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            author’s note

         

         This novel is based on a true story.

         The documents presented have been edited here and there to fit the needs of the narrative, but are otherwise authentic. Almost all the characters are drawn from life. Even the house in St Martin’s Road, Stockwell is still standing (though the number has been changed). What has defeated historical inquiry has been the motives of the characters, their conversations and their feelings. These it has been the task of the novelist to supply.
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            12, New Park Road, Stockwell, Surrey.

            Wed. 4th December 1844.

            Madam,

            I must entreat you to pardon the liberty which I take in addressing you this note. You have known me only from seeing me some years ago at Mrs Curran’s in Marlborough Street, when I was attending the College. You may, perhaps, have forgotten me, but I still recollect you. I am now in orders, and headmaster of the Proprietary School here. When I know that you have received this I should wish to say something more, if you will allow me to write to you a second time. I need not beg of you to favour me with an immediate reply, for I am sure that you will have the kindness and politeness to do so.

            I have the honour to be, Madam, with the highest esteem and respect, your very obedient servant, J. S. Watson.

            
                

            

            12, New Park Road, 

            Stockwell. 

            9th December.

            Madam,

            I have to thank you for your obliging letter, which I received this morning. I knew nothing of you when I saw you at Mrs Curran’s, but that you were a lady who had lost her fortune. That you have since been doing what you mention I was aware. You were always regarded by me as a lady of great excellence. Had I been able soon after leaving college to establish myself as I wished, I had it in mind to make you a proposal of marriage. It may now be too late. Nor should I, however you may receive this intimation, wish you to consider that I have done so until we have again met. In the meantime, I may give you some little notion how I am  2situated here. Though I have the title of headmaster, I cannot say that I have all the emolument which I could desire attendant on it. My income is something more than 300L. a year, but without a house. I may perhaps in time find means of increasing it a little. Boarders, by the condition of my appointment, I am not allowed at present to take; but that is a restriction which I may possibly get removed at length. The neighbourhood of London I like, and there are greater facilities for adding to income near town than in the country. I am of very humble birth, and have been obliged to make my way in the world by my own efforts. I have a few relatives living in an humble station, but none that would interfere with my domestic affairs. This is sufficient for me to say at present. I have to beg your indulgence for having said so much. Whatever you think of this, you will, I am sure, oblige me at once with the straightforward answer of a woman of sense. Believe me to be, Madam, with the most perfect esteem, your very obedient servant, J. S. Watson.

            
                

            

            12, New Park Road,

            Stockwell. 

            13th December.

            Madam,

            I had the pleasure of receiving your very sensible letter just now. I have only time to write a few lines in reply. As you do not discourage me, I will say that I think it possible that I may cross over to Dublin about Christmas for a few days. I shall have but a fortnight at my disposal, and should not be able to leave this place before tomorrow week. Will you have the kindness to reply on the receipt of this, and say whether, in the event of my coming, I might be allowed to see you where you are now residing? I am  3certain that I can have but little personal attraction in your eyes, and perhaps you will think that any alteration that may have taken place in my appearance since you last saw me has not been for the better. You do not appear displeased with my prospects, but when I reflect that there is nothing – or very little – but prospect (for I have not been settled here long enough to lay by anything, having received my appointment only last July) I am almost afraid to venture. I am living in apartments, because I cannot afford to take a house, but I cannot but think that, with a person of your (as I judge) staid, quiet and domestic habits, there would be no fear. Believe me to be, Madam, very faithfully and obediently yours, J. S. Watson.

            
                

            

            Stockwell. 

            Saturday.

            Madam,

            I have just received your second (that is, third) letter. Pray write to me as often as you please, without entreating my pardon for doing so. To what I said yesterday I would just add that I write to you as if you were pretty much your own mistress, as at your age and with the travels which you have experienced through the world, it may be expected that you are. I believe that you are residing with a relation, but whether you have any relations in England, especially in London, with whom it would be to any purpose for me to communicate, I have not the least notion. I think it well to say that my mother is alive, and (with a sister) will probably for some time look to me for a little assistance. I have also two brothers in the ‘valleys of life’, but, having been early separated from my parents and brought up by a grandfather, and put into quite a different track in the world,  4I maintain but little connection with my relatives except by occasional letters. All that I should deduct from my own income would not be more than 50L. a year, which would still leave, if the school continues to flourish, more than 300L. for a consort and myself. It is a very populous and increasing neighbourhood, and a school of this kind is much needed in it, so that I trust all will go well. They are all at present day boys. My hours of work are from nine till twelve, and from two till five, with one or two half-holidays in the week, and a month of freedom at Midsummer. This Christmas I hoped to get three weeks, but I can get only a fortnight. I do not know whether you have any conception what a proprietary school is, but the management of the funds and so on is in the hands of a committee of proprietors, who have a control over me so far as to see that I do not break the rules. I should conceive that your parents are both dead and that you have no brothers and sisters, or that, if you have any, they are at a distance from you. I have not forgotten the game of draughts, in which you did me the honour of beating me. Believe me to be, very faithfully and obediently yours, John Selby Watson.

            
                

            

            Stockwell. 

            Wednesday.

            Dear Madam,

            I have just had the pleasure of receiving your letter of Monday. I have written so much in the last note which I sent, but which you had probably not received when you wrote, that I need only, I think, be brief at present. I do not know Dr Connor, nor would it, perhaps, be of any use for me to say anything to him until we have met, after which I may be happy to make his acquaintance. Do not think that you need say much about your  5family to me, who am of no family. I hope to be in Dublin by Sunday or Monday next, but a fortnight’s absence from home is the utmost that I can command. What you say concerning your lodgings makes me believe that you must have much of that independence of spirit which I always supposed you to possess. You have told me that your hand shook, but not why. Trusting that I shall find you well when I have the pleasure of seeing you, I remain most sincerely yours, John Selby Watson.

            
                

            

            Friday.

            Dear Madam,

            As to being angry with you, as your humour is to express it, that, I trust, can never happen. I am very glad that you have written so often. I do not see what purpose it would serve to write to your aunt, as I said before, with respect to your cousins, until we have seen each other. You say that you have something to communicate to me, personally, more fully than you think proper to write, and it had struck me that in your last letter – to say nothing of what you have expressed before – you speak with much emphasis of having had much to annoy you, and of being of great anxiety of mind. Now I earnestly beg of you, that if you have had anything more particularly than mere labour for a subsistence to trouble you – if anything has happened to you to lie heavy on your mind – if anything has been either done by yourself, or said or done by others, to cause you vexation or throw you into despondency, you will when we meet tell me honestly and fully what it is. It is long since I saw you, certainly more than seven years, and I know not, at least know but imperfectly, how, during that period, your time has been passed. It will be difficult to make me believe that it has been spent other than honourably  6to yourself, and I should have hoped that the result would have been self-satisfaction and cheerfulness of mind. Forgive me, dear Miss Armstrong, that I write this: you have only to burn it, and give me an answer when I have the happiness of meeting you, for it will be a happiness to me, whatever you say to me, to see once more that dear face which I once so much admired, and which I thought – and think now – far above anything I had or have any personal pretensions to aspire. I have no right, in the present stage of our acquaintance, to write thus freely to you, but you must pardon me. I know something of the world, and I know what unpleasant things you, as you have been living, may have been exposed to, but I again say to you that I entreat you not to conceal anything from me, but to tell me anything which you have to tell as freely and as fully as you would tell the friend in whom you most trust either of your own sex or the opposite. Of anything which you may have to tell you will find me a most lenient judge, for I have too many faults of my own not to be an easy censor of those of others. I said that I admired you, yet I have been unfaithful to your image in my memory. I will tell you when we see each other. This will be another thing which you will have to forgive. ‘From the sublime to the ridiculous there is but one step.’ A fool of a hairdresser has cut my hair too short. You must guess why I care about this. Believe me that all the liberties which I have taken in writing thus to you have been taken with the warmest regard to yourself, a regard which, I hope, will never be diminished, but that I shall still be always yours sincerely, J.S.W. Will you accept my second offer, dearest? With love. This riband in exchange for the other. J.

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            PART 1

         

         1844–1845

         Mrs Cronin was about to enter the area door of Mrs Gallagher’s boarding house in Great Britain Street when she stepped back, alarmed at the smell of smoke. Recently widowed and the absentee mother of a twelve-month-old boy, she had a nose for disaster. ‘Is the house on fire?’ she asked.

         Mrs Gallagher assured her that it was in her imagination and coaxed her into the kitchen.

         ‘Don’t you sniff it?’ persisted Mrs Cronin.

         Mrs Gallagher held a candle in a jam pot. Before the arrival of her visitor she had been about to go upstairs with another letter for Miss Armstrong. ‘It’s probably the wax,’ she said, ‘or the lamp. Maybe it’s the chimney. It needs sweeping but I’m not up to the bother.’ She hesitated, holding the candle in one hand and the letter in the other. 8It was no use asking her friend to sit down. Mrs Cronin’s state of mind kept her perambulating round and round the room like a dog who had lost his place at the hearth. ‘I’m away to the first floor,’ she said. ‘I won’t be a moment.’

         ‘Don’t leave me,’ cried Mrs Cronin.

         Death had snatched her husband from her so abruptly that it was not surprising she still quivered from the shock. Mr Cronin had been sitting in his chair by the door, pulling on his boots. Only minutes before he had taken his watch from his vest pocket to place to the ear of his infant son. The ticking of the watch had sent the baby into a peaceful sleep. Between Mrs Cronin’s turning round to stab the coals into a blaze and young Henry’s drawing his next breath, the life had gone out of the man. She had thought at first he was codding her – because of his stooping position, thighs pressed against his corpulent stomach, he had not toppled forward onto the floor but had remained stuck in his chair, forever pulling on an old boot. His watch was still ticking but his heart was not. Mrs Cronin had sent the child to lodge with his maternal grandmother in Connemara. She missed him sorely but she wouldn’t have known a second’s peace if he had stayed in the city. Death could have returned at a change in the wind and lifted him while her back was turned.

