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Mrs. Penwin gave one of her nervous little

screams when she saw the dog.


‘Oh, Charlie!’ she cried. ‘You surely haven’t

bought it!’ and her little brow, that she tried so

fiercely to keep smooth, puckered into its customary

little gathering of wrinkles.


The dog, taking an instant dislike to her,

sank his head between his shoulders. He was an

Alsatian.


‘Well ...’ said Charlie, smiling nervously.

He knew that his impulsiveness had led him once

more astray. ‘Only the other evening you were

saying that you’d like a dog.’


‘Yes, but not an Alsatian! You know what

Alsatians are. We read about them in the paper

every day. They are simply not to be trusted.

I’m sure he looks as vicious as anything. And

what about Mopsa?’


‘Oh, Mopsa ...’ Charlie hesitated. ‘He’ll

be all right. You see, Sibyl, it was charity really.

The Sillons are going to London as you know.

They simply can’t take him. It wouldn’t be fair.

They’ve found it difficult enough in Edinburgh

as it is.’


‘I’m sure they are simply getting rid of him

because he’s vicious.’


‘No, Maude Sillon assured me. He’s like a

lamb——’


‘Oh, Maude! She’d say anything!’


‘You know that you’ve been wanting a companion

for Mopsa——’


‘A companion for Mopsa! That’s good!’

Sibyl laughed her shrill little laugh that was

always just out of tune.


‘Well, we’ll try him. We can easily get rid

of him. And Blake shall look after him.’


‘Blake!’ She was scornful. She detested

Blake, but he was too good a chauffeur to lose.


‘And he’s most awfully handsome. You can’t

deny it.’


She looked. Yes, he was most awfully handsome.

He had lain down, his head on his paws,

staring in front of him, quite motionless. He

seemed to be waiting ironically until he should

be given his next command. The power in those

muscles, moulded under the skin, must be terrific.

His long wolf ears lay flat. His colour was lovely,

here silver-grey, there faintly amber. Yes, he

was a magnificent dog. A little like Blake in his

strength, silence, sulkiness.


She turned again to the note that she was

writing.


‘We’ll try him if you like. Anyway there are

no children about. It’s Blake’s responsibility—and

the moment he’s tiresome he goes.’


Charlie was relieved. It hadn’t been so bad

after all.


‘Oh, Blake says he doesn’t mind. In fact he

seemed to take to the dog at once. I’ll call him.’


He went to the double windows that opened

into the garden and called: ‘Blake! Blake!’


Blake came. He was still in his chauffeur’s

uniform, having just driven his master and the

dog in from Keswick. He was a very large man,

very fair in colouring, plainly of great strength.

His expression was absolutely English in its complete

absence of curiosity, its certainty that it knew

the best about everything, its suspicion, its determination

not to be taken in by anybody, and its

latent kindliness. He had very blue eyes and was

clean-shaven; his cap was in his hand, and his

hair, which was fair almost to whiteness, lay

roughly across his forehead. He was not especially

neat but of a quite shining cleanliness.


The dog got up and moved towards him.

Both the Penwins were short and slight; they

looked now rather absurdly small beside the man

and the dog.


‘Look here, Blake,’ said Charlie Penwin, speaking

with much authority, ‘Mrs. Penwin is nervous

about the dog. He’s your responsibility, mind,

and if there’s the slightest bit of trouble, he goes.

You understand that?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Blake, looking at the dog.

‘But there won’t be no trouble.’


‘That’s a ridiculous thing to say,’ remarked

Mrs. Penwin sharply, looking up from her note.

‘How can you be sure, Blake? You know how

uncertain Alsatians are. I don’t know what Mr.

Penwin was thinking about.’


Blake said nothing. Once again and for the

hundred-thousandth time both the Penwins wished

that they could pierce him with needles. It was

quite terrible the way that Blake didn’t speak

when expected to, but then he was so wonderful

a chauffeur, so good a driver, so excellent a

mechanic, so honest—and Clara, his wife, was an

admirable cook.


‘You’d better take the dog with you now,

Blake. What’s his name?’


‘Adam,’ said Charlie.


‘Adam! What a foolish name for a dog!

Now don’t disturb Clara with him, Blake. Clara

hates to have her kitchen messed up.’


Blake, without a word, turned and went, the

dog following closely at his heels.


Yes, Clara hated to have her kitchen messed

up. She was standing now, her sleeves rolled up,

her plump hands and wrists covered with dough.

Mopsa, the Sealyham, sat at her side, his eyes,

glistening with greed, raised to those doughy arms.

But at sight of the Alsatian he turned instantly

and flew at his throat. He was a dog who prided

himself on fighting instantly every other dog.

With human beings he was mild and indifferently

amiable. Children could do what they would

with him. He was exceedingly conceited, and

cared for no one but himself.


He was clever, however, and hid this indifference

from many sentimental human beings.


Blake with difficulty separated the two dogs.

The Alsatian behaved quite admirably, simply

restraining the Sealyham and looking up at Blake,

saying, ‘I won’t let myself go here although I

should like to. I know that you would rather I

didn’t.’ The Sealyham, breathing deeply, bore

the Alsatian no grudge. He was simply determined

that he should have no foothold here.


