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A STRANGER WITH A BAG





AFTER three years as a travelling salesman Clive Peters supposed he knew every detail of the East Anglian landscape he covered, whether he went southward to Bungay and Beccles or inland through the Cambridgeshire fens. The firm that employed him was old-fashioned and without enterprise; he only went out two days a week, working the rest of the time in the office as a clerk. The landscape through which he travelled, going by local trains—for the previous salesman had met his death in a car accident, for which Mr. Ingham, a paternal employer, had never ceased to blame himself—from one market town to another, was not the sort of landscape in which details escape one’s attention. If a new milking shed were built or an old barn pulled down or a tree uprooted by the gales that blew in from the North Sea Clive would have noticed it and marked it down in his memory as an event and something to speculate about. But now, glancing out of the train window, he saw a house that had never been there before. Square and sombre and planted massively behind a screen of overgrown laurels and tossing ilexes, it looked as though the time of the year had put it there, a corroboration of the dark waterlogged November fields and the dull sky.


But really it was just that he had never happened to notice it before. It was quite an old house; it must have been there for years. It stood about half a mile from the track—too far to see it as more than a picture. He had an instant conviction that it was uninhabited, which on examination he traced to the fact that though this was a Monday there was no washing out. It was a house in which there would be no place for a spin dryer. Everything would be done in the old way: the washing pegged to a line, the pork meat for pies and galantines chopped with a sharp knife on a wooden board, the carpets swept with tea leaves. The spell had fallen on him so completely that simultaneously he knew the house to be uninhabited and knew all about its former inhabitants: chapelgoers; upright, hard-working, close-fisted, bleakly suspicious of all customs but their own, yet secreting a kind of sturdy cosiness, bred of duty and self-satisfaction. While they lived there, the core of the house was safety and prosperity. Now they were gone, and the house remained for his possession—a solemn plaything.


The house slid out of sight but remained solidly in his mind. He saw himself approaching it, the figure in the foreground. Presently he was near enough to hear the swish of the ilexes, the laurels’ dry rattle. In the garden, hoary gooseberry bushes were laced with strings of last summer’s bindweed; trailing brambles caught at his feet but did not delay him. The house was certainly empty. Sure enough, on its weather side a back door had rotted from its hinges. He walked in, meeting the raw smell of a cold hearth, a smell mixed of soot and rusty iron. He went up the stairs and wandered from room to room. In one of them a discolouring illuminated text flapped on the wall, stirred by the wind blowing down the chimney. ‘Be Ye Also Ready.’ In a garland of wheat and poppies.


He was too deeply absorbed to notice the train slowing down. Now it stopped. The station was called Yetton Halt; he had never known the train to stop there before. He heard a voice say ‘Here you are, Bill’ and a heavy parcel thrown down on the platform. Before he knew what he was doing he got out, carrying his bag of samples. Before he could think better of it the train was moving on. Bill was walking away with the parcel; there was no one else about. Clive thought, If I am killed, there will be no one to give evidence that I left the train at Yetton Halt. The thought pleased him. In his regular days between work and home, there was no room for even a possible anonymity. Outside the station a road branched east and west, and he turned eastward.


Though he was uncertain how far away the house might be he judged it could not lie more than three or four miles back. Standing alone and within sight of the railway it should be easy to find; if he guided himself by the railway he must hit it, sooner or later. For a mile or so the road kept level with the railway, then it veered suddenly and went under the track by a tunnel. It would be fatal to get on the wrong side of the track, so he retraced his steps to where he had noticed a lane which branched off in the direction he wanted. The lane ran zigzagging between tall hedges; he soon lost his sense of orientation, and whenever he came to a left-hand gate and looked hopefully over it, some obstacle, a further hedge or a stand of tall winter kale, interposed itself between him and any chance sight of the railway telegraph poles. But he kept on, and felt a kind of obstinate enjoyment. He was splashed with mud, his arms ached from the weight of the bag, it was nearly half past two and he had left his parcel of sandwiches in the train, he was behaving like a madman and would have to account for it; but it was a break, and worth it. 


He was still obstinately enjoying himself when he heard an engine whistle. With a burst of joy that denounced his previous enjoyment, he scrambled through the hedge and began to run across country. He ran on and on, scattering a herd of bullocks, setting up a flock of curlews feeding in a marshy meadow. He swung himself over a gate into a rickyard where blown chaff streamed across his vision like a sallow snowstorm. He stooped under a strand of barbed wire, stood up, dizzied with breathlessness, and saw the row of telegraph poles and the railway track. The train had vanished, but the smell of coal smoke remained.