         ‘You’d best come upstairs with me,’ said Mrs Gallagher. Even now, Mrs Cronin’s eyelids were fluttering to stop the tears from falling.

         9In the hallway the smell of smoke was more pronounced than ever.

         ‘Am I going out of my mind?’ appealed Mrs Cronin. ‘There’s something charred in the house.’

         Reluctantly Mrs Gallagher told her that it was probably on account of her new turkey runner, or her new blinds in the dining-room. ‘Well, almost new,’ she conceded. ‘I’ve Mr O’Connell to thank for them.’

         All over Dublin there were windows open to let out the smell of salvaged goods. The delight of O’Connell’s supporters on hearing of his release from prison had led to an excess of zeal in the lighting of bonfires. Mrs Gallagher’s blinds and her carpet runner, greatly reduced in cost, had come from a house in Fermoy inadvertently burnt down during the celebrations. ‘The blinds is only scorched in the creases,’ she said. ‘And the carpet hardly singed.’

         She took her visitor into the dining-room to see for herself. Being the third Saturday in the month it was the servant girl’s afternoon off and the fire was not laid. The room, lit by that solitary candle, was as mysterious as a cathedral.

         ‘Mrs McElroy from further down the street,’ said Mrs Gallagher, ‘purchased a sofa from the very same house. It came on a barge to the Quays. Don’t you admire my blinds?’

         Mrs Cronin held the edge of her black shawl to her nose and nodded. She was distracted by other voices, other murmurings. Time will heal me, she thought, 10pressing herself against the sideboard and staring fixedly at the open door.

         ‘Her man trundled it home on a cart,’ Mrs Gallagher said. ‘When he fetched it inside, its back was snapped from the unloading.’ She was disconcerted by her friend’s expression and by the dilapidated tilt of her bonnet. The brim was buckled, as if Mrs Cronin had sat on it before wearing it.

         Mrs Cronin was studying a spot midway between the floor and the table. Someone or something engaged her attention. Mrs Gallagher was not an imaginative woman but she too looked at that black shadow in the angle of the dining-room door, half expecting to see the departed Mr Cronin in his chair, his head bent down and his foot perked up, his two hands pulling, pulling.

         ‘Don’t you hear it,’ whispered Mrs Cronin, for now she listened to the unmistakable sound of sobbing. She started forward in terror, convinced it was her child far away in Connemara. That instant there came a muffled thud from overhead. The lamp above the table leapt on its chain.

         ‘It’s only Miss Olivia,’ said Mrs Gallagher. ‘She’s always pitching over the poor furniture.’

         ‘Is it a fight?’ asked Mrs Cronin, as a second bump followed the first and the lamp swung back and forth.

         ‘She’s not a married woman,’ Mrs Gallagher said. ‘She lives with her sister.’ She stared upward and murmured, ‘They’ve both come down in the world.’

         11Mrs Cronin thought it might not be long, judging from the commotion, before they came down even further. It was too dark to tell whether the plaster was flaking off the ceiling.

         ‘They were born into wealth,’ said Mrs Gallagher. ‘Then they were reduced. A butcher in Dawson Street told me as much. They continue to dwindle. Only last month they gave up the back room which they had for sleeping in. While they had the use of it Miss Olivia did nothing but complain. She said the window frames were rotten and the walls was damp. Life, she told me, was nothing but chilblains and bronchitis and the room would be the death of her.’

         ‘I have to get out,’ Mrs Cronin admitted. ‘Left indoors I’d go mad.’ Mrs Gallagher agreed, though for days on end she never felt the need of stepping further than the back yard. She confided that last Sunday Miss Anne hadn’t gone to church and that Miss Olivia had made out it was because of her health.

         ‘Is she delicate then?’ asked Mrs Cronin.

         ‘Her boots is worn through,’ said Mrs Gallagher. From the same butcher in Dawson Street she had learnt that Miss Olivia, some years previously, had been dismissed from a situation in Blackrock, but her informant hadn’t been able to get his mind to the details. She herself knew only that Miss Anne was the more forthcoming of the two and that the older woman had a stingy disposition. 12When the boy carried the coals up of a morning didn’t she make him stand there while she counted the lumps in the scuttle?

         ‘That’ll be Miss Anne crying,’ she told her visitor. ‘She’s the sensitive one.’ She had once had an extraordinary conversation with the younger Miss Armstrong. They had met in the hall when Miss Anne was coming out of the dining-room after her tea. ‘Mrs Gallagher,’ Miss Anne had asked, ‘did you know that in winter in Upper Sackville Street, in the extreme depths of winter, the trees appear to be in leaf?’ ‘Well now, I did not,’ Mrs Gallagher replied. ‘The trees appear to be in bloom,’ Miss Anne had explained, ‘because the wagtails perch so thickly on the branches.’ Just then Miss Olivia had come out of the dining-room and Miss Anne had hurried off up the stairs.

         ‘Is the other one blind?’ Mrs Cronin demanded, wondering at the continuing thuds and bumps.

         ‘She’s a clumsy woman,’ said Mrs Gallagher. ‘Miss Anne has all the lightness. Once she wrote to a solicitor on my behalf, on account of some monies that my brother was holding back from me.’

         ‘I have two brothers surviving,’ Mrs Cronin told her. ‘They are both good to me. But for them I’d be taking in washing.’

         ‘I didn’t receive any reply,’ Mrs Gallagher said. ‘But it was civil of her to go to the trouble.’ Remembering the letter she still held, she went out into the hall.

         13‘It might be best not to disturb them,’ said Mrs Cronin anxiously, climbing the narrow stairs in pursuit. ‘Could it not wait?’

         Mrs Gallagher was inclined to agree, but she was in a quandary. If she left the letter on the landing table it could be stolen. She suspected the Customs clerk of being light-fingered, yet she couldn’t prove it. Things had gone missing before now. Equally it would be unpleasant if Miss Olivia answered the door, especially if she was in the middle of a tantrum. She’d be bound to ask why the letter hadn’t been delivered earlier.

         ‘You take it,’ she said, turning round to give the letter to Mrs Cronin.

         But her visitor, distressed by that muffled weeping, had fled back to the head of the stairs and now crouched there in the dark, her hand trembling as she clutched the banister rail. Somebody’s heart was breaking. It’s not my heart, she thought, for that is already broke.

         Mrs Gallagher was forced to knock half a dozen times before the door opened. Mrs Cronin heard a voice ask ‘Who is it?’, and then, as though the speaker had been expecting someone else, ‘Oh, it’s only Mrs Gallagher.’ Mrs Cronin pushed back her ruined bonnet and peeked through the rails. For an instant she glimpsed the head and shoulders of a woman who wore a mobcap and whose false front of curls had in some fashion come unstuck and now hung at an angle over one eye. On her cheek was a 14small patch of colour, vivid enough to be noticeable in the candlelight, like a dab of rouge or a birthmark.

         
            * * *

         

         When the lamp was lit and the coals had caught, the letter could be seen propped on the mantelpiece. Olivia, hearing the first knock at the door, had run to the recess in the corner and flung herself across the double bed once used by Henry Boxer in Upper Sackville Street. She had continued to cry while Anne attended to the fire, gulping and sobbing in time to the pumping of the bellows. She was now quiet, apparently exhausted.

         Anne sat at the table and waited. She wanted to be quite sure that her sister slept. She wouldn’t give Olivia the satisfaction of seeing her open the letter. Nor would she tidy the room; Mother’s chair had been pitched over at the window and the carpet was scuffed up round the leg of the sofa. As to that old blue dress which had caused such trouble and which lay in a bedraggled heap on the linoleum, its torn hem shifting in the ferocious draught from the window, for all she cared it could stay there until Kingdom Come.

         It was a shabby room. The carpet was so worn that its pattern had faded altogether; there was nothing of any decorative value in sight save for a china cup and saucer displayed on the mantelshelf, and a large oyster 15shell encrusted with coral which leant against it. The cup had been filled to the brim with rose petals plucked long ago in the gardens of Inchicore, until, in a gloomy fit Anne had scattered them across the floor, where they had drifted for some days, splintering underfoot, before being swept beneath the carpet. Later, restored to a more cheerful state of mind, she had assured Olivia that it was not everyone who could boast of walking on a bed of roses. Olivia had looked as severe as ever. Often she too seemed so desiccated by age that a smile might have broken her into little pieces.

         There was nowhere to hide. If Anne wanted to avoid her sister she sat at the table with her back to her, or else padded up and down the landing, fearful of encountering the emaciated clerk from the Customs Office. A balcony, fronted with ornamental railings, ran the length of the double windows, but it was condemned as unsafe. Olivia had dryly remarked that this was a blessing, for had it been otherwise, Anne, in one of her moods, might have struggled out onto it and hurled herself into the street below. Escape, for either of them, was out of the question. Even in sleep they were flung together; their mattress sagged in the middle and the slightest shift in balance sent them rolling downhill like logs to the river. Existing as they did in such dreary proximity, Anne thought it hardly surprising that they were perpetually at war.

         16Their most recent quarrel had started because earlier she had asked Olivia if she might light the lamp – she had been trying to read – and Olivia had said she couldn’t. It wasn’t Olivia’s refusal that had enraged her, but her own cowardice in seeking permission. She had told herself that if she was not careful she would soon become one of those people who had served their purpose. After all, it had been her wages that had kept the wolf from the door when Olivia had limped home, apparently consumptive, from the Knoxes in Dungannon, and again, three years later, when she had been sent packing, this time with a mysterious inflammation of the joints, from the Magee household at Blackrock. As to the frugal allowance sent to them each quarter by their brother Edwin, why that was intended for them both and Olivia had no God-given right to decide on how it should be used. And then to make matters worse, she had suddenly noticed exactly what dress it was that Olivia clumsily sewed as she crouched on Mother’s chair at the window. It was a dress Anne had worn eight years before, in summertime, when in the habit of visiting Mrs Curran. She had told Olivia that she was wasting her energies, mending a dress that would never be used again. In the darkening room the silk had shimmered like water. Olivia had retorted that it was her energies that were being dissipated and that, unlike Anne, she couldn’t bear to be idle.

