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PART ONE





‘WILL you be back for lunch?’ asked Miss Paradise, clipping each word like a bean. ‘I am not going to walk miles in fog to get you sausages, to find you have preferred sandwiches in a pub.’


Her brother began slowly to drum his fingers on the breakfast table and stare out of the window, evading the question by seeming to be groping for an answer to it. But as he had been doing this every morning for a week his sister became impatient at once. She repeated her question, as he had feared, in a form which showed that she had not intended it to be answered at face value in the first place. ‘Do you know what you are going to do now?’ she asked, clipping her words more than ever. ‘Have you any plans at all? You knew Sir Malcolm was going. Did you, in advance, think of someone to take his place? Have you tried Admiral Blair at Wickington? They say he’s a great rider. What about the new people at Little Hall? Don’t the girls want ponies? Don’t you keep up with the times? Every fishmonger’s daughter is a horsewoman. Perhaps you have lost your go. Having Sir Malcolm so steadily all through the war has robbed you of go. I spoke of your sausages; it was your character I meant. And by your character, I mean the bills. They are straining my nerves. Another bill and I shall snap.’


He looked at his pepper-and-salt jacket, his cord breeches, his leggings, and felt that he might never have bothered to put them on, so naked was his sister making him. But he again played for time, looked out of the window, and answered lightly: ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve not got a horse I can lay my hands on at the moment.’


His sister looked very angry. He knew as well as she did the law of question-and-answer – that it is dangerous to turn the first question, fatal to turn the second. Mr Paradise, hoping desperately to evade this law, tried to save himself by reverting to the question in its first form and saying: ‘Forget the sausages, my dear. It’s hard to get good ones, anyway.’


This made her much angrier. While he peered miserably out into the fog, she dug deeper. ‘There was a time when you were younger and had more spirit, when you got the rich person first and the horse second. Often you found that the friendship could be made and kept without the help of a horse. Did Mr Truter, your bosom friend, have a horse? No. He had a Rolls. Did old Miss Mallet ride? Only in a bath-chair. But you wheeled her in it. Have you become a coward? Or will you get on your bicycle this very morning and broach the admiral?’


‘Really, dear,’ he said, ‘you talk as if it were my nature to be a kind of parasite.’


This shocking word caused Miss Paradise to burst into tears. ‘I hardly know you any more,’ she cried. ‘I ask myself: who are you? Are you my brother? Or have I changed into someone quite different? Something has happened to one of us, and I’m sure it’s you. Why, there’s nothing to recognize you by any more! Everything about you seems to belong to another person. It’s like living with a stranger.’


He was badly frightened by these remarks, which cast doubt on his very existence. To make certain that he was all there, he gave his knee a sharp pinch and let out a hacking cough.


His sister’s sobs were unaffected by this, but the fog responded immediately. It flew right out of the garden of the little lodge, split in two to reveal, a hundred yards away, a huge oak in the centre of the park, and finally, with a flourish, uncovered the middle of the roof and front of the mansion of Hyde’s Mortimer itself.


‘Nobody has any money any more,’ sobbed Miss Paradise, ‘or so they say. Then why is it that every tinker is a steel master, every bricklayer an architect, every taxidriver a garage king? Why do I feel that the very air is reeking with money and that we are the only ones who don’t seem able to grasp it?’


Her brother gave a roar and jumped from his chair. ‘It’s the breakfast-room!’ he cried. ‘What the devil can that mean?’


The strong, eager tone of his voice – so familiar, so like him – brought Miss Paradise to her feet with a bound. Her wet eyes, following the trembling pointer of his finger, saw that though fog still lay over the wings of Hyde Mortimer, the central clump of tall chimneys was in evidence and that from it, cutting a tunnel into the sky, rose a splendid pillar of white smoke.


‘Nine o’clock,’ said Mr Paradise, looking at his watch (a farewell present from Sir Malcolm when he took the remains of his capital to Australia). ‘Why, that was breakfast-time in old Miss Mallet’s day!’


‘But that was twenty years ago,’ said Miss Paradise. ‘Are you sure it’s the breakfast-room?’


‘My dear,’ he replied, drawing himself up haughtily, the better to enjoy revenge; ‘I may be frail on bills and horses, but credit me with knowing every major chimney within twenty square miles…. No smoke, I note, from the drawing-room. Perhaps he is not married.’


‘That would be useful.’


‘Or else the wife is an outdoor type…. Alas! fog still hangs over the nursery.’


‘A widower, perhaps.’


‘Don’t build castles in the air. I have often heard of widowers; I have never met one.’


‘That’s what Mr Truter said of blue-eyed poets.’


He opened a drawer and took out an old-fashioned pair of binoculars: he had chosen them when asked by the widow of one of his patrons what he would like ‘to remember him by’: the choice had not been large. Grasping an extensive wheel between the lenses he wound away until the apparatus thrust forward like twin cannon. His sister having opened the lattice window, he held the monster steadily to his eyes while the little room filled with wet March air and heavy breathing. Miss Paradise took position behind her brother and did her best, as she peered over his shoulder, to check the pictorial envy that the user of binoculars provokes in those who have but eyes. Hopefully, she magnified her vision to match his: she saw the tight, pitted, mortared texture of the red-brick façade, the sparrow perched on the fold of roof-lead, even the python line of a bell-rope glimpsed at the edge of a tall window-frame. Then, in a burst of hallucination, she created the perfect image in her mind’s eye and set by the breakfast-room window a fine old gentleman of the old school, plastered with shining decorations (he was going to a levee) but glowing still more with the generous dignity, the matchless dawn-colour, with which a large bank balance suffuses the complexion. In her heart she gave little cries, in tones that matched the hues she had conjured up: ‘a little tucked away’, ‘a nest-egg’, ‘something for a rainy day’. Aloud, she cried impatiently: ‘Well? Can’t you see anything?’


Her brother, bound closer to reality by his use of a machine, replied carefully: ‘The maids’ rooms appear to be empty. But the blind is up in the butler’s pantry. The Blue Room is definitely in use; someone has left a towel right on the bed. The shutters are still nailed on most of the other windows, including the kitchen: it is all very odd, as if they were sure of a butler but had yet to find a cook. I wonder if it’s not some agent or auctioneer temporarily camping.’


‘You must go and find out, mustn’t you?’


‘Of course. It might be somebody who has absolutely no right.’


‘Exactly. Burglars on our doorstep.’


‘I shall say something to that effect if it turns out to be a real owner. That I dropped in because I know the old place so well and would hate to see it a den of thieves.’


‘How clearly you see things! Now, let me see you before you go.’


He stepped back with a tolerant smile, and she ran her eyes – quite dry now – over his small, neat face and brisk little moustache. Now that he was going into action they had exchanged roles: she was a fussy old lady again, pulling at a corner of his coat, conning him for soup-stains, giving his sword and armour the last rub-up. He, for his part, had assumed the stance of a modest officer and gentleman; his sister noted with pride that even after a patronless twelvemonth his old clothes looked trim and clean; he was not the kind to respond to hardship with buckled trousers and slopped foods. He was really, after all, the good, dear, brave little brother with whom she had lived for thirty-five years, a man who had borne excruciating humiliations and always exacted a good profit from them. ‘Look what I’ve saved for you,’ she said with a burst of tenderness, producing a Woodbine from a cupboard. ‘Light it up and have a good puff.’


He had to punish her for the doubts she had cast on his identity before the fog broke, but he did it gently and correctly. ‘Naturally, I can’t be sure about lunch,’ he began, blowing out a plume of smoke.


‘Of course you can’t. Your work must come first.’


‘And don’t indulge in hopes; that’s always a weakness of yours.’


‘I’m afraid it is. I’m a woman, I suppose.’


‘Often a man is most himself when he least appears to be.’


‘I tend to forget that.’


‘You yourself are not always the same person.’


‘One always imagines it’s the other who’s changed.’


Honours now being even, a pause followed to allow the new stability to take effect. Then Miss Paradise said: ‘Will you go on your bike? It always looks so clean and sets you off.’


‘I think I’ll walk. Then I can take my riding-crop. It never looks well across handlebars.’


‘Yes, yes. Foot and crop; very nice.’


She would have liked a parting hug from her knight, but of course he was too much a man for that. One of the many sad things about living with a man was that one had no wish to hug him when he was in flight and he had no wish to be hugged when he had faced about. She gave a large sigh.


‘So settle yourself comfortably until I return, my dear,’ he said with grace. ‘Worry and anxiety are a woman’s worst enemies. If I am not back by one o’clock …’


‘I shall know …’


‘I should think …’


He moved out into the garden, and Miss Paradise, after hesitating a moment, called after him: ‘You know, coal is high and the evenings still chilly. One quite small load of wood, just to start with …’


‘We’ll see, we’ll see,’ he called back.


*


He hoped he would not be rusty in today’s approach. How, he asked himself, had he broken the ice on entering his previous anchorages? What had he said? What had they replied? Mr Paradise had a perfect memory and as he now flashed over his first meetings with Sir Malcom, Theodore Truter, General Pugh, Sir Thorn Browne, and the rest, he recalled with interest that the first conversation in each case had been about money – how much the Government took and was wasting, how much was getting into the hands of the wrong people, how much it was to be desired but how small was its purchasing power, how spendthrift of it were countless people the speakers could name (this led to many harmonious anecdotes). But the point, above all, to be reckoned with in this first conversation was the near-penury of the patron himself. Mr Paradise would always remark, when poverty came up, that he, too, was pretty well penniless; but having thus shown, as it were, that his hands were clean, he would withdraw from any further competition, allowing the distressed magnate to assume the whole title and freehold of poverty and range into the most cruel details of his taxation and penury. The rich had a grudge against people who claimed to be poorer than themselves: they were generous only to those whom they believed secretly to be doing very well. So, on reaching the first shrubberies of Hyde’s Mortimer, Mr Paradise had his notes well in order: (1) Am here to prevent theft. (2) Jest about worst thieves being in the Treasury nowadays. (3) Pleased surprise at seeing the old place in good hands again, a circumstance almost miraculous in view of Government’s desire to destroy rural this-and-that by taxes. (4) His love for, and intimate knowledge of, Hyde’s Mortimer. (5) A friendly warning that all the local shopkeepers, without exception, were swindlers.


He emerged on to the broad carriage sweep before the front entrance. Two pretty iron-railed flights of stone steps, very delicate in comparison with the grossness of the mansion, led to a small balustraded terrace on to which the door of the breakfast-room opened – or rather, had once opened, for no one in Mr Paradise’s memory had ever used this big door. For this reason, he was making his way to the side entrance when he heard voices and saw three figures standing on the terrace, looking out over the balustrade.


They were a middle-aged man, dressed in a purple dressing-gown whose knotted waistband fell in thick golden hanks almost down to his furred slippers; a handsome woman in a sable coat of which the collar, turned up all round her head, made a pretty frame for her white skin; a lounging youth, dressed elegantly but very lightly in comparison with the other two and braving the chilly air by leaning the fingers of one hand on the cold grey stone of the balustrade. A pale sun – which presumably was what had brought them out – lit them as with a soft spotlight, throwing a sheen over the lady’s complexion and fur and lighting a small blaze on the gentleman’s golden tassels. The three of them were watching the fog’s efforts to resist the sun in the impersonal, detached way that aristocrats have when confronted by natural elements: Mr Paradise was impressed.


Suddenly the young man spoke, in a low, amused tone. ‘Father,’ he said, ‘I think the butler’s come.’


The older man appeared not to hear. Reaching into a deep pocket he produced a small object in fine leather, like a diary, turned a few pages in it, and announced in a deep, clear voice: ‘In ten days’ time it will be National Savings Week. Let’s celebrate with an orgy. Three thousand pounds of reckless fun.’


‘Beaufort is right, dear,’ said the lady, still staring into the writhing mist. ‘I have noticed him myself.’


Still the older man appeared to hear nothing. Raising his head, as one who is floating up into a dream, he said: ‘To me, such an orgy should have an air of profound mystery about it. It should represent a large sum of hard cash wreathed around with mists of ethereal unreality. There should be about it the sense of combined wizardry and substantialness that one feels on hearing the phrase “invisible exports” – an expression whose impressiveness is in no way lessened, but rather increased, by seeming to be a form of intangible profiteering performed entirely by ghosts.’


‘Father,’ said the young man, suddenly looking at Mr Paradise, ‘here’s a visitor. Do pay attention.’


At this, the lady, too, turned towards Mr Paradise; and so at last did the father, slowly bending his head sidewards until his eyes were wholly absorbed in the visitor. After a moment of this, he uttered merely one word: ‘Yes?’


Mr Paradise, poor man, had no idea what to say. It was impossible, with three such figures talking at such a distance in thousands of pounds, to hurl back a quip about burglars or income tax. Moreover, to be scrutinized as through three sets of lorgnons embarrassed him violently, the more so because it was being done from a point fifteen feet above his head. He began to advance across the neglected gravel, but not only were his legs weakened by the mention of so much money but his head was quite out of joint; the closer he drew to this splendid trio, the higher he was obliged to tilt his face. By the time he had dragged himself to the base of the terrace he felt every inch a beggar; even his riding-crop, far from inducing confidence, only emphasized the inexcusable lowliness which any horseless person feels when he advances on the mounted. All his secrets, his greediest intentions, his devotion to making one penny grow where none had grown before and then to eke it out in exciting farthings, seemed to be reflected in the six great eyes that looked down on him. Fortunately, he observed, the eyes’ owners did not appear to be enraged by what they so clearly saw; on the contrary, they observed his corruption with the friendly curiosity of scientists. Possibly for the same reason they said nothing to untie his tongue, as if they had expected him and made jovial bets as to what his first words would be.


At last the lady came to his aid. With no effort she rearranged her face into the time-tested lines of feminine invitation, drawing Mr Paradise forward by sheer suction. Into her eyes she injected vapour of a kind Mr Paradise had not seen since his mother bathed him on her knees. It was remarkable that though enveloped in a sable coat she could convey a sense of warm bath-towels and hissing gaslights shining through clouds of steam, intermixed, strangely enough, with the warmth which the round legs of chorus girls fill the air with in their passage. Hers was, in short, an appeal to the lost identity of his childhood and youth, and it was out of these years that he croaked innocently:


‘I love the old place.’