So now he had only to find the house. He walked on soberly, in line with the railway track, and presently, as in a dream, the house reappeared, and was instantly recognizable, though, as in a dream, it looked quite different. Seen from ground level it lacked the compactness and drama of its first presentation and had an upstart, ungainly appearance, its chimneys too tall, its roof too sharply pitched and furbelowed by ornate bargeboards. It was smaller, too, than he had supposed.


It was not so easy of access, either. The ilexes and laurels were fenced in by a railing of tall iron spikes and he had to walk to the farther side before he found the gate, which was approached by a track across a muddy pasture— branching off, no doubt, from some farm lane, for he could hear the shouting voice of a man driving cows. The gate was of iron, like the fencing, and with the same air of having been brought from a town. Beyond the gate a path, running between a laurel hedge and a shaggy lawn on which there were some rabbit hutches, led to the front door and on round the corner of the house. Clive followed it, because in his imagined house the door rotted from its hinges had been a back door. The compulsion of the imagined house was stronger than the disenchantment of what he saw; and it still seemed to him that if he went on he would find the door rotted from its hinges, and make his way into that other house and go upstairs and read the text bordered with wheat and poppies. Meanwhile the rational part of him continued to make the rational assertion that, having come so far, it would be poor-spirited to give up his intention just because the house turned out to be uninviting and rather pretentious with its lowering barge-boards and oversized sash windows. Looking with sidelong distaste at one of these windows he saw a boy, whose pale face was pressed to the glass, whose eyes were fixed on him. A moment later the vision disappeared, for the boy’s breath had been released and misted over the pane. A skinny hand wiped the mist away and the face looked out once more, with the stare of a full moon emerging from a cloud.


As though the staring gaze had shown it to him, Clive saw what the boy was looking at. A stranger, carrying a bag. Of course, that was the answer. He smiled at the boy, who did not return his smile, walked back to the front door, mounted its pretentious steps and pulled the bell handle. He heard no footsteps, but presently the door opened and the boy stood on the threshold. He looked to be about ten years old, very near the age of Clive’s own son, but small for his age.


‘Anyone in, Sonny?’


‘Be,’ said the boy, who had a cold in his head.


‘I wonder if I can interest you in these samples of floor and furniture polish.’ Clive opened the bag. ‘All made locally, with real beeswax. You don’t find many polishes nowadays with the real beeswax. Perhaps if I leave this card, you could tell your mother.’


‘I habn’t got a bother now. She went away last Tuesday, with Jib Bason. I saw theb go off together, on his botor bike. And Dad says he won’t hab her back, not if she came on her bended knees.’


Shaking off the impression that there must be something superlatively appealing about a mended knee, Clive said, ‘Oh dear!’ and then, ‘I’m sure I’m sorry.’


‘So ab I. I liked Jib. He bade me laugh.’


Clive looked at the skinny, unappetizing child, framed against the recession of that long, dark passage and the stairway ascending under the bleak glare of another of those oversized windows, and thought that Jim Mason must have talents for the impossible. One could imagine a woman’s laugh flaring out in such a house; but not the laughter of a child. And there was nothing he could do about it. And pity was unavailing.


‘You mustn’t stand here, Sonny. You’ll make that cold of yours worse. And I must be going.’


He stooped and fastened the bag. A stranger with a bag. Well, at least he had supplied a brief diversion, an incident in a winter afternoon.


‘Cub in,’ said the boy.


‘Why, Sonny, that’s very nice of you. I wish I could. But I’m on my rounds, you see. And I’ve got a long way to go yet.’


‘Cub in,’ the boy repeated.


‘And what would your dad say? I don’t suppose he’d approve of you asking strangers into the house.’


‘Cub in.’ The boy’s voice, which his cold rendered totally expressionless, rose to a peremptory shriek. 


‘Cub in, cub in, cub in!’ His hands fastened on Clive’s wrist like pincers, like red-hot pincers, for they were burning with fever.


‘Well, for two minutes, then. Just to settle you back by the fire and see that you’re comfortable.’


The boy flitted down the passage before him and opened a door into a high-ceilinged room. It was cold and cavernous and the glow of a small electric heater darkened it rather than warmed it.


