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After great pain, a formal feeling comes—


The nerves sit ceremonious, like tombs …


Emily Dickinson
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DUSK WAS FALLING, and Marie rose from the bench where she had been sitting for the last half-hour, first reading her book, then looking down the avenue along which Felix would come. He didn’t usually keep her waiting. It was a little cooler now, but the air was still mild with the warmth of the May day as it drew to a close.


There were not many people left in the Augarten, and those who had been out walking were making for the gate that would soon be shut. Marie was near the way out of the park herself when she saw Felix. Although he was late, he was walking slowly, and only when his eyes met hers did he quicken his pace slightly. She stopped, waited for him, and as he took the hand she casually offered him and pressed it, smiling, she asked with a note of gentle displeasure in her voice, “Did you have to work all this time?”


He gave her his arm, but did not reply. “Well?” she asked again.


“Yes, dear,” he said then, “and I quite forgot to look at the time.”


She glanced sideways at him. He seemed paler than usual. “Don’t you think,” she said lovingly, “it would be better for you to give a little more time to your Marie? Leave your work alone for a while. Then we can walk more together. How about that? Now you’ll always be leaving home in my company.”


“Well …”


“Yes, indeed, Felix, I’m not leaving you on your own any more.” He gave her a swift glance, almost a look of alarm. “What’s the matter?” she asked.


“Nothing!”


They had reached the gate of the park, and were out in the lively hurry and bustle of the evening streets. Something of the general subconscious happiness that usually comes with spring seemed to lie over the city. “Well, do you know what we could do?” he asked.


“Now?”


“Go to the Prater.”


“Oh no, it’s been so cold there recently.”


“Come along, it’s almost sultry here in the street! We can come straight back again. Let’s go!” He spoke in a distracted, abrupt manner.


“Why do you talk like that, Felix?”


“Like what?”


“What is it? You’re with me, with your own girl!” But he looked at her with a fixed and absent gaze.


“What is it?” she cried in alarm, holding his arm more firmly.


“Yes, yes,” he said, pulling himself together. “Sultry weather, yes, so it is. I’m not being absent-minded—or if I am, you mustn’t hold it against me.” They set off along the streets to the Prater. Felix was even quieter than usual. The street lamps were already lit.


“Did you go to see Alfred today?” she suddenly asked.


“Why?”


“Well, you said you were going to.”


“Did I?”


“You were feeling so tired yesterday evening.”


“I was, yes.”


“Then you haven’t been to see Alfred?”


“No.”


“But oh dear, you were still sick yesterday, and now you want to go to the Prater where it’s so damp. It really is rash of you.”


“Oh, it doesn’t matter.”


“Don’t talk like that. You’ll ruin your health.”


“Please,” he said, in an almost querulous tone, “let’s go, let’s just go. I’d really like to be in the Prater. We’ll visit that place we liked so much before—the garden restaurant, remember? It isn’t chilly there.”


“Yes, it is!”


“No, really it isn’t! And it’s very warm today anyway. We can’t go home yet, it’s too early. And I don’t want to eat dinner in town, I don’t feel like being inside the walls of some restaurant, and the smoke would be bad for me—I don’t want to be in a crowd either, all that noise hurts me.” He had spoken fast at first, and louder than usual, but he let his last words die away. Marie clung to his arm more tightly than ever. She was frightened, and said no more because she felt she would sound tearful. His wish for a visit to the quiet restaurant in the Prater, for a spring evening among green foliage and silence, had communicated itself to her. When neither of them had said anything for a while, she saw a slow, weary smile on his lips, and as he turned to her he tried to make that smile a happy one. But knowing him as well as she did, she could easily tell that it was forced.


They were in the Prater now, where the first avenue leading off the main thoroughfare almost disappeared into the dark and led to their destination. There it was, the plain and simple restaurant, its large garden dimly lit, tables not yet laid, chairs leaning up against them. Faint red lights flickered in the globes perched on slender green poles. A few guests were sitting in the garden, with the proprietor himself among them. Marie and Felix walked past, and he rose to greet them, lifting his cap. They opened the door into the garden room, where a few turned-down gaslights were hissing. A youthful waiter had been sitting and dozing in one corner. He quickly rose, made haste to turn the gas up, and then helped the guests off with their coats. They sat down in a dimly lit, comfortable corner, drew their chairs close together, and ordered something to eat and drink without lingering over their choice. Now they were alone except for the dull red light of the lamps blinking at them from the entrance. The far corners of the room were lost in twilight too.