         If the day had been brighter or the fire banked more 17cheerfully in the grate, Anne might have let the matter rest there – the satisfaction to be gained from upsetting Olivia’s feelings wasn’t often worth the injury to her own. But she had found herself trembling, both from the cold and from the consequences of those lost afternoons at Mrs Curran’s. She drew Olivia’s attention to the weather, the threat of snow in the air, the unsuitability of the mildewed garment upon which so much time was being uselessly squandered. She debated whether Olivia’s notoriously weak constitution could stand such frenzied activity with a needle and thread, and had implied that it would be less expensive, all things considered, if Olivia lay flat and conserved herself. More than once she spat out the word ‘stupid’.

         ‘It may be,’ she had said cruelly, ‘that I shall go to England. We have never got on.’ Going even further she suggested that, left alone, Olivia might have to seek cheaper accommodation on the second floor. Olivia had a dread, architecturally speaking, of moving up in the world. She feared she would end her days in some attic, listening to the sound of rainwater dripping into buckets as the life drained out of her.

         For a time, addressing the pattern of leaves and flowers above the picture rail, Anne had felt justified in ranting as she did. If Olivia hadn’t interfered with the lighting of the lamp she would have been harmlessly immersed in her book. Then, in the middle of stressing that only the 18previous month various malfunctions of Olivia’s ailing body had cost them several shillings in patent medicines, she became uneasy. Olivia, save for a firmer set to her naturally determined jaw, gave no outward indication that she listened. And yet Anne had known her indifference was a sham. Inwardly Olivia was weeping.

         Anne had sat imprisoned in her chair, hardly able to breathe. She felt it was disgusting to live in such a way, neither intimidated nor wholly in control. At last, she had defiantly shouted her intention of lighting the lamp. Still, she remained at the table for quite five minutes until the room grew completely dark. The fire appeared to have gone out. Finally, she stood, and approaching Olivia, tapped her on the shoulder, ‘Please,’ she had said.

         ‘Don’t touch me,’ Olivia moaned.

         ‘Please,’ Anne said again, but she hadn’t been able to think of the right words.

         ‘I will not be bullied,’ Olivia had cried. Then, of course, she had dragged up Blackrock and County Cork, as though there was some similarity in what had happened in either place. The injustice of it had struck Anne like a blow. The incident concerning the Ferguson child had been an isolated one, and she detested being reminded of it. When she had hit him he had heaved that small involuntary sigh, his lashes already beaded with tears, his mouth foolishly grinning. There were those in her profession who regarded brutality as commonplace. 19At Miss Pyke’s Academy she had seen a young girl boxed about the ears until she fell down in a faint, and another time she had seen a child punched so savagely in the face that her nose had burst like a plum. Both occasions had sickened her, not least because she had kept silent. It wasn’t as if she had disliked the boy in Cork. She had never told his father that it was he who had cracked the glass in the summer house, or that he had let the pig out of its pen and into the vegetable garden. They had gone fishing together on the lake, sitting at opposite ends of a little, motionless boat.

         Was it any wonder that she had lost her temper with Olivia? How dare her sister mention Cork in the same breath as Blackrock. Just thinking of it incensed her so much that she rose from the table and went to the recess, half inclined to start up the argument all over again. For two pins she would shake Olivia until an apology rattled in her throat. But Olivia was lying on her back with her mouth open, a pathetic sight and dead to the world. When Anne pulled the coverlet over her she grasped at it with both fists and muttered incoherently, but she didn’t waken.

         Anne returned to the table and looked at the envelope on the mantelpiece. She was afraid to open it. When she had received Mr Watson’s first letter she had told herself that she must be on her guard. The present was so drab and the future so bleak that it would be natural for her to confuse gratitude with love. At all costs she 20would keep her imagination in check. She knew it was useless to try to stop love except in its very early stages – if she had stepped back from Mr Roche in time she would have avoided unhappiness. Even so, it was already too late. It wasn’t in her nature to be guarded and her imagination had always run away with her. Mr Watson’s melancholy allusion to Marlborough Street had brought the past about her ears, and instantly she had been affected. In those far-off, sunny days how simple it had been to deceive, to seem remote and unaffected in public. Through that crowded drawing-room in Marlborough Street she had walked as though there was nobody in the world but herself. She had always gone there on foot and the hem of her gown had trailed brick dust up the stairs.

         How ridiculous it was, how sad, that while she had eyes only for Mr Roche, some unknown boy, standing at the perimeter of that sun-filled room, had been gazing in her direction, willing her to look at him.

         Olivia had thought the conversation too free at Mrs Curran’s and the company too mixed. She had spoken, as usual, out of ignorance, for she had never gone there, which was just as well because otherwise she might have noticed Anne’s moonstruck expression when looking at Mr Roche, and would have lost no time in pointing out that he was barely eighteen whereas Anne herself was galloping towards thirty. She would have approached Anne’s feelings for the young man with the subtlety of a 21ferret entering a rabbit hole and, having flushed them to the surface, ripped them to pieces.

         Mr Watson had not referred to Mr Roche in his correspondence, nor to Mrs Strafford or to those pushy Hannahan girls with their salmon-pink cheeks. Neither had he explained how he had come to be at Mrs Curran’s. To be truthful, save for that first introductory note, his letters had proved something of a disappointment. Though frank about prospects and income, and touchingly quaint in describing members of his family as dwelling in the valleys of life (she had replied that she had once held a situation in Switzerland and henceforth thought of his brothers as labouring in the fields at the foot of snow-capped mountains), he had failed to bring himself to life. She had no clear picture of the man behind the words; and it wasn’t surprising, for she was convinced that most of his words had been borrowed from a handbook on an approved method of letter writing. No matter – she would use him to free herself. She had nothing to lose – the roof had fallen in on her and it was unlikely that anyone, after him, would come along to sift the wreckage and see if she still lived. If she had to cheat, she would do so. She had never been to Switzerland, but in inventing her past she was constructing her future. A single blunder, she warned herself, could ruin her chances. And yet, perversely, when it actually came to putting her thoughts on paper, she had thrown caution out of the window. She had 22written to him as if she had known him for years, telling him of the poverty of her existence and the vexations she endured, day after dreadful day, through being forced to live, cheek by jowl, among people who were inferior to her in intellect and imagination. She had hinted at humiliations and spoke of the immense gulf that separated her from the other occupants of the lodging house. Do not think that I am merely vain. I am what I am, and if I am clever, which I judge myself to be, it is because I have had an education – though there are some who would consider that a disadvantage in a woman.

         She was not a fool. Reading between the lines it was obvious that a wife, or ‘consort’ as he chose to put it, was a necessity to a man in his position. Three-hundred-a-year was hardly a fortune but with careful management should be sufficient to live comfortably on, and afford the rental of a good-sized house, large enough to accommodate boarders and so increase income. Perhaps space could be found for a schoolroom of sorts. She herself might advertise for pupils: she could teach a little French and geography. At the back, in the small garden, she would plant lobelias, hyacinths and foxgloves – it was a pity roses were the wrong colour – and she would supervise the laying of a path made out of stepping stones, just wide enough for two, down which they would hop in summertime, as if leaping from one ice-floe to another, when the tea things had been cleared away. Some people 23thought of foxgloves as weeds, but she had a fondness for them. Country folk called them Virgin’s Finger. What harm did it do to daydream? In that dappled hour between late afternoon and dusk, the headmaster would thrust his hand in hers and marvel at the sky-blue flowers grown entirely by her own efforts. I am one of those few who think it a torment to be idle. I am well used to making provision for myself and am capable of much energy.

         The more freely she wrote, though she was sensible enough to omit any reference to either houses or gardens, the more cautiously Mr Watson replied. Then, on Wednesday, without comment, he had enclosed a snowdrop in the fold of his letter. The following day she sent him a snippet of scarlet ribbon filched from Olivia’s workbox.

         Sometimes she wondered whether she hadn’t conjured him up out of thin air, out of that fatal imagination of which she so often boasted. Mr Watson had twice written that he intended coming to Dublin expressly to visit her, yet she hardly believed him. Surely it was impossible. Where would they meet? In the Botanic Garden – it was shut at this time of the year. In the Phoenix Park – in the snow, in her darned stockings and her boots that let in the wet? She couldn’t bear to receive him here, in one room at the wrong end of Great Britain Street, with a gale whipping through the windows, and Olivia, whom she had never mentioned, simpering on the sofa, a duster tied about her head because of earache, 24gabbling of torch-lit suppers and six horses with long tails in the stables of Inchicore House.

         Besides, if they met out of doors, how would they know each other? She would be forced to act like a low woman, eyeing each man as he approached, and he could pass her by without a glance. He might take her for somebody’s mother. The average age of a student at the College was nineteen years or thereabouts, and a woman aged faster than a man, particularly if life had been cruel to her. J. S. Watson would stride impatiently round and round the oblong of the artificial lake, waiting hopelessly for a young woman who had once worn a blue silk dress, while she, unrecognised, the deer bounding ahead of her through the white park, would flee in her sodden boots towards the bustle of the Chapelizod Road. I have an independence of mind and a sensitivity of temperament that have not always worked in my favour. The lift of an eyebrow, the droop of a mouth, plainly indicating lack of imagination, can plunge me into the depths of despair.