She answered immediately: ‘Of course you do!’ and sent him a sparkling flash of congratulation.


‘So I just came to see if you were all right,’ he continued, fragments of his adult plan tumbling back into his head.


‘To see if we were all right,’ the man repeated slowly. ‘I see.’


‘There being burglars …’


‘Ah, yes. Well, as you see, we are all right.’


There was another painful silence, until the man said, quite sharply: ‘Won’t you come up?’


Mr Paradise mounted the steps, dragging his crop like a tail.


‘Is your horse quite safe, sir?’ asked the younger man politely, ‘or shall I take it to the stables for you?’


‘Frankly,’ croaked Mr Paradise, missing the top step and all but falling on his face, ‘I have temporarily no horse.’


‘Only the crop is permanent,’ suggested the lady, smiling.


‘Exactly, madam,’ said Mr Paradise, ‘by force of habit, I suppose.’ Suddenly recovering his wits, he made a grimace and added: ‘With taxes what they are, my few poor steeds have had to seek other pastures.’


‘Doubtless you miss them dreadfully?’ she asked sympathetically.


Their language, he felt, was becoming rather old-fashioned, so he replied more lightly: ‘Oh, I still manage to pick one up here and there,’ and proceeded to do as much for his legs.


‘You must tell us your name, sir,’ said the older man, examining Mr Paradise from head to foot.


‘Henry Paradise is my name. My sister and I have lived in the South Lodge here for many years.’


‘Ah! Then you knew my old aunt, old Miss Mallet?’


‘Very well indeed, sir. And her father before her.’


‘Well, well! You are virtually a member of the family, it seems. Are you also familiar with this house?’


‘I know it from top to bottom,’ said Mr Paradise, feeling jaunty again and giving his knee a slap with his crop. ‘I might say there is hardly a draught in it that has not played on my neck.’


The man seemed gratified. He gave Mr Paradise another close examination, actually stepping aside, at one point, to see how Mr Paradise looked in silhouette. Then, he asked abruptly: ‘Do you always have a moustache?’


‘Really, Father!’ said the young man. ‘What a very rude question!’


‘Much too personal,’ said the lady; ‘you have not even introduced us.’


Mr Paradise, delighted by their support, smiled tolerantly and said: ‘I really don’t mind the question. As to the moustache, I have had it for years, though, like most people with moustaches, I have shaved it off from time to time to see what’s underlying, if you know what I mean.’


‘I know exactly,’ said the gentleman: ‘that was just the reply I expected.’ Giving Mr Paradise a final glance over, he said to his companions: ‘Exactly the man we want, no?’


They both nodded.


‘Would you by any chance,’ the gentleman continued, ‘have an hour or two to spare this morning?’


‘Is it quite fair to ask that?’ said the lady. ‘Mr Paradise probably has many things to do.’


‘Most inconsiderate, Father,’ said the young man, giving a sigh which suggested that he and the lady had suffered from this selfishness for many years. Mr Paradise suspected a not unpleasant pattern for his behaviour in the future: he would serve his new patron with smiling amiability and the other two would marvel at his unselfishness. ‘Whatever my business,’ he said, ‘I find it hard to refuse my help when it is asked.’


At this all three of them nodded with such enthusiasm that Mr Paradise was very puzzled.


‘Well, that is admirable!’ said the gentleman in a loud voice, as if suddenly everything had been settled. ‘Now let me introduce us. I am Captain Mallet, nephew, as I mentioned, of the old Miss Mallet who was so dear a friend of yours. This is my son, Beaufort; and this is his wicked stepmother, my present wife. Where his real mother is, it would be safer not to inquire. Parenthood presents many complications nowadays and most of them are not fit for public discussion, even with an old friend of the family.’


Mr Paradise thought this introduction had been very late in coming and very improperly performed – exactly what one expected, in fact, from a very rich person. ‘It is most courageous of you, Captain,’ he said, ‘to open up this fine old place again, with taxation what it is.’


‘Oh, you think so?’ said the captain, with surprise. ‘Personally, I cannot think of it as much of a place to live in – rather a den, I would call it, compared with some of our other places. We just happen to need it, at the moment. As to taxation, I never have anything to do with it at all. I prefer, in fact, never to have the subject mentioned by anyone in my hearing.’


‘Very rude, Father,’ said Beaufort with another exasperated sigh. ‘Can you never tell when people are trying to say a friendly thing?’


‘Mr Paradise has already been kind enough,’ said Mrs Mallet, ‘to ignore my husband’s recurrent rudeness.’


Mr Paradise responded with a smile of ineffable servility. He saw it all so clearly now and knew he could slip into place like a king-pin.


‘Shall we go in?’ said the captain, crossly. He opened the big door, and then turned abruptly on Mr Paradise. ‘You have not become another person suddenly, have you?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps you would rather not come in at all? After all, you haven’t the slightest idea what sort of people we are or what you are in for.’


Again Mr Paradise gave the gracious, accommodating smile which, though he had only used it twice before, seemed already to be an established part of his life. ‘I am at your service, Captain,’ he said.


*


Miss Paradise’s cuckoo-clock, gift of Alfred Truter, cuckooed one o’clock. As the jaded bird popped in again, Miss Paradise gave a groan of joy. Sitting down to the kitchen-table, which she had already furnished for the worst, she looked at her brother’s empty place and gratefully murmured: ‘Well done, thou good and faithful servant’ – adding, as she returned his sausages to the larder: ‘I was an-hungered and ye took me in.’ He was splendid, really splendid, her brother was: who but he, with his sharp eyes, his trim moustache, his stiff little breeches, his robin-like brain and look could poke his nose in on people just rising from their first breakfast and be asked to lunch? When she imagined how furious she would be if someone’s brother tried to play such a trick on her; when she pictured the speed and hostility with which she would bundle the wretch out of doors again, she was thrilled by her Henry’s audacity and thanked Heaven for having given her such a brother. His absence would give her a chance to give the whole lodge a tremendous sweeping and dusting: it would delight him to see everything spick and span when he returned, probably a little tired. First meetings were always tiring for Henry: there were the words to be chosen with such tact, the visage to be torn from the shape it had kept from the last patron and rearranged to fit the new one, the whole self to be adapted to unfamiliar usage in the space of a mere morning. But he would manage it: when she next saw him he would be quite another person, and it would be her duty still to recognize as her brother a man who would in fact be someone quite different. She would know it was Henry because he would know her and would sit in his favourite chair unconscious of having changed, expecting the same things in the same order in the same surroundings.


So she threw herself into the housework, faintly singing and talking to herself and trying to anticipate the story he would tell when he returned – always such a thrilling return, the first one, with the new yet always familiar tale issuing from the new face, accompanied by mannerisms and little gestures new-born that very day like lambs. At last, like any other housewife, she happened to glance at the bedroom clock – and lo and behold, it said five o’clock, and the evening fog was closing in again on the latticed windows. ‘Why, the naughty boy!’ she exclaimed with a gasp, ‘he has managed to stay for tea as well. Surely that’s a little risky on the first day?’


She unwrapped her head and made tea. When the cuckoo sang six, she began to listen for her brother’s step, confident that she would know it no matter how much it might have altered since breakfast-time: some patrons were halt. But when it was eight o’clock and pitch dark, she began to worry. Surely no man in his right mind, she asked with a burst of practicalness, would keep Henry for dinner as well? On the other hand, one must never forget the extraordinarily temperamental behaviour of the rich, to say nothing of Henry’s amazing talent for distorting time to such a degree that one hardly knew whether it was past, present, or future – in particular, how he could prolong a conversation that was slipping away by hitching its tail to the head of a new topic and starting out afresh as if no change of subject had occurred. And then there were his countless anecdotes, some of them quite technical and of real interest to men of affairs – terrifying, almost morbid tales of fortunes imperilled by inefficiency, taxation, wastage, recklessness. ‘I am sure,’ Henry had once confessed to her, ‘that they often have the feeling, once I have gone, that I stayed much too long; but I am equally sure that they feel that this was because they selfishly refused to let me go.’


But when eleven p.m. came, and still no Henry, Miss Paradise’s feelings began slowly to change. She didn’t dare put on her coat and go up to the big house: she had done so once on a similar occasion and disturbed her brother at a crucial moment of the budding friendship: his rage had been terrible and he had said that her impatience had cost him weeks of effort. So now she went slowly to bed, sulky, but trying hard to remind herself that she had spent many a night alone when Henry was sitting up with a sick cow of Sir Malcolm’s or resolutely sticking at the bridge-table of the gayer General Pugh.


But when she was half asleep her thoughts began to wander. Say something had happened to Henry; say he had been drowned in that flooded bomb crater in the middle of the park? I would never get over the shock, Miss Paradise said to herself, starting to cry; with Henry gone I would be another person, a sort of ghost. She cried until her grief had been eased, after which, like any bereaved person, she half-shelved the dead and half-opened his bank-account. Even for the best of legatees this is a painful moment of emotional readjustment: woe must still be conscientiously sounded with the left hand, while the right is shaping a melody quite out of keeping with moral harmony. But at least the moment of reading out the will is one of the few occasions when capital drops its striped trousers and reveals itself as none other than naked cash. Yet only for a few exciting minutes – for Miss Paradise found, marvellously enough, that no sooner had she transferred the dead Henry’s hard cash to her own account than it instantly resumed its trousers and became capital once more – godlike, interest-bearing capital of far greater stature than it had been prior to Henry’s death; exactly twice the size, in fact, since theirs had been a joint-account and death had thus no option but to be a tidy carver. Indeed, Miss Paradise, suddenly possessed of exactly twice the capital and exactly half the dependents on it, now began to take over the sole share of worrying about it – was it happy as it was; could it not be made happier by being shifted to more interesting quarters? She at last decided that she would take this question up with Henry, having quite forgotten by now that he was no longer the other half of the joint. When, abruptly, she realized what shocking tricks her mind had been playing, she was more than horrified, she was also confused and exhausted. For, in those exciting moments of put-and-take, she had so rearranged her world that not only had Henry’s identity been allowed to dwindle, but her own had proportionately doubled. Now, back in reality, she found it painful to divide her new self, swollen by its new capital, in two, and restore Henry to his rightful half. In consequence, though she struggled for many more minutes to listen for his dear, returning steps, she was harried by the suspicion that the ears with which she was listening were attached to a person who no longer existed, and that the sound for which they were listening had long since ceased to be.


*


Crunch, crunch – here he was! She jumped out of bed – what a sunny morning! how late she had slept, in her grief! – and hurried to the casement window. But there, below, was not Henry but their joint nephew, a character so undesirable that his uncle and aunt had had to insert special paragraphs into their wills excluding him from all post-mortem benefits. What distinguished him from them most sharply was his absolute disrespect for property and corresponding vacuum of interest in people who possessed it. Industry of any kind he abhorred; yet to say this was to depict his character too vigorously, since he was one for whom the abhorrence of anything would demand more energy than he had to give. Where his uncle and aunt, aided by the turns of two world wars, had raised themselves several notches in the social scale, the nephew, seemingly deliberately, had descended in inverse proportion, finding his friends and his livelihood in strata that made no demands on his lax character. His habitat was the fringe of the machine-shop and garage; his income came from a string of purely secondary transactions such as re-sales of old motor-cycles, spare parts, tyres, petrol, anything that was rationed or in short supply. And since the garage had now replaced the old market as the point where town and country met, Lolly Paradise’s dealings also included commodities which, in other days, would never have come together – disparate things like lengths of pipe, squares of turves, gravel, old batteries, spirits of salts, roofing-felt, dung, and margarine. In all such deals, Lolly was the go-between, the one who exacted the lowest price from the seller and the highest from the buyer, a method of business that respectable people such as his uncle and aunt believed to be a shameless innovation, unknown to society before the war. Lolly had heard of cheques, and even seen them; he had glimmerings of the great credit system on which usury and society are based, but he himself refused to fiddle with such matters, conducting all his transactions in currency notes and silver. The very thought of writing his name openly on a cheque, where all might read it, struck him as an act of folly that might be all right for some people (though he could hardly say why) but would be, for him, as senseless as leaving a record of all his transactions with the police and the town council.


What also shocked his uncle and aunt was Lolly’s indifference – indeed, absolute ignorance – in matters of social class. Descriptive terms such as ‘gentry’, ‘middle-class’, ‘squire’ were, to him, the equivalent of ‘sith’ and ‘eftsoons’ to the student of purely contemporary literature. Lolly did cash business with anyone, and it no more occurred to him to consider their social status than to open a bank account or make an income-tax return.


He stood, now, on the gravel, with his greasy shoes, his hollow trousers, his imitation leather jacket scored with scratches. ‘Hello, Auntie!’ he called in a high voice, smiling winsomely on one side of his face. ‘Nunky home?’


‘No,’ said Miss Paradise.


‘Thought he could help me.’


‘Why? He has never done so before.’


Many nephews would have winced at this snub, but Lolly was unmarked by what he considered a simple statement of fact. ‘When’ll he be back, Auntie?’ he asked.


‘I have no idea. I am not one to pry.’


‘’Cause if it’s going to be long, I’d just as soon drop the whole deal,’ explained Lolly, his eyes glazing – and he spoke nothing but truth, for if any transaction threatened to be laborious, Lolly just discontinued it, without mentioning his withdrawal either to the prospective seller or the prospective buyer. ‘Where did he go?’ he asked, summing-up a faint revival of interest.


‘He is engaged at the Hall,’ retorted Miss Paradise with lordly triumph, quite forgetting, in her eagerness to give this snub, that Lolly would not understand its social implication at all. Indeed, he now looked curiously interested, as if she had told him that someone had dropped a load of old batteries in the park.


‘Up there?’ he asked with some surprise, heaving a wavering thumb in the general direction. ‘People moved in there? What’s it? School, now? Ministry?’


‘I am going out,’ replied Miss Paradise sharply, regretting her folly and withdrawing from her loop-hole to dress. ‘You may as well go too.’


‘You bet,’ he said affably. Then, after a pause, during which she heard his feet shuffling meditatively in the gravel (he always left a cleared circle in any space where he had stood), he called: ‘They got cars an’ things up there, Auntie, or just horses?’


‘I have no idea,’ cried Miss Paradise, pulling on one of Mrs Pugh’s old corsets.


‘Think you could ask Nunk for me?’


‘No.’