Still they were both silent, until at last the anxious Marie began, in a trembling voice, “Felix, do tell me, what’s the matter? I beg you to tell me.” And again that smile came to his lips. “Nothing, child,” he said, “don’t ask. You know my odd moods by now, don’t you?”


“Oh yes, I certainly know your moods, but you’re not in one of them now. Something has upset you, I can see it has. There must be some reason. Please, Felix, what is it? I beg you, tell me!”


He looked impatient, for the waiter was just bringing their order. And as she repeated, “Tell me, tell me!” he glanced at the lad and made a gesture of irritation. The waiter withdrew.


“We’re alone now,” said Marie. She moved closer to him and took both his hands in hers. “What’s the matter? What is it? I have to know. Don’t you love me any more?” He said nothing. She kissed his hand, which he slowly withdrew from her. “What is it?”


He looked around as if in search of help. “Oh, please, leave me alone, don’t ask, don’t torment me!”


She let go of his hand and looked him full in the face. “But I want to know.”


He rose and took a deep breath, then put both hands to his head and said, “You’ll drive me mad! Don’t ask!” And he stood there for a while with a fixed gaze, staring into a void. In alarm, she followed his gaze. Then he sat down, breathing more calmly now, and a mild weariness spread over his features. For a few seconds his terrors seemed to have left him, and he said quietly and affectionately to Marie, “Do eat something, have something to drink.”


She obediently picked up knife and fork and asked, but still with alarm in her voice, “What about you?”


“Yes, yes,” he replied, but he went on sitting there motionless and touched nothing.


“Then I can’t eat anything either,” she said, and at that he did begin to eat and drink, but soon he silently laid down his knife and fork, leaned his head on his hand, and looked away from Marie. She watched him for a little while with her lips compressed, then removed the arm that was hiding his face from her. Now she saw the brightness in his eyes, and just as she cried out, “Oh, Felix, Felix!” he began to sob and weep hot tears. She laid his head against her breast, stroked his hair, kissed his forehead, tried to kiss away his tears. “Felix, Felix!” And his weeping grew quieter and quieter. “What is it, darling, my only beloved dear one, do tell me!”


Then, with his head still against her breast so that his words came to her with a heavy, hollow sound, he said, “Marie, Marie, I didn’t want to tell you. One more year and then it will all be over.” Now he was weeping violently and loudly.


She sat there as pale as death, eyes wide open, not understanding, not wanting to understand. Something cold and terrible constricted her throat, until she suddenly cried out, “Felix, Felix,” flung herself in front of him and looked into the tearful, desperate face that had now sunk to his chest. He saw her kneeling before him and whispered, “Get up, get up!” She did so, mechanically obeying his words, and sat down opposite him. She couldn’t speak, she couldn’t ask any questions. And he, after a few seconds of deep silence, suddenly cried out, wailing aloud with his eyes raised as if something incomprehensible was weighing down on him “It’s terrible! Terrible!”


She recovered her voice. “Come, come! …” But she could say no more.


“Yes, let’s go,” he said, making a movement as if to shake something off. He called to the waiter, paid, and they quickly left the restaurant together.


Outside, the spring night surrounded them in silence. Marie stopped in the dark avenue and took her lover’s hand. “Now, tell me about it.”


He was perfectly calm now, and what he told her sounded as plain and simple as if it were really a minor matter. He freed his hand and stroked her face. It was so dark that they could barely see each other.


“You mustn’t be frightened, sweetheart, a year is a long, long time. You understand, that’s it: I have only a year to live.”


She cried out, “Oh no, you’re crazy, you’re crazy!”


“It’s pitiful of me to tell you at all, and stupid too. But you see, being the only one to know, going about feeling so lonely, always with that thought in my mind—I really couldn’t have endured it for long. And perhaps it’s a good thing for you to get used to it. But come along, why are we standing here? I’m used to the idea now myself, Marie. It’s been a long time since I believed anything Alfred said.”


“So you didn’t go to see Alfred? But other doctors don’t know anything.”


“You see, child, I’ve suffered so much from the uncertainty these last few weeks. It’s better now. Now at least I know. I went to see Professor Bernard and at least he told me the truth.”


