of sitting up well, would never understand.

      Afterwards in the kitchen, the small child helped with the washing-up. Nobody would let Barbara do a thing. All the women were anxious to spare her a job. It was always the same here, at Golders Green. None of her aunts, or even the old servant, would let her wash up. Now, seeing the pile of dishes, Barbara seized a clean dishtowel from a rack where it was hanging.

      Her young Aunt Sadie attempted to take the cloth from her in a good-humoured way but very firmly, and vaguely Barbara was aware of a lip-silence among the women working and clattering among the plates and cutlery at the sink.

      ‘Hee-ee, you’re not kosher.’ This was her youngest Aaronson cousin, Michael, standing at the doorway of the kitchen, with his owl-like face, horn-rimmed glasses, wide smile, red cheeks and Jewish nose.

      His young Aunt Sadie said, ‘Michael!’

      Michael spread his hands and hunched his shoulders, pretending to be very foreign. ‘Vot you vont in my keetchin…’

      Young Aunt Sadie said to Barbara, ‘We use different dishcloths for drying the plates. Milk and meat are kept separate. We don’t eat both together, that you know. But we don’t wash them up together, either. We keep the towels separate.’

      ‘Vot you expect?’ said Michael. ‘She is neither Yeed nor Goy ees mein cousin Barbara.’ He put his arm round her shoulder. ‘She ees a bit milk and meat in the same dish, vot you expect?’

      ‘Stop it, Michael. He’s a clown, that boy,’ said young Aunt Sadie, busy with the women. They kept pushing him tolerantly out of the way. Barbara, too, felt cheerful about his presence in the kitchen. The younger generation in this household were slightly more indulged than they were at Bells Sands, where all affection was casual, unstated, understood more or less. Barbara, who at Golders Green came in for a share of the unequivocal benevolence towards the young and their capers, their demands, and their wild theories, was automatically soothed by the tolerant atmosphere in the kitchen. But still, she was not permitted to stack the dishes away, lest she stack them in the wrong places.

      ‘We’ve got special dishes for the Passover. Everything separate. The usual plates and things are not used during the Passover,’ said young Aunt Sadie, instructively, to Barbara. Young Aunt Sadie tried to take the place of her mother, who, since her father had broken his neck in a ditch, had married again, this time to a Japanese embassy official, and lived in Paris; she was a very lost limb to the Aaronsons.

      Barbara surrendered the washing-up to her relations, feeling her ignorance in these matters to be an abyss of details. She was aware, too, that she would never make an attempt to acquire the missing knowledge; there were too many other things that she had resolved to learn. She looked at Sadie and said resentfully, ‘I’ll never learn your ways, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Well, you might learn some manners,’ said quick-tongued Aunt Sadie.

      ‘Sadie! Sadie! She is, bless her, a child only,’ said the very old Auntie Bea.

      Michael said, ‘And she’s been eating ham sandwiches at her tennis party this afternoon. Not kosher, that girl.’

      ‘Cucumber sandwiches,’ said Barbara.

      Old Auntie Bea, who was always anxious to make the peace, and the syntax of whose utterances was the joy of the younger generation, dried her plump fingers, and nodding her head towards Barbara, said, ‘Cucumbers! I have made yesterday cucumbers in pickle, twenty. Thirty-six last week in the jars I have with vinegar made, cucumbers.’

       

      At Joppa, then, when Barbara came to be leaning over the seawall, she said to Saul Ephraim, who reminded her much of the Aaronson cousins of her youth, ‘My Gentile relations tried too hard to forget I was a half-Jew. My Jewish relations couldn’t forget I was a half-Gentile. Actually, I didn’t let them forget, either way.’

      ‘Quite right. Why should you forget what you are?’ said Saul. ‘You were right.’

      ‘I know that. But one doesn’t altogether know what one is. There’s always more to it than Jew, Gentile, half-Jew, half-Gentile. There’s the human soul, the individual. Not “Jew, Gentile” as one might say “autumn, winter”. Something unique and unrepeatable.’

      He smiled as if he had heard it all before.