         If he did come to Dublin and she was forced to meet him, what would she wear? She had two pairs of stockings, one topcoat patched on the shoulder, a grey dress that had seen brighter days and a bonnet with frayed ribbons. She wondered for the umpteenth time whether she should risk going to see her Aunt Lawson. Surely, it was her aunt’s duty to advise her. But then, there had been those other occasions on which advice had been 25sought, and ignored. And if she unburdened herself prematurely and it all came to nothing, she would look a fool.

         At that moment Olivia whimpered and sat upright in bed. Her hair was mussed up and her cap hung askew. It seemed to Anne that she looked no different from the way she had looked as a girl, when, seated on a straw-plaited stool she had tugged the curling rags from her hair and wept with self-inflicted pain. The simplest of tasks had always been beyond her. As she watched, Olivia closed her eyes and fell back again. Already asleep, she plucked at the neck band of her dress as though she was choking.

         What will become of her, thought Anne. She is incapable of looking after herself. Then, almost immediately, she thought, whatever will become of me? She took the letter from the mantelpiece and tore open the envelope. A length of dark blue ribbon spilled onto the tablecloth.

         The letter was long and the handwriting cramped and difficult to read. Mr Watson had a habit of underlining certain words as if they were significant. He asked her to conceal nothing from him and spoke of that dear face which he had once so admired. He was worried because some dolt of a barber had snipped his hair too short. Jealousy pierced her when she read that he had been unfaithful to her image in his memory. She studied his postscript and grew calmer. Dearest … with love … dearest … dearest. She fingered the scrap of ribbon and tears came into her eyes. How sweet it was to be loved! 26At the same time, she knew that the happiness she felt was against all the rules of commonsense – she hadn’t the least notion who J. S. Watson was. For a week now, she had struggled to remember each and every one of the young gentlemen of the College who had called on Mrs Curran. Except for a medical student with a complexion scarred from the smallpox, and a Frenchman who had sent her an impudent note, none of them came to mind. They were all lost, forgotten, and though she had positioned herself at the table in front of an imaginary draughts board and stared at the empty chair opposite, it was always Mr Roche she saw, always eighteen years old, his cuffs childishly stained with ink and a little burst blood vessel showing at the corner of his eye.

         
            * * *

         

         John Selby Watson disembarked at Kingstown Harbour on the 23rd December. He would have called on Anne Armstrong the following day if Quin hadn’t talked him out of it.

         ‘At this time of the year,’ Quin advised, ‘she’ll have family obligations to consider. It would be best to wait for a few days.’

         ‘She has no family,’ said Watson.

         Quin reminded him that there had been some mention of an aunt residing in Dublin who had daughters 27living in England. Watson reluctantly agreed that it was possible they had crossed over for the holiday and that Miss Armstrong was visiting them. Perhaps they were discussing him. He sent her a note instead, informing her of his arrival, and begging to be allowed to call on her at her earliest convenience. At this moment he didn’t think he was in love with her, but then neither did he love anybody else.

         He heard nothing from her for four days, during which time he became so uneasy that he imagined he was hopelessly in love with her and could not believe, would not believe, that he would ever hear from her again.

         ‘From what you have told me,’ Quin said, ‘it hardly seems likely.’ Only ten days before, Watson had written to him expressing alarm at the speed with which Anne Armstrong had replied to his initial enquiry. Letters were arriving by every post. She had hinted that he should make himself known to a Dr Connor, a past acquaintance of her dead mother, presumably to lash him to the mast in regard to his future intentions. Quin had urged him to parry the request: he had said he would be unwise to commit himself either on paper or by word of mouth.

         ‘Probably Miss Armstrong has gone into the country,’ he said. His own wife, recovering from a bout of the shingles, was staying with an uncle in Tuam.

         ‘There would be no point in it,’ said Watson. ‘She is alone in the world.’

         28Quin thought this an exaggerated statement, on all counts. Wasn’t everyone in Ireland related to someone else? Instructed by Watson and helped by the curate of St Thomas’s Church, it was he who had discovered Miss Armstrong’s address. He happened to know that an agent for guano manure, by the name of Edward Armstrong, lived in the very same street in which she lodged. There was also a John Armstrong Esq. settled in a fine big house in Dawson Street. Doubtless there was some connection. As it was obvious that Watson was determined to think of Anne Armstrong as an orphan, in spite of the fact that the lady was approaching forty years of age, he kept his thoughts to himself. ‘A letter will come soon enough,’ he said. ‘Depend upon it.’ He suggested that Watson should visit old friends while he had the opportunity.

         ‘I have few friends,’ said Watson. ‘And none that I wish to see at this crucial time.’

         He was speaking the truth. He hardly thought of anyone as his friend, although he was aware that several people, Mandell for one, considered him as their friend. In England, there was the Revd Mr Harcourt of Eltham, and Mr and Mrs Crawley of Maidstone who had looked after him when he had been attacked and robbed on the common by marines, but all three were elderly and more like relations than agreeable companions. He had known them for years, ever since he had been taken on as an assistant teacher at Charles Burney’s school in Greenwich. 29Mrs Crawley had fed him and washed his shirts and done the things he supposed a mother did for a son. The Revd Mr Harcourt had lent him books and warned him not to gesture so flamboyantly when he talked.

         At Trinity College he had been too busy studying to bother whether he was popular or not. He was determined to make something of himself, to get on in the world. He was already thirty years old and he hadn’t the time to waste on fooling about under the trees in Phoenix Park arguing politics, or to run round St Stephen’s Green after midnight in nothing but his shirt. He was as poor as a man from Connaught and he wasn’t going to squander his money on excursions into the mountains or afternoons at the theatre – he hadn’t the slightest idea who had persuaded him to call at Mrs Curran’s in Marlborough Street. He did remember that Quin had taken him to visit Isaac Butt, editor of the Dublin University Magazine, at his rented house in Eccles Street, but that was stimulating and the right sort of people frequented the place. Ferguson went there, and Connor, and Lever had been known to sleep on the sofa when he was in town. In the back room was an organ said to have belonged to Handel. Butt was always in debt and the instrument was hidden under an old curtain lest the bailiffs suddenly arrive. Butt was a great man for parlour tricks – Quin said he had attempted to levitate Connor and had actually raised him as high as the mantelshelf, only it necessitated the rest 30of the company singing hymns and they had been too drunk to keep it up. Connor had fallen and hit his head on a footstool. Once, Watson had gone there without Quin. Butt was out, and Mangan, the poet, was sitting there with an old woman who did nothing but belch. Mangan wore a flax-coloured wig and green spectacles. His false teeth were said to be borrowed from his sister. Caught between the clacking and the belching, Watson had found himself unable to utter a word.

         Deep down, he did not even think of Quin as his friend. Last August Quin had been there to cheer him on when he had come over to receive his Master’s degree, and that was friendly of him, as was the hospitality he unfailingly showed, but if feelings entered into such an arrangement then they were all on Quin’s side. For his own part, years passed and he never gave Quin a thought.

         ‘Do you suppose,’ he asked Quin worriedly, ‘that Miss Armstrong is ill, or that she’s been advised against me?’ Days were passing and nothing was settled. Soon he would have to return to England for the start of the Easter Term. He couldn’t bear the waiting, the inactivity. Quin said he supposed neither. He tried to persuade Watson to go out with him, but he wouldn’t budge, even when told that Duffy, the bookseller at the Quays, had come into possession of some rare editions previously in Lord Allen’s library at Stillorgan.

         31‘A letter might come when I was out,’ he said. ‘I have to be here.’

         Nor did he perk up when Quin, hoping to divert him, attempted to repeat the anecdote concerning the legal wit, John Philpot Curran, who, pleading before his friend Yelverton to a jury of illiterate shopkeepers, had quoted two lines in Latin purporting to have come from the Phantasmagoria of Hesiod, a non-existent work. ‘Yes, yes,’ said Watson wearily. ‘It was all Greek to the jury.’

         It was true that he had heard the story many times before, but then never before had he failed to be amused by it. Perhaps, thought Quin, he was unpleasantly reminded of the reception of his own work, Geology – A Poem in Seven Books, recently published by Pickering. The Athenaeum had given it a scathing review: ‘A didactic poem in blank verse, written as we learn from the dedication to Lyell, on the geological principles which he has so ably established and illustrated. The idea is absurd – as there is no poetry, and scarcely an attempt at poetic diction in the whole work.’ The book had been printed at Watson’s own expense, and Lyell, the recipient of a free copy, had so far ignored it.

         There was no further talk of Miss Armstrong between the two men. When Watson was not at the dinner table – Quin noted that his appetite was unimpaired – he sat by the fire in the front room, occasionally jumping up when he fancied he heard a knock at the hall door, and 32now and then poking the coals so absent-mindedly that his host was afraid he would scatter them across the hearthrug and set the house ablaze.

         In response, Watson’s expression was serious, even severe, but when animated by argument or enthusiasm his features reflected his thoughts to a startling degree. The most private of men, he made an exhibition of himself. Quin had never forgotten seeing him on the steps of Trinity Library, thrashing out some theological point with his tutor. His grimaces – the exaggerated lifting of his eyebrows, the rolling of his prominent eyes, above all the peculiar way in which he stood on one leg like a stork in a swamp – had caused a crowd to gather. Conversely, when depressed, as he was now, his face was stamped with such savage gloom and his whole demeanour so expressive of despair that those who didn’t know him could be excused for thinking he was mad. Fortunately Quin was used to him. They had met during the Hilary Term of ’36 when both had contributed some verses to the Dublin University Magazine. He was neither amazed nor offended by the behaviour of his guest.

         None the less he was relieved when a letter finally arrived from Miss Armstrong. She wrote that she was unable to receive Mr Watson at her lodgings, for reasons which I do not have to put into words, and enquired whether there was a Mrs Quin residing at Clare Street. If this was indeed the case, as she was led to believe it might be, 33was it possible that Mrs Quin might allow them to renew their acquaintance in the surroundings of a more peaceful establishment? She would not dream of making such a request, she wrote, if circumstances were not against her. Tomorrow would be a suitable time, morning or afternoon.