‘Well, all right.’ He added in a cheery, friendly tone: ‘Well, I’ll be going now, Auntie. I’ll drop in and see you again, if I have the time. You ain’t worried, are you, Auntie?’


‘Do I sound worried?’ roared Miss Paradise from the back of her bedroom.


‘I thought you did. If you’re going to the village I’ll wait for you if you like. It’s a lovely day.’


Miss Paradise made no answer. At last she heard Lolly move slowly off down the road, not exactly whistling but emitting feebly a tooth-strained string of sibilants. She went to the window and peeped out to make sure he would not hide behind a tree and see which way she went – an act of guile which would never have occurred to Lolly. But, from down the road, he saw her head immediately, gave her a friendly smile, and waved his hand. ‘Don’t worry, Auntie!’ he cried. ‘Only makes your hair grey.’


A few minutes later Miss Paradise left by the back door and, staring like a Roundhead at any tree that might be harbouring Lolly, took the way across the park that was best hidden from the road. It brought her on to the main drive, and no sooner had she begun to follow this up to the Hall than she heard the roaring of an engine and a large sports car came racing up behind and stopped beside her. At the wheel was a handsome young man, excellently dressed but attractively tousled – all legs, langour, and devil-may-care, as a youth in a sports car should be. He gave Miss Paradise a delightful smile, superior in every way to one of Lolly’s clove-hitches, and cried with boyish eagerness:


‘Are you going up to the house? Can’t I take you the rest of the way? Such a fag.’


‘How very thoughtful of you,’ answered Miss Paradise. ‘Are you by any chance …? I suppose you are …’


‘The new people? Yes. Beaufort Mallet is my name.’


‘How nice to hear that old name again! Well, Mr Mallet, I am Miss Paradise.’


‘Paradise,’ he repeated gravely, turning his blue eyes into the sky and looking more attractive than ever. ‘I seem to recall the name, but I cannot remember in what connexion.’


‘Perhaps the old Miss Mallet who once lived here mentioned it. Or perhaps you saw my brother yesterday.’


‘Oh, that’s not likely, Miss Paradise. Yesterday was our first day here, so nobody would come to call, would they?’


‘Of course, Mr Mallet, I know nothing of my brother’s affairs, but I remember when he went out he said something about just seeing if there really were people at the Hall and not, well …’


‘Not people who had no right to be there?’ cried Beaufort. ‘But how clever of him to know that there was anyone here at all! Do you think the milkman told him?’


‘It would not surprise me.’


‘You don’t mean,’ exclaimed Beaufort, his face becoming worried all of a sudden, ‘that your brother hasn’t come back?’


‘So it seems, Mr Mallet.’


‘But “seems” is surely not the right word, Miss Paradise? After all, if your brother had come back, you would be the first to know. He couldn’t be two persons at once, could he, any more than he could be in two places at once?’


‘I would think not, Mr Mallet.’


‘Then you must be terribly worried, Miss Paradise! And here I stand talking! Do jump in immediately and we’ll rush up and see.’ And he packed Miss Paradise into one of those deep bucket-seats that lower the whole horizon of the world and instantly induce a sense of helplessness in all but the driver. ‘It’s quite possible,’ he went on, churning the engine into a fine roar, ‘that he saw my father, or even my stepmother. Are you very upset? Yes, I can see you are. Let’s go full speed. A minute saved often makes the difference between life and … well, life and great discomfort. Was he your only brother?’


‘Yes, and there’s an old bomb-crater in the park,’ cried Miss Paradise, falling to pieces. ‘I fear he’s in it.’


‘You must see Father at once,’ said Beaufort, driving at terrifying speed. ‘Father can do anything.’ He took one hand from the glistening wheel and gave her knee a chummy thump.


‘You are really a very kind young man,’ sobbed Miss Paradise at the top of her voice as the rain-puddles rent under the furious wheels like ripped silk. Though pleased to have his hand on her knee, she would have preferred it to be on the steering-wheel. The next second the car made a frightful semi-circular turn and stopped with Miss Paradise’s door exactly at the foot of the stone steps.


‘So you have opened this door?’ asked Miss Paradise, curiosity breaking through her tears like sunlight.


‘Oh, Father would never hear of a side door,’ said Beaufort, his voice very grave. ‘Now, Miss Paradise, do come along quickly. I hope to heaven we’ve not missed him.’


He hurried her up into the breakfast-room and instantly left her, shouting breathlessly: ‘Father! Father! An emergency, Father!’


By now Miss Paradise was convinced that Henry’s whereabouts did amount to an emergency; but even as she was trying to find the proper response to loss of something priceless her eyes were roving round the breakfast-room with astonishment: it looked absolutely palatial with its deep carpets, tall curtains, and golden ancestors – had they done all this in one day, or had they been secretly preparing for weeks? She heard Beaufort still shouting excitedly down the passage: ‘Father! Father! Wherever are you?’ and suddenly, from far away, a deep voice replied slowly and incredulously: ‘Is it me you are calling so hysterically, Beaufort?’ The poor boy’s tone became flustered at once: she heard him say, almost pleadingly, ‘Well, Father, it’s an emergency, you see; a man has disappeared.’ ‘Then, pray,’ replied the deep voice, drawing closer, ‘compensate for his absence with presence of mind.’


Miss Paradise barely had had time to adjust her look to the awesomeness of the voice when Beaufort threw the door open and his father came in. What an entry; what a man! – a full-length portrait stepping slowly out of an Edwardian picture book, so beautifully dressed and blending so many time-honoured characteristics: the carriage of a duke, the perspicuity of a great surgeon, the courtesy of a sultan, the steel of an imperial governor. And what a sheen on his fine, mature features and on his good boots – real boots, not shoes: the sight of it all struck Miss Paradise as forcefully as if an undertaker had come in. ‘You may go, Beaufort,’ the vision boomed, looking first at and then quickly away from Miss Paradise with princely tact. ‘Yes, sir,’ replied the breathless boy, withdrawing immediately with an ashamed expression. Oh! how quaint! how charming! how different from Lolly! ‘She is Miss Paradise, Father,’ he panted out, as he disappeared.


The father waited to hear the door click. Then, without hesitation, he advanced across the carpet, extended the polished white fingers of his right hand and felt Miss Paradise’s pulse. While he listened, his head slightly cocked, to the beat of that sundered kettle-drum, he expelled from his face all such feeble answers to crisis as worry, doubt, even sorrow: in their place he set placid but inexorable stringency of attention, and his brown eyes, directed full upon Miss Paradise, shone with such a walnut finish that she could see herself reflected in them – thin, concave, a mere petal.


‘Kindly sit down, Miss Paradise,’ he said, gently exchanging her pulse for the sort of chair in which a woman can sit without having to be eternally pulling down the front of her skirt or keeping her knees braced at right angles. ‘Be so good as to tell me the story, as briefly and clearly as your condition will permit.’


Miss Paradise told him what she had told Beaufort.


‘So you are a very, very anxious woman,’ he said when she had finished.


‘Well, shouldn’t I be, don’t you think?’


‘You have telephoned the police, of course?’


‘No, I haven’t. Thinking he was here …’


‘I can see what a shock you have received,’ said Captain Mallet. ‘In your normal state you would never for an instant suppose that your brother could pay a formal call on total strangers and stay with them for twenty-four hours. However, since the alternative seemed to be his having stayed in the bomb-crater over a similar period, you decided to come straight to the house. You could not face the crater. You are hoping against hope. Forgive my grimness. I do not blame you.’ He went to a table, raised a speaking-tube and, when a gurgle came from it, said sharply and simply: ‘Drag the crater.’ Then he returned to Miss Paradise, saying: ‘I am deliberately assuming the worst. There is no reason whatever to believe that it has happened.’


‘The police …’ said Miss Paradise.


‘That is the next step, of course. Unfortunately, our telephone is not connected yet. But my son can carry any message in his motor-car with equal speed.’


This made Miss Paradise smile. ‘He is a nice boy,’ she said.


The captain started, as if she had irresistibly diverted his train of thought. ‘He is a likeable lad,’ he answered slowly, pride and disappointment mixing in his eyes.


‘So thoughtful, so kind.’


‘You find him so?’ asked the captain, bending on her a look of deep interest. ‘One so easily forgets that one’s children’s manners improve in proportion to the distance they are from their homes. I imagine that in our daily life, particularly when we are young, the recurrence of the same problems, the same routine and habits, causes us to show impatience, even rudeness, to those we love. We who are more mature expect, and consequently demur to, the daily frictions of domestic life. Do you not find it so?’


‘Indeed I do. My brother and I always rub along.’


‘Exactly; that is just the phrase. And, consequently, of course, we easily mistake youthful vitality for bad manners – though, I must say, the two characteristics are often hard to distinguish.’ He added, after a pause: ‘The boy has lost his mother.’


‘You have done wonders without her,’ said Miss Paradise, unable to resist another quick look round the splendid room.


‘Thank you. And yet, he needs more than either I or his excellent stepmother can provide. An overwhelming love; something all-embracing and tender: if I could find it for him, in one form or another, I would welcome it with open arms. However, I shall tell Beaufort that at least one discerning person has shown approval of him.’


They exchanged warm, understanding looks, as befits people who are sharing an excursion into the deeper elements of living. Indeed, Miss Paradise was by now wishing that this lovely, old-fashioned chat could drag on interminably – that at nightfall a butler would enter and draw-to the heavy curtains, shutting both her everyday self and the outside world out of existence. At that moment the captain bent forward and felt her pulse again. ‘Our little moment of distraction has done you good, I think,’ he said, as if he had cleverly planned the whole direction of their conversation. ‘The police must, of couse, be informed, but perhaps are you now in a state to give me a few details about your brother. Meanwhile, a little tea would soothe both of us, I think,’ and he pressed a bell. ‘Is he a tall man?’


‘Oh no: quite short. Not a dwarf, of course.’


‘Ah. Not a dwarf. And dressed, you say, in riding-clothes? A horse?’


‘Not actually with him, no.’


‘He could not have fallen off it?’


‘Impossible.’


‘Ah. Clean-shaven?’


‘To a large extent. There is a moustache, but he keeps it cut so flat and allows it so little spread that it is easily overlooked.’


‘Ah. Now, what about moles or birthmarks?’


‘No birthmarks and few moles – not where a stranger would notice them, anyway.’


‘Ah, well. We can pursue that point later should any question of identity arise. Ah … What kind of manner, may I ask? Vigorous? Apathetical? Nondescript?’


‘Both vigorous and nondescript, I would say.’


‘I think I know. Friendly? Fond of visiting?’


‘He chooses his friends carefully, but once he has done so he sticks very closely to them.’


‘Ah. Is he inclined to absence and disappearance? How can I put it without being rude? Do nights pass without him? Is he, shall we say, not always quite there after a convivial evening with friends?’


‘Sometimes it has seemed so to me. He is always there, of course, I’m sure; just absent from me.’


‘Yes, yes. It is hard to know exactly, isn’t it, who is and who isn’t? Is he by any chance a little free-handed with money?’


‘Oh, never that. Never, never.’


‘Ah. Inclined rather the other way?’


‘Much more.’


‘What people who didn’t understand him might call close-fisted? Tell me now, if I am not impertinent, have you on account of this thrifty bent of his ever had differences with him? I find that so many tussles between people who otherwise love each other dearly can be traced to money. It is astonishing when you think of it how much people will put up with in the way of duplicity, disloyalty, even broken-heartedness, and yet become most unforgiving where a banknote is in dispute. Do not hesitate to silence me, my dear Miss Paradise, if you find I am too personal.’


‘I am finding it most helpful,’ said Miss Paradise frankly. ‘The only thing that is troubling me is that I have never thought of my brother in the way I have described him. He seems like two persons now, and I’m afraid that you would never recognize the real one if you saw the described one. Or do I mean it the other way round?’


‘We are trying, you see, to discover which is the right way round, Miss Paradise. If we hit on the right way, we are pretty sure to find the right man at the end of it, regardless of any wrongness that may have crept into his description en route. I’m sure you see that. Now, here is a very blunt question indeed which may take us a step farther. Has your brother, despite the fact that you “rub along”, ever suggested breaking off connexions? To put it cruelly, have you ever thought that he might suddenly walk off, taking the cash-box with him?’


At this, Miss Paradise turned quite faint. ‘There have been times,’ she said at last in a cracked voice, ‘when we have quarrelled and …’ But she said no more: panic was making her eyes bulge.


‘Of course, were he to do so,’ said the captain easily, ‘the tragedy would be purely an emotional one. A little loose cash would be neither here nor there, since your capital would be safely in the bank.’


‘No! No!’ screamed Miss Paradise: ‘not safely at all! It’s a joint account!’


‘Good heavens!’ exclaimed the captain, quite losing his calm. ‘Now that is quite another matter!’


‘I am destitute!’ she screamed, filling her lungs to the full to give her emptiness true measure.


‘Not as long as I live, by God!’ he answered, suddenly striking his fist on his knee.


But Miss Paradise had ceased to be impressionable. Not the captain, not the palatial room, not the fairy-dream of having escaped from her ordinary self were as horrifying as the sudden conviction that reality had escaped from her. Seizing her bag, she made a rush for the door.


‘Miss Paradise!’ cried the captain, springing after her.


‘Bank! Police! Let me go!’


‘Not in this condition! Why, none of this may be true of your brother!’


‘It is true! Some sixth sense tells me! I know! I know!’


‘That your brother is a thief?’


‘Yes! Yes! Instinct tells me! He is worse than thief! He has murdered me! He has always wanted to. I have always known. Let me go this minute. I will see him in prison!’


‘Let Beaufort drive you,’ exclaimed the captain, gripping her wrist. ‘Don’t you see it will be quicker?’


‘Then get him, get him!’


The captain released her and ran to the speaking-tube. As he raised it, slow, steady footsteps sounded outside the door.


A butler entered with a silver tray. Gently, he advanced across the room, and with each step he took, Miss Paradise’s frantic face drew tighter and tighter. When he was past her, she gave a plaintive, incredulous cry: ‘That’s him, isn’t it? Henry?’


‘Tell Master Beaufort to bring the car round immediately,’ said the captain into the speaking-tube. ‘We are going after a bank-robber. No delay, please: he is probably miles away already.’