Torrents of words poured from Clara. She

had always as much to say as her husband had

little. She said the same thing many times over

as though she had an idiot to deal with. She

knew that her husband was not an idiot—very

far from it—but she had for many years been

trying to make some impression on him. Defeated

beyond hope, all she could now do was to resort

to old and familiar tactics. What was this great

savage dog? Where had he come from? Surely

the mistress didn’t approve, and she wouldn’t have

the kitchen messed up, not for anybody, and as

Harry (Blake) very well knew nothing upset her

like a dog-fight, and if they were going to be

perpetual, which knowing Mopsa’s character they

probably would be, she must just go to Mrs.

Penwin and tell her that, sorry though she was

after being with her all these years, she just

couldn’t stand it and would have to go, for if

there was one thing more than another that really

upset her it was a dog-fight and as Harry knew

having her kitchen messed up was a thing that

she couldn’t stand. She paused and began vehemently

to roll her dough. She was short and

plump with fair hair and blue eyes like her husband’s.

When excited, little glistening beads of

sweat appeared on her forehead. No one in this

world knew whether Blake was fond of her or no.

Clara Blake least of all. She wondered perpetually;

this uncertainty and her cooking were her two

principal interests in life. There were times when

Blake seemed very fond of her indeed, others when

he appeared not to be aware that she existed.


All he said now was: ‘The dog won’t be no

trouble,’ then went out, the dog at his heels. The

Sealyham thought for a moment that he would

follow him, then, with a little sniff of greed,

settled himself down again at Clara Blake’s feet.


The two went out into the thin misty autumn

sunshine, down through the garden into the garage.

The Alsatian walked very closely beside Blake as

though some invisible cord held them together.

All his life, now two years in length, it had been

his instant principle to attach himself to somebody.

For, in this curious world where he was, not his

natural world at all, every breath, every movement,

rustle of wind, sound of voices, patter of rain,

ringing of bells, filled him with nervous alarm.

He went always on guard, keeping his secret soul

to himself, surrendering nothing, a captive in the

country of the enemy. There might exist a human

being to whom he would surrender himself.

Although he had been attached to several he had

not, in his two years, yet found one to whom he

could give himself. Now as he trod softly over

the amber and rosy leaves he was not sure that

this man beside whom he walked might not be the

one.


In the garage Blake took off his coat, put on

his blue overalls, and began to work. The dog

stretched himself out on the stone floor, his head

on his paws, and waited. Once and again he

started, his pointed ears pricked, at some unexpected

sound. A breeze blew the brown leaves

up and down in the sun, and the white road beyond

the garage pierced like a shining bone the cloudless

sky.


Blake’s thoughts ran, as they always did, with

slow assurance. This was a fine dog. He’d

known the first moment that he set eyes on him

that this was the dog for him. At that first

glance something in his heart had been satisfied,

something that had for years been unfulfilled.

For they had had no children, he and Clara, and a

motor-car was fine to drive and look after, but after

all it couldn’t give you everything, and he wasn’t

one to make friends (too damned cautious), and

the people he worked for were all right but nothing

extra, and he really didn’t know whether he cared

for Clara or no. It was so difficult after so many

years married to tell. There were lots of times

when he couldn’t sort of see her at all.


He began to take out the sparking-plugs to

clean them. That was the worst of these Heldsons,

fine cars, as good as any going, but you had to be

for ever cleaning the sparking-plugs. Yes, that dog

was a beauty. He was going to take to that dog.


The dog looked at him, stared at him as though

he were saying something. Blake looked at the

dog. Then, with a deep sigh, as though some

matter, for long uncertain, were at last completely

settled, the dog rested again his head on his paws,

staring in front of him, and so fell asleep. Blake,

softly whistling, continued his work.


A very small factor, in itself quite unimportant,

can bring into serious conflict urgent forces. So

it was now when this dog Adam came into the

life of the Penwins.


Mrs. Penwin, like so many English wives and

unlike all American wives, had never known so

much domestic power as she desired. Her husband

was of course devoted to her, but he was

for ever just escaping her, escaping her into that

world of men that is so important in England,

that is, even in these very modern days, still a

world in the main apart from women.


Charlie Penwin had not very many opportunities

to escape from his wife and he was glad

that he had not, for when they came he took them.

His ideal was the ideal of most English married

men (and of very few American married men),

namely, that he should be a perfect companion to

his wife. He fulfilled this ideal; they were excellent

companions, the two of them, so excellent

that it was all the more interesting and invigorating

when he could go away for a time and be a companion

to someone else, to Willie Shaftoe for instance,

with whom he sometimes stayed in his

place near Carlisle, or even for a day’s golf with

the Rev. Thomas Bird, rector of a church in

Keswick.


Mrs. Penwin, in fact, had never quite, in spite

of his profound devotion to her, never entirely

captured the whole of her husband—a small fragment

eternally escaped her, and this escape was a

very real grievance to her. Like a wise woman

she did not make scenes—no English husband

can endure scenes—but she was always attempting

to stop up this one little avenue of escape. But

most provoking! So soon as one avenue was

closed another would appear.


She realised very quickly (for she was not at

all a fool) that this Alsatian was assisting her

husband to escape from her because his presence

in their household was bringing him into closer

contact with Blake. Both the Penwins feared Blake

and admired him; to friends and strangers they

spoke of him with intense pride—‘What we

should do without Blake I can’t think!’—‘But

aren’t we lucky in these days to have a chauffeur

whom we can completely trust?’