‘Is this where you’ve been sitting all this afternoon?’


The boy was shaking up a cushion and did not reply.


‘Dull work, having to nurse a cold, isn’t it? Still, better indoors than out on a day like this. What rain we’ve been having! And gales, too.’


A train was passing; the reverberation in the chimney seemed to decant it into the room. But he’s too old for trains now, thought Clive.


‘Though I don’t suppose gales mean much to you in a house like this. It looks uncommonly solid. Built to last.’


The boy was still fidgeting with the armchair. Having beaten up its cushions, he was now diving into the cranny between the back and the seat. Clive walked about the room, trying to make conversation.


‘Are those your rabbits, in the hutches near the gate?’


‘They were.’ After so long a silence it was almost disconcerting to be answered. ‘But now we hab eaten theb. We ate old Roger yesterday.’


The statement was so flat that it was not even unfeeling.


‘When I was your age, I had a tame rat. I used to take it to school with me, in my pocket, and one day—I say, Sonny, what’s that? Take care you don’t cut yourself.’ 


The boy had somehow produced a carving knife and was fingering the blade.


‘And that’s not the way to handle it, running your finger across its edge. You must use your finger and thumb if you want to feel how sharp it is. I’ll show you.’ He took the knife and demonstrated. ‘Sharp as a razor. Let me tell you, you were very lucky not to give yourself a nasty cut. Well, here you are. Be more careful next time.’


The boy put his hands behind his back and shook his head vehemently. ‘No! It’s for you.’


‘But, Sonny, I don’t want a carving knife.’


‘It’s for you.’


Half mad with loneliness, thought Clive. His mother’s gone off with a man, his rabbits are eaten, he’s got nothing to care for; then I come along, a romantic stranger.


‘I want you to burder Dad.’


‘What!’


‘I want you to burder Dad.’


‘Is that what you asked me in for?’ said Clive, after a pause.


The boy nodded. A delicate pink colour had come into his cheeks; his eyes glittered.


Clive laid the knife on the table and sat down in the armchair. It was a more fatherly attitude—and his knees were shaking. ‘Now, look here, Sonny. This sort of thing won’t do. I suppose you’ve been watching the tellie.’


‘We habn’t got a tellie. Dad wouldn’t get one. We neber hab anything like other people do. Burder hib, burder hib! It’s all he’s good for.’


‘Blow your nose,’ said Clive. ‘What, lost your handkerchief? Have mine, then. Now, listen to me. I’m not going to murder your dad. Neither are you. Murder’s a fool’s game—not to mention a crime. Do you ever feel afraid?’


The boy glanced at the black mouth of the chimney, then out of the window at the tossing ilexes.


‘I can tell you this. Whatever you may feel afraid of, a murderer feels ten times more afraid, a million times more afraid. And because he’s a murderer, he’s afraid of everything, everyone he meets, every knock at the door, every noise——’


The noise was quite perceptible, and was the noise of a bicycle being wheeled along the path. ‘There’s Dad,’ said the boy.


Clive leaped up. The bicycle was being wheeled past the window; presumably there was a shed at the back of the house. There was still time for him to get away. At the same moment, the boy switched on the light. It lit up the small, dejected figure of a man with a pointed beard. He turned and saw Clive standing by the window. His look of oppression deepened. He attempted to prop the bicycle against a bush. At each attempt, the bush gave way and the bicycle subsided. Finally he left it lying, and turned towards the front door. While the door was opened and carefully closed again, and a swishing mackintosh shaken and hung on a peg, and a tread that would have better matched a larger man came along the passage, Clive avoided looking at the boy.


‘Hullo, Tony! I see you’ve got a visitor.’


Clive began to explain, reopening the bag and drawing out a couple of tins to substantiate his words. The sound of his voice embarrassed him—it was so full and ringing, so grossly unlike the flat, dejected tones that replied. 


‘Hmm. Yes, I see. Very kind of you, I’m sure. But I’m afraid I don’t want any polish just now.’


‘No, no! Of course not. I quite understand.’


The words were no sooner spoken than Clive realized their appalling appropriateness. He hurried on. ‘And I’m sure it’s a reward in itself to be asked in so kindly by Sonny here.’


Mentioning the boy, he dared to glance towards him, and saw the knife still lying on the table. ‘To tell the truth, I’ve always been rather interested by this house. I often notice it from the train. Quite a period piece, isn’t it? Puts one in mind of Dickens—Pickwick, and What-d’you-call-it Hall, and that house in the marshes where the old lady lived.’