The butler, having laid down his tray, turned and began slowly his march back to the door. Clearly, he was well-fitted for his office, for though Miss Paradise’s eyes ran up and down him madly and one trembling finger pointed straight at his face, he continued his sober walk unmoved.


‘Who are you?’ screamed Miss Paradise suddenly.


The butler halted, as if such a question was more than flesh could bear, and looked hopefully to his master. ‘A little sal volatile, Jellicoe,’ said the captain in a low voice. ‘Just knock on the door and leave it outside.’


The butler bowed. ‘Beaufort will be ready in five minutes,’ said the captain to Miss Paradise; ‘then we will scour all England.’ He rubbed his hands briskly.


The butler again passed before Miss Paradise, moving to his exit like a ghost who has played its part. As a ghost she saw him, and her own fingers stretched out to take him by the shoulder. But she was no longer able to judge his distance from her, so that he passed a full foot beyond her reach; nor was she able to encompass his whole name, and could only say: ‘Hen…. Hen!’ She saw the door close behind him, and the captain standing out in front of her: she heard his voice say firmly, but pleadingly, ‘Miss Paradise! Try to listen! Try to be yourself!’


‘But it was Hen…’


‘So will everyone be Hen, Miss Paradise, till we have tracked Hen down. Here now, this deep chair.’


‘Have I lost my wits?’


‘Only the outer eye, Miss Paradise – the unimportant eye.’


‘I know you; I can see you.’


‘Because you trust me, Miss Paradise. You trust I am not Hen.’


‘Don’t speak of him! To think I gave him a Woodbine to cheer him on! Oh!’


‘Can you see this cup?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then drink it up, Miss Paradise. We have a long way to go and you must be strong and well if you are to perform your proper duty.’


*


‘Dear Florence,’ said Mrs Mallet in her soft voice. ‘Our one and only Florence. Do you feel any more yourself? I am going to draw back the curtains, so you must tell me if the light is too blinding.’


She drew half the curtain back, revealing a comfortable, homely room. Miss Paradise’s cuckoo-clock ticked on the far wall; on her dressing-table lay her brushes, comb, and pin-bowl. On the wall at the foot of her bed was her favourite photograph of Henry, pointing his stick at one of Sir Malcolm’s cows. Miss Paradise surveyed it all with the equable look that marks lunatics and the newly-risen: the world (her look said) is furnished with many sightly shapes; it is not for me to try and name them.


‘See, here,’ said Mrs Mallet, pointing, ‘your own little clock, Florence, to tell you the time as it has always done. And your pretty own things, to use every day, to tell you where you are. And your pretty old mirror, to see yourself. We have brought them all here.’


‘You talk too much,’ said Miss Paradise crossly, vexed by being urged to leave the restful state of non-recognition.


‘Oh, Florence, I am sorry!’ said Mrs Mallet. She took Miss Paradise’s hand, squeezed it gently and said no more.


‘So, it’s me, Florence,’ said Miss Paradise in an aggrieved tone, after a long pause.


‘Yes, you are Florence,’ replied Mrs Mallet gently, giving her a look of congratulation.


This look had a strong effect on Miss Paradise. Though almost all her mind was stall dead, one faculty suddenly became shrewdly alive – that of how to win compliments. ‘That’s my clock,’ she said pointing.


‘Oh, yes, Florence, you clever dear; it is your clock!’


‘An’ ’at’s my brush an’ comb an’ whatsisname.’


‘Right again, Florence, dear!’


‘’S my brother an’ cow on th’ wall.’


‘How fast you are coming back!’


Vanity having thus led the way to the surface, towing behind it the faculty for recognizing any object that would please it, Miss Paradise might now be said to be conscious. But she was still rebellious, she still required to be self-convinced, and Mrs Mallet seemed to know this. ‘I have been asked, Florence,’ she said, ‘to remember to give you all sorts of messages from downstairs. The captain, of course, sends his love, and says that nothing will induce him to let you start work again until you are absolutely yourself. Master Beaufort sends you a big hug: don’t ever tell him I told you, Florence, but he went to his room in tears, when he heard … And Jellicoe presents his compliments and wishes you a quick recovery: “The best housekeeper in England, madam,” he said; and there were tears in his eyes, too.’


Miss Paradise gave an approving grunt. Rivers of tears, explosions of love; this was life as it should be. ‘He brought me tea on a silver tray,’ she said, giving Mrs Mallet a shrewd look.


‘You even remember that, Florence? But that’s wonderful.’


‘I remember everything,’ said Miss Paradise boastfully.


‘Everything, Florence?’


‘Why not? I wasn’t born yesterday.’


‘But Florence, dear, the doctor said it might be weeks before your poor mind began to grasp things again.’


‘Doctors! What do they know?’


‘Do you remember the old lawyer who tried to be so sweet to you?’


‘Certainly.’


‘And how we fetched you from the lodge?’


‘Everything.’


‘You know we didn’t mean to be unkind?’


‘Of course.’


‘Well, you are a marvel, Florence. But then, of course, you stood up to everything so wonderfully at the time that nothing about you can surprise me any more. I think that if they hadn’t pushed you just a bit too far by reading the will you would never have collapsed at all.’


‘That’s just what I think,’ said Miss Paradise in a resentful voice, not minding her perplexity so much, however, on learning that another was responsible for it.


‘The captain understood at once. “A brave soul,” he said to me afterwards, “can endure any loss without flinching. What brings its collapse is to learn that, as a result of loss, it has obtained material gain.”’


‘Henry’s gone, hasn’t he?’ asked Miss Paradise suddenly.


‘That’s what I meant, Florence, dear. The thought of benefiting by his going …’


A hammering began in Miss Paradise’s chest. She would have liked, without knowing why, to burst into tears, tears of mingled loss and ignorance. But, having proudly laid claim to perfect remembrance, she could not bear the thought of renouncing it. And as she lay, tormented by sadness, curiosity, and conceit, there was a light tap on the door and a boyish, handsome face popped through.


‘Beau! You are a naughty boy!’ said Mrs Mallet sharply.


‘I simply had to come,’ he answered simply, and crossing the room with quick steps he bestowed on Miss Paradise the sweetest, most loving smile she had ever received. Then, bending down, he slipped one arm under her neck, gave her a passionate buss on each cheek, and muttered: ‘Hurry up and get well, Florrie-Porrie! This old barn is like the grave, without the sound of your keys.’


‘Beaufort,’ said Mrs Mallet, biting her lips at his tactless mention of the grave.


But he was out of the room immediately: the two women heard his footsteps running quickly down the passage.


‘Poor boy!’ said Miss Paradise in a gratified tone. ‘His eyes are full of tears.’ What pleased her about her situation was that although she couldn’t understand it, it was so sensible and right. Her feelings of loss were matched at every point by all manner of reward: certainly, she never remembered being loved so much by everyone. And as she had always believed she was the most lovable of women, the present situation, however puzzling, seemed to fit her so well that she was in no mood to question it.


‘May I come in?’ said a gruff, gentle voice, and there stood the father, power and tenderness struggling for mastery in his face. ‘Dear, brave Florence!’ he said, standing back simply and surveying her with awe. ‘What a character! What a soul! What a lesson!’


‘And she remembers everything,’ said Mrs Mallet.


The captain was astounded. He exclaimed: ‘But the doctor said …’


At this, Mrs Mallet and Miss Paradise looked at each other and began to laugh. Their amusement perplexed the captain: he scratched his head and walked up and down like a clumsy puppy, muttering: ‘But, bless my soul … I don’t see … Really, it doesn’t seem …’


‘Florence and I have talked it all over, dear,’ said Mrs Mallet, touching his arm. ‘We have decided that doctors don’t know everything. There is nothing more to say.’


‘That’s right,’ said Miss Paradise.


‘Then … then, what happens next?’ blurted out the captain, bereft of all his normal poise and command.


‘Why, dear, we wait patiently now for our splendid Florence to get on her feet again.’


‘And that won’t be as long as you think,’ said Miss Paradise, remembering suddenly that she had feet and studying with interest the bump they made under the blankets.


‘Well, by Jove, then, I simply don’t know what to say,’ the captain confessed. ‘I have never known anything like it in my life.’ Suddenly, unable to restrain himself, he said furiously: ‘We’ve filled that devilish crater up, Florence: yes, by God, we have! It will never claim another life.’


‘You are opening old wounds!’ cried Mrs Mallet. ‘See, now, you’ve made her cry! Oh, you tactless men! I wish you would all go away.’


Miss Paradise now wept freely for Henry, the more freely because she could hold the captain responsible for her weakness. Fixing her eyes on Henry’s photograph, she not only wept for his dear memory but out of a vague feeling that, though dead, he had somehow not gone in the way she had supposed. ‘We know where he is!’ she exclaimed aloud.


‘We do indeed,’ said the captain loudly. ‘Where all men are when they have fought the good fight!’


‘I hardly know how I will look after myself, alone,’ said Miss Paradise.


‘You will never be alone, Florence,’ said Mrs Mallet: ‘not with three people who love you as we love you.’


‘But I am destitute!’ cried Miss Paradise, suddenly recalling a word that had been eluding her.


‘Oh, no, Florence!’ boomed the captain in distress. ‘He has left you everything, the savings of a lifetime! It is a considerable nest-egg.’


‘Oh, my dear!’ said Mrs Mallet very crossly, ‘if you cannot understand better, do leave the room! It was spiritual destitution that was meant.’


‘He meant it kindly, madam,’ said Miss Paradise, and wondered what on earth had made her say ‘madam’. She added: ‘Do you know, I thought I saw him again? Carrying a silver tray.’


‘Was that when the will was being read, Florence?’ asked Mrs Mallet. ‘In the breakfast-room, in the morning? After we had brought you from the lodge in the car?’


‘Yes, it was then.’


‘Yes,’ said the captain, pacing the floor: ‘Sometimes we think we see them. And we ask them: “Who are you, vision of one whom I loved?” And they can vouchsafe us no answer, since they are not walking before us but are in our mind’s eye. They carry a silver tray: it bears the hearts of those they have left behind. They are taking these hearts away for ever.’


This sounded reasonable enough to Miss Paradise, so she went on crying quietly, shoring up the image of her disappearing heart with a picture of a nest full of speckled eggs. ‘Good, good Henry,’ she said. ‘He wasn’t a wicked man at all.’


‘He was one of the best,’ said the captain. ‘That, doubtless, is why he has been taken. Or so they tell us, anyway.’


‘I think Florence has had enough for this morning,’ said Mrs Mallet, rising and drawing the curtain again. ‘I shall go and make her some soup. All the maids have gone, Florence, in a sudden panic.’


‘Well, bless my soul!’ exclaimed the captain indignantly. ‘You accuse me of tactlessness and then you say the one thing that you know will upset Florence beyond everything!’


‘No, sir, I am proud to hear it!’ said Miss Paradise truthfully.


‘Of course you are, Florence,’ said Mrs Mallet. ‘You know there is more in you than in the whole tribe of men.’


‘Even sturdy little Agnes went,’ said the captain ruefully. ‘But you, Florence, always said she would.’


‘Indeed, I did,’


‘The older I get, the less I seem to know,’ said the captain in a resigned voice. In the half-darkness he took Miss Paradise’s hand and said gently: ‘I shall go now, Florence. Words cannot express my admiration. The day you again take your seat at the helm of our household will be one of the happiest we have ever known.’


‘But I have never been anyone’s housekeeper!’ cried Miss Paradise with resentment.


‘She has forgotten her promotion,’ said the captain, drawing the curtain open again and smiling proudly at Miss Paradise. ‘How proper for the humble heart, to recall everything except a matter for pride!’


But Miss Paradise no longer was sure that she wanted further contact with this strange new world. She had no wish to deny her familiarity with it: puzzled though she was, she had already decided that she must have been on intimate terms with these affectionate people for many years. But now, following so many elevating compliments, she was being told that she had come down in the world, and this did not please her at all.


‘Florence, you remember old Mrs Jellicoe, don’t you?’ asked Mrs Mallet.


‘Of course,’ said Miss Paradise. ‘Jellicoe’s wife.’


‘Jellicoe’s mother, that’s right. Who was so sweet to you when you first came, when Beau was a little boy.’


‘Yes, yes. I remember everything.’


‘Well, then don’t you remember stepping into her shoes a few months ago, and how naughty you were and kept saying you didn’t want a rise in salary …?’


‘But we insisted,’ said the captain, ‘and we carried the day.’


‘I don’t know that it happened quite in that way,’ said Miss Paradise gloomily.


‘I think I can explain the uncertainty,’ said the captain. ‘In the violent upheaval that poor Florence has experienced, many fragments of her past have been dislodged. She remembers all the pieces, but she cannot be too sure where they fit. This is not her fault: it is because she remembers them, one might say, with such a marvellous brilliance, that a shadow is thrown by the substance upon its relevant position.’


‘You will exhaust the tired mind with such conundrums,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘Madam, I understand perfectly,’ said Miss Paradise.


‘Of course you do,’ said the captain. ‘Now, what has happened is that, in the general confusion, the bottom has been put in the place of the top. Florence knows that her self has undergone a recent change of position; but whereas she has in fact been raised up in the order of things, she feels, on the contrary, that she has been cast down. This is something that only happens to very modest people; for modesty, always yearning towards humble things, never feels more humiliated, as it were, than at the moment when it is lifted up. You, Florence, you who have experienced this paradox, think you are not worthy of your new station. Nor are you, of course – in your own incomparable eyes. But in our eyes, my wife’s and mine, which dwell in a region so far inferior to yours, not only are you supremely adequate to the role of housekeeper but, indeed, fitted for far, far higher things – if such there be. That you should choose to serve us when your soul is as far above us as the stars – this has always puzzled us and always will. All we can say is that, for our part, we believe you have given us the privilege of serving you.’


This was not Miss Paradise’s idea of the relation between employer and servant, but she did not object to its being held by employers. Moreover, the captain’s description of her selfless character was not one which any sane woman would deny. Apparently, over her strongest, most-ethical resistance, she had been promoted, given more salary and left a nest-egg. This in itself was reward enough, but what made it even better was the fact that to the reward was added a sensitive recognition of elements in her that others, so far as she could recall, had overlooked. All she had lost, it seemed, was Henry, and she could shed tears for Henry. She began to do so, murmuring: ‘He was a good man, wasn’t he?’