“No, no, he didn’t. I’m sure he just wanted to frighten you to make you take more care of yourself.”


“My dear child, I’ve had a very serious conversation with the man. I had to know for sure. For your sake too.”


“Felix, Felix,” she cried, flinging both arms around him. “What are you saying? I won’t live a day without you, not an hour.”


“Come, come,” he said quietly. “Calm down.” They had reached the way out of the Prater. The scene around them was lively now, bright and noisy. Carriages rattling along the roads, trams whistling and ringing their bells, the heavy rumble of a railway train passing over the bridge above them. Marie shivered. All this liveliness suddenly had something scornful and hostile about it, and it hurt her. She led him the way she wanted to go, avoiding the broad main thoroughfare and making their way home along quiet side streets instead.


For a moment it occurred to her that he ought to take a cab, but she hesitated to say so. They could always walk slowly.


“You’re not going to die, no, no,” she said under her breath, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I can’t live without you.”


“My dear child, you’ll change your mind. I’ve thought it all out carefully. Indeed I have. Do you know, when the line was suddenly drawn like that, I saw it all so distinctly, so clearly.”


“No line’s been drawn.”


“I know it’s hard to believe, darling. At this moment I don’t believe it myself. It’s so hard to grasp, isn’t it? Just think, here I am walking along beside you, speaking words out loud, words that you can hear, and in a year I’ll be lying cold in the ground, perhaps already rotting away.”


“Stop it, stop it!”


“And you’ll look as you do now. Just as you look now, perhaps still a little pale from weeping, but then another evening will come, and many more, and summer and autumn and winter, and another spring—and then I’ll have been dead and cold for a year—what’s the matter?”


She was weeping bitterly. Her tears ran over her cheeks and down her throat.


A despairing smile passed over his face, and he whispered through his teeth, hoarsely, harshly, “I’m sorry.”


She was still sobbing as they walked on, and he said no more. Their way led past the Stadtpark, along dark, quiet, broad streets with a faint, sad scent of lilac wafting over them from the shrubs in the park. They slowly went on their way. Tall grey and yellow buildings, all much the same, stood on the other side of the street. The mighty dome of the Karlskirche towering into the blue night sky was closer now. They turned down a side street, and had soon reached the building where they lived. Slowly, they climbed the dimly lit stairs, and heard servant girls gossiping and giggling behind the corridor windows and doors. After a few minutes they had closed their own door behind them. The window was open; the air was perfumed by the scent of a few dark roses standing in a plain vase on the bedside table. A faint humming sound rose from the street outside. They both went to the window. All was dark and still in the building opposite. Then he sat down on the sofa, she closed the shutters and drew the curtains, lit a candle and put it on the table. He had not been watching any of this, but sat deep in thought. She came close to him. “Felix!” she cried.


He looked up and smiled. “Well, child?” he asked. Gently as he spoke, in a soft, quiet voice, a sense of infinite fear overwhelmed her. Oh, she didn’t want to lose him. Never! Never, never! It wasn’t true. It simply was not possible. She tried to say something, to tell him all this, but when she threw herself down on the floor in front of him she couldn’t find the strength to speak. She laid her head on his knees and wept. His hands rested on her hair.


“Don’t cry,” he whispered tenderly. “Not any more, sweetheart.”


She raised her head, clutching at a wonderful hope. “It isn’t true, is it? Surely it isn’t true?”


He kissed her lips, long and ardently. Then he said almost harshly, “Yes, it’s true,” rose, went to the window and stood in the shadows there. The flickering candlelight played only on the floor at his feet. After a while he began talking again. “You’ll have to get used to the idea. Just think we’re parting like this. You don’t have to tell yourself I’m not in this world any more.”


She didn’t seem to be listening, and had hidden her face in the sofa cushions. He went on. “Think about it philosophically, and then it’s not so terrible. After all, we still have so much time to be happy, don’t we, sweetheart?”


She suddenly looked at him from great, tearless eyes. Then she hurried over, clung to him, held him close to her breast with both arms. “I want to die with you” she whispered.


He smiled. “That’s childish. I’m not as small-minded as you think me. And I have no right at all to take you with me.”


“I can’t live without you.”


“But think how long you lived without me before! I was already doomed when I met you a year ago. I didn’t know it, but even then I had a presentiment.”