‘Yes. They don’t build such houses nowadays. It’s got the date over the door—I don’t know if you observed it. 1887. Same date as Queen Victoria’s Jubilee. You could call it historic.’


‘Neber had an alteration since,’ interposed the boy, as though repeating something known by rote.


‘Yes, it has, Tony. You know it has. It’s got the electricity. And I’ve a good mind to take it out again—nothing but trouble from first to last. I don’t know why anyone should complain of a house like this. It’s a splendid house; everything of the best, and built by an Indian colonel to retire to. Got its own water supply, and a patent pump to raise it, and a game larder, and any number of cupboards, and a marble pedestal basin in the downstairs lavatory. You’d think anyone would be happy to live in such a house. So they would be, if they feared God and knew what was best for them.’


‘The rats do! They know what’s best for theb. That’s why Bother slept with be—to keep the rats off. But now I’b going to tabe theb. I’b going to hab billions and billions of tabe rats. This man said he had a tabe rat and he took it to school with hib in his pocket.’


The chin beard, as though it had a life of its own quite independent of the meagre flesh it was fastened in, suddenly bristled.


‘So it’s you that have been putting ideas into the boy’s head, is it? That’s what you’ve been coming here for, whenever my back was turned? I knew it, I knew it! But I tell you, I’ve had too much of that sort of thing. First there’s Jim Mason going off with my wife, now it’s you, sneaking in after my boy. And what’s that knife meant for, lying there on the table? There you were in the dark, waiting to get me as soon as I came into the room. You and your polishes! You and your soft sawder about books you’ve never read in your life. No need to read nowadays, you can see it all on the tellie. Yes, and pick up those clever ideas about carving knives. But two can play at that game!’


He snatched the knife, and attacked. Clive caught up a chair to defend himself.


‘I’ll get you, I’ll get you!’


Lungeing at Clive, he became entangled in the legs of the chair and fell, pulling the chair down with him. The knife was jolted from his grasp; he lay sprawled face downward, gasping for breath. A small trail of blood appeared on the carpet.


The boy darted forward, light as a ferret. ‘He’s bleeding! He’s dying!’


‘He’s hit his nose against the chair,’ Clive said. ‘And presently, I suppose, he’ll be wanting a handkerchief, too. Well, I can’t oblige him, that’s all. Here, take that knife and for God’s sake put it back where it belongs. I’m sick of the pair of you.’ It seemed to him that he had invaded a very disagreeable family.


After a minute the man sat up. He was weeping, and mopped his eyes and his nose alternately. ‘I can’t go on, I just can’t go on,’ he lamented. ‘God knows I’ve always done my best—and look what happens to me. I love my wife, I don’t look at another woman, I take her out of Woolworth’s and put her in this splendid house and make a lady of her, I slave to keep the roof over our heads—and she goes off to live in a bungalow with a motor mechanic! I do everything I can for the boy, I keep a smiling face for his sake, I get up in the middle of the night to boil milk for him—and he hates me! And today, when I go to see my lawyer, first he keeps me waiting for nearly an hour, and then he tells me I can’t ask for damages, not for the wife of my bosom, because it’s common knowledge how unkindly I treated her. Unkindly! What about the way she’s treated me? And there you stand, grinning. Grin on, grin by all means! Your time hasn’t come yet.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of laughing at you,’ Clive said. ‘I’m sure I’m very sorry for you.’ But he knew that he had smiled. For the man’s nose, rapidly swelling, made him talk just as the boy did, and the words ‘get up in the biddle of the night to boil bilk’ had been too much for him.


The boy had opened a book and feigned to be absorbed in it. His hate no longer warmed him; he sat hunched up and shivering—a sickly child, in terror of rats and dark corners and swaying trees. But suffering and depravity had put their aristocratic stamp on his pallid face; there could be no doubt which of these two would be master.


Dad was now on his feet, rubbing his shins and groaning. ‘You don’t happen to have such a thing as a bottle of liniment in that bag, I suppose?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘I might have known it!’ He spoke as though this were the culmination of his misfortunes and injuries.


‘And I really must be getting on,’ Clive said. ‘Good night. Don’t trouble to show me out. I know the way.’