Nevertheless, behind these sentiments, there

was this great difference, that Mrs. Penwin disliked

Blake extremely (whenever he looked at her he

made her feel a weak, helpless and idiotic woman),

while Charlie Penwin, although he was afraid of

him, in his heart liked him very much indeed.


If Blake only were human, little Charlie Penwin,

who was a sentimentalist, used to think—and

now, suddenly, Blake was human. He had

gone ‘dotty’ about this dog, and the dog followed

him like a shadow. So close were they the one

to the other that you could almost imagine that

they held conversations together.


Then Blake came in to his master’s room one

day to ask whether Adam could sleep in his room.

He had a small room next to Mrs. Blake’s, because

he was often out late with the car at night and

must rise very early in the morning. Clara Blake

liked to have her sleep undisturbed.


‘You see, sir,’ he said, ‘he won’t sort of settle

down in the outhouse. He’s restless: I know

he is.’


‘How do you know he is?’ asked Charlie

Penwin.


‘I can sort of feel it, sir. He won’t be no

sort of trouble in my room, and he’ll be a fine

guard to the house at night.’


The two men looked at one another and were

in that moment friends. They both smiled.


‘Very well, Blake. I don’t think there’s anything

against it.’


Of course there were things against it. Mrs.

Penwin hated the idea of the dog sleeping in the

house. She did not really hate it; what she hated

was that Blake and her husband should settle this

thing without a word to her. Nor, when she protested,

would her husband falter. Blake wanted

it. It would be a good protection for the house.


Blake discovered a very odd whistle with which

he called the dog. Putting two fingers into his

mouth he called forth this strange note that seemed

to penetrate into endless distance and that had in

it something mysterious, melancholy and dangerous.

It was musical and inhuman; friends of the

Penwins, comfortably at tea, would hear this thin

whistling cry coming, it seemed, from far away

beyond the Fells, having in it some part of the

Lake and the distant sea tumbling on Drigg sands,

and of the lonely places in Eskdale and Ennerdale.


‘What’s that?’ they would say, looking up.


‘Oh, it’s Blake calling his dog.’


‘What a strange whistle!’


‘Yes, it’s the only one the dog hears.’


The dog did hear it, at any distance, in any

place. When Blake went with the car the Alsatian

would lie on the upper lawn whence he could see

the road, and wait for his return.


He would both see and hear the car’s return,

but he would not stir until Blake, released from

his official duties, could whistle to him—then with

one bound he would be up, down the garden, and

with his front paws up against Blake’s chest would

show him his joy.


To all the rest of the world he was indifferent.

But he was not hostile. He showed indeed an

immense patience, and especially with regard to

the Sealyham.


The dog Mopsa attempted twice at least every

day to kill the Alsatian. He succeeded in biting

him severely, but so long as Blake was there Adam

showed an infinite control, letting Blake part them

although every instinct in him was stirred to battle.


But, after a time, Blake became clever at keeping

the two dogs separate; moreover, the Sealyham

became afraid of Blake. He was clever enough

to realise that when he fought the Alsatian he

fought Blake as well—and Blake was too much

for him.


Very soon, however, Blake was at war not only

with the Sealyham but with his wife and Mrs.

Penwin too. You might think that the words

‘at war’ were too strong when nothing was to be

seen on the surface. Mrs. Blake said nothing,

Mrs. Penwin said nothing, Blake himself said

nothing.


Save for the fights with the Sealyham there

was no charge whatever to bring against the

Alsatian. He was never in anyone’s way, he

brought no dirt into the house, whenever Charlie

Penwin took him in the car he sat motionless on

the back seat, his wolf ears pricked up, his large

and beautiful eyes sternly regarding the outside

world, but his consciousness fixed only upon

Blake’s back, broad and masterly above the wheel.


No charge could be brought against him except

that the devotion between the man and the dog

was, in this little house of ordered emotions,

routine habits, quiet sterility, almost terrible. Mrs.

Blake, as her husband left her one night to return

to his own room, broke out:


‘If you’d loved me as you love that dog I’d

have had a different life.’


Blake patted her shoulder, moist beneath her

night-dress.


‘I love you all right, my girl,’ he said.


And Mrs. Penwin found that here she could

not move her husband.


Again and again she said:


‘Charlie, that dog’s got to go.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s dangerous.’


‘I don’t see it.’


‘Somebody will be bitten one day and then

you will see it.’


‘There’s a terrible lot of nonsense talked about

Alsatians....’


And then, when everyone was comfortable,

Mrs. Blake reading her Home Chat, Mrs. Penwin

her novel, Mrs. Fern, Mrs. Penwin’s best friend,

doing a ‘crossword,’ over the misty dank garden,

carried, it seemed, by the muffled clouds that

floated above the Fell, would sound that strange

melancholy whistle, so distant and yet so near,

Blake calling his dog.


For Blake himself life was suddenly, and for

the first time, complete. He had not known, all

this while, what it was that he missed, although

he had known that he missed something.