“You don’t know now.”


“Yes, I do. That’s why I want you to have your freedom, beginning today.” She clung all the closer. “Take it, take it,” he said. She did not reply, but looked up at him as if she didn’t understand.


“You’re so beautiful, and ah! so healthy. You have every right to life. Leave me alone.”


She cried out. “I’ve lived with you, I’ll die with you.”


He kissed her brow. “You won’t, I forbid it. You must put that idea out of your head.”


“I swear—”


“Don’t swear anything. One day you’d be asking me to release you from your word.”


“So that’s what you think of me!”


“Oh, I know you love me. You won’t leave me until—”


“I’ll never, never leave you.” He shook his head. She nestled close to him, took both his hands and kissed them.


“You’re so good,” he said. “It makes me very sad.”


“Don’t be sad. Whatever happens we’ll share the same fate.”


“No,” he said firmly and gravely, “don’t say that. I’m not like other people. I don’t want to be like them. I understand it all, but it would be pitiful of me to listen to you any longer, to let you intoxicate me with what you say in the first moment of pain. I must go and you must stay.”


She had begun weeping again. He caressed and kissed her to calm her down, and they stayed there by the window, no longer talking. The minutes passed, the candle burned lower.


After some time Felix moved away from her and sat down on the sofa. He felt a heavy weariness. Marie went to sit beside him, gently took his head in her hands and moved it to her shoulder. He looked at her lovingly and closed his eyes, and so he fell asleep.


Morning came, pale and cool. Felix woke up. His head was still on her breast, but she was sleeping a sound, deep sleep. He moved quietly away from her and went to the window, looked down at the street where it lay deserted in the first light of dawn. He shivered. After a few moments he stretched out on the bed, fully clothed, and stared up at the ceiling.


It was full daylight when he woke again. Marie was sitting on the edge of the bed and had kissed him awake. They both smiled. Had it all been just a bad dream? He himself felt so healthy and refreshed now. And the sun was laughing outside. Sounds came up from the street; it was all so full of life. A number of windows were open in the building opposite, and breakfast was on the table, the same as every morning. The room was bright; daylight filled every corner. Motes of dust danced in the sunbeams, and everywhere, everywhere there was hope, hope, hope!


The doctor was smoking his afternoon cigar when a lady was announced. Alfred’s consulting hours had not begun yet, and he was rather displeased. “Marie” he cried in surprise as she came in.


“Please don’t be cross with me for disturbing you so early. Oh, do go on smoking.”


“Well, if I may. But what is it? What’s the matter?”


She stood before him, one hand on his desk, the other holding her sunshade. “Is it true?” She uttered the words hastily. “Is it really true that Felix is so ill? Oh, you look pale. Why didn’t you tell me, why not?”


“What can you be thinking of?” He strode up and down the room. “This is foolish conduct. Please sit down.”


“Answer me.”


“He’s certainly unwell. That can’t be news to you.”


“He’s doomed,” she cried.


“Come, come!”


“I know he is; he knows too. He went to see Professor Bernard yesterday, and the Professor told him.”


“Many a professor has been mistaken.”


“You’ve often examined him. Tell me the truth.”


“There’s no absolute truth in such cases.”


“I see—you don’t want to say it because he’s your friend, isn’t that so? Yes, I can tell from your face. So it’s true, it’s true. Oh God, oh God!”


“My dear child, do calm down.”


She looked quickly up at him. “Is it true?”


“Well, he’s ill, you know he is.”


“Ah—”


“But why did the Professor tell him? And then—”


“Then? Then? Oh, please don’t give me hope if there isn’t any.”


“These things can never be predicted for certain. It could take a long time yet.”


“I know how long. A year.”


Alfred compressed his lips. “Can you tell me why he consulted another doctor?”


“Oh, because he knew you’d never tell him the truth—that’s all.”


“This is stupid,” the doctor said in annoyance, “just stupid. I can’t make it out! As if it were so urgently necessary to tell a man—”


At this moment the door opened and Felix came in.


“I thought as much,” he said, on seeing Marie.


“Nice tricks you get up to!” cried the doctor. “Nice tricks, I must say.”


“You can forget your fine phrases, my dear Alfred” replied Felix. “I’m very grateful for your goodwill—you’ve been a good friend, you’ve been wonderful.”