He saw the beard begin to bristle again, and the fury of suspicion mounting. The boy must have seen it too, though he continued to read. A smile crossed his face as though something in the book had amused him.


‘Tony!’ the man said. ‘Where are your manners? Get up and say good night.’


The boy rose, and bowed with formality. ‘Good night.’




*





‘Just in time,’ said Clive, slamming the door behind him and running down the path. ‘Whew! Just in time.’ At the same moment, the laurel hedge caught him in a dragonish embrace and remembering the rabbit hutches he went on more cautiously. It was the ambiguous interval of winter nightfall when one seems to be wading through darkness as through knee-high water while there is still light overhead. But soon it would be unequivocally dark and though he was out of that nightmare house he had still to find his way home. Ahead of him was the lane where he had heard the man shouting at cows. It seemed likely that this was a continuation of the lane he had followed so patiently and which would have brought him here if he had not left it at the call of the engine whistle. His best hope would be to turn to the right and follow its windings till it joined the road he had taken from Yetton Halt. He did so, and had walked for what seemed quite a long way when a picture came into his mind’s eye of himself sitting at Yetton Halt watching trains that didn’t stop there go by. But how to get home wasn’t his only trouble. He must also decide on a story that would somehow account for him being so muddy and so belated, a story that would satisfy Ella tonight and Mr. Ingham tomorrow—for Ella being Mrs. Ingham’s niece he could not expect the story to remain under his own roof. ‘I tripped and wrenched my ankle.’ But if he had tripped anywhere on the path of duty there would have been a telephone within reach. ‘I got into the wrong train at the junction.’ But the train would not have carried him into a ploughed field and muddied him to the knees. ‘I heard there was a family who had just moved into an old manor house with masses of oak panelling.’ But Mr. Ingham had little sympathy for enterprise, and would have even less for an enterprise that had not resulted in as much as an order for a three-shilling tin of Busy Bees Household Wax—their cheapest line. So what was he to say? And which way should he turn in order to say it? As he stood hesitating and hearing the wind mutter along the hedge, he saw a shaft of light and heard the approach of what must be a very old and slow car. The slower the better. He might thumb a lift. The car, bouncing and rattling, seemed to be close at hand, but its light travelled onwards. There must be a crossroads. If it were enough of a crossroads, it would have a signpost. He hurried on.


There was a signpost, but he had to swarm up it before he could read by the flicker of his cigarette lighter that to his left was Branham, five miles, and to his right Yetton St. Gabriel, two miles. Branham had it. He knew Branham, it was a place on his rounds. He lit a cigarette, knocked the worst of the mud off his shoes and set off again, this time on a good hard-surfaced road that rang reassuringly under his tread. Now all he had to think of was his story. Why not, after all, include a measure of the interesting truth, leading up to it by that hearsay manor house? He was on his way to the manor house, which was much farther off than it had been reported to be, when he noticed a solitary house which stood a little back from the road and had a sort of moat round it. The strange thing was that even before he drew level with it, he felt as though the house had a call for him. If it had not been for one lighted-up window, he would have supposed it was empty and deserted. Then, glancing through the lighted window, he saw a man with a knife in his hand chasing a little boy round a table. Not wasting a moment, he jumped the moat, ran to the window and banged on it, shouting, ‘You leave that child alone!’ The man threw open the window and leaned out, saying, ‘Mind your own business!’ ‘Just what I mean to do,’ retorted Clive, and sprang in over the window sill. At this point Mr. Ingham’s voice interposed itself, exclaiming, ‘It’s a case for the Prevention of Cruelty Society, Peters, if not for the police. We’ll report this right away,’ while Mrs. Ingham cried, ‘You tell me where he lives, Clive, and I’ll teach him something about carving knives, that I will!’ So no sooner was Clive in the room than the man’s whole demeanour changed; dropping the knife he came up to Clive and wrung his hand, saying, ‘God must have sent you, God must have sent you! What mightn’t I have done otherwise?’ And then, bit by bit, it all came out: how the man’s wife had left him that same morning, how when he got back from market he had found her gone and a letter saying she wanted an easier life with a younger man, how he had found the child cold and hungry and crying for his mammy, and how, in his desperation, he had decided to put an end to himself—but first he must take the child with him. Clive, feeling that he had indeed been called, realized that there was nothing for it but to give up all idea of the manor house and stay with the frantic husband till he calmed down again. (‘Quite right, Peters, quite right.’) So he quickly kindled up a nice wood fire, and there they sat, going into it all, till it was time to turn on the news. This helped to clear the air, and after a little more chat Clive rose to depart, seeing that his work was done. ‘I don’t suppose we’ll ever meet again‚’ were the man’s last words. ‘But I’ll remember you in my prayers for the rest of my life.’ Deeply religious, which made the wife’s action an even crueller blow, he was more to be pitied than blamed.