         No sooner had the note been delivered than Mrs Quin, senior, happened to call on her son with a gift of preserved fruit. Urged on by Watson, who was in a state of excitement, Quin told her of the dilemma in which they found themselves. Mrs Quin was intrigued and said she would come the following day to assist in welcoming Miss Armstrong. ‘Cissie’s children are dear little things,’ she said, ‘but they climb over me as if I were a boulder. I shall be glad to be out of the house.’

         Watson thanked her so profusely and shook her hand so often, that later, when he had gone to his room to read over his letter in privacy, she told her son she felt exhausted. ‘Is his leg damaged?’ she asked.

         ‘Both legs are sound,’ said Quin. ‘It’s a mannerism he has. Having made his own way in the world he is not always easy in company. But he is a good man.’

         ‘I feel it,’ said Mrs Quin and added, ‘He doesn’t seem to have learnt to hold anything back.’

         ‘He is certainly very emphatic,’ Quin agreed.

         His mother secretly thought that ‘strange’ might be a more descriptive word; yet, in spite of Mr Watson’s disconcerting habit of cracking his knuckles during 34conversation, she couldn’t help knowing there was something compelling about him. Through no fault of his own, as she afterwards confided to her daughter-in-law, he inspired affection.

         Watson went to bed early that evening. He had meant to scribble a few lines to Mandell and Hardy, but he couldn’t settle to it.

         Before he had left for Euston Square, Mandell, accompanied by the School Secretary, Henry Grey, had knocked at his door to wish him well. ‘If it wasn’t for the holidays,’ Mandell had said, ‘Hardy would be here too. I’m sure of it.’ Watson had felt bemused by the evident good will flowing in his direction. He had even allowed Grey to shake him by the hand, though he didn’t care for the man and disliked the idea of his being party to the more private details of his life. Apart from Quin, whose help had been essential in locating Anne Armstrong, he hadn’t intended anyone to know of his future plans. Once too often, over breakfast, he had brought up the question of marriage, in a roundabout way, and then, of course, the letters had begun to arrive almost daily from Ireland. Mandell had put two and two together, and next Hardy had been consulted, and soon every master at the school was giving his opinion on the subject, asked or not. He was surprised at how little he minded.

         Mandell had offered to go with him to the station. ‘It would give me pleasure,’ he said, ‘to see you safely aboard 35the train.’ He had fluttered his fingers in the air as though waving a handkerchief. Watson had refused his offer, perhaps churlishly, but it was not yet five in the morning, and bitterly cold, and he was sure that Mandell, who took the Modern class, didn’t possess an overcoat. When they left he had shut the door so firmly on them that the fox terrier in the cellar had woken and set up a howl.

         Why, he asked himself, as he undressed for bed, did he concern himself with Mandell at such a time. No doubt Tulley, the drill sergeant, disturbed by the barking of the dog, had come roaring out in his nightshirt to complain of the noise, but it was of little importance. He would write to both Mandell and young Hardy when he was in a less nervous frame of mind. Curiously, though he spoke her name out loud, several times, he could not think of Anne Armstrong.

         Once in bed he found it difficult to sleep. It wasn’t unusual for him, and he took up a volume of Bishop Warburton’s letters to his lackey Hurd which lay on the bedside table. No sooner had he begun to read than his mind wandered. At first he was thinking about his hair – he was still able to pick out various words on the page – and the dismay he had felt at the barber’s shop when he saw what quantities of it lay sheared on the towel about his shoulders, and then he fell to worrying about his teeth. Since childhood he had suffered from toothache: it would be a catastrophe if they played up when he saw 36Miss Armstrong. Pain in the mouth could be guaranteed to swamp every noble feeling known to man.

         He was lying there, tugging at a lock of his hair to make sure it concealed the scar on his temple, one thought following another, when quite suddenly a memory which he had believed buried forever bobbed abruptly to the surface.

         He was in a wood, in Dartford, with boys older than himself. One of them led him by the hand. He had a stalk of wheat between his teeth. There were midges spiralling above his head and the trees were so thickly in leaf that the sky was blotted out. He was afraid and dragged behind, and every few steps the boy jerked at his hand, forcing him to trot. A spider’s web broke against his face. He clawed the strands from his cheek and felt something scuttle through the roots of his hair. If he had not been gripped so tightly he would have screamed and pulled away. As if in a nightmare, he jolted beneath the sticky trees, torn at by brambles. Presently they came to a clearing in which a solitary pheasant strutted in sunshine; its legs were the colour of marigolds and there was a little tuft of moss caught in its beak. The boys halted and he stopped too, though he was no longer held, his fist pressed to the stitch in his side. The bird continued to strut and peck. Reared by the gamekeeper, it was as tame as a house cat. The biggest boy – he had a bald patch on his scalp from the ringworm – threw a handful of peas onto the ground. Against the 37grass they were scarcely visible. Each pea was threaded onto a short length of coarse hair docked from the tail of a pony and coated with wax to make it stiff. The pheasant dipped its neck and gobbled at the undergrowth. All at once it flew straight up in the air, wings beating, and then plummeted downwards, and rose, and flopped again like a bundle of rags, until, spent and earthbound, it began to stagger round and round the clearing, neck stretched out as if drawn on a string, feather flashing emerald-green in the sunlight, tail raking the grass. A man’s voice was heard calling in the distance. Closer, a second voice replied. As if blown apart by the wind, the boys scattered and ran.

         Watson sat upright in bed. He could hear the hiss of the gas as it flared in the mantle on the wall behind him. For the life of him he couldn’t turn his head. The recollection of that August day was so vivid – the sense of place, the sense of fright – that he actually felt an obstruction in his throat.

         
            * * *

         

         Watson had ordered a carriage to be sent for Miss Armstrong. There was some muddle over the time and she was fetched an hour earlier than expected – Mrs Quin had not yet come and Quin was upstairs. It was just as well perhaps, for otherwise Anne might have mistaken Quin for Watson.

         38He was standing with his back to her, looking down at the fire, when she was shown into the room. The width of his shoulders made him appear shorter than he was. Above his head hung a painting of a ship going down in mountainous seas. When he turned round from the fire she thought he was a shade pompous, a shade dandified. He was also a complete stranger.

         She knew that her first impression of him was important. Soon, feeling and familiarity would alter her perception of him. Never again, after today, would she see him as he was.

         He was older, stouter than she had imagined, and he had a snub nose. His hair was a gingery colour. For such a powerfully built man he had surprisingly small hands and feet. Though he was clothed entirely in black, save for the white stock at his neck, he looked more like a prize fighter than a schoolmaster.

         She herself had dressed deliberately in dark grey. It was in fact her only dress, but if a whole wardrobe had been at her disposal she would have chosen no other. She had felt instinctively that Watson wouldn’t be the sort of man to notice what she wore, unless it was garish enough to be intrusive and then he would think it vulgar.

         Watson, for one brief moment, saw an insignificant little woman standing there with a handbag dangling from her wrist. Then he moved forward to greet her and took her hand in his, and she looked at him without smiling. 39Perhaps she was fuller in the face than he remembered, and bulkier in figure, but her eyes were unchanged and when she spoke he recognised that same husky intonation of voice which he had picked out above all others in that crowded drawing-room in Marlborough Street.

         She said, ‘I hope I am punctual, Mr Watson.’

         ‘It has been a long time,’ he replied.

         She withdrew her hand and began to pull off her gloves. Though he himself never wore anything but black – he believed it made him look thinner than he was – he thought it an unbecoming colour on a woman. When last he had seen her she had worn a bright dress of some shade of pink or lilac. He wondered if she was in mourning for someone. It would explain why she had taken so long to reply to his note.

         ‘It isn’t snowing yet,’ she said.

         ‘Such a very long time,’ he repeated.

         She had rehearsed how she would put him at his ease and draw him out in conversation. She would use Mrs Quin as a go-between, discussing people they might know in common and then proceed to more weighty topics, such as Mr Peel’s Commission of Enquiry into Land Tenure, and the lamentable fact that men of merit had to go to England to be appreciated. Her dialogue would be informed but lively. Somewhere she would bring in one of Dean Swift’s witty rejoinders. She would seem at first womanly, and then better than a woman. On no account 40would she fall back on the weather. However, there was no sign of Mrs Quin, or Mr Quin for that matter, and alone with J. S. Watson, who was so much older than expected – he was actually older than herself, or appeared so – it was she who felt awkward. He had not asked her to sit down and they remained standing in the middle of the room. ‘We are fortunate it isn’t snowing,’ she heard herself saying, as though they were on a hillside and in danger of dying from exposure.

         He didn’t reply. They had never had a conversation before. When he had played draughts with her she had spent her time looking out of the window. After she had beaten him – he was hardly concentrating – he had thanked her and she had merely nodded. He had known her for a short while in life, and for a longer time in dreams, and now that she was here, in Quin’s front room, he could see no difference in her.

         ‘Perhaps it will hold off for a few more days—’ she began.

         ‘If I had written to you years ago,’ he interrupted, ‘would you have replied then?’

         ‘Ah,’ she sighed, and she backed away from him and, finding the sofa behind her, sank down heavily upon it and mindlessly arranged her gloves on her lap.

         ‘I imagine,’ he persisted, ‘that your existence then was such that you wouldn’t have replied. At least not favourably.’ He paused, and when she didn’t immediately 41answer, concluded, ‘I have always supposed it to be the case.’

         Still she could not speak. She felt he wanted to hear that her life in the past had been full of promise, that but for adverse circumstances she would be unobtainable. He needed to believe she was a catch. Already he doubted it – she was not what he had expected. How apt had been his use of the word existence. When he had written that he was of humble birth, implying that he was above conceit, he hadn’t been telling the truth. He was like everybody else, herself included: he pretended one thing and desired another. Humble his birth may have been, but in all other respects he was arrogant and ambitious. She did not dare look up lest the dislike she felt for him might show on her face. She couldn’t remember ever having seen him before and yet she found him unbearably changed.