Had Mrs. Blake given him a child he would

have realised completion. Mrs. Blake alone had

not been enough for his heart. In this dog he

found fulfilment because here were all the things

that he admired—loyalty, strength, courage, self-reliance,

fidelity, comradeship, and above all,

sobriety of speech and behaviour. Beyond these

there was something more—love. He did not,

even to himself, admit the significance of this yet

deeper contact. And he analysed nothing.


For the dog, life in this dangerous menacing

country of the enemy was at last secure and simple.

He had only one thing to do, only one person to

consider.


But of course life is not so simple as this for

anybody. A battle was being waged and it must

have an issue. The Penwins were not in Cumberland

during the winter. They went to their little

place in Sussex, very close to London and to all

their London friends. Mrs. Penwin would not

take the Alsatian to Sussex. But why not? asked

Charlie. She hated it, Mrs. Blake hated it. That,

said Charlie, was not reason enough.


‘Do you realise,’ said Mrs. Penwin theatrically,

‘that this dog is dividing us?’


‘Nonsense,’ said Charlie.


‘It is not nonsense. I believe you care more

for Blake than you do for me.’ She cried. She

cried very seldom. Charlie Penwin was uncomfortable,

but some deep male obstinacy was roused

in him. This had become an affair of the sexes.

Men must stand together and protect themselves

or they would be swept away in this feminine

flood....


Blake knew, Mrs. Blake knew, Mrs. Penwin

knew, that the dog would go with them to Sussex

unless some definite catastrophe gave Mrs. Penwin

the victory. As he lay on his bed at night, seeing

the grey wolf-like shadow of the dog stretched on

the floor, Blake’s soul for the first time in its

history trembled at the thought of the slight

movement, incident, spoken word, sound, that

might rouse the dog beyond his endurance and

precipitate the catastrophe. The dog was behaving

magnificently, but he was surrounded by

his enemies. Did he know what hung upon his

restraint?


Whether he knew or no, the catastrophe

arrived, and arrived with the utmost, most violent

publicity. On a sun-gleaming russet October

afternoon, on the lawn, while Charlie was giving

Blake instructions about the car, and Mrs. Penwin

put in also her word, Mopsa attacked the Alsatian,

Blake ran to separate them, and the Alsatian,

sharply bitten, bewildered, humiliated, snapped

and caught Blake’s leg between his teeth. A

moment later he and Blake knew, both of them,

what he had done. Blake would have hidden it,

but blood was flowing. In the Alsatian’s heart

remorse, terror, love, and a sense of disaster, a

confirmation of all that, since his birth, knowing

the traps that his enemies would lay for him, he

had suspected, leapt to life together.


Disregarding all else he looked up at Blake.


‘And that settles it!’ cried Mrs. Penwin,

triumphantly. ‘He goes!’


Blake’s leg was badly bitten in three places;

they would be scars for life. And it was settled.

Before the week was out the dog would be returned

to his first owners, who did not want him,

who would give him to someone else who also, in

turn, through fear or shyness of neighbours, would

not want him....


Two days after this catastrophe Mrs. Blake

went herself to Mrs. Penwin.


‘My husband’s that upset ... I wouldn’t care

if the dog stays, Mum.’


‘Why, Clara, you hate the dog.’


‘Oh, well, Mum, Blake’s a good husband to

me. I don’t like to see him ...’


‘Why, what has he said?’


‘He hasn’t said anything, Mum.’


But Mrs. Penwin shook her head. ‘No, Clara,

it’s ridiculous. The dog’s dangerous.’


And Blake went to Charlie Penwin. The two

men faced one another and were closer together,

fonder of one another, man caring for man, than

they had ever been before.


‘But, Blake, if the dog bites you whom he

cares for ... I mean, don’t you see, he really

is dangerous....’


‘He wasn’t after biting me,’ said Blake slowly.

‘And if he had to bite somebody, being aggravated

and nervous, he’d not find anyone better to bite

than me who understands him and knows he don’t

mean nothing by it.’


Charlie Penwin felt in himself a terrible disloyalty

to his wife. She could go to ... Why

should not Blake have his dog? Was he for ever

to be dominated by women? For a brief, rocking,

threatening moment his whole stable ordered

world trembled. He knew that if he said the dog

was to remain the dog would remain and that

something would have broken between his wife

and himself that could never be mended.


He looked at Blake, who with his blue serious

eyes stared steadily in front of him. He hesitated.

He shook his head.


‘No, Blake, it won’t do. Mrs. Penwin will

never be easy now while the dog is there.’


Later in the day Blake did an amazing thing.

He went to Mrs. Penwin.


During all these years he had never voluntarily,

himself, gone to Mrs. Penwin. He had never

gone unless he were sent for. She looked at him

and felt as she always did, dislike, admiration, and

herself a bit of a fool.


‘Well, Blake?’


‘If the dog stays I’ll make myself responsible.

He shan’t bite nobody again.’


‘But how can you tell? You said he wouldn’t

bite anyone before, and he did?’


‘He won’t again.’


‘No, Blake, he’s got to go. I shan’t have a

moment’s peace while he’s here.’


‘He’s a wonderful dog. I’ll have him trained

so he won’t hurt a fly. He’s like a child with me.’


‘I’m sure he is. Irresponsible like a child.

That’s why he bit you.’


‘I don’t make nothing of his biting me.’