More to be Pitied than Blamed. Pom! More to be Pitied than Blamed. Pom! Marching to the rhythm of the words, carried on towards Branham by their asseveration, Clive felt that he had got both truth and fiction safely under his control. The story was certainly a case of making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, but he had managed it; the purse was constructed, and ought to satisfy everybody. All that remained was to put the true afternoon firmly out of his mind and rehearse the fictional one till he was word-perfect in it. Manor house to house, not forgetting the premonition, then the lighted-up window, then the man with the carving knife and the terrified child dodging him round the table, then the banging on the window and the window thrown up and his retort (another touch not to forget) and his entry…. Suddenly and appallingly, Ella’s voice broke in. ‘But what about the poor little boy, Clive? Didn’t you do anything for him? Didn’t either of you men think of giving him his supper? You said he was hungry.’ The sow’s ear bristled out of the purse, the real child started up before him, dancing like a ferret at the sight of his father’s blood. No wonder he had shirked facing the issue of the fictional child. He, too, was the father of a son.



















JOHNNIE BREWER





IT was nine years since Johnnie Brewer last saw his grandmother and his great-aunt Miranda. Then he was a boy, and a visitor from Australia. Now he was a young man, and a returning exile. They had remained two old ladies, two typical old English ladies, living in a country house whose lawn had daisies on it. The lawn he looked down on from the spare room window was smaller than he remembered; but he was larger, which accounted for this. There was the lawn roller, just where it used to be, its handle sunk in the laurel bush. Probably the same toad lived behind it. Toads live to a great age. Spring after spring they amble out into the same patch of sunlight and snap at this year’s flies on the same warm wall. Year after year (while he in the antipodes had been substantiating his nostalgia for a country he had barely seen, and poring over maps and guide books and poetry and manuals on British birds and British wild flowers, and plastering his bedroom walls with photographs from National Trust calendars) the two old dames below had been leading their rich English lives, going out to pick the first snowdrops, watching their pears ripen, seeing the first swallows arrive and the last swallows depart.


He bounded downstairs for tea and burst in on them as they sat with a wood fire burning and yet the window open on the garden, and the smooth fresh faces of old family portraits looking over their heads, and the silver teapot and the green-and-white tea set on the damask cloth. The thought of their accumulated good fortune overwhelmed him, and he exclaimed, ‘Oh, you lucky old darlings, you’ve been here all the time!’


‘Dear Johnnie! I hope you won’t see many changes,’ said his great-aunt.


His grandmother said, ‘At any rate, it’s the same chocolate cake. We’ve still got old Woodie, you know.’


‘I know you have. I’ve been hugging her in the kitchen, behind your backs.’


Their light English laughter was like something out of a musical-box.


‘You mustn’t make us jealous,’ said his grandmother. ‘I hope you had a pleasant drive here.’


‘It was a wonderful drive. I lost my way.’


‘Oh, dear!’


‘And I got into the most amazing valley, with pear trees in bloom all the way along it. Very narrow, very winding, with steep sides—and pear trees everywhere. Would they be wild, do you think? Or old orchards? And a stream with an old humped stone bridge. And a ruin.’


‘Goodness! I wonder where this was.’


‘He must have got into the old Monmouth road.’


‘I don’t remember any ruins there. More likely the road to Pentrice. We used to go that way to the Watsons’.’


‘We never went over a bridge.’


They argued with animation, and he sat remembering the green-and-white hillsides he would remember all his life, the stream rattling over the stones, the birds singing. He had halted the car and got out and drunk the cold stream-water from his cupped hands, saying to himself, ‘Now it will always fetch me back.’ And the chill, the delicate pure chill of the watery valley, had made him quiver with ecstasy. 


The car was a hired one. His father had said, ‘Now mind. The legacy’s your own; you can do what you like with it. But two things you are not to do. You are not to buy any English investments, and you are not to buy a car.’ He could not prohibit marrying an English wife, since he had done so himself.