Here Marie interrupted. “He says the Professor can’t be cer—”


“Never mind that,” Felix interrupted. “You’ve all been able to keep me deluding myself up to this point. Taking it any further now would be a tasteless joke.”


“You’re little more than a child,” said Alfred. “There are many people walking around Vienna today who were told, twenty years ago, that they were on the point of death.”


“But most such people really are dead and buried.”


Alfred paced up and down the room. “Once and for all, nothing’s changed between yesterday and today. You’ll look after yourself more carefully now, that’s all, you’ll be following my advice better, which is all to the good. Only a week ago I was examining a man of fifty who—”


“Yes, I know,” Felix interrupted. “A man of fifty who was given up as a hopeless case at the age of twenty, and now he’s the picture of health and has eight healthy children.”


“Such things do happen, you can’t deny it,” objected Alfred.


“The fact is,” replied Felix, “I’m not the kind of man to attract miracles.”


“Miracles?” exclaimed Alfred. “I’m talking about perfectly natural phenomena.”


“But look at him, do,” said Marie. “I think he looks better now than he did last winter.”


“He just has to be careful of himself” repeated Alfred, stopping in front of his friend. “You two had better go for a stay in the mountains now and take things easy. Really easy.”


“Oh yes, when shall we start?” asked Marie eagerly.


“This is all nonsense,” said Felix.


“And then in the autumn you should go south.”


“And what about next spring?” enquired Felix ironically.


“Let’s hope you’re better then,” cried Marie.


“Better, yes,” laughed Felix. “Better! Well, at least my sufferings will be over.”


“I always say,” remarked the doctor “none of these great clinicians know the first thing about psychology.”


“Because they don’t realise that we can’t bear the truth” pointed out Felix.


“There are no hard and fast truths, I tell you. That man thought he’d better put the fear of God into you to keep you from doing anything reckless. That, roughly speaking, will have been the way his mind worked. And then, if you do get better in spite of his predictions, he doesn’t lose face because he was only warning you.”


“Let’s stop this childish argument” Felix said here. “I had a very serious conversation with the man, I made it very clear to him that I have to know for certain. Family matters, I said! That always impresses people. And to be honest with you, I’ll admit that the uncertainty was too hard to bear.”


“It’s not as if you were certain now,” Alfred objected.


“Yes, I am certain now. You’re going to unnecessary trouble. All I have to think of at this point is how to spend my last year as wisely as possible. Wait and see, my dear Alfred, I’m a man who will leave this world smiling. No, don’t cry, sweetheart; you’ve no idea how delightful you’ll still find the world without me. Don’t you agree, Alfred?”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, you’re distressing the girl unnecessarily.”


“It’s true, a complete break would be more sensible. Please leave me, sweetheart, let me die alone!”


“Give me some poison!” Marie suddenly demanded of the doctor.


“You’re both out of your minds,” cried Alfred.


“Poison! I don’t want to live a second longer than he does, and I want him to believe it. But he won’t. Why not? Why not?”


“Listen, sweetheart, I have something to say to you now. If you mention such nonsense once again, just once again, I shall disappear without trace. Then you won’t see me again anyway. I have no right to chain your fate to mine, and I don’t want the responsibility.”


“And you listen to me, my dear Felix,” began the doctor. “You will kindly be good enough to leave the city today rather than tomorrow. You can’t go on like this. I shall take the pair of you to the railway station this evening, and I hope peace and quiet and good invigorating air will help you both to see reason again.”


“I entirely agree with you” said Felix. “It makes no difference to me where—”


“And moreover,” Alfred interrupted “there’s no reason at all to despair for the moment, so you can stop making dismal remarks.”


“A great psychologist!” said Felix, smiling. “When a doctor’s so rough with his patient, the patient feels better at once.”


“More than anything else I’m your friend. So as you know, you should—”


“Leave—tomorrow—for the mountains!”


“Yes, quite so.”


“Well, thank you very much, anyway,” said Felix, shaking hands with his friend. “And now we’ll be off. I can hear someone clearing his throat outside already. Come along, sweetheart!”


“Thank you, Doctor,” said Marie as they left.


“No need to thank me. Just be a sensible girl and look after him. Goodbye, then.”


On the steps outside, Felix said abruptly, “A nice fellow, the Doctor, don’t you think?”


“Oh, yes.”