         ‘Five years ago,’ she said at last, ‘I was with the Devany family at Rathmines. Are you acquainted with them?’

         ‘No,’ he said.

         ‘They are not just people of means,’ she said. ‘Mr Devany is a collector of paintings. The conversation at table was both instructive and amusing.’

         ‘I knew it,’ she thought she heard him say.

         ‘Sometimes as many as thirty people sat down to supper,’ she said. ‘Afterwards we played charades. In Ireland, being an inferior is no bar to mixing in society, 42on one level at least. The Thwaites and the Guinnesses began as brewers. The Gardiners started in the building trade. Miss Ambrose married a baronet.’

         How dreadful it was, she thought, to be of the same flesh and blood as Olivia. Soon she would begin boasting of her father’s connections, of the number of rooms in the house in Upper Sackville Street, of the size of the gardens at Inchicore.

         ‘I was never excluded from the company,’ she said. ‘And never more dejected or miserable.’

         ‘I, too, have not felt at ease with people,’ he said. ‘When I first began to make my way in the world and became classical master at St Elizabeth’s College in Guernsey, I hadn’t the knack of sparkling in company. Invited to the house of a colleague for supper, I was either so uninterested in what was being said that I went to the bookshelves and read all evening, or else so carried away by the topic under discussion that I monopolised the conversation entirely.’

         ‘I have often sparkled in company,’ Anne said.

         ‘Either way,’ he continued, ‘I was afterwards convinced that I had made a spectacle of myself, and shrank from visiting the house ever again.’

         ‘I was also governess to a child in Cork,’ she said. ‘I did not get on with my employer.’

         ‘It’s often the case,’ Watson cried out. He felt he could tell her anything. He wanted to confide in her all 43the tribulations and longings he had known in the life he had endured since his separation from her. ‘I never got on with the Revd Mr Davies in Guernsey,’ he admitted. ‘Not for an instant. He was a one-time fellow of St John’s College, Oxford, and so used to comfort and power that he had quite forgotten there was another kind of world. Once, when taking the Upper Class ferociously through Horace of a Monday morning, a pupil –’ He broke off abruptly. He had been about to tell her that a boy of seventeen had urinated out of fright and that Davies had made him sit in his pissed breeches until nightfall. He was suddenly fearful that he was casting himself in the role of an isolated man, a man unable to achieve intimacy. He said, ‘I was friendly with the French master. He came from the same lowly background as myself. We understood each other.’ It was far from the truth. Le Courtois and he had shared a sort of friendship, but it was one formed from necessity rather than compulsion, and had only lasted for the duration of the winter months. When summer came, Le Courtois had spent all his spare time down at the beach, tumbling about like a porpoise in the icy water and expecting him to be ready with a towel. ‘I cannot believe,’ he said, ‘that you have ever lacked friends. When I knew you at Mrs Curran’s you were always the centre of attention.’

         She was careful not to look at him. ‘Do you remember Mrs Strafford?’ she asked.

         44‘No,’ he said. ‘I do not.’

         ‘Mrs Strafford and the Miss Hannahans were almost inseparable. Sometimes they came with Dr Ormonde and Mr Roche.’

         ‘The names mean nothing to me,’ he said.

         ‘Dr Ormonde wore green slippers in the drawing-room.’

         ‘I remember no one but you,’ said Watson.

         At that moment Quin came downstairs, and shortly afterwards his mother arrived. Mrs Quin couldn’t tell whether things were going well or not. Watson was standing behind the sofa, staring at the back of Miss Armstrong’s bonnet. It was difficult to interpret his expression – he was either engaged by her or infuriated with her. Miss Armstrong was perched on the edge of her cushion like an overfed sparrow. In many respects both she and Mr Watson looked as if they had just returned from a funeral.

         Miss Armstrong seemed at first shy, and then less so. She ate most of the bread and butter the girl brought in at teatime. Mrs Quin began by thinking she was plain, and later thought she was handsome. When spoken to she had a way of inclining her head as though she was listening to music. Mrs Quin didn’t quite catch the drift of the story she told about Dean Swift, but her son was so amused by it that he shook with laughter.

         Mr Watson hardly opened his mouth, except to drink his tea. How opposite they are, thought Mrs Quin. They will never mix.

         45Then, in answer to her enquiry, Quin told Miss Armstrong that his wife was at present staying with a relation in Tuam.

         ‘Tuam,’ she cried, pressing her hand to her heart in a spectacular manner, as though she had been stabbed. Recovering, she said that it was in Tuam that intimations of her father’s ruin had been confirmed. ‘I was but a child,’ she said. ‘Yet it distresses me to talk of it.’ In spite of this, she proceeded to do so in some detail.

         ‘In the summer of 1814,’ she told them, ‘the Banking House of Ffrench and Company failed. The news first broke in Dublin. At a quarter to three on the afternoon of the 27th June the Bank closed its doors to business. Rumours of impending collapse had already circulated and a crowd had gathered. A small window with iron bars was opened for the admission of notes, and a notice was posted up on the wall outside – “Bills accepted, but none paid”. Would you believe they could do such an inflammatory thing? It was like trying to prevent people travelling up a private path by writing a sign saying, “No way, this way”. Stones were thrown and the police had to be called. Two of the partners in the firm left by a back door and hid in the bedroom of a nephew who was simple-minded.’ She paused dramatically. Far from being distressed, she appeared elated. Her dark eyes were luminous with excitement.

         ‘What a calamity,’ said Mrs Quin, though she was finding it difficult to follow the point of the story.

         46‘My father,’ said Miss Armstrong, ‘was land agent to Lord Strahan, among others. He stood to lose his entire fortune. At that time we lived in Sackville Street, and at Inchicore House in the Phoenix Park –’ Her voice faltered momentarily.

         ‘I know it,’ said Mrs Quin. ‘It’s much run down.’

         ‘There was another branch of the Bank in Tuam,’ Miss Armstrong continued – she seemed determined to hold nothing back – ‘and a Discount Office in Galway. My father, poor soul, unable to receive any satisfaction in Dublin and out of his mind with anxiety, went immediately to Tuam. There the manager, Mr Keary, scrambled out of a window at the rear of the premises, spraining his ankle in the process, and escaped on horseback. He was pursued on foot by creditors, and later gave himself up to the Sheriff, preferring to be locked away rather than torn limb from limb. My father lost all his money. Every penny. He never got back even a farthing in the pound.’ All the while she spoke she was looking over her shoulder at Mr Watson. ‘For a time we stayed on in the house,’ she told him, ‘but it was never the same. How could it be? You cannot imagine the way it was, the parties, the excursions, the company at supper. Often as a child I was woken in the small hours by the noise of laughter. Such excitement in the house, such sounds of life. Sometimes I crept to the head of the stairs and watched them tumbling from the dining-room: Henry Boxer in his nightcap, bringing 47out the coats and the scarves and my father running backwards to the door, finger held to his lips for silence for fear my mother should wake. There was a plaster eagle in the alcove. In the lamplight its wings seemed to quiver. I used to think it would fly.’ She was still talking directly to Watson, as though there was no one in the room but themselves. ‘And then out would come Mr Cooley,’ she cried, ‘the old militiaman from Ballyraheen who had piped a tune of death up the slopes of Vinegar Hill, supported at either elbow, hands clutching the waistband of his breeches as tilted like a lance he was skimmed across the polished floor.’ For a moment she continued to gaze at Watson animatedly, and then, as though she heard a door close on those departing guests, her face grew melancholy. Turning to Mrs Quin, she said, ‘The bailiffs came in their bowler hats and their leather aprons. They took away the furniture and the plate. All that was left was Mother’s chair, and the bed on which Henry Boxer had slept.’

         Mrs Quin could think of nothing adequate to say. It was most unusual, she thought, even in Ireland, to lay one’s past on the rug for strangers to walk over.

         ‘Lord Ffrench,’ Anne said, ‘later took his own life.’

         ‘And so he should have,’ said Watson. He came and stood in front of her, kicking over the cup and saucer which she had put down on the carpet.

         Mrs Quin felt it was an extraordinary pronouncement, coming from a man in holy orders.

         48‘He would certainly never have been able to sleep easy in his bed,’ said Quin. ‘Not after such a disaster.’

         ‘I sleep in a second-hand bed,’ Anne told him. ‘It belonged to a servant.’

         ‘What lives we lead,’ murmured Mr Watson. ‘There seems little order or pattern to our existence.’

         How alike they are, thought Mrs Quin. They are made for each other.

         Mr Watson, without explanation, began to tell them about some children who had gone poaching in Kent. He said that if they had been caught they would have been sent to the hulks. When they had heard the gamekeeper coming they had run away. As they ran the twigs snapped beneath their feet and the noise echoed through the trees like the sound of musket fire.

         Mrs Quin noticed he was standing on the handle of Miss Armstrong’s teaspoon. As he swayed backwards and forwards, the spoon jerked up and down.

         ‘One of the boys,’ Mr Watson said, ‘was calling for his mother. When they broke from the copse into the mustard field, smoke from the papermill was drifting across the sky.’ He raised his hand and waved it languidly in the air, imitating that floating cloud, and looked down at Miss Armstrong’s upturned face. ‘The boy continued to call for his mother,’ he said. ‘Over and over as he ran across the field.’

         After a moment, Anne said, ‘Poor little boy.’

         49‘Was he a pupil of yours?’ asked Mrs Quin.

         But Watson didn’t reply. As far as he was concerned there was no one there save Anne Armstrong and himself. It had grown dark and he could see the firelight reflected in her eyes.