      ‘Then why did you choose the Gentile side in the end?’

      ‘I didn’t choose any side at any time.’

      ‘You became a Catholic.’

      ‘Yes, but I didn’t become a Gentile. It wouldn’t be possible, entirely, seeing that I’m a half-Jew by natural birth.’

      ‘Well, but look, Christianity’s a Gentile religion. It’s all the same to me, but it’s a question of fact.’

      ‘Not essentially. After all, it started off as a new ordering of the Jewish religion.’

      ‘Well, it’s changed a lot since then.’

      ‘Only accidentally. It’s still a new order of an older firm.’

      ‘Did you get your Catholic instruction from the Jesuits, by any chance?’ he said.

      She giggled. ‘Yes, in fact I did.’

      ‘I thought so.’

      ‘You can discredit the Jesuits but you can’t refute the truth.’

      ‘Well, you can’t expect our population to make these distinctions. Catholic is Gentile to them.’

      ‘Perhaps I should hush it up while in Israel, that I’m a half-Jew by birth,’ she said.

      ‘You’d be wiser to hush it up when you go over to Jordan. Here, you only risk an argument, but there you might get shot.’

       

      The wall on which she now sat on the summit of Mount Tabor was part of an ancient fortress, the foundations of which lay about five feet on the far side. Looking behind her she could see the weedy floor of this excavated plot. In the self-absorption of the hour, even this small rectangle of archaeology related itself to her life. She recalled the dig at St Albans in Hertfordshire last summer. A Roman villa was being excavated. Her cousin, Miles Vaughan, now married and living at St Albans, took an active interest in the old Roman area of the city and always entertained the archaeologists when they came in the summer to work on the ruins. Barbara was intending to spend only a week with her cousin. She prolonged her stay. She went down to the dig as a volunteer. Miles said one day, ‘You’re causing a scandal, Barbara – you and Harry Clegg.’ He said it in an entirely jocular way, as one might say to a small boy, ‘My, you’re a big man!’ and Barbara was shaken by this. Miles had not for a moment realized how near the truth he had struck. Neither he nor his wife, Kathy, apparently, had noticed how close her friendship with the archaeologist Harry Clegg had grown in the past three weeks. They had simply ignored the evidence. ‘You’re causing a scandal, Barbara – you and Harry Clegg.’ Barbara was stabbed by his tone of voice. It affected her with a shock of self-recognition. She felt as if she had caught sight of a strange face in the mirror, and presently realized that the face was her own. Barbara understood then, that her self-image was at variance with the image she presented to the world. She understood that, to them, she was a settled spinster of thirty-seven, by definition a woman, but sexually-differentiated only by a narrow margin, sharp, clever, set in her ways, a definite spinster, one who had embraced the Catholic Church instead of a husband, one who had taken up religion instead of cats. It was this concept that entitled Miles to tease her. ‘You’re causing a scandal, Barbara…’ But Miles, a grown man… he was too innocent for words. She had looked at him. Yes, he was joking. He gave her a little pat on the shoulder and went out to the car.

      Barbara went and looked at herself in the mirror, full-length, in her room. Her hair was drawn back tight, her face was thin and smooth, her blouse and skirt were neat. Everything was quite neat, prim and unnoticeable. She had not guessed she looked quite like that, but now that she saw herself almost through the eyes of others, she was amazed. She wondered if she was a hypocrite; but that appearance in the glass, she thought, comes of long habit. Having restrained the expression of my feelings over the years I look as if I had none. It comes from a long habit of approaching the world with caution, this appearance of being too cautious to live a life of normal danger.

      The figure in the looking-glass fascinated her. No wonder Miles did not really know her.

      She had thought then, but who am I?

      I am who I am.

      Yes, but who am I?

      Because, in fact, she was already deeply involved in a love-affair with Harry Clegg, the archaeologist. The local country people had taken note of them during the first week of their meeting. But her cousins would never do so. They would simply ignore the evidence. She looked in the mirror and understood why. And understood why she attracted the man. It was the very quality that deceived her friends. It was this deceptive, ascetic, virginal look that Harry found intriguing. It was not her mind alone, she told herself as she sized up her appearance.