‘No woman ever had a better husband, Florence, as you yourself often remarked,’ said Mrs Mallet.


Husband? This was a shock, but a pleasant one. So he had been her husband; then she must give him more tears, tears of even greater intimacy. She fixed her eyes on his photograph and marvelled at the sight of him – so trim, so debonair, so priceless a husband. ‘He loved horses,’ she said.


‘He loved everything, especially people,’ said the captain,


‘But you came first,’ said Mrs Mallet.


Who was the man in the photograph with her husband? A troublesome memory began to spin in her mind but she had no wish to whip it up: the situation was already so right and complete. She felt every inch a saintly widow, inspired by tragedy, ethics, love, and capital. ‘Well, well,’ she said with a sigh and a smile, ‘I think I am better now.’


‘Ready for another good sleep,’ said Mrs Mallet, smiling.


*


The captain and Mrs Mallet descended to the breakfast-room, where Beaufort joined them immediately, asking: ‘Well, all ship-shape?’


‘Most satisfactory,’ said the captain, collapsing onto the sofa. ‘We left her snoring like a pig. But how my oratory has exhausted me! Open The Times and lay it over my face like a good boy.’


Beaufort obeyed, and then came up behind Mrs Mallet, who was leaning back in a chair, and gently turned up her face. He kissed her lips and murmured: ‘And you, my darling stepmother? Has oratory dulled your tiny tongue? Do you love your handsome stepson?’


‘You little beast!’ she said, letting out a sigh of exhaustion and turning her lips away, ‘I suppose while we were slaving away at that harridan you were jazzing about in the car.’


‘I got up much earlier than either of you,’ answered Beaufort, closing Mrs Mallet’s eyes and rubbing them gently with his thumbs. ‘When I came bursting in to buss our Florrie I was straight from a good morning’s work.’


‘Was it really good?’ asked the captain, his voice hollowed by newspaper.


‘Sheer joy,’ replied Beaufort, removing his thumbs and kissing Mrs Mallet slowly, first on one eye then the other.


‘Stop it at once, please!’ cried the captain from below his canopy. ‘What would Jellicoe think, may I ask, if he came in and found my son making love to my wife?’


‘I don’t know why you should be so exhausted,’ said Beaufort. ‘She was not very difficult, and you said that her brother had been quite an easy job.’


‘I did,’ said the captain, sliding The Times down. ‘It was having to sit up so late with him that tired me. And, as always, it was only when the last nail had been driven home that I realized how much my arm ached. His character was not strong, but he had been using it for along time. It was quite rusted on to him. Why he wanted this identity so much, I cannot imagine. It was two a.m. before I convinced him that it was entirely his own invention.’


‘I hope you have supplied him with a rich, full past,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘Everything a respectable steward could want. As a lad, I decided, he ran away to sea. Twenty years of drink and women followed in all parts of the world. Now, at last, he is going straight and though we cannot quite assure him that he will ever atone for his sins we can at least assure him that he is no longer trying to escape reality.’


‘Has he been with us for long?’


‘A good many years. He came straight here from the Navy. I found him, dead-drunk, in a Portsmouth gutter.’


‘I suppose he is still dreadfully ashamed.’


‘Wouldn’t you be? He owes me a debt he can never repay.’


‘Does he still drink?’


‘We stumble on him sometimes taking a secret pull.’


‘He took well to a watery past, did he?’ asked Beaufort.


‘He couldn’t resist it. The internal struggle of it all fascinated him. I mean, the long healthy hours at sea, followed by the revolting excesses of shore-leave.’


‘And he likes his name?’


‘He took to it immediately. Would you care to construe?’


‘I should love to. We begin with the premise that every butler believes he was born to command a fleet.’


‘That is correct. Go on.’


‘But Nelson, you felt, was too common a name. Howe and Hood might be a pair of fishmongers; Anson and Camperdown are excellent names, but can one be sure that they suggest admiralcy nowadays? I am sure you thought of Beatty, but decided it was too rowdy for a butler. The same of Mountbatten. But in Jellicoe you found everything – a bellicose, echoing, challenging suggestion discreetly balanced by an opening syllable indicative of a nature congealed and wobbly. In short, though he is for ever partly something pink, shaking guiltily on a plate, he has, in whole, the stuff of leadership.’


‘That is first-class, Beaufort. Thus it was, exactly. Incidentally, it may interest you to know that at first I toyed with the idea of an identity from the race-course. But when I put out a few racy feelers, he shrank in horror. That is an important thing to know, by the way. Never, except in rare cases, build on the existing disguise. Imagine the horror of this wretched man if I had taken up his crop and cord breeches and named him Donoghue.’


‘And too Irish,’ murmured Mrs Mallet sleepily. ‘Not the streak we want here at the moment, with so much to do.’


‘While we are on the name matter,’ said the captain, ‘here is a résumé of our attitudes. First, Mrs Paradise. The hideous abbreviation “Florrie” may safely be used by you two, on account of your being creatures of tenderness, jollity, and enthusiasm. To me, however, as master of the house, she must always be Florence, no matter how deep my feeling for her may be. The reason for this double-approach is that while Florence is fraught with grave, inhibitory influence, Florrie is suggestive of loose hair and even misappropriation. Thus, it will be for me, as it were, to suppress her rogue instincts with Florence, and for you two periodically to detonate the overcharged cannon with sparks of Florrie. It is a simple matter of balance, and if she shows signs of getting out of hand, you two can always start sticking in a few restorative Florences…. Now, her brother. He is to be Jellicoe at all times to all three of us: his is not a name to conjure with. To make Jelly out of it, for instance, would be fatal. It must always be uttered gravely and deliberately – dwelt upon, even: in short, treated as the outward and audible form of his inward and spiritual grace. It must be remembered that he has spent his whole life in the role of an unscrupulous steward, just as his sister has always been a receiver of stolen goods. Since his was the more active role, we cannot afford to relax our nominal pressure for one moment, though in her case we can safely give her the illusion of being human as well as honest. This, I must say,’ concluded the captain, ‘is a great deal more than most people have nowadays.’


‘The religious aspect is going to be a nuisance,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘Not if you keep out of deep water, my dear. Don’t try to be profound about it; try and make it chime with Florrie, if you see what I mean. I shall supply the heavy Florence metaphysics. How interesting it was, by the way, to find the withered old habit still latent in her!’


‘It puts me on the rocks, rather,’ said Beaufort. ‘I shall find it hard to be both devout and sporting, reverent and naughty.’


‘Quite so: you are too young for Friar Tuck.’


‘And too good a figure, thank heaven!’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘I suggest a bolder course,’ said the captain. ‘You are the apple of her eye, are you not? She has mothered you ever since you were a baby. She knew my first wife and, at heart, I am sorry to say, still feels that my second marriage was a betrayal of that dear memory, of which you are the sole fruit. But who are you, a thoughtless boy, to be aware of the tragic loss you sustained in infancy? As far as you know, you are perfectly happy and are merely amused by her efforts to consider you an orphan. Her religious views strike you as somewhat comical – the comedy of those we love. Your attitude to her deepest feelings is one of sceptical, jesting irreverence. Laugh sardonically, though in a kindly way; enough to shock her into worrying about your wild character. She will give you a long, grave, muddled lecture on Christian principles, to which you will say something like: “You’re a good sort, Florrie, you really are,” and give her a hearty kiss. She will love you far more if she feels that it is her duty to reform you: that’s only human. I am sure you will do it very well: I don’t want you to become merely a man of action: I think of you, in full maturity, as comparable to one of our generals, earning his living by bloodshed but convinced that he is at heart a student of poetry.’


‘You don’t think Jellicoe will want to marry the widowed Mrs Paradise?’ asked Mrs Mallet.


‘I think there will be too many obstacles. There is the religious barrier, for one thing. He has not her faith. There is his past. He probably went through ceremonies of marriage with at least two women. He is certainly an absentee father.’


‘In brief, poor Mrs Paradise is too good for him,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘And, I suspect, too fat. He is a neat man.’


‘She is to retain the name Paradise, is she?’ asked Beaufort.


‘I think so. The addition of “Mrs” is change enough. Jellicoe will assume the Christian name Henry, one which Mrs Paradise greatly esteems.’


‘What a lot of nostalgic memories she is going to have!’ said Beaufort. ‘Does she know how different they are from Jellicoe’s?’


‘He is too polite to speak openly about them. But she knows – or will know after we have dropped a few hints – that he was only just saved in time.’


‘You don’t think he should have a dead wife?’


‘No. Two living ones are quite enough. I don’t want him to feel like a murderer – which is what all widowers feel sure they are.’


The captain got up, paced the floor, and looked at his watch. ‘Two in two days,’ he said; ‘that’s not bad. The President will be impressed. But we must work very hard if we are to have not only a staff but a steady, stable staff when the Session opens. What have you to report, Beaufort?’


‘Promising stuff. Last night I lay awake wondering where I could best find, collected together, the largest and most varied number of local people. What, I asked myself, is today the most popular social resort? I thought of the cinema; but it is too dark inside; I thought of the local auction, but it is too distracting. Suddenly, I saw it in a flash: the doctor’s morning “Surgery”.’


‘Bravo!’ cried the captain, gently clapping his hands.


‘I got down there sharp at opening-time this morning. To my delight I found that no less than four doctors, all in partnership, plus a nurse, cater for Hyde’s Mortimer and its environs. Their ages range roughly from twenty-five to seventy-five: all are in an unbecoming condition of intense hysteria. This condition is not shared by the patients, of whom, this morning, there were twelve men, fourteen women, and six children. Save for hacking coughs and muted whispers to the children, all sat in relaxed silence in an ante-room, on close-set chairs that followed the walls round in an eternal square with an occasional gap for a door. Old papers, which the children love to tear, stand on a central table; a large filing cabinet in a corner, with one drawer always dangling out, contains the visitors’ Health dossiers.


‘What impresses one about this “surgery” is that it seems perfectly to realize and to blend two old and popular dreams – the pub-keeper’s dream of a respectable clientele and the parson’s dream of a happy congregation. The ritual sense is over-poweringly strong, particularly as all visitors to “Surgery” keep their eyes closed, cast-down, or fixed in lively expectations on the narrow door that leads to those mysterious rooms where the hysterical gods are at work with swab and kidney basin.


‘After I had waited, soaking up the feel of it, for some fifteen minutes, the narrow door opened and the nurse put her head into the room. She cried winningly: “Mrs Chirk? Is Mrs Chirk here?” and then immediately withdrew her head again like one who knows that though this ritual call must be made, it can never be answered. Then, quite suddenly, the whole place came alive. The door flew open as if pushed by a whirlwind and the lunatic face of an arch-priest flashed on the scene. In a high, cracked voice, he screamed: “Who’s next? Who’s next for me?”


‘A thin, melancholy figure disengaged itself from the circle with a rustling of withdrawing woollens. He spoke no word, only tottered slowly to the open door, where the doctor, his face quivering, seized him by the shoulder, threw him down the passage, and ran after him like a greyhound. The rest of the “Surgery” were pleased by this and began a sort of expanding movement with their buttocks, so that within a few seconds it was impossible to detect the space vacated by the sacrifice. It would not surprise me to learn that when only one patient is left in “Surgery”, he, as a result of the tremendous initial compression and subsequent expanding exercises, is able easily to cover all the chairs.


‘But scarcely had the door closed when it flew open again and a second, different, medical form forced itself through in wild anxiety, its trembling fingers running through its hair like a grass-fire. “Any more for me?” he cried. “Next, next, for me, next, next, next, come along now, who’s next, next?” The sound of gnashing teeth followed his words, and he began passionately to bite his nails.


‘There was another tearing sound from a point in the circle and another overcoated figure propelled itself tramp-like over the linoleum. It waved a paper slip, on which the mad doctor bent a malignant eye.


‘“If you’d sign this, Dr Burke,” the patient muttered. “My cough was only good for last week.”


‘“No, no, not me!” screamed the doctor, shrinking back as from a leper or a whore. “Nurse will do it; get nurse, nurse…. Now, next for me; who’s next?”


‘The disappointed patient turned to resume his seat, only to find, of course, that nothing softer than a steel wedge could insert itself between his late companions. While he stood there, fretting, the nurse’s face, crying faintly “Mrs Chirk? Mrs Chirk?” appeared over the doctor’s trembling shoulder; and over her shoulder, in turn, loomed up the passionate face of yet another doctor, who shouted: “For me? For me? Next? Next?” And then, realizing that he was not visible to most of the patients, he lowered his voice to a distinctive boom, and shouted: “For Dr Towzer! Who’s for Towzer?”


‘“For Dr Burke – next, next!” screamed the doctor in front, nettled by his colleague’s use of an individual name.


‘“Mrs Chirk? Mrs Chirk?” trilled the nurse.’


‘Dear me, what bedlam!’ said the captain.


‘“Pardon me, Dr Burke,” murmured the nurse, manoeuvring one hand under his splayed arm and seeking to insert her fingers into the filing cabinet – only to find them closing on the slip of paper which the coughing patient had skilfully insinuated over the top of the cards. “If you’d just sign this, Miss …” he suggested.


‘“Towzer, Towzer!” bellowed the rearmost physician, flattening himself against the passage wall as Dr Burke began desperately to push one of the patients before him out of the room. “While you’re here, Dr Burke, you’d better take your coffee,” said the nurse lightly, studying the slip of paper but reaching backwards into a dark recess of the passage with her free hand and vaguely resting a steaming cup on the bent shoulder-blade of Dr Burke’s victim. “Mrs Chirk is not here?” she added, raising a pencil on a long string and signing the slip of paper.


‘As you see, the field was now left pretty clear for Dr Towzer, who advanced to the very centre of the doorway, brushing spots of Dr Burke’s coffee from his suit. The seated patients looked up at him in a friendly way, not resenting his tense and curious glare. The nurse came to his help by suddenly fixing a detective’s eye on a woman with two children and asking sharply: “Aren’t you for Dr Towzer?”


‘“Didn’t know it was my turn,” said the woman, rising and pressing her children forward.