         Ever since last night, when he had first remembered that August afternoon so long ago, he had been bothered by the feeling that he had forgotten something, something of significance. Now he understood what it was. It wasn’t the bully boy running ahead of him, blubbing for his mother, or the bird choking to death in the undergrowth that had caused the incident to rise from the layers of his mind, but an old, unaltered sense of loss. The fat child he had once been, who had run behind those others, the tears coursing down his cheeks, had wept not from terror but from grief. There was no one called Mother waiting for him beyond the five-barred gate. He had told his schoolfriends that she was dead, but it wasn’t true. She lived in Crayford, in a cottage by the church. She had given him away.

         Anne Armstrong’s words, the juxtaposition of poor and little, affected him so deeply that it was only an act of will that prevented him from sinking onto his knees at her feet and resting his head on her lap.

         
            * * *

         

         50The following morning, at breakfast, Watson asked Quin his opinion of Miss Armstrong. The question was a formality – he had already come to a decision.

         ‘She is very lively,’ said Quin. ‘You will not be bored. Nor is she secretive.’

         ‘She is used to hardship,’ Watson said. ‘She will not shrink from adversity.’

         ‘No,’ said Quin. ‘I suppose not.’

         ‘And her eyes,’ cried Watson. ‘Did you ever see such eyes? How they shone! Her whole nature is contained in the brightness of her eyes.’

         ‘They are certainly very fine,’ said Quin thoughtfully. It was his experience that a sparkling eye couldn’t be relied upon. Far too often it was extinguished in the darkness of day-to-day living. Still, he was pleased that Watson was showing signs of happiness. He had never before seen him moved by anything that did not come from inside a book.

         That afternoon Watson called on Anne in Great Britain Street. He proposed to her in Mrs Gallagher’s back parlour and she accepted him without hesitation. She had always behaved impulsively, and in any case it was plain that he intended to return to England within the week. This was not the time to shilly-shally.

         He asked her whether there was someone he ought to speak to, in regard to the marriage arrangements.

         ‘There is no one,’ she said. ‘That is, no one whom I 51respect. I live with an elder sister, but she hardly needs consulting.’

         He looked surprised. ‘I knew of an aunt,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know you had a sister.’

         ‘If I’ve not spoken of her before,’ said Anne, ‘it’s because I’ve never felt she counted.’

         ‘I understand,’ he said.

         ‘By that I mean she isn’t dependent on me.’

         ‘You don’t have to explain,’ he assured her. ‘My own experience, in that field, had been unsatisfactory.’ He told her he had been taken from his mother as an infant, tucked Moses-fashion into a wicker basket. His grandfather’s assistant had fetched him away in a pony and trap along the road which led to Dartford. On the journey he had apparently screamed with fright; the assistant had lent him his knuckle to suck on. At this moment, looking at Anne Armstrong and observing the concern in her eyes, it occurred to him that all his life he had been searching for the road back. He spoke of the paternal grandfather who had brought him up – he had been a bookseller in Dartford. ‘When he died,’ he said, ‘he left me three hundred guineas.’

         ‘Hardly a fortune,’ she said, and he was a little irritated, because he had always felt that it was a substantial sum of money.

         ‘No,’ he agreed, ‘but without it I shouldn’t have attended Trinity College.’

         52‘I received nothing,’ said Anne.

         ‘He also left me some books,’ Watson said. ‘A few of them were of more than general interest.’

         ‘There was nothing to leave,’ she said. ‘Apart from the chair.’

         ‘And a collection of horse pistols,’ said Watson. ‘I have a curious affection for them. He bought them as a young man.’

         ‘I have an oyster shell,’ she said. ‘My sister persists in thinking it was given to her, but she’s mistaken. My father picked it up off a beach and gave it to me one Easter Sunday. I remember because I had been ill with bronchitis and was temporarily deaf, and he told me to hold it to my ear and listen to the sound of the sea.’

         ‘An oyster shell is flat,’ said Watson.

         ‘All the same,’ Anne said, ‘I heard the sea.’

         He told her that he had no recollection of his father at all, and that he had seen his mother but once in his entire life. He began to kick at Mrs Gallagher’s fender as if it had done him an injury.

         ‘If you had stayed with your mother,’ Anne said, ‘you would not be here today.’

         ‘If the Bank had prospered,’ he replied, ‘you too might be somewhere else.’

         ‘It’s an ill wind,’ she murmured.

         In referring to the Bank, he had fully intended it as a romantic statement. He was shaken at the thought that 53they might have missed each other on the road of life. He would have gone on to hold her hand if she hadn’t butted in about ill winds. He was so disconcerted by her remark that for a moment he misconstrued the meaning of it and thought she implied that it was a misfortune for her to have been blown into Mrs Curran’s drawing-room in Marlborough Street. He found it difficult to show his feelings for her. He was like a barometer which was unable to give a correct reading. All that was needed, he told himself, was an adjustment, an altering of position, and nature, abhorring a vacuum, would cause the mercury to rise and the instrument to function. Courtship, being a social phenomenon, was surely a matter of display. There had to be witnesses to the event, observers, relations constantly commenting on the activities of the courting couple. Anne Armstrong and himself were too solitary. They had only themselves to fall back on. He was inhibited by a lack of numbers. How peculiar he felt, miserable and happy by turns. The embarrassment of being with her was almost as painful as the thought of living life without her.

         He began to describe the school at Stockwell, in particular the newly planted poplars by the railings.

         ‘I like poplars,’ she said. ‘Especially if the wind is blowing.’

         He told her that Stockwell, for the moment, was a pleasant suburb, although unfortunately it was beginning 54to be built up. It lay between Clapham and Brixton, neither of which were fashionable districts. As he had mentioned in his letters his salary was as yet small, but that would be remedied by time. The reputation of the school grew term by term.

         She thought of spacious parsonages set in gardens full of fruit trees and wondered out loud whether he wouldn’t be happier earning his living as the Rector of some quiet and prosperous country parish.

         ‘I would rather be headmaster of a good school than Archbishop of Canterbury,’ he protested. He knew he was unsuited to the clerical life, but then he was unsuited to so many things.

         ‘When I was ordained priest,’ he said, ‘by Dr Law, Bishop of Bath and Wells, I was appointed curate at St Mary’s, Huish Episcopi, in Langport, Somerset. It was my first and last curacy and I got it through influence. One of Law’s sons had been a pupil with me at Burney’s school in Greenwich. I was nothing but a dogsbody in Langport.’

         ‘I have never been to Somerset,’ Anne said.

         ‘When I was not riding about the countryside in all weathers,’ said Watson, ‘or examining those poor workhouse wretches in the Catechism, I was endeavouring to coach the Rector’s four, equally stupid, sons.’

         ‘I understand,’ she said, with feeling.

         ‘I had formed a friendship with a man called George Stukeley. But for him I would have been utterly miserable.’

         55‘How fortunate,’ she said. Already she hated George Stukeley.

         ‘But when it came to it,’ said Watson, ‘Stukeley failed to understand me.’

         Instantly she felt more cheerful. She said brightly, ‘It isn’t wise to rely on anybody.’

         ‘One night,’ Watson said, ‘I was coming home on foot, after baptising an infant who was dying of the croup, when I thought I heard an animal bleating in the darkness. But it was a young woman, crouched by the wall of her father’s cottage, half crazed from a beating she had received. I wrapped my coat round her and carried her to the vicarage.’

         ‘How dreadful,’ Anne murmured, and now she hated the young woman more than George Stukeley.

         ‘She was a hefty girl,’ said Watson, ‘and I felt as if I was carrying the burdens of the world.’ He did not tell Anne that the girl had been almost naked and that when he had lifted her in his arms her bare breast had bounced against his wrist and it was as though his skin had been seared by fire. ‘I had not a thought in my head,’ he said, ‘but that I was doing God’s work. At last I was gathering a sheep to the fold. I carried her up the vicarage path, past the winter cabbages, and kicked at the door. Unfortunately the Revd Henslow was away for the night. Mrs Henslow came down in her nightgown. She looked at me as if she had never seen me before. I was dripping 56wet and the girl in my arms was uttering shrill little cries. Mrs Henslow reminded me of the girl’s reputation and of the four innocent souls asleep in the room above. She told me to go away.’

         ‘How uncharitable,’ Anne said, though inwardly she approved of the Rector’s wife. Watson had surely gone too far, taking that beaten girl in his arms.

         ‘There being nowhere else to go,’ said Watson, ‘I crossed over the road to the church. As I picked my way between the tombstones I shouted to the dead that here was someone alive and suffering. It was after midnight, you understand, and the elm trees by the boundary wall rattled as the rain swept down. I laid the girl beside the christening font with a purple cushion beneath her head. All night I stayed with her, cradling her feet in my hands and chafing them lest the blood freeze in her veins. I hadn’t had my supper and I offered my hunger up to the Lord, but my stomach continued to rumble.’

         ‘What a business!’ said Anne. If she had to listen to this Good Samaritan nonsense much longer she knew she would lose her temper.

         ‘The next morning, her father, informed by every Tom, Dick and Harry in the parish, came for her. The villagers were waiting for us in the lane, gawping as we came out. She was still wearing my coat, and she had a black eye. Both her lips were split and bloody. She ducked through a gap in the churchyard wall and jogged 57away down the stubble field without a backward glance. When the Rector came home, he accused me of naiveté. He said the girl should have been left where she was. Her father would have fetched her in before day-break. I mentioned the weather, the deluge. He said the climate had nothing to do with it.’

         The Rector, thought Anne, was a sensible fellow. She forced herself to look sympathetically at Watson, but it was a terrible effort.

         ‘George Stukeley,’ said Watson, ‘went even further. He said I had acted out of self-importance. It was obvious he had never understood me. Since then I have come to believe that true friendship, compounded as it must be of imagination and tenderness, can only be found with a woman.’