      All the summer weeks of their first meeting she had felt in a state of complete liberation from guilt. Moral or social censure were meaningless. The hours and days were barricaded with enchantment. She prolonged her stay on the simple excuse to Miles and Kathy that she was enjoying it. They accepted this, they were delighted. She did not mind baby-sitting in the evenings with Harry Clegg to keep her company. Harry Clegg was a scholar, of course, but not their type socially; he was a mild joke to them, a small, dark, scowling creature with too much untidy hair. A scowling creature except when he smiled. He was brilliant, the Vaughans admitted, a dedicated scholar. That he was regarded in every informed society but theirs as a distinguished man, the Vaughans did not know. They conveyed, with innocent remarks, in their diffident way, their amusement at the points where his lower-class origins were evident. Harry would never have entered Kathy’s drawing-room or Miles’s consciousness, nor would have wanted to do so, had he not been dabbling in the local excavations. Miles and Kathy merrily departed for dinner parties, leaving the professor baby-sitting with Barbara and presumably discussing archaeology with her for all he was worth.

      But Barbara and Harry Clegg were in the spare bedroom, making love, just like the nannie and the butler in the absence of master and mistress in the old days. Sometimes one of the children would wake and call. Barbara would swear and get up. Just like the old-time nannie.

      Sometimes they settled down in the rough hut on the site of the excavations, like teenagers stormed by the sensual presences of the summer night. At any other time Barbara would have thought it ludicrous. A few weeks before she would have thought it absurd. But this was no time for sophisticated thoughts. She felt herself to be in love with Harry Clegg in an entirely exclusive form as yet unrealized in human experience. It made nonsense of the rules. There were no moral laws to fit it. The form of their love seemed to her to derive from a faculty of inner knowledge which they both possessed, a passionate mutual insight so unique in her experience that she felt it to be unique in human experience. Harry Clegg – shock-haired, unhandsome – who would have guessed he would be her type? Miles referred to him as ‘the red-brick genius’. But that was to reckon without Harry Clegg, who loved her. He loved her disguise as an English spinster, not merely as disguise but as part of her inexplicable identity. She was not an English spinster merely, but also a half-Jew, and was drawn to the equivalent quality in him that quite escaped both the unspoken definition ‘Englishman of lower-class origin’, and the spoken one, ‘red-brick genius’.

      It happened one day that Barbara’s cousin, Michael Aaronson, came down for the week-end with his wife. He was a recognized expert in International Law, with a subsidiary interest in a firm of solicitors who had dealt with the Vaughans’ family business for the past ten years, such being one of the odd and latter results of that Vaughan-Aaronson marriage which had caused so much alarm at the time. Business apart, other Vaughans and Aaronsons of their generation were now on visiting terms, this having happened gradually from some point after the war, when wedding invitations and acceptances had started to flutter between the two families; while Barbara, who was now the only visible link between them, tended to be regarded as something practically invisible by both sides. She now saw them infrequently, her life being centred in the girls’ school where she taught. Michael was the only one she corresponded with, he was still her best-friend of the Aaronsons.

      He was surprised to find Barbara at St Albans on a long stay. More perceptive than Miles, he noticed her absorption with Harry Clegg.

      He said, when he was alone with her, ‘Are you getting attached to that archaeologist? He seems keen on you.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good luck, then.’

      Thank you, Michael.’

      ‘He’s a distinguished fellow. Looks terrible. They always attract women, somehow, when they look like that. Are you thinking of marriage? Because if you’re going to get married the family won’t like it.’

      ‘Which family?’

      ‘Oh, the Vaughans, of course. He’s the wrong background.’

      ‘The Aaronsons would have said the wrong blood.’

      ‘Yes, the old people were upset by Spencer’s marriage.’ Spencer was one of the cousins, who had recently married a Gentile.

      ‘They wouldn’t worry about who I married, now,’ Barbara said. ‘They always knew I wasn’t quite the right blood for them. Only half right. The other half was wrong.’