‘You may not, but next time it will be someone

else. There’s something in the paper about

them every day.’


‘He’s like a child with me.’


‘I’m very sorry, Blake. I can’t give way about

it. You’ll see I’m right in the end. My husband

ought never to have accepted the dog at all.’


After Blake had gone she did not know why,

but she felt uneasy, as though she had robbed a

blind man, or stolen another woman’s lover.

Ridiculous! There could be no question but that

she was right.


Blake admitted that to himself. She was right.

He did not criticise her, but he did not know what

to do. He had never felt like this in all his life

before, as though part of himself were being torn

from him.


On the day before the dog was to go back to

his original owners, Blake was sent into Keswick to

make some purchases. It was a soft bloomy day,

one of those North English autumn days when

there is a scent of spices in the sharp air and a

rosy light hangs in shadow about the trees. Blake

had taken the dog with him, and driving back

along the Lake, seeing how it lay a sheet of silver

glass upon whose surface the islands were painted

in flat colours of auburn and smoky grey, a sudden

madness seized him. It was the stillness, the

silence, the breathless pause....


Instead of turning to the right over the Grange

bridge he drove the car straight on into Borrowdale.

It was yet early in the afternoon; all the

lovely valley lay in gold leaf at the feet of the

russet hills and no cloud moved in the sky. He

took the car to Seatoller and climbed with the dog

the steep path towards Honister.


And the dog thought that at last what he had

longed for was to come to pass. He and Blake

were at length free; they would go on and on,

leaving all the stupid, nerve-jumping world behind

them, never to return to it. With a wild, fierce

happiness such as he had never yet shown, he

bounded forward, drinking in the cold streams,

feeling the strong turf beneath his feet, running

back to Blake to assure him of his comradeship.

At last he was free, and life was noble as it ought

to be.


At the turn of the road Blake sat down and

looked back. All round him were hills. Nothing

moved; only the stream close to him slipped murmuring

between the boulders. The hills ran

ranging from horizon to horizon, and between

grey clouds a silver strip of sky, lit by an invisible

sun, ran like a river into mist. Blake called

the dog to him and laid his hand upon his head.

He knew that the dog thought that they two had

escaped for ever now from the world. Well, why

not? They could walk on, on to the foot of the

hill on whose skyline the mining-hut stood like a

listening ear, down the Pass to Buttermere, past

the lake, past Crummock Water to Cockermouth.

Then there would be a train. It would not be

difficult for him to get work. His knowledge of

cars (he had a genius for them) would serve him

anywhere. And Clara? She was almost invisible,

a white tiny blob on the horizon. She would find

someone else. His hand tightened about the dog’s

head....


For a long while he sat there, the dog never

moving, the silver river spreading in the sky, the

hills gathering closer about him.


Suddenly he shook his head. No, he could

not. He would be running away, a poor kind of

cowardice. He pulled Adam’s sharp ears; he

buried his face in Adam’s fur. He stood up, and

Adam also stood up, placed his paws on his chest,

licked his cheeks. In his eyes there shone great

happiness because they two were going away alone

together.


But Blake turned back down the path, and the

dog, realising that there was to be no freedom,

walked close behind him, brushing with his body

sometimes the stuff of Blake’s trousers.


Next day Blake took the dog back to the place

whence he had come.


Two days later, the dog, knowing that he was

not wanted, sat watching a little girl who played

some foolish game near him. She had plump bare

legs; he watched them angrily. He was unhappy,

lonely, nervous, once more in the land of the

enemy, and now with no friend.


Through the air, mingling with the silly

laughter of the child and other dangerous sounds,

came, he thought, a whistle. His heart hammered.

His ears were up. With all his strength he

bounded towards the sound. But he was chained.

To-morrow he was to be given to a Cumberland

farmer.


Mrs. Penwin was entertaining two ladies at tea.

This was the last day before the journey south.

Across the dark lawns came that irritating, melancholy

whistle, disturbing her, reproaching her—and

for what?


Why, for her sudden suspicion that everything

in life was just ajar—one little push and all would

be in its place—but would she be married to

Charlie, would Mrs. Planty there be jealous of her

pretty daughter, would Miss Tennyson, nibbling

now at her pink piece of icing, be nursing her

aged and intemperate father....? She looked

up crossly—


‘Really, Charlie ... that must be Blake

whistling. I can’t think why now the dog’s

gone. To let us know what he thinks about it, I

suppose ...’ She turned to her friends. ‘Our

chauffeur—a splendid man—we are so fortunate.

Charlie, do tell him. It’s such a hideous whistle

anyway—and now the dog is gone ...’


Lindingö, Sweden,


August 14, 1929
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Miss Sonia Herries, coming home from a dinner-party

at the Westons’, heard a voice at her

elbow.


‘If you please—only a moment——’


She had walked from the Westons’ flat because

it was only three streets away, and now she was

only a few steps from her door, but it was late,

there was no one about and the King’s Road rattle

was muffled and dim.


‘I am afraid I can’t——’ she began. It was

cold and the wind nipped her cheeks.


‘If you would only——’ he went on.


She turned and saw one of the handsomest

young men possible. He was the handsome young

man of all romantic stories, tall, dark, pale, slim,

distinguished—oh! everything!—and he was wearing

a shabby blue suit and shivering with the cold

just as he should have been.