‘All the patients were delighted by this plain, honest reply. But not Dr Towzer, who allowed a look of unbearable irritation to run down the dry furrows of his face. When the rattling and sniffling of his and his patients’ progress down the passage had ended at last in a loud crack – whether a slammed door or a snapped bone, I cannot say – the nurse, spotting a group of late-comers hobbling up the surgery path, glanced at her watch and then crossed the room swiftly and pressed down the catch of the Yale lock. This sally was received with smug satisfaction of a most disgraceful kind by those who were safely inside: they reminded me of the favoured drunkards who are allowed to remain secretly on the premises when the landlord cries: “Time, gentlemen, please!”


‘“Now,” said the nurse, placing her hands firmly on her broad hips, “Is Mrs Chirk not here?”


‘All the patients stared shyly at the ceiling. They were trying to avoid the nurse’s accusing eye – for it was clear that even the men suspected that they might be Mrs Chirk. But they also hoped to avoid the appealing faces which the late-comers outside were now pressing, with mingled hope and hostility, against the window pane. After some moments of thus pressing, while feebly twisting the handle of the locked door and giving little knocks, the rejected ones staggered away, hobbling much more than they had before and allowing the gaunt necks of their empty medicine bottles to protrude indignantly from their pockets. As their steps died away, a tired but pleasant-looking woman got up and said: “My name’s Mrs Finch, Nurse.”’


‘Capital! Capital!’ cried the captain.


‘“Well!” exclaimed the nurse: “You are a nice one, aren’t you? Here I’ve been calling you all the morning! Come along now at once, and please don’t hold the whole queue up like that again.”


‘I am sure the other patients relished this conclusion to the treasure-hunt: they stared excitedly as the unveiled witch was passed on to the priests wearing an expression of ashamed perplexity. The nurse followed, closing the temple door behind her, and the ante-room became wonderfully peaceful again. In fact, one daring young man lit up a cigarette and said: “Well, they’re moving pretty fast this morning.”


‘What a silly thing to say when you are waiting for something! Everyone in the room, myself included, winced at the young man’s provocation of the fates. And sure enough, next moment a thundering noise sounded down the passage, the temple door flew open, and Drs Burke and Towzer, each gripping a black bag and struggling into an overcoat, stormed through the door like Furies and shot out into the street. An instant later we heard the roarings of their new and powerful cars, followed by the painful clashes of clutchs and gear-levers fallen into the hands of madmen. A long sigh passed round the room: only two doctors now remained to assuage whole centuries’ accumulation of medical neglect. Everyone relapsed into his other, older self; and even when Mrs Chirk, or Finch, passed through on her way home, she was ignored by her late fellows as a thing belonging to other days, a vision once captured but now escaped again. I felt so sad that I waited no longer, but passed out into the open world again like a visitor emerging from the tunnels of the Great Pyramid.’


‘Darling, you have done simply wonderfully!’ exclaimed Mrs Mallet. ‘I could eat you up!’


‘You most certainly deserve the lady’s appetite, Beaufort,’ agreed the captain. ‘A perfect presentation. I make bold to say that when you are old enough to try your hand on a case-history, not another member of the Club will hold a candle to you. But now, to business! What possibilities seemed best to you?’


‘Well, obviously the Chirk-Finch woman is ripe for re-identification. Naturally, I don’t know her history, but it is clear that she has not grasped herself for many years. It was my good luck to stumble on her just at a moment when, so to speak, the National Health Service was pointing an accusing finger at her suspended identity. There is no question, however, that her original name was Mrs Finch. According to the Electoral Register, which I went on to consult at the Post Office, there is no Mr or Miss Finch in the district, so we may assume she is a widow. She will not demand any great effort from us, poor thing: all she asks for herself is a fixed entity. In fact, the choice is open to us: we can strengthen her waning faith in herself as Finch, or we can follow National Health and recreate her as Chirk. This choice is fortunate for us since Mrs Jellicoe – I mean Miss Paradise – I mean – oh! dear I am confused myself.’


‘Gently, boy, gently!’ said the captain. ‘All is perfectly clear. You refer to our housekeeper, who is Mrs Henry Paradise to herself, Florence to me, and Florrie to your – ah! – stepmother.’


‘Exactly. Perhaps Mrs Paradise has known this woman under her obsolescent name of Finch. If so, we can get some idea of whether she is a good domestic. If Mrs Paradise says she is, we will drop the matter for a few days and then tell Mrs P. that Mrs Finch has been unable to come. We will then bring Mrs Finch to the house as another applicant, named Mrs Chirk.’


‘The other way round,’ said the captain. ‘We inform Mrs Paradise of an applicant named Chirk, who is new to these parts, and then we produce Mrs Finch, under the name of Chirk. Mrs P., who will have been feeling nervous at the thought of a strange domestic coming here, will be relieved to find that Mrs Chirk resembles closely a trustworthy female whose name she had forgotten but which she thinks was something like Finch. And yet, on the whole, I think there’s no doubt that the important thing is to establish Finch as Finch – to give her the feeling that no matter what National Health may think, she knows best who she is. If we confirm her as Finch, she will soon feel that this is the one place in the world where she has no reason to doubt her existence. In this respect, of course, she is quite the opposite of Mrs Paradise, who has needed to be totally re-identified in order to make the most of herself. … Well, what else have you brought from your fruitful “Surgery”?’


‘I think it clear that all three doctors have already lost almost all sense of personal distinctiveness. Dr Burke’s gestures and panting suggested a man bursting with emigration tendencies: only half his mind is chained to “Surgery”; the other half is already wearing pongee in Buenos Aires or helicoptering with a beard between Australian sheep-stations. I am not sure that we could allay this lust for a new beginning simply by bringing him here – unless, of course, we were able to convince him that he had spent his life in Australia and that this was the free, cultured world he had always dreamed of as the only way of realizing himself.’


‘Rule him out,’ said the captain. ‘Restless types are too full of grudges. What about Towzer?’


‘Most interesting. His is the insanity of the phlegmatic, Britain-can-take-it type. He has gone on taking it for so long that he no longer knows exactly what it is he is taking. With every pore wide open, he absorbs this unknown infliction, squeezing away his identity in order to give room to the stranger. By now, only his way of life remains true to his departed self: he continues to utter sounds that he vaguely associates with his proper status and character. At heart, of course, he has not the slightest idea of what that character and status are; nor does he dare pause to ask, for fear of finding them changed out of recognition. Provided a room full of despondent people between eight and ten a.m. daily, he would settle down anywhere.’


‘We could introduce morning-prayers every day at eight-thirty,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘An excellent idea,’ said the captain. ‘You will play the harmonium. Beaufort will always be late, and flushed, and, unseen by Mrs Finch, will wink at Florrie. Why, I am beginning to see a pattern already! Oh, joy, joy! But tell me, Beau, to what use shall we put Towzer? Something in the open-air, poor man, I presume?’


‘I thought something in the garden. A hideously neglected bed of roses grows outside his house: I am sure he loved them before his face became so corrugated. He needs a beard, of course.’


‘Very well. We’ll try Towzer, though I must say I am a little shy of tampering with country doctors. They are accustomed either to being extravagantly praised or savagely denounced. They lack the poise and laisser-aller of the Harley Street man: I mean, they are sensitive to people and circumstances, and they expect to fight against odds and suffer. Well, if he is not the father often, which he may well be, bring him along, my boy. And now, what about the nurse – that vague lady who so ruthlessly plays fast-and-loose with human names? Nurses are a very distinct type, in my experience; the present does not exist for them at all; though absolutely practical in their daily behaviour, their minds are entirely concentrated upon the future – that is to say, upon the day when they marry a doctor. This is why they become so terrifyingly real when, instead of becoming doctors’ wives, they become head-nurses: it is a frightful shock to the nervous system, com parable to a man setting out to walk to Cuba and after years of trudging finding himself in Siberia. Could this particular nurse not help Towzer in the garden? We could give her those old cord breeches of Jellicoe’s to wear and, if she’s a good girl, a small tractor. While Towzer chops and clips, she can spray and syringe: it will be just like hospital. And who knows – after rubbing shoulders with Towzer in the open air for a few months, she may cause his disbudded instinct to burst forth again? Yes, we must insist on Towzer’s beard. Though lecherous, nurses are a nesting type – true cuckoos, one might say, in every respect, including monotony.’


‘What about their names, sir?’


‘Towzer may as well keep his, both as an adjunct to his beard and a foil to his inoffensiveness. So she, of course, will become Miss Tray – Miss Blanche Tray.’


‘You don’t think that old memories of class differences will keep them apart?’


‘If there is one good thing to be said of the medical profession it is that their promiscuousness makes class-distinction impossible. Left to themselves, they would breed a classless world in one generation.’


‘Then I shall try and bring both Tray and Towzer,’ said Beaufort, rising enthusiastically.


‘Don’t overdo yourself, darling,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘No fear of that … I say, who is that murky, lurking, furtive figure lounging about in the park? This is the second time I’ve seen him.’


‘Ask him peremptorily what he wants,’ said the captain.


Beaufort threw open the window, stepped on to the terrace and shouted in a bull-like voice: ‘What are you doing here! Don’t you know you’re trespassing?’


A sheepish cry came back.


‘Something about looking for his uncle,’ said Beaufort.


‘Tell him his uncle won’t be back until the day after tomorrow,’ said the captain. ‘Suggest he come back then. After all, we may want him.’


Beaufort obeyed. ‘I wonder if he’s a Paradise relation,’ he said, stepping in again and closing the window.


‘Time will tell. Off you go, now.’


‘I see you are feeling more relaxed,’ said Mrs Mallet, when Beaufort had gone.


‘Well, it is a strain isn’t it, that first day or two – assailed by doubts, hating the responsibility? It was I who proposed having the Summer Session in the country; I who assured the Club that a place could be staffed and set in order. But I stand by what I said then: that this will be a broadening experience for all of us. Why, do you know that Orfe and Shubunkin have not once been outside London since childhood? Even the President admits that it is forty years since he saw a hedge. Oh, I am glad to be busy again! And glad to see you and young Beaufort so happy together. It makes me regret my own single state. I have not really been the same man, you know, since they deported poor Becky.’


‘To the outsider, if you have changed at all, it is for the better. I mean that your best faculties are better than I have ever known them.’


‘Thank you for saying so, dear. It’s true, of course, that life with Becky was a terrible strain, and I will even confess that when I watched her being walked away by two policemen, though I could hardly see for tears, I did feel relieved. But what an old-fashioned man I am, at heart! No sooner do I get the peace I’ve always prayed for than I begin to feel ashamed of it. Celibacy makes one so neat and tidy and prim, a sort of hermaphrodite; all that saves me from hating myself is the thought that the work I am doing will be enjoyed by others – that I do it not for myself alone but for the Club.’


‘Someone is knocking on the window,’ said Mrs Mallet.


The captain went to the terrace door and threw it open. ‘Who are you, may I ask?’ he said.


‘Paradise, my name, sir.’


‘Indeed! Are you in search of something?’


‘Thought you might have seen my uncle – and aunt.’


‘And why, pray,’ asked Mrs Mallet in a high, aristocratic voice, ‘should my husband have seen your uncle – and your aunt?’


‘You had better come in, anyway,’ said the captain. ‘And stop shuffling like that.’


‘I always do that,’ said Lolly, breaking into a broad smile and looking at the captain with admiring surprise, as if astonished that so personal a trait could be detected.


‘Well, sit down and keep still,’ said the captain. ‘When did you last see your uncle?’


‘Just the other day. I mean: it wasn’t him I saw; but I saw Auntie and she told me.’


‘Just what did Auntie tell you?’ cried Mrs Mallet coldly. ‘Surely not that as a result of seeing her you had seen him?’


‘You misunderstand, dear,’ said the captain. ‘Mr Paradise means that as a consequence of seeing his aunt he was able to envisage his uncle.’


‘That’s right,’ said Lolly.


‘It is Greek to me,’ said Mrs Mallet, taking up some sewing and looking coldly away. ‘Unless uncle and aunt so closely resemble one another that even their nephew cannot distinguish between them.’


‘Well, if they’re not here, I’d better be off,’ said Lolly, beginning to shuffle again.


‘If you have no objection, dear,’ said the captain timidly, ‘I will try and help the young man by asking one or two questions.’


Mrs Mallet gave a high laugh, and started to sew.


‘Do your uncle and aunt normally reside near these premises?’ asked the captain.


‘Down at the lodge,’ said Lolly.


‘Our lodge?’


‘Why, yes, that’s right,’ said Lolly. ‘But they’re away, or something. Milk bottles left outside.’


‘On which we have paid a heavy subsidy,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘You know them, do you?’ asked Lolly hopefully.


‘They sound like the couple we evicted,’ said the captain. ‘I suppose, in their panic, they forgot to stop the milk.’


‘Evicted?’ repeated Lolly with faint surprise.


‘Well, what else could we do with them?’


‘I didn’t …’ Lolly began, and then stopped.


‘Finish the sentence, finish it!’ cried Mrs Mallet sharply.


‘I just mean,’ said Lolly nervously, ‘I didn’t know anyone had the right to do that.’


‘Good heavens! What an extraordinary idea!’ said the captain, laughing. ‘Who would prevent us?’


Lolly looked vague and dismal. At last, he said: ‘Then they’ve gone, eh?’


‘Unless, in the shape of identical twins, they are haunting the park in spirit form,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘Were you greatly attached to them?’ asked the captain. ‘Because if you were, I could probably find their new address. You see, my agent handles all such affairs – dismissals, evictions, claims, lawsuits. I never see the actual people, because they tell such distressing stories, and I don’t want them on my conscience. I have to do it that way, otherwise nothing would ever get done. In fact, as far as I’m concerned, personally, your uncle and aunt just don’t exist.’


‘They always stayed quiet,’ Lolly admitted.


‘Well, anyway, I expect you have other relations to step into their shoes.’


‘No, sir, they’re my only ones.’


‘Why not ask the police?’ said Mrs Mallet in a nasty voice.


Lolly looked shocked and began to shuffle. ‘I don’t ask them things,’ he explained.


‘And, pray, why not?’ cried Mrs Mallet. ‘Is your character not above suspicion? Does some vein of petty crime run though your family? How are you employed, may I ask?’


‘Well, I’d better be going,’ replied Lolly, edging towards the terrace.


‘Come again, in a few days, if you like,’ said the captain, opening the terrace door. ‘We might have news for you.’


‘Oh, that’s all right.’


‘May I add?’ cried Mrs Mallet, ‘that if your uncle and aunt had wished you to know their new address they would have taken care to supply you with it?’