Johnnie worked his passage as a deck steward, made a good haul of tips and arrived at Tilbury Docks when April was there. Climbing onto a bus, he went to Greenwich, where he saw Greenwich Hospital and Greenwich Observatory and sat in Greenwich Park looking at the curve of the river. Then, as it was still early in the day, he went on to St. Paul’s.


By the end of a week, Johnnie was a Londoner. By the end of the following week, he was so much a Londoner that he felt he must spend a weekend in the country. He hired a car and drove into Oxfordshire. There, in a mild rain, he sat on a grass bank and looked at primroses. He also ate bread and cheese at an inn with a faded Charles I on its swinging sign, where a commercial traveller came in, saying he had heard the first cuckoo; and attended evensong—with more primroses—in a village church. England had forty-one counties. He would visit them all. Having done this, he would be in a better position to decide where he would ultimately live. England also contained castles, cathedrals, an unknown number of the oldest yew trees in England, Devil’s Dykes, Devil’s Cheese Rings, Stonehenge and his grandmother. In his pocket was a letter from his mother saying, ‘Whatever else you do, don’t forget to go and see Grannie. But ask her beforehand. Her address, in case you’ve forgotten it…’ He hadn’t forgotten it. Bodkins, Dishpole St. Mary’s, Herefordshire. That earlier visit had been in August. It rained a lot, but he went fishing, and played beggar-my-neighbour with Woodie in the warm spicy kitchen while his mother sat talking to Grandmother and Aunt Miranda. At the time, it all seemed rather tame, but now he would know how to appreciate it—a night or perhaps a couple of nights in a gentle English home where the streets would smell of lavender. It would be a change from sleeping in hotels, too; and afterwards he would drive on and explore Wales. He wrote suggesting himself, and was told in reply that any date that suited him would suit them, and that he was to stay as long as he liked.


‘No, Hester, I’ve got it. He must have come by the road that turns off just after Dunnock’s Cross. And that ruin must be the old Congregationalist chapel. Somebody or other told me that it had fallen down last winter; the roof gave way under the snow.’


‘Did you have a lot of snow here, Grandmother?’


‘Far too much. We were snowed up for over a week. We nearly went out of our minds trying to feed the birds. We soon ran out of bread, of course, but we chopped up all the apples and carrots and potatoes. Miranda said she’d toboggan down to the village. So she sat on the kitchen tea tray and Woodie and I gave her a good shove off. Have a cigarette?’


‘No, thank you, Grandmother. I don’t smoke.’


‘But she ran into a tree and tore all the skin off her leg, and the tea tray went on without her. They found it in the churchyard, after the thaw. And that was the end of her girlish dreams, poor Miranda!’


‘But didn’t anyone come to your help?’


‘In the end. But they had to dig the animals out first. Naturally.’ 


‘The truth is,’ said Aunt Miranda, ‘it’s damned silly for two old hags like Hester and me to go on living here. We ought to be in a home for decayed gentlewomen. Have a cigarette?’


‘No, thank you, Aunt Miranda. I don’t——’


‘He doesn’t smoke,’ said his grandmother. ‘You’re getting deaf, Miranda. He said so not a minute ago.’


When Woodie came in to clear away, he glanced at his watch. It was earlier than he thought. He would take himself out for a walk—an English stroll.


His grandmother noticed the glance and said, ‘What would you like to do between now and dinner, dear boy?’


‘I’d rather like to—— Here, Woodie! I’ll carry that tray.’


Out in the passage, Woodie said, ‘Do you know what you ought to do, Master Johnnie? You ought to offer to take them for a drive.’


He had expected them to go upstairs and reappear in bonnets, but they unhitched some wraps from a stand in the hall and came out hatless, though pulling on gloves. He gave a hasty tidy to the back of the car and held open the rear door, ready to help them in. Miranda got nimbly into the front seat. ‘Miranda’s always sick in the back of a car,’ his grandmother explained. Miranda smirked as though he had been told something to her credit.


He said they must direct him where to go, and once again they began to argue about roads. Now the argument involved a debate as to whether they could get to Hereford in time to do some shopping, and feeling the lovely spring evening slipping away while they bandied possibilities he asserted, ‘I shall just drive.’ Instantly they agreed. 