‘I’m afraid I can’t——’ she repeated, beginning

to move on.


‘Oh, I know,’ he interrupted quickly. ‘Everyone

says the same and quite naturally. I should

if our positions were reversed. But I must go on

with it. I can’t go back to my wife and baby with

simply nothing. We have no fire, no food, nothing

except the ceiling we are under. It is my fault,

all of it. I don’t want your pity, but I have to

attack your comfort.’


He trembled. He shivered as though he were

going to fall. Involuntarily she put out her hand

to steady him. She touched his arm and felt it

quiver under the thin sleeve.


‘It’s all right ...’ he murmured. ‘I’m

hungry ... I can’t help it.’


She had had an excellent dinner. She had

drunk perhaps just enough to lead to recklessness—in

any case, before she realised it, she was

ushering him in, through her dark-blue painted

door. A crazy thing to do! Nor was it as

though she were too young to know any better,

for she was fifty if she was a day and, although

sturdy of body and as strong as a horse (except

for a little unsteadiness of the heart), intelligent

enough to be thin, neurotic and abnormal; but

she was none of these.


Although intelligent she suffered dreadfully

from impulsive kindness. All her life she had

done so. The mistakes that she had made—and

there had been quite a few—had all arisen from

the triumph of her heart over her brain. She

knew it—how well she knew it!—and all her

friends were for ever dinning it into her. When

she reached her fiftieth birthday she said to herself—‘Well,

now at last I’m too old to be foolish

any more.’ And here she was, helping an entirely

unknown young man into her house at dead of

night, and he in all probability the worst sort of

criminal.


Very soon he was sitting on her rose-coloured

sofa, eating sandwiches and drinking a whisky

and soda. He seemed to be entirely overcome by

the beauty of her possessions. ‘If he’s acting

he’s doing it very well,’ she thought to herself.

But he had taste and he had knowledge. He

knew that the Utrillo was an early one, the only

period of importance in that master’s work, he

knew that the two old men talking under a window

belonged to Sickert’s ‘Middle Italian,’ he recognised

the Dobson head and the wonderful green

bronze Elk of Carl Milles.


‘You are an artist,’ she said. ‘You paint?’


‘No, I am a pimp, a thief, a what you like—anything

bad,’ he answered fiercely. ‘And now

I must go,’ he added, springing up from the sofa.


He seemed most certainly invigorated. She

could scarcely believe that he was the same young

man who only half an hour before had had to

lean on her arm for support. And he was a

gentleman. Of that there could be no sort of

question. And he was astoundingly beautiful in

the spirit of a hundred years ago, a young Byron,

a young Shelley, not a young Ramon Novarro or

a young Ronald Colman.


Well, it was better that he should go, and she

did hope (for his own sake rather than hers) that

he would not demand money and threaten a scene.

After all, with her snow-white hair, firm broad

chin, firm broad body, she did not look like someone

who could be threatened. He had not

apparently the slightest intention of threatening

her. He moved towards the door.


‘Oh!’ he murmured with a little gasp of

wonder. He had stopped before one of the loveliest

things that she had—a mask in silver of a

clown’s face, the clown smiling, gay, joyful, not

hinting at perpetual sadness as all clowns are

traditionally supposed to do. It was one of the

most successful efforts of the famous Sorat, greatest

living master of Masks.


‘Yes. Isn’t that lovely?’ she said. ‘It was

one of Sorat’s earliest things, and still, I think,

one of his best.’


‘Silver is the right material for that clown,’

he said.


‘Yes, I think so too,’ she agreed. She realised

that she had asked him nothing about his troubles,

about his poor wife and baby, about his past

history. It was better perhaps like this.


‘You have saved my life,’ he said to her in

the hall. She had in her hand a pound note.


‘Well,’ she answered cheerfully, ‘I was a

fool to risk a strange man in my house at this

time of night—or so my friends would tell me.

But such an old woman like me—where’s the

risk?’


‘I could have cut your throat,’ he said quite

seriously.


‘So you could,’ she admitted. ‘But with

horrid consequences to yourself.’


‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘Not in these days. The

police are never able to catch anybody.’


‘Well, good night. Do take this. It can

get you some warmth at least.’


He took the pound. ‘Thanks,’ he said carelessly.

Then at the door he remarked: ‘That

mask. The loveliest thing I ever saw.’


When the door had closed and she went back

into the sitting-room she sighed:


‘What a good-looking young man!’ Then

she saw that her most beautiful white jade cigarette-case

was gone. It had been lying on the little

table by the sofa. She had seen it just before she

went into the pantry to cut the sandwiches. He

had stolen it. She looked everywhere. No,

undoubtedly he had stolen it.


‘What a good-looking young man!’ she

thought as she went up to bed.


Sonia Herries was a woman of her time in that

outwardly she was cynical and destructive while

inwardly she was a creature longing for affection

and appreciation. For though she had white

hair and was fifty she was outwardly active, young,

could do with little sleep and less food, could dance

and drink cocktails and play bridge to the end of

all time. Inwardly she cared for neither cocktails

nor bridge. She was above all things maternal

and she had a weak heart, not only a spiritual weak

heart but also a physical one. When she suffered,

must take her drops, lie down and rest, she allowed

no one to see her. Like all the other women of

her period and manner of life she had a courage

worthy of a better cause.