‘That’s right,’ said Lolly agreeably, ‘so I’ll say good morning.’


‘You are too gracious,’ said Mrs Mallet, with another high laugh.


Lolly ambled down the drive. ‘An odd fish,’ said the captain. ‘I must say he took me by surprise, or I would have kept him. But what could we use him for? I don’t want to tackle anything too complicated at this stage. Well, we’ll see, next time he comes.’


‘You think he’ll come again?’


‘Don’t you? He came this time out of curiosity and because a visit might be to his advantage. But at some moment in the next few days it is going to dawn on him suddenly that he really has lost something. A draught will play on his life. He will even get worried, feel unsettled. Like me, when Becky went.’


‘Poor dear! You have Becky on your mind today.’


‘Well, as I say, she left me in peace.’


There was a knock on the door and Jellicoe entered. ‘There is a suspicious character in the park, sir,’ he said.


‘Do you suggest we loose the dogs, Jellicoe?’ asked Mrs Mallet, giving Jellicoe a warm smile to show that she was not being unkindly sarcastic.


‘We have already ordered him off, Jellicoe,’ said the captain. ‘But you were quite right to be alarmed.’


‘Jellicoe looks tired,’ said Mrs Mallet. ‘I think you are working too hard, Jellicoe.’


‘It’s moving the furniture, madam. Some of it is very heavy. British Railways has just brought a fresh lot.’


‘You mustn’t try and rush it, Jellicoe. Do it slowly, piece by piece, and you will not feel the strain so much.’


‘Yes, madam. I’ve prepared a bit of luncheon. Rather a scrap one, I must say.’


‘Well, you will be glad to hear, Jellicoe,’ said the captain, ‘that Florence will shortly be with you again. So that will take the cooking off your hands. I hope there will soon be a maid-of-all-work too. And a gardener and an assistant. That will mean a staff of five. Then you will have no complaints.’


‘I’m not complaining, sir, I hope I never complain.’


‘No, I don’t think you do. Still, we must watch your health. We don’t want you to break down. Is the dining-room ready yet?’


‘I’m afraid not, sir. It’s getting the big carpet up the stairs that’s holding me back. It’s fifty feet long, sir. But I’ve managed the under-felt.’


‘Well, that’s the easy part, isn’t it? Couldn’t you rig up some sort of pulley?’


‘Or a slide of some kind, Jellicoe?’ suggested Mrs Mallet.


‘I could try a slide, madam. But it’s up, not down.’


‘The principle remains the same, Jellicoe.’


*


Mrs Paradise slowly descended the back stairs, grasping on each step to intensify her feeling of self-sacrifice. She had just reached a corner and given vent to a loud ‘A-a-ah!’ when Beaufort sprang out on her with a loud ‘Boo!’ Seeing her scream and stagger, he caught her lightly round the waist, gave her a wet kiss, and said: ‘Got you that time Florrie!’


‘Don’t you ever do that again!’ she gasped.


‘Why, Florrie, from the way you talk one would think I’d never done it to you before!’


‘You’re a man now, not a little boy.’


‘But you still think I’m a little boy, don’t you, Florrie? You still look at my ears and knees as if they needed washing, just as you always did. Where are you going now? Come and talk to me. Tell me stories about when I was a child. Or are you going to flirt with wicked old Jellicoe?’


‘That’s quite enough, Master Beau. I’m going to work, and it would much improve you to do the same.’


‘D’you know there are secrets in Jellicoe’s past, Florrie? I know all about them. Before he came here he used to seduce women under a fake name and embezzle their money. I’m still trying to find out his alias. But one of the women ran away with all his savings, so he decided to reform.’


‘What a terrible way to talk! I would be ashamed to let such an accusation pass my lips.’


‘Why are you always so good, Florrie?’ he asked, escorting her down the stairs in gigantic jumps. ‘Do naughty memories suddenly come into your head and make you say: “Surely that was never me?” I’m watching you, too, you know. I pick up all sorts of things. For instance, when Mrs Finch, or Miss Chirk, or whatever her name is, came yesterday to apply for housemaid, she said you used to look a treat long ago, walking the fields with ribbons in your hair, singing: “There’s nae luck aboot the hoose wi’ Jellicoe awa’.”’


‘I remember no such rubbish,’ said Mrs Paradise, seizing the brilliant memory and tucking it away. ‘Nor do I remember any Mrs Chinch.’


‘Chirk or Finch, Florrie, I said.’


‘Not them either.’


‘Well, you’ll have to interview one or both of them, whichever they are, this morning, because I’m going to fetch her in the car.’


‘There’s a car coming now, I hear.’


‘That’s the doctor’s measured tread.’


‘What doctor?’


‘How do I know, Florrie? You know I never bother with names. He’s coming to see Mama. Papa’s agog.’


‘What’s the matter with your poor stepmother?’


‘Only a mushroom growth at the base of the spine. We hope it’s not malignant. If it’s benign, Mama’s going to have a little green collar made for it and take it with her everywhere.’


‘Oh, dear, what rubbish you do talk! And to jest even about a stepmother’s health! And to a widow! What’s that roaring noise?’


‘Only the doctor mounting the front stairs like the wind on the heath. I say, what a bonzer car he’s got! Look, you can see through the loop-hole. I wish we had one like that. How we’d show off at the big June house-party! Oh, do you know we’re getting a brand-new gardener? They’ve just come off the ration. The old one wore out. When we took him to pieces we felt it was a miracle he’d stayed together at all – his shins were down to the thinness of pencil leads and the whole pelvic basin was crumbled to bone-meal. It’s pretty good, you know; we bought him at twenty-two and six a week in 1889. The new one has a beard, but no one has dared to lift it yet and see what Nature meant. He’s bringing a Land Girl with him. His name’s Towzer, hers is Tray. They’re going to sleep together on mats in the west greenhouse. She’s so pretty, Florrie, such lovely red cheeks and she does give herself airs.’


‘She’d better not round me. Now you go away and fetch that other Chirk woman or I’ll never get this house to rights.’


‘All I really wanted to say, Florrie, was that it’s heavenly to have you up again.’


‘Well, you’re a sweet boy underneath, and I’ve always known it, if no one else has.’


‘Do you think I’ve got charm, Florrie?’


‘You know quite well you have. But it’s not charm that takes a man through life.’


‘No, you have to have some money, too.’


‘And it’s not money either I mean. It’s faith.’


‘But isn’t charm a kind of faith, Florrie?’


‘Now, we’re downstairs, so stop your prattling and go away. I must speak to Mr Jellicoe.’


Beaufort vanished, and Mrs Paradise entered the huge kitchen. The very sight of its incredible filth and disorder stopped her heart, but she marched bravely through to one of the back passages where she heard a rumbling noise and saw a huge Indian cabinet edging towards her. ‘Mr Jellicoe!’ she cried.


His head appeared over the back of the cabinet. ‘Thank God you’re back, Mrs Paradise,’ he said. ‘I’m at the end of my tether.’


‘I didn’t expect to find furniture being pushed through my kitchen,’ she replied, looking distastefully at his dirty face. ‘Nor did I expect to see my kitchen like a pigsty.’


‘I’ve done my best, Mrs Paradise. No one has heard me complain.’


‘I should hope not.’


‘All this furniture down from the town-house. They want it for the house-party. I’ve moved every ton of it with these two hands. It’s nearly broken my constitution.’


‘Well, Mr Jellicoe, if I may say so, the past always revenges itself We dissipate in youth what we should be glad to draw on in middle-age.’


He blushed. ‘You have not come back in a very friendly mood, Mr Paradise,’ he said. ‘Only the thought of the loss you have sustained keeps me from retorting with the rough side of my tongue.’


‘I hope we are not going to resume relations with bitterness, quarrelling, and personal remarks,’ replied Mrs Paradise. ‘I am really still too ill to be about, and only poor Mrs Mallet’s illness has brought me down at all.’


‘Is her condition grave?’


‘That is for the doctors to decide, Mr Jellicoe. It is for us to stick to our lasts.’


‘I have had to couple my duties with yours, Mrs Paradise. It is not surprising if I have fallen between two stools. I trust some new staff will be arriving shortly. Two months alone is a long time.’


‘Surely it has not been as long as that?’


‘I believe it has. But I have not been in much state to judge. There have been moments when I have quite lost my head.’


‘Talking won’t find it again, Mr Jellicoe. At least you have got the stove going for me, I see. Now, will you kindly get that heavy thing of yours through my kitchen so I can start work?’


‘Gladly,’ he said, bending out of sight behind the cabinet, and pushing. The little castors began to chatter over the stone floor and as Jellicoe passed by, doubled up like a bow, a light shone in his bloodshot eye. ‘You could say any words you liked to me, Mrs Paradise,’ he panted; ‘and still just the sight of you would put me in heaven. I have dreamt of your return for nights on end, and from this moment I am a new man, starting a new life.’


‘Thank you, Mr Jellicoe,’ she answered coldly, and began slowly and grimly to roll up her sleeves.


*


‘This passage, doctor,’ said the captain. ‘No, no, turn round, down here, another turn – that’s better; now, pray, follow me.’


‘Which door, which door?’ cried Dr Towzer, racing down the long corridor. His bag was in his left hand, his right winked eager fingers at every passing knob. He was in a sweat; his eyes were ready to fly from their sockets like marbles from a cupped fist.


‘Patience, my dear sir,’ begged the captain: ‘The room is not in this passage at all. I brought you this way because the carpet has not yet been laid on the shorter route.’


Dr Towzer gave a loud neigh. ‘Do you think I notice dust or carpets, sir, in this day and age?’ he cried. ‘I have twelve more patients to see before midday. The whole nation, sir, is on its last legs. Or rather, on its doctors’!’ He gave a shriek of laughter.


‘Left here and up these little stairs,’ said the captain.


‘Are we nearly there?’


‘We are getting warm.’


‘Surely this is where we began?’


‘Quite another place. Doctor, if I may say so, you need a holiday.’


‘Where is the door?’ begged the doctor, giving a dreadful groan.


‘My dear sir, we are in sight of it. It is the last on the left.’


The doctor broke into a canter, storming down the corridor like a mad race-horse. ‘You would not first like a glass of Madeira and a slice of dry cake?’ cried the captain, keeping to a trot.


‘No, no, no! Here?’


‘Permit me,’ said the captain. Tapping softly on the door he opened it a crack and murmured: ‘Milly, Milly. I have a little surprise. You’ll never guess. Don’t be cross. I felt I really ought to.’


A faint scream came from inside. ‘A doctor! Let me put on my shawl!’


‘We will give her just a moment,’ said the captain, giving Dr Towzer a man-to-man look. ‘Tell us when you are ready, darling.’


‘Sir, you seem to come from another planet!’ panted the doctor, stamping his feet. ‘These winsome approaches are not made nowadays. Little delicacies are become monstrous obstacles. The looks of patients are not so much as noticed. Why, sir, I shall come away from here scarcely knowing to what sex your wife belongs.’


‘In this little backwater …’ began the captain apologetically. But he was interrupted by a musical cry from within: ‘You may come in now!’


Mrs Mallet’s bed was large and lavish. A pink eiderdown two feet thick foamed over it with herself rising from one end.


‘Dr Towzer, dearest,’ said the captain. ‘Like yourself, a lover of roses.’


‘So, doctor?’ she piped, giving him a fragrant smile.


‘I used to be. Good morning.’ He made for the bed like a horse at a manger.


‘Used to be, doctor? But how can that be? I think you never loved them if you no longer do.’


‘No time now, madam, I mean,’ he barked. ‘What is the trouble?’


‘But you must make time, naughty man,’ she said, wagging a cross finger. ‘Or your life will become quite empty.’


He gave a prolonged, hysterical cackle, ending by chewing savagely at his lips. Dropping his bag with a clash of instruments he held out his hands so that his ten fingers quivered like antennae. In a panting voice, he said: ‘Chair-chair-chair?’


‘Why bless my soul,’ said the captain, smiling ruefully. ‘Where are my wits? Of course you must have a chair. Which sort shall it be? stiff, low, high, easy?’


‘Any chair; just chair-chair.’


‘From here one hears the trains,’ said Mrs Mallet. ‘But few of them stop.’


Dr Towzer gave another neigh and suddenly exclaimed: ‘Life quite empty – he-he-he!’


‘Here is a promising chair, Towzer,’ said the captain, re-entering from the passage. ‘Or is it, in your estimation, too hard?’


‘No. It will do,’ said the doctor, his voice suddenly slow and faint. ‘All chairs are now as one to me.’


‘When you have examined me, Doctor Brewster,’ said Mrs Mallet, ‘you must tell me what varieties you particularly loved, and we will compare notes.’


‘Then you think this one will be all right?’ said the captain, pushing the chair slowly across the room.


‘I think it will be excellent,’ answered the doctor, his voice becoming absolutely level.


‘I hope soon to be among my beloved standards again,’ said Mrs Mallet. ‘They become obstreperous without me.’


‘What she really needs is a good nurse,’ said the captain.


‘For God’s sake, madam!’ cried the doctor, abruptly recovering both his high tone and his hysteria: ‘tell me what is the matter with you.’


‘On that point, doctor,’ said the captain, ‘I think I should have a word with you in private. We could withdraw to the dressing-room.’


‘Ignore him, doctor,’ said Mrs Mallet. ‘He always looks on the dark side, and would only pour poison into your ear. To me, even sickness can be a part of happiness if we know how to make it so.’


‘Now, do seat yourself, Dr Benson,’ said the captain, pressing the chair seat against the back of the doctor’s knees. ‘I see you are under stress.’


‘If the lady will kindly begin …’


‘From the very beginning, doctor?’ she asked. ‘Or merely the present symptoms?’


‘What you call the present symptoms will do, madam,’ he answered, suddenly hanging his head again. He went on, in the dull tones of an old man recalling some text learnt in youth: ‘Though it is not for us to cure symptoms. We merely appraise them. It is their origin we pursue.’


‘By Jove, that’s well put!’ said the captain. ‘It shows medicine in quite another light.’


‘Begin, madam,’ said the doctor, raising a pair of dog-like eyes to hers.


