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         There had been no more snow during the night, but because the frost continued so that the drifts lay where they had fallen, people told each other there was more to come. And when it grew lighter, it seemed that they were right, for there was no sun, only one vast shell of cloud over the fields and woods. In contrast to the snow the sky looked brown. Indeed, without the snow the morning would have resembled a January nightfall, for what light there was seemed to rise up from it.

         It lay in ditches and in hollows in the fields, where only birds walked. In some lanes the wind had swept it up faultlessly to the very tops of the hedges. Villages were cut off until gangs of men could clear a passage on the roads; the labourers could not go out to work, and on the aero­dromes near these villages all flying remained cancelled. People who lay ill in bed could see the shine off the ceilings of their rooms, and a puppy confronted with it for the first time howled and crept under the water-butt. The outhouses were roughly powdered down the windward side, the fences were half-submerged like breakwaters; the whole landscape was so white and still it might have been a for­mal painting. People were unwilling to get up. To look at the snow too long had a hypnotic effect, drawing away all power of concentration, and the cold seemed to cramp the bones, making work harder and unpleasant. Nevertheless, the candles had to be lit, and the ice in the jugs smashed, and the milk unfrozen; the men had to be given their breakfasts and got off to work in the yards. Life had to be carried on, in no matter what circumscribed way; even though one went no further than the window-seat, there was plenty to be done indoors, saved for such time as this.

         But through cuttings and along embankments ran the railway lines, and although they were empty they led on 12northwards and southwards till they began to join, passing factories that had worked all night, and the backs of houses where light showed round the curtains, reaching the cities where the snow was disregarded, and which the frost could only besiege for a few days, bitterly.
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         “What are you singing about?” said Miss Brooks, sniffing. “I’m perished.”

         “Well, the pipes aren’t hot,” said Katherine. “They never are.”

         “It’s a plague. I could say a few choice words to that caretaker.”

         “The whole system is too old to be any use, I suppose.”

         “They should do something about it. And look at the room we have to use. Two basins! And only one mirror.”

         “And that has spots on it.”

         “My married sister works in an office,” said Miss Brooks, with melancholy envy. “They’ve got a gas fire.”

         “I wish we had any sort of fire.”

         “Yes, and that isn’t all. On a cold morning like this you can have a cup of tea there if you want. And  another in the middle of the morning. Well, that puts a bit of heart in you, doesn’t it? Look at us.”

         “Anstey has a gas fire. I suppose that’s all that matters.”

         “Talk of the devil,” said Miss Brooks gloomily.

         They stood for a moment by the loaded book-trolley, looking up the long avenue that opened between the oblique shelves up to the counter. Both of them wore red overalls. The high windows were frosted over, and the double row of hanging electric lights were all switched on, 13although it was only twenty to ten. Individual lights over shelves were left until the doors were opened to the public.

         Mr. Anstey had come banging through the entrance wicket, and was leaning over the counter, holding a sheet of paper and talking at Miss Feather, hitting the sheet with his pipe-stem. Miss Feather’s untidy grey head was bent in respectful attention. He had not lowered his voice, but the rebounding echoes prevented them from hearing what he said.

         “I’ll tell you something,” Miss Brooks went on. “Once I got Feather to ask him about tea—before your time.”

         “What did he say?”

         “Oh, you know what he  is.” Miss Brooks dragged a handkerchief from her sleeve and wiped her nose. “Where was it going to be made, who was going to make it, where was it going to be drunk, were assistants to have time off to drink it—making as much of everything as he possibly could. He said ‘he couldn’t see his way to granting our request’.”

         “I can just hear him saying it,” said Katherine. “Why does he have to talk in that silly way? I think that annoys me as much as anything about him.”

         “Oh, he probably swallowed a dictionary at an early age,” said Miss Brooks with vague facetiousness. “Or he was made like it.”

         Katherine finished sorting a row of books on top of the trolley and glanced at Miss Brooks. “I really don’t believe you mind him at all.”

         “Well, minding people doesn’t do any good. I don’t let him worry me.”

         “I wonder what he’s bothering about now.”

         Mr. Anstey’s ratchet-like voice was arguing away, Miss Feather’s dancing before it like a leaf in a storm. They mingled with the echoes awoken by the least sound—the shuffle of feet, the clack of a ruler, the thuds as the assistants smartly pushed back books onto the shelves. Katherine 14and Miss Brooks separated, each moving along the par­ticular section of shelving that it was their business to keep in order. Soon everything was ready for the day’s work—the books in smooth, unbroken lines, the date-stamps adjusted, the files of tickets at the counter pushed into tight columns. They met again by a special display shelf on Japan.

         “What about your mittens? Aren’t you going to wear them?”