         ‘Yes,’ she said eagerly, ‘yes, I think you are right.’

         Now that he had found his ideal, he knew he could lay bare his heart. ‘My real interest,’ he admitted, ‘is in a literary career. It is, of course, a precarious occupation. These days, critics deal in destruction. If they could, they would burn the author at the stake.’

         ‘They will not burn you,’ she assured him. There was something very dramatic about her. He couldn’t help noticing the demure set of her bloodless mouth and the contradiction in the bold, almost insolent gaze of her glittering eyes. It seemed to him that when she looked at him directly the melancholy little room with its dusty 58curtains and dark linoleum was swept by flame. He could have sworn there was actually a smell of charred wood in the air.

         ‘It’s not just a question of ability,’ he said, ‘but of getting on with people. Some men can charm the birds off the trees. I’m not one of them. I suffer from too much independence of spirit. I’m not tolerant of people.’

         ‘We are very alike,’ she cried enthusiastically. ‘I have always been my own worst enemy. Everyone has always told me so.’

         He was alarmed at her words. He didn’t need her to be like him. ‘I don’t expect much financial return from my writing,’ he said. ‘However, what little I may earn I shall share with you.’

         She stared into the fire and felt chilled – she had always had so little of everything. He didn’t attempt to kiss her, or even to hold her hand, and she was disappointed. At first she thought it was because he lacked ardour, and then because he didn’t think it necessary, not at this moment. She found him very masculine and overbearing – he crossed his legs and swung his foot up and down in a casual manner. During their conversation there was an occasion when she didn’t instantly grasp what he meant, and immediately he grew impatient with her, as if he had known her for a long time. Already she believed she loved him. At this moment she was not concerned whether he loved her or not. He admired her, she could 59tell, and that was sufficient; she had always considered admiration as important as love. She would soon cure him of standing on one leg.

         
            * * *

         

         They were married four days later, by special licence, at St Mark’s Church. Anne wore the same grey dress she had worn to Quin’s house. Her aunt, visited by an hysterical Olivia, had sent round a more suitable gown of brown merino, only slightly stained at collar and cuffs. Anne had promptly returned it. She wanted no hand-me-down favours from that quarter.

         She was given away by Quin, who was also the best man. Her brother, Edwin, was ill and it was thought unwise for him to make the journey from Tyrone. An elderly acquaintance of Quin’s, a teacher of the pianoforte, was to have escorted her up the aisle, but when it came to it he was found to be drunk and unable to walk in a straight line. He was left outside the church, slumped against the railings.

         Olivia, quite alone, sat in a middle pew, her sobs rolling round the empty church.

         ‘She is moved at the happiness that awaits you,’ explained Mrs Quin, when signing the register in the vestibule. She is appalled at the prospect before her, thought Anne, nodding in agreement.

         60After the ceremony was over, two hackney cabs waited to take them to an hotel near the harbour. By some mischance Anne went ahead with Quin and his mother, and Watson found himself left behind in charge of the music teacher and Olivia. Both had to be assisted into the remaining cab. The music teacher, scooped up off the railings, was in danger of vomiting over his boots and had to be persuaded to travel with his head stuck out of the window.

         At the hotel Watson had booked a room for the wedding party. Cuts of cold meat and a cold apple pie were laid out on a side table decorated with artificial flowers. No expense is being spared, thought Anne, as the champagne was brought in. She was irritated that Olivia was too distressed to take advantage of the food. Perhaps when no one was looking some of the meat could be hidden in a napkin and given her to take home.

         Mrs Quin was disappointed that there wasn’t a bride’s cake. She had offered to provide the couple with a small reception at her own house but Watson had refused. There was a steamer leaving for Liverpool at seven o’clock and he wanted to be as close to the dock as possible.

         Toasts were drunk, and Quin made a speech in which he spoke affectionately of his friend. He said that Watson had already made his mark in literary and academic circles, and now that he had taken a wife he could not fail to further his reputation. She would watch over him as he 61laboured at his desk, ensuring that atmosphere of tranquillity and order which was essential to a man of letters.

         Watson seemed indifferent to what was being said about him. During Quin’s optimistic portrayal of his future he occupied himself with scratching the ears of a black-and-white dog which had run in from the street. His grandfather had given him a dog when he was a child. It had followed him everywhere. If he was in the schoolroom it had waited in the lane, sprawled out in the mud like a dead thing. When he had run his hand down its spine, its hindquarters had shivered uncontrollably. He felt curiously empty and could not look at Anne Armstrong. Her sister was pulling the petals off an artificial rose. She was sitting with her back to the window and he could see behind her the branch of a tree jerking against a patch of grey sky. He too was at the mercy of the elements: if he did not bend with the storm he would snap in half.

         Anne told Mrs Quin she would write to her. Mrs Quin, in return, promised to visit Olivia whenever possible.

         ‘She is a difficult woman,’ said Anne. ‘We have never got on.’

         ‘You must not worry about her,’ advised Mrs Quin. ‘We are none of us as indispensable as we imagine.’

         Anne believed she had stopped worrying about Olivia. She told herself that her sister was no longer 62her responsibility. From now on Edwin would have to contend with her. She was far more concerned about the imminent farewell – she doubted whether she could muster up the tears expected at such a moment.

         But, when the time came for Watson to settle his bill and she was required at last to look Olivia in the eye, her sister’s face was so blank with grief – the lines of discontent and petulance quite smoothed away – and her nose so pathetically flushed from crying, that instantly she broke down and took Olivia into her arms. She could not bear anyone else to see the stains on the bodice of her sister’s dress. ‘You must sponge your dress with warm water,’ she whispered. ‘If the marks are too stubborn you must try vinegar.’ Her own tears dripped down her cheeks and leaked into her mouth.

         They walked the short distance to the pier. The gutters were filled with refuse. It had gone five o’clock and land and sky had merged into darkness. The gas lights blazed along the edge of the quay. There was so much noise, so many pockets of light and dark, so many people hurrying in the same direction that Olivia grew confused and more childlike than ever. Just then the train connection from Dublin drew into the station: a cloud of steam, sulphurous yellow and stitched with sparks, rolled across the black sky. Olivia lagged behind, holding tightly to Anne’s hand as they struggled against the wind towards the landing stage.

         63‘I’ll send for you very soon,’ cried Anne. ‘I will, I will.’

         ‘I want—’ cried Olivia, but what she wanted was torn away by the wind.

         Watson strode ahead, keeping pace with the porter who carried Anne’s trunk on his shoulder. He had refused to hand over his own bag because his books were tied to it. He said he couldn’t trust them to be transported by anyone but himself. The black-and-white dog trotted at his heels. There was nothing in Anne’s trunk but old clothes, a miniature of her father and the oyster shell which had gathered dust on the mantelshelf in Great Britain Street. When she had taken it down, Olivia had said, ‘That is mine. You’re a thief.’ ‘Be quiet,’ Anne had shouted. ‘I will take what I want.’ It was too late to give it back.

         They reached the departure point. Olivia was not permitted to go any further. The sisters clung together as though drowning. They could hear the slap of the river as it heaved against the granite slabs of the harbour wall. We are surrounded by strangers, thought Anne, looking over her sister’s shoulder at Watson and his friends.

         ‘Make sure they take you home in a cab,’ she whispered to Olivia. ‘Mind you insist. They can afford it.’ The dog ran round them in a circle, snapping at their ankles.

         ‘It’s time,’ said Mrs Quin. ‘Your husband is waiting.’

         How absurd, thought Anne. Then she straightened Olivia’s bonnet and draped the shawl more securely about her shoulders, and backed away from her, her arm 64stretched out and her fingers clawing the air as if she was sliding into an abyss.

         ‘Goodbye, goodbye,’ called Quin and his mother.

         ‘Bon voyage,’ shouted the pianoforte teacher, waving his hat from side to side like a flag.

         Watson assisted Anne up the gangway – she stopped and looked back. Below her, she saw Olivia’s upturned face, white as chalk under the artificial light, her black lips mouthing a farewell. The world slithered up and down. In the desolate streets the houses climbed, lamps blooming in the windows, towards the windswept sky. Watson pulled at her elbow. Almost before Anne had set foot on the deck the tears had dried in her eyes and she was thinking of the future.

         They had supper on board an hour later. Both were hungry and neither of them felt queasy.

         ‘I have never been seasick in my life,’ said Anne with satisfaction.

         Watching her husband devouring his grilled chops, she remarked, ‘There is plenty of time. No one is going to remove the plate before you have finished.’

         He was taken aback at her criticism. He pushed his elbows closer to his sides and held his knife and fork as if they would burst into flames.

         When the boat had left the harbour they went below. The cabin was small and airless and the floor vibrated with the noise of the engines.

         65‘I am afraid you will not be very comfortable,’ he said, ducking his head to avoid the swing of the safety lamp which hung from the ceiling. They were scarcely beyond the Bar, and already the boat was bucking and pitching as it fought the wind.

         ‘I don’t mind,’ she said. ‘I think of it as an adventure.’

         He was not sure what he should do next. Women were so fragile. He imagined she should rest, and yet he felt it would be heartless to leave her alone when so recently wrenched from both country and sister – even a sister she disliked.

         There was nowhere to sit. Her trunk and his bag stood side by side at the foot of the narrow bed. His books, tied with string, were attached to the handle of his portmanteau. Squatting, he untied the string and selected a volume bound in green cloth. ‘It is mine,’ he said, standing up and showing her the cover. ‘That is to say, I wrote it.’

         She was impressed and asked him to read her something from it. Still wearing her bonnet, and clutching the ends of her shawl, she looked at him expectantly.

         After a decent display of reticence, he began. ‘“He whose dead soul seeks not to be enlarged”,’ and frowned. ‘I have read it wrongly,’ he said. ‘I’m too nervous.’

         ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Pretend I am not here.’

         Clearing his throat, he started again.
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