She was a heroine for no reason at all.


But, beyond everything else, she was maternal.

Twice at least she would have married had she

loved enough, but the man she had really loved

had not loved her (that was twenty-five years ago),

so she had pretended to despise matrimony. Had

she had a child her nature would have been fulfilled;

as she had not had that good fortune she

had been maternal (with outward cynical indifference)

to numbers of people who had made use of

her, sometimes laughed at her, never deeply cared

for her. She was named ‘a jolly good sort,’ and

was always ‘just outside’ the real life of her

friends. Her Herries relations, Rockages and

Cards and Newmarks, used her to take odd places

at table, to fill up spare rooms at house-parties, to

make purchases for them in London, to talk to

when things went wrong with them or people

abused them. She was a very lonely woman.


She saw her young thief for the second time

a fortnight later. She saw him because he came

to her house one evening when she was dressing

for dinner.


‘A young man at the door,’ said her maid

Rose.


‘A young man? Who?’ But she knew.


‘I don’t know, Miss Sonia. He won’t give

his name.’


She came down and found him in the hall, the

cigarette-case in his hand. He was wearing a

decent suit of clothes, but he still looked hungry,

haggard, desperate and incredibly handsome.

She took him into the room where they had

been before. He gave her the cigarette-case.

‘I pawned it,’ he said, his eyes on the silver

mask.


‘What a disgraceful thing to do!’ she said.

‘And what are you going to steal next?’


‘My wife made some money last week,’ he

said. ‘That will see us through for a while.’


‘Do you never do any work?’ she asked him.


‘I paint,’ he answered. ‘But no one will

touch my pictures. They are not modern enough.’


‘You must show me some of your pictures,’

she said, and realised how weak she was. It was

not his good looks that gave him his power over

her, but something both helpless and defiant, like

a wicked child who hates his mother but is always

coming to her for help.


‘I have some here,’ he said, went into the

hall, and returned with several canvases. He

displayed them. They were very bad—sugary

landscapes and sentimental figures.


‘They are very bad,’ she said.


‘I know they are. You must understand that

my aesthetic taste is very fine. I appreciate only

the best things in art, like your cigarette-case, that

mask there, the Utrillo. But I can paint nothing

but these. It is very exasperating.’ He smiled

at her.


‘Won’t you buy one?’ he asked her.


‘Oh, but I don’t want one,’ she answered.

‘I should have to hide it.’ She was aware that

in ten minutes her guests would be here.


‘Oh, do buy one.’


‘No, but of course not——’


‘Yes, please.’ He came nearer and looked up

into her broad kindly face like a beseeching child.


‘Well ... how much are they?’


‘This is twenty pounds. This twenty-five——’


‘But how absurd! They are not worth anything

at all.’


‘They may be one day. You never know

with modern pictures.’


‘I am quite sure about these.’


‘Please buy one. That one with the cows

is not so bad.’


She sat down and wrote a cheque.


‘I’m a perfect fool. Take this, and understand

I never want to see you again. Never!

You will never be admitted. It is no use speaking

to me in the street. If you bother me I shall

tell the police.’


He took the cheque with quiet satisfaction,

held out his hand and pressed hers a little.


‘Hang that in the right light and it will not

be so bad——’


‘You want new boots,’ she said. ‘Those are

terrible.’


‘I shall be able to get some now,’ he said and

went away.


All that evening while she listened to the hard

and crackling ironies of her friends she thought

of the young man. She did not know his name.

The only thing that she knew about him was that

by his own confession he was a scoundrel and

had at his mercy a poor young wife and a starving

child. The picture that she formed of these

three haunted her. It had been, in a way, honest

of him to return the cigarette-case. Ah, but he

knew, of course, that did he not return it he could

never have seen her again. He had discovered

at once that she was a splendid source of supply,

and now that she had bought one of his wretched

pictures——Nevertheless he could not be altogether

bad. No one who cared so passionately

for beautiful things could be quite worthless.

The way that he had gone straight to the silver

mask as soon as he entered the room and gazed

at it as though with his very soul! And, sitting

at her dinner-table, uttering the most cynical

sentiments, she was all softness as she gazed across

to the wall upon whose pale surface the silver

mask was hanging. There was, she thought,

a certain look of the young man in that jolly

shining surface. But where? The clown’s cheek

was fat, his mouth broad, his lips thick—and yet,

and yet——


For the next few days as she went about

London she looked in spite of herself at the passers-by

to see whether he might not be there. One

thing she soon discovered, that he was very much

more handsome than anyone else whom she saw.

But it was not for his handsomeness that he

haunted her. It was because he wanted her to

be kind to him, and because she wanted—oh,

so terribly—to be kind to someone!


The silver mask, she had the fancy, was

gradually changing, the rotundity thinning, some

new light coming into the empty eyes. It was

most certainly a beautiful thing.


Then, as unexpectedly as on the other occasions,

he appeared again. One night as she, back

from a theatre, smoking one last cigarette, was

preparing to climb the stairs to bed, there was

a knock on the door. Everyone of course rang

the bell—no one attempted the old-fashioned

knocker shaped like an owl that she had bought,

one idle day, in an old curiosity shop. The knock

made her sure that it was he. Rose had gone

to bed so she went herself to the door. There

he was—and with him a young girl and a baby.