“And young and healthy, with perhaps another forty years in front of him—or a hundred.”


They were out in the street now, surrounded by people who were talking and walking, laughing and living, without a thought of death in their minds.




 





They found a small house close to the lake. It stood a little way from the village itself, one of the last stragglers in the row of houses beside the water. Behind the house, meadows covered the hills, and further up there were fields full of summer flowers. Far beyond those, only occasionally visible, was the indistinct outline of the distant mountain range. And when they came out of their house on to the balcony that stood on four damp brown stilts above the clear water, they were looking straight at a long line of rocks on the opposite bank of the lake, with the cold gleam of the silent sky resting above them.


During the first days of their stay here, they had felt wonderfully peaceful in a way that they themselves could hardly understand. It was as if the general fate of all mankind had power over them only where they usually lived; here, in these new surroundings, the sentence of death pronounced in another world no longer held good. Not since they first met had they found solitude so refreshing. Sometimes they would look at one another as if there had been some small incident in the immediate past, maybe a quarrel or a misunderstanding, but it mustn’t be mentioned again. On those fine summer days Felix felt so well that soon after his arrival he said he wanted to get back to work. Marie didn’t agree. “You’re not entirely better yet,” she smiled. And the sunlight danced on the little table where Felix had stacked his books and papers, while soft, caressing air that knew nothing of all the world’s unhappiness wafted in from the lake and through the window.


One evening, as their habit was, they hired an old man from the village to row them out on the lake. The boat was a good, sturdy craft with an upholstered seat where Marie would sit while Felix lay at her feet, wrapped in a warm grey rug that served as both cushion and blanket. He had laid his head on her knees. A light mist lay over the placid, broad expanse of water, and it seemed as if twilight were slowly rising from the lake and spreading gradually to the banks. Today Felix ventured to smoke a cigar, and he looked out over the rippling lake to the rocks with their summits bathed in muted yellow sunlight.


“Tell me, sweetheart” he began, “do you dare to look up?”


“Look up where?”


He pointed to the sky. “Right up there, into the dark blue. I can’t do it myself. It strikes me as eerie.”


She looked up, letting her glance rest on the sky for some seconds. “I rather like it,” she said.


“You do? When the sky’s as clear as it is today, I can’t make sense of it at all. That distance, that terrible distance! If there are clouds up there I don’t feel so ill at ease, the clouds are part of our world—I’m looking at something I know.”


“There’ll most likely be rain tomorrow,” remarked the boatman. “The mountains look too close today!” And he let the oars rest so that the boat glided over the water in silence more and more slowly.


Felix cleared his throat. “How odd; I’m not really enjoying this cigar.”


“Throw it away, then!”


Felix turned the glowing cigar in his fingers once or twice, then threw it into the water, and said, without turning to Marie “Well, I suppose I’m not quite better yet.”


“Oh, hush!” she contradicted him, caressing his hair gently with her hand.


“What are we going to do if it rains?” asked Felix. “You’ll have to let me work then.”


“No, you mustn’t.”


She leaned down and looked into his eyes. It struck her that his cheeks were flushed. “I’ll soon drive away your gloomy thoughts! Don’t you think it’s time to go home? It’s turning chilly now.”


“Chilly? I don’t feel cold.”


“Oh, well, you have your thick rug.”


“What an egotist I am!” he cried. “I quite forgot you were wearing a summer dress.” He turned to the boatman. “Home, please.” A few hundred oar-strokes, and they were close to their house. Then Marie noticed that Felix was clasping his left wrist in his right hand. “What is it?” she asked.


“Sweetheart, it’s true, I’m not quite better yet.”


“But …”


“I must be feverish. How stupid!”


“I’m sure you’re wrong,” said Marie anxiously. “But I’ll go for the doctor at once.”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, that’s all I need!”


They had come to the bank and went ashore. It was almost dark indoors, but their rooms still held the day’s warmth. While Marie prepared their evening meal Felix sat quietly in an armchair.


“Do you realise?” he said suddenly. “Our first week here is over.”


She came quickly over from setting the table and put both arms round him. “What is it?”


He freed himself. “Ah, never mind that!” Rising, he sat down at the table, and she followed. He drummed his fingers on the table-top. “I feel so defenceless. It suddenly comes over one.”