As he drove down the village street houses, flagged paths, names on shop fronts assaulted him with their familiarity. He could have sworn that a white cat sitting on a gatepost had not moved from its position since some unidentified encounter nine years ago. He drove on. A name on a signpost, meaningless then but now dipped in the melancholy lustre of A Shropshire Lad‚ drew him into a succession of lanes. Beyond the hedges, the meadows, starred with kingcups and cuckoo-pint, were like jewels displayed in small compartments. Lambs were feeding in orchards, black-and-white farmhouses sent up tendrils of smoke against the sharp green of newly-leafed sycamores, steeples came twirling towards him as the lanes twisted, houses of Victorian gentility stood among conifers. After a while, the name out of A Shropshire Lad did not recur. Miranda and his grandmother kept up a succession of anecdotes about people of the locality, and he was intermittently conscious that they were trying to entertain him. As for the beauty of the evening, they seemed blind to it though they must have noticed where he was driving them, since when he pointed to a beechwood, an apparition of river, the lovely slope of a hillside, they promptly supplied its name. He could have wished they had not smoked so much, and so often set each other right over details—for really it could not matter to him whether a Captain Hughes had died in 1955 or 1957. But it was a wonderful drive, and a foretaste of what it would be like when he drove alone. He had given them pleasure, too. Miranda, turning to the back seat, had suddenly exclaimed, ‘Hester! Isn’t this fun?’ And his grandmother had replied, ‘Glorious! Scrumptious!’ and then, more explicitly, ‘I can’t tell you, Johnnie, what a treat it is to have an unexpected outing like this. We shall talk about it for months.’ Her gratitude touched him, and he said, ‘I hope I’m not driving too fast for you.’ They assured him that driving fast was part of the fun; but the jolting in the back seat must have tired his grandmother, for she had to be helped out and supported up the path, clinging to his arm and saying he was a dear boy, her dear boy.


‘So sweet of you to come all this way to see us!’


It was the tone in which one adulates a child. He felt he was being made over into the Johnnie of that first visit—and didn’t like it.


‘It wasn’t far out of my way at all,’ he said.


Miranda passed them and went upstairs whistling. When she came down, she was wearing earrings.


During dinner, his grandmother remarked, ‘You wouldn’t think that Miranda was five years older than me, would you?’


‘I don’t know that I ever think much about old age,’ he replied. In case this did not fulfil all demands on tactfulness, he went on to ask how old Woodie was.


‘You had better ask her yourself,’ said his grandmother.


‘All we know is that she’s been lying about it for years,’ added Miranda.


Johnnie laughed. There was something cronyish and releasing about his Aunt Miranda. Of the two, it was she he preferred. She was easier to talk to, asking him questions about himself; she did not weigh on his senses, as his grandmother did. Yet obviously his grandmother had the greater tenderness for him (as was natural), and he felt rather uncivil in preferring his great-aunt. To tell the truth, he did not like either of them as much as he had intended to. They were no duller than he remembered and considerably more attentive. But they had not kept step with his increasing regard for them; they were not the two wonderful old English ladies, dwelling in the dignified past, who had lent their actuality to his vision of a country he would come back to from half a world away, and whom, only a meal ago, he had hailed with his ‘You’ve been here all the time!’ At best, they were two typically English old things, dwelling with childish excitement on that one phenomenal winter when they had tossed up for the last cigarette and, starving themselves, gone out in blizzards to feed birds. Yes, that was how they would figure in his memories: two gallant, bird-loving old English eccentrics, sitting below family portraits and eating small warm fragments of smoked haddock on squares of moist toast—for by now dinner had reached that English achievement, the savoury. He had met it already in a hotel, under the name of Canapé Ivanhoe.


He realized that he had fallen silent and that they both were looking at him. He began to ask questions about the family portraits, and Miranda offered to show him one in her bedroom which was almost certainly a Lawrence. But at that moment Woodie announced that coffee was served in the drawing room, and after coffee he found himself drawn down onto his grandmother’s sofa to look at snapshots of his mother as a little girl, smiling the same gapped smile on beaches in Norfolk, moors in Scotland, and as an attendant on Britannia in a school play. Her second teeth must have been unusually slow in coming—his had been, too; it must be a family thing. He was not able to pursue this, for now his grandmother had opened another album, going back to the days of her own youth: his great-grandfather, winter-sporting; Miranda with dachshunds; his grandmother playing tennis on a grass court, smiling in a hammock, throwing a snowball. She seemed to be snowballing behind smoked glass, for she had turned the pages backwards, and the snapshots were increasingly yellowed and shadowy.
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