They all came into the sitting-room and stood

awkwardly by the fire. It was at that moment

when she saw them in a group by the fire that she

felt her first sharp pang of fear. She knew suddenly

how weak she was—she seemed to be turned

to water at sight of them, she, Sonia Herries, fifty

years of age, independent and strong, save for that

little flutter of the heart—yes, turned to water!

She was afraid as though someone had whispered

a warning in her ear.


The girl was striking, with red hair and a white

face, a thin graceful little thing. The baby,

wrapped in a shawl, was soaked in sleep. She

gave them drinks and the remainder of the sandwiches

that had been put there for herself. The

young man looked at her with his charming smile.


‘We haven’t come to cadge anything this

time,’ he said. ‘But I wanted you to see my

wife and I wanted her to see some of your lovely

things.’


‘Well,’ she said sharply. ‘You can only

stay a minute or two. It’s late. I’m off to bed.

Besides, I told you not to come here again.’


‘Ada made me,’ he said, nodding at the girl.

‘She was so anxious to see you.’


The girl never said a word but only stared

sulkily in front of her.


‘All right. But you must go soon. By the

way, you’ve never told me your name.’


‘Henry Abbott, and that’s Ada, and the baby’s

called Henry too.’


‘All right. How have you been getting on

since I saw you?’


‘Oh, fine! Living on the fat of the land.’

But he soon fell into silence and the girl never said

a word. After an intolerable pause Sonia Herries

suggested that they should go. They didn’t

move. Half an hour later she insisted. They

got up. But, standing by the door, Henry

Abbott jerked his head towards the writing-desk.


‘Who writes your letters for you?’


‘Nobody. I write them myself.’


‘You ought to have somebody. Save a lot of

trouble. I’ll do them for you.’


‘Oh no, thank you. That would never do.

Well, good night, good night——’


‘Of course I’ll do them for you. And you

needn’t pay me anything either. Fill up my time.’


‘Nonsense ... good night, good night.’ She

closed the door on them. She could not sleep.

She lay there thinking of him. She was moved,

partly by a maternal tenderness for them that

warmed her body (the girl and the baby had looked

so helpless sitting there), partly by a shiver of

apprehension that chilled her veins. Well, she

hoped that she would never see them again. Or

did she? Would she not to-morrow, as she walked

down Sloane Street, stare at everyone to see

whether by chance that was he?


Three mornings later he arrived. It was a

wet morning and she had decided to devote it to

the settling of accounts. She was sitting there at

her table when Rose showed him in.


‘I’ve come to do your letters,’ he said.


‘I should think not,’ she said sharply. ‘Now,

Henry Abbott, out you go. I’ve had enough——’


‘Oh no, you haven’t,’ he said, and sat down at

her desk.


She would be ashamed for ever, but half an

hour later she was seated in the corner of the sofa

telling him what to write. She hated to confess

it to herself, but she liked to see him sitting there.

He was company for her, and to whatever depths

he might by now have sunk, he was most certainly

a gentleman. He behaved very well that morning;

he wrote an excellent hand. He seemed to know

just what to say.


A week later she said, laughing, to Amy

Weston: ‘My dear, would you believe it? I’ve

had to take on a secretary. A very good-looking

young man—but you needn’t look down your

nose. You know that good-looking young men

are nothing to me—and he does save me endless

bother.’


For three weeks he behaved very well, arriving

punctually, offering her no insults, doing as she

suggested about everything. In the fourth week,

about a quarter to one on a day, his wife arrived.

On this occasion she looked astonishingly young,

sixteen perhaps. She wore a simple grey cotton

dress. Her red bobbed hair was strikingly vibrant

about her pale face.


The young man already knew that Miss

Herries was lunching alone. He had seen the

table laid for one with its simple appurtenances.

It seemed to be very difficult not to ask them to

remain. She did, although she did not wish to.

The meal was not a success. The two of them

together were tiresome, for the man said little

when his wife was there, and the woman said

nothing at all. Also, the pair of them were in a

way sinister.


She sent them away after luncheon. They

departed without protest. But as she walked, engaged

on her shopping that afternoon, she decided

that she must rid herself of them, once and for all.

It was true that it had been rather agreeable having

him there; his smile, his wicked humorous remarks,

the suggestion that he was a kind of

malevolent gamin who preyed on the world in

general but spared her because he liked her—all

this had attracted her—but what really alarmed

her was that during all these weeks he had made

no request for money, made indeed no request for

anything. He must be piling up a fine account,

must have some plan in his head with which one

morning he would balefully startle her! For a

moment there in the bright sunlight, with the purr

of the traffic, the rustle of the trees about her, she

saw herself in surprising colour. She was behaving

with a weakness that was astonishing. Her

stout, thick-set, resolute body, her cheery rosy

face, her strong white hair—all these disappeared,

and in their place, there almost clinging for support

to the Park railings, was a timorous little old

woman with frightened eyes and trembling knees.

What was there to be afraid of? She had done

nothing wrong. There were the police at hand.

She had never been a coward before. She went

home, however, with an odd impulse to leave her

comfortable little house in Walpole Street and hide

herself somewhere, somewhere that no one could

discover.
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