         “I would for two pins. D’you think anyone’d laugh?”

         “Of course they wouldn’t.”

         “Another ten minutes and we’ll have those doors open­ing and shutting.”

         “Well, it’s Saturday,” said Katherine. “Be thankful. The end of the week.”

         “I wondered what you were singing about,” said Miss Brooks, departing.

         On the way back to the counter, Miss Feather, released from Mr. Anstey, came up to Katherine as if uncertain who she was.

         “Oh, Miss Lind——”

         “Yes?”

         “Oh, Miss Lind— You remember you were doing the Bureau work, when Miss Holloway was ill? When was it, now?”

         “About a week ago, I think.”

         “Yes…. Well, the university say they haven’t had that book on Uganda back yet, by Fielding. Mr. Anstey was just asking about it.”

         Miss Feather was over forty. She had a withered, sly face, and a conspiratorial way of glancing on all sides as she spoke and rarely looking anyone in the face.

         Katherine frowned.

         “Uganda by Fielding? I don’t remember. Is it marked as returned in the book?”

         “Yes, it’s marked as returned, but they say they haven’t 15had it,” Miss Feather repeated, as one who has found it necessary for years to repeat everything. She slipped a pencil into the pocket of her overall.

         “If it’s marked as returned, it must have gone, surely,” said Katherine, without conviction.

         “Well, they say they haven’t had it, so would you look round, dear, and see if you can find it? It may have been put on the shelves by mistake. And tell Mr. Anstey if you find it. These little things take up so much time.”

         “Yes, I will if I find it.”

         Katherine turned back and went to the Africa section, her right hand raised, her right elbow in her left palm. Although her eye was casual it was nearly the first book she saw, slipped neatly into place in the row of drab leather spines. A glance inside the cover showed her the label of the university library. She turned it moodily in her hands, then tucked it under her arm and returned to Miss Feather, who looked at her with a degraded wisdom.

         “Here it is, Miss Feather.”

         “Ah, I’m so glad. Would you put it on Miss Holloway’s table, then? And you might just tell Mr. Anstey it’s been found, and that we’ll send it off straightway.”

         “Yes, all right.”

         Miss Holloway was not in her room—which was really a combined store for new books, and a book-service room as well as where Miss Holloway did her cataloguing—so Katherine left the book on the table and went along to Mr. Anstey’s office. This was in a dark passage ending in a twisting iron staircase that led up to the back of the refer­ence department. She knocked on the door, and after a pause the familiar voice told her to enter.

         There was little expression on her face as she closed the door behind her. Indeed, there rarely was: her pale, shield-shaped face, dark eyes and eyebrows, and high cheekbones, were not mobile or eloquent. Nor, more curiously, was her mouth, which was too wide and too full-lipped for beauty. 16Yet because it was alert and sensitive it should have been most expressive. Almost she looked as if her lips were bruised and she had to keep them unfamiliarly closed. Yet at other times a faint look of amusement stole into her face, as if with pleasure at the completeness with which she could cover her thoughts. And when she spoke it was with a foreign accent.

         The room was prodigiously warm, with a vehement gas fire turned up to the fullest extent so that the tips of flame licked the air. A china bowl of water stood in front of this, where a disintegrating cigarette-end floated. Everything was very untidy: around the walls between bookcases and filing cabinets were stacked books and box-files that had not been referred to for months. Then there was an inner ring of similar papers that had been unattended for weeks: at the centre of this was a large roll-top desk, covered with letters and typed sheets and catalogues, where Mr. Anstey sat. A telephone stood by a large tin of cigarette-lighter fluid.

         He was giving his usual performance of being too en­grossed in matters of importance to notice her entry, and held a flimsy typewritten list which he checked with a pencil, his pipe gripped by his teeth with a snarling grimace. Every now and then he gave a liquid, energetic sniff. He was a thin, wizened man of about forty, with a narrow, lined face and delicate spectacles. His suit was grimy, she disliked his tie, and he wore a pullover whose sleeves came down below his cuffs. His hair was carefully oiled, and occasionally his face twitched: he resembled a clerk at a railway station who had suffered from shell-shock.

         Within his reach there was a shelf where a used cup and saucer stood.

         She waited in front of him, looking with distaste at his bent head. As though she were not there, he got up and rummaged in a file, looking cross. The smoke from his pipe 17smelt sweetish. Not till he was settled back at his desk did he say in an affectedly-preoccupied voice:

         “Well, Miss Lind?”

         “The book on Uganda has been found, and will be sent off at once.”

         He gave no sign of having heard. In a minute or two he said in the same voice:

         “Where was it?”

         “It had been put on the shelves.”

         Mr. Anstey