      ‘Oh, well, the old people –’

      The Aaronson grandparents were dead, but numerous aunts and uncles had reached their sixties and seventies since the Golders Green days before the war.

      ‘And the Vaughans,’ said Barbara cheerfully, ‘always knew I hadn’t quite the right background. They felt I was too fond of the Aaronsons. My environment was half wrong.’

      ‘Then you’ve got something in common with Clegg,’ Michael said. ‘The outcast status.’

      ‘Yes, quite, but we also have common intellectual interests. We’ve got a lot to talk about.’ She had turned sharp and defensive, like Aunt Sadie.

      ‘That sounds more like sense, I’ll admit. You’re the most sensible woman I know.’

      ‘I’m not. He’s a married man.’

      ‘Any chance of a divorce?’

      ‘He’s got a divorce,’ Barbara said.

      ‘Oh, Christ, yes, you’re a Catholic. What are you going to do?’

      ‘I haven’t begun to think.’

      ‘Keep me informed,’ Michael said, ‘when you do begin to think. Anyhow, I’m glad this has happened. I thought you’d given men up.’

      ‘Well, evidently not.’

      ‘I know. Silly of me.’

      Down at The Fighting Cocks, the public house that stood on the verge of the Roman area of St Albans, small murmurs passed round concerning the midnight movements of a couple of the current archaeologists (for the patrons thought Barbara was one of the team). ‘You’re causing a scandal, Barbara – you and Harry Clegg.’ Yes, but Miles and his social circle never got to hear of the small scandal at The Fighting Cocks; nobody there knew the archaeologists by name, or cared. The local people grinned as the lovers left the pub. ‘Free love on the old Roman road,’ commented a man, and it was left at that. Meanwhile, Barbara and Harry walked along the ramparts of Watling Street by moonlight and bedded down in the hut.

      A year later, on the summit of Mount Tabor, where the warrior poet, Deborah, once mustered her troops against an enemy of the Lord named Sisera, Barbara turned and gazed out towards the Dead Sea, where her lover now was working on the site of Qumran. She recalled, the day she left St Albans, saying good-bye to Miles, Kathy, and the children. Miles took her to the station, talking of his married plans as married people do – the holiday abroad and the new garage – suspecting her of no other passion than her recent one for botany and no deeper regret than that she had given up playing the cello. She had felt then, how much more of a sexual person she was than he. She could not remember when first she had associated her Jewishness with her sexual instincts and distinguished herself from her Gentile relatives by a half-guilty feeling that she was more afflicted by sex than they were; so that, when she fell in love with Harry Clegg, she felt more blessed by sex than they were, by virtue of her Jewish blood. This basic error with an elusive vapour of truth in it persisted so far as she continued to associate, without even questioning the proposition, her Jewishness with sex, and to feel that she partook of the sexual virility of the world in consequence. Miles had said, as he kissed her on the platform at St Albans, ‘It’s been lovely having you.’

      She smiled at this in the train. She was fond of Miles and his thin, but so innocent, imagination. He would use that correct phrase, ‘It’s been lovely having you,’ to departing visitors on platforms, without variation, till he was too infirm to see people off at all. Kathy, at the door of the house, had said the same thing. Kathy always had a full day, full of social activities and routine. It took this sort of English couple, Barbara thought, to let a love-affair ripen and come to flower under their roof without suspecting anything. They would have been horrified to know about the spare bedroom episodes. Barbara, who on later reflection was herself mildly shocked, was at this moment amused. She was in love. A trite late-flowering. A very late one. She didn’t care. She would not have cared if Miles or Kathy had discovered her in the spare bed with Harry Clegg. What could they have said? ‘Oh! sorry –’ and withdrawn. And later: ‘Look here, Barbara –’ And what would they have said? That would have depended on the inspiration of the hour. She was merely amused at the notion, when it occurred to her that she had taken some sort of revenge on them, in return for the evening when she had listened to Kathy and Miles, for a few moments, gaily mimicking Harry’s Coventry vowels. They were as good as foreigners, herself and Harry Clegg. And they made love like foreigners, which was all right, too.
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