“Oh, Felix, Felix.” She drew her chair close to his. He was looking around the room, eyes very wide. Then he shook his head with annoyance, as if irritated by something that he couldn’t grasp, and said between his teeth, “Defenceless! I’m defenceless! No one can help me. The thing itself isn’t so terrible—but it’s being so defenceless!”


“Felix, please, don’t agitate yourself. I’m sure it’s nothing. But would you like me … just to reassure you … would you like me to go for the doctor?”


“Oh please, stop that! I’m really sorry to keep entertaining you with talk of my illness.”


“But—”


“It won’t happen again. Pour me some more wine, will you? Yes, yes, some more—thank you. Now, talk to me about something.”


“About what?”


“Anything. Read aloud if you can’t think of anything to say. Oh, I’m sorry, after supper, of course. Eat your supper, and I’ll eat too.” He picked up knife and fork. “I even have an appetite. This tastes really good.”


“There we are, then,” said Marie, forcing a smile. And they both ate and drank.




 





The next few days brought warm rain, and they sat sometimes indoors, sometimes out on the balcony until evening. They both read, or looked out of the window, or he watched her when she picked up a piece of needlework. Now and then they played cards, and he taught her the rudiments of chess. At other times he lay on the sofa, and she sat beside him to read aloud. Those were quiet days and evenings, and Felix really did feel quite well. He was glad to discover that the bad weather didn’t affect him, and his fever did not return.


One afternoon, when the sky seemed to be clearing at last after a long rainy period, they were sitting on the balcony again, and Felix said abruptly, without referring back to any earlier conversation:


“In fact the whole world is full of people condemned to death.”


Marie looked up from her needlework.


“For instance” he went on, “suppose someone told you: young lady, you’re going to die on the first of May 1970. You’d spend the whole of the rest of your life in nameless dread of the first of May 1970, although I feel sure you don’t at this moment seriously believe you’ll live to be a hundred.”


She did not reply.


He went on, looking out at the lake, which was just beginning to gleam as the sunlight broke through. “Other people are walking around now, confident and healthy, but some stupid accident will carry them off within a few weeks. They aren’t thinking of death at all, are they?”


“Oh dear,” said Marie “stop thinking such stupid things, do! Surely even you realise that you’re getting better.”


He smiled.


“I mean, you of all people are one of the kind who do get better.”


That made him laugh out loud. “My dear child, do you seriously think Fate can take me in? Do you think I’m deceived by this apparent sense of well-being, Nature’s gift to me just now? It’s purely by chance that I know how things are with me, and the thought of imminent death makes me a philosopher—like other great men in their time.”


“Stop it at once, will you?”


“Oho, my dear young lady, so I’m to die and you’re not even to suffer the minor inconvenience of hearing me talk about it?”


She threw aside her needlework and went over to him. “I can feel,” she said in a tone of genuine conviction, “I can feel that you’ll stay with me. You can’t be the judge of your own recovery. What you have to do now is stop thinking about it, and then this dark shadow will lift from our lives.”


He looked at her for a long time. “You really do seem absolutely unable to grasp it. I must make it more obvious. Look at this.” He picked up a newspaper. “What does it say?”


“The twelfth of June 1890.”


“That’s right, 1890. Now imagine the number at the end of that date is one instead of zero. When the date says that, it will all be over. Now do you understand?”


She snatched the newspaper from him and threw it angrily on the floor.


“It’s not the paper’s fault,” he said calmly. And suddenly, rising energetically and apparently making a swift decisions to dismiss all such thoughts, he cried, “Look, how beautiful! See the sun over the water—and there,” he added, leaning over the balcony and looking at the low-lying land on the other side “see the crops in the fields moving in the wind. I’d like to go out for a little while.”


“Won’t it be too damp for you?”


“Come along, I need some fresh air.”


She dared not oppose him.


They both took their hats, put on their coats, and set off along the path leading to the fields. The sky was almost completely clear now. White mist drifted over the distant outline of the mountains, forming a multitude of different shapes. The green of the meadows was almost lost in the white-gold radiance that seemed to surround the whole area. Soon the path brought them to the middle of the cornfields, and they had to walk in single file while blades rustled as they brushed the hems of their coats. Before long they turned off the track into a wood of broad-leaved trees, not too dense, with well-tended pathways and benches at frequent intervals where walkers could sit down and rest. Here they went arm-in-arm.
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