She responded by fixing on him the intense, horrified gaze of a revelationist. Her breast rose and fell rapidly. The words began to tumble from her mouth:


‘A sort of trembling, doctor, every morning when I wake up – as though I was somehow anticipating the worst. At first, snug in my warm bed, I am puzzled – why, I ask myself dreamily, should I feel afraid? Suddenly it dawns on me – oh, heavens! this is morning and I am me! I am myself, and nothing I can do will mitigate the horror of this fact. This realization – which is too agonizing to describe – is followed by a “Hah-hah-hah-hah” sort of panting, like that of a sheep caught by its horns in a thicket.’


‘Omit sheep and thickets, madam, for God’s sake!’ cried the doctor, turning white. ‘We are not a Bible class.’


‘… Then everything abruptly becomes denser and more tangled; my every limb gets wrapped in strands of millions of encircling tendrils – horrid, tough tendrils that quickly rise and pinion my head. And at this moment, as if at a signal, everything in the room begins to revolve, at first quite slowly, so that I am able to tell myself that if I can stop it now I will escape the worst. For a second, indeed, I do succeed in rendering the scene static once more – at which, as if enraged by my interference, it instantly starts to whirl again, and this time at lunatic speed – crockery, furniture, walls, doors, husband, night-light – all whizzing round like checkered lightning – and even this I could bear were it not that gradually I feel myself pulled into the circular tow. I scream, scream, but I am caught in the heart of it, suffocated, dumb, the pillow now-over-now-under what once was my head. I have no option, doctor, no option at all, nor any sense of direction other than circular; all I feel by then is the horror of realizing that the bed, too, my very foundation and root, has been dragged up from under me and that, even while spinning madly, we are also rising higher every second to meet the wheeling, intangible ceiling. Now I am turned on my side, my toes chilled to frangible ice, my gorge rising, my hair streaming out behind me so far that it is caught in my pursuing open mouth – a decisive moment, because at once my taut head begins to strain at its trunk and, failing to break away there, splits brusquely in half with a ripping noise, and the two halves, cloven, chase each other at a distance like mad half-moons, I trying my utmost to recapture and reassemble them. But how can one grasp anything when one has no foothold? “Is this hysteria?” I ask myself – and though my voice is inaudible it is nonetheless the only solid object within reach, so I attempt to clutch it, but cannot place its whereabouts. I strive to imagine its sound, so that I may track it down and thus find some clue to myself, but all I hear is the note of a trip-hammer ringing on my ear-drums as on an anvil – thus, what with speed reducing everything to a blur, and sound and vision endeavouring to split this blur into a thousand slivers, I am simultaneously beaten and smothered into the likeness of a jelly and yet fired through the centre of myself like hard machine-gun bullets. I am far beyond screaming by now; and yet questions, hard as rocks and written in black, appear like print across the centre of my cloven mind: Who am I? Who are you? At which there is a chuckling, dancing mixture of sound and movement inside me, and a burst of words such as: Only rend, tear, compress, slaughter, dismember, and yet hammer eternally compact!’


At this point Dr Towzer, whose eyes had been glistening for some time, gave a loud shriek and fell with a crash against the back of the chair.


‘My dear, what a diagnosis!’ exclaimed the captain admiringly, hurrying forward and laying his fingers on the doctor’s pulse. ‘A veritable bonfire; I felt quite trembly myself.’ He laid his lips close to the doctor’s nearest ear and said in a strong, curt voice: ‘Now, Towzer, we have had quite enough of your stoic tantrums! You have driven us too far. We are exasperated. It is time for you to reform. A fundamental change, please! Henceforth, sir, you will kindly regurgitate those senses, those fires, that you have so disgracefully swallowed down and banked. From now on, you will remember that it is roses, roses, all the way. Those two poignant names, Towzer and rose, are no longer poles apart. They are linked into one – man conjoined once more with vegetable nature. Do you understand me, sir? In place of your repugnant stoutness, breeding such evil nonentity throughout the globe, you will set the most delicate responses to the queen of flowers. Assume and love her soft petals, Towzer; brush gently across her tender sides the soft fringe of your abundant beard; touch her soft lips, and never part. Oh, Towzer, reborn Towzer, take up a new spade in behalf of the rose – that apostle of peace, that loving fire in which steeled hearts first look soft as wax and then firm afresh in the substance of naked gold! All your road now, Towzer, till life’s very end, is beds of roses – roses dewy, roses dungy, roses sprayed with draughts of health-giving soap and nicotine:








‘Polyantha, hybrid tea,


Pernetiana, pray for me!


Ah, perpetual delight!


Ah, the open, sunny site!


Roses, roses all the day,


Seed of Towzer and his Tray.


Nevermore will Towzer walk


Where the earnest microbes stalk;


Aphid, black-spot, now his cure,


Scurf of mildew his allure.


Slide at last the sick-bed back,


Blanket down the baggèd quack.


In the gizzard of the rose


Hairy Towzer finds repose.’











‘And where do we put him while his beard’s growing?’ asked Mrs Mallet, stepping from the bed and smoothing down her wrinkled tweed.


‘In the Paradise cottage, my dear.’


‘I hope you can make him walk. Poor darling, we came just in time. Another month and he’d have been carried out.’


‘I am sure he will walk anywhere, provided it’s not in the direction of the surgery … Towzer, my man, do you feel at peace?’


‘I feel that with time and proper attention he may be on his way to it,’ replied the doctor.


‘Well, we have made sure that he will get all that. We are returning him to private practice. His intruder has gone for ever. He was not us. He was only a scoundrel who pretended to be.’


‘Thank God for that!’


‘Yes. He leaves us to our roses. Let us move towards those roses. Let us stand up, take three steps back and turn to the right.’


‘To the right,’ groaned the doctor, sluggishly obeying.


Beaufort came in at that moment and said: ‘I say, you have been quick. He looks another man already. It’s a good thing, because I’ve got Tray and Finch downstairs.’


‘Then fetch my curved briar, the psychiatric one, and velvet smoking-jacket, like a good boy,’ said the captain, pushing Dr Towzer slowly to the door. ‘I’ll take Tray first, while I’m still fresh. And for this man, a shiny-bottomed pair of dark blue trousers – not corduroys, remember – some boots, a clean jacket, a shining watch-chain and a hat, with waistcoat and stiffish collar to match – and don’t get too clever by stuffing the pockets with tarred string, Old Moore, and foul handkerchiefs – true gardeners respect Nature far too much to be slovenly in her presence. You’ll find all you want in the big chest … Now, Towzer, march! Onward to rosy peace!’


‘To posy wreath!’ cried the doctor.


‘To union with the sluggish infinite!’


‘T’union!’


‘Tray is none too easy’ said Beaufort, as the procession moved slowly down the long corridor. ‘She was relieved, though, when she saw Towzer’s car, and remarked with a giggle: “Now I know Dr Towzer really asked for me and I’ve not been abducted!”’


‘Vulgar little tart!’ said the captain. ‘I suppose you drove like mad, as usual.’


‘Well, yes, I did rather. Finch was in the back seat, you see, and I felt she would benefit from a terrific shaking. Tray said just the right thing to her: “Oh, you’re the person who doesn’t know who she is, aren’t you?” I then left Finch with Florrie, who also opened-up on exactly the right note: “Well, Miss Chinch, or whatever you are, I’ve been waiting to hear your name, or whatever it is, all the morning.” “It’s Finch,” said Tray, “It’s Chirk,” I said. We sounded like a trio of canaries.’


‘Well, hurry up and fetch those things for me,’ said the captain, impatiently fitting the doctor’s legs to the first steps of the back stairs.


‘Give him to me, dear,’ said Mrs Mallet.


‘Never swap horses while crossing a stream.’


‘But you are getting testy.’


‘I think I know my business, don’t I?’ cried the captain.


‘He was my business until a moment ago, unless I dreamt it all,’ said Mrs Mallet sharply.


‘My apologies,’ said the captain suddenly, propping the doctor against the wall and giving Mrs Mallet a ceremonious bow. ‘My head is so full of ideas, there’s no room for sense. Take him by all means. And Beaufort, after you have brought me those clothes, do just glance over the ones Jellicoe arrived in and see if they wouldn’t be just the thing for Tray.’


*


She was fidgeting in the breakfast-room when the captain swept in breezily, dressed in a frogged jacket and swinging a curved pipe between his teeth like a vane. ‘And what can I do for you, Miss Tray?’ he asked briskly.


‘Pardon?’


‘I said, what brings you here, my dear young lady – on what errand, to what end, to which entity? Though it is perfectly splendid to see you.’


‘I thought you said Tray.’


‘Miss Tray, my dear, Miss Tray.’


‘But then I am not the one you want?’


‘Who is to say that? To be unwanted is no fate to impose upon a charming visitor.’


‘Oh, never mind who I am, then. Where’s the doctor, please?’


‘Doctor?’


‘The doctor – who wanted me.’


‘What doctor wanted you, my dear?’ asked the captain gently, reflectively pulling the pipe from his mouth and squinting at the nurse over the looping stem. ‘Is something the matter with someone?’ he inquired, moving a little closer to her.


‘Dr Towzer!’ she exclaimed. ‘He summoned me. There’s his car outside.’


‘We do have a Towzer here,’ he answered, puzzled; ‘but he never hinted that he was a doctor.’


‘Then why on earth did he come?’


‘For roses, of course. He has done so for years. Are you sure we are talking of the same Towzer?’


‘No, I am not. Though I do know the doctor likes roses. I have sometimes cut him some.’


Suddenly the captain waved his pipe in the air. ‘Dear me, I am very dense this morning!’ he exclaimed. ‘I have only just realized who you are and why you are here. Tell me, now, if I may start with a personal question: are you often in the mood of feeling wanted by doctors? You don’t have to answer, of course; I ask only as a psychiatrist.’


‘I think there must be some mistake,’ she answered, turning pale when she heard his last, forbidding word. ‘I am the nurse from the surgery.’


‘Why, of course! Had you thought yourself to be some other?’


‘Certainly not. Why should I?’


‘Oh, never mind. Let’s answer that another time.’ The captain replaced his pipe, swung it through a few arcs and then asked: ‘Who brought you here, may I ask?’


‘A young man in a sports car.’


This was too much for the captain, and he quite failed to hide a knowing smile. ‘A young man in a sports car, was it?’ he asked gently. ‘Did he drive you very fast?’


‘We came up the drive at seventy-five.’


‘Dear me! What a speed for a respectable young lady to travel at! I assume you were alone in the car with this young man?’


‘No. A Mrs Chirk was in the back seat.’


‘In the back seat?’ repeated the captain curiously. ‘Now, I wonder what she was doing there. At least, she did not interpose herself between you and the young dare-devil at the wheel?’


‘Why should she? She was frightened to death.’


‘And you?’


‘I like going fast.’


‘Ah-hah! Well, we can’t deny that you boldly took your seat beside dashing youth and left timid age in the dickey.’


‘He opened the front door and I got in. What could be more natural?’


‘Why nothing, my dear. It is a perfectly intelligible reversal of roles. By the way, have you met this Mrs Chirk before?’


‘I’ve seen her at surgery.’


‘Oh yes. Surgery is where doctors collect, is it not? We don’t have it in psychiatry, you see. I suppose you often have quite long chats with the doctors at this so-called surgery?’


‘I’m much too busy to talk, I assure you.’


‘Indeed. And while you and the doctors are busying yourselves, may I ask what Mrs Chirk does?’


‘She keeps her seat, of course. Until I call her.’


‘Ah-hah. A back-seat?’


‘Any seat she can get. Like all the others, she moves gradually to the front.’


‘Dear me, how trying! Tell me, is she always Mrs Chirk?’


‘Sometimes she answers to Finch,’ confessed the nurse, blushing.


‘And you resist that, do you? You balk at Finch?’


‘Well, records are records, aren’t they? What’s Chirk can’t be Finch.’


‘That’s a point, of course. Excuse me, but may I ask what was your mother’s name?’


‘The same as mine, doctor.’


‘Why, yes, no doubt. But it meant something different, did it not? I mean, when you think of your mother’s name you don’t automatically feel: “That’s me too”.’


‘Certainly not.’


‘In other words, despite the surface likeness, your name is not the same as your mother’s?’


‘I suppose it isn’t, yet I had never seen the question that way.’


‘Well, it’s not too late. Tell me, did this name of your mother’s in any way resemble Finch? Was it Lynch or Tench for instance?’


‘Not at all. She was a Mrs Hamilton.’


‘And her maiden name?’


‘Theobald.’


‘In short, a complete disguise.’


‘I don’t quite understand.’


‘It’s quite simple, really. Say, for instance – just say – you identified your mother with Mrs Finch. Naturally, you would not wish to do so too openly, would you? We none of us like guilt-feelings, do we? So we put mama at three removes, so to speak; we start her as Theobald, transform her into Hamilton, mask her as Chirk, and finally make everything absolutely safe by thinking of her as interchangeable only with Finch. In my profession, we describe that as “fantasy of the nominal exit”. On the other hand, of course, if your mother’s name had been Lynch, Tench, or even Hawk or Sparrow, the identification with Finch would have been equally clear. That is what is so satisfying about the psychological method; we get you disguised, we get you plain. Your mother is dead, I presume? Was her departure a happy release?’


‘In a way, yes. But I loved her very much.’


‘Don’t we all, my dear? Nevertheless, we like them to keep in the back seat, do we not?’


The nurse gave a wan smile.


‘I see you are an intelligent girl, Miss Tray, and know how to put two and two together. I hope we all do nowadays, because life seems to have lost all its threes. Well, we have gone a long way in this short chat – or rather, you have gone a long way: I have merely followed where you led. That is what I like about your case – the fact that you were moving so rapidly in the right direction long before you met me. It was you, not me, who relegated Mrs Grundy to the boot, thus taking the first, decisive step to independence, creativeness, fulfilment of suppressed desires and other things we consider desirable today. And yet, I believe I can help you a few stages further. After all, we don’t want this interfering old lady in our lives, do we? If we are chummy with a doctor or out for a spin with a gay blade, we would prefer, I think, not to have her even in the dickey. Let me make a suggestion, Miss Tray. This is a friendly, quiet house. Mrs Finch works here. If you stayed here, too, you would see her every day. This might suggest that you would be getting the opposite of what you want – to expel her from your life forever. But the contrary is true: it always is in the higher reaches. Escapist tactics would be impossible. It might be painful at first, but one day we would wake up and discover that she has ceased to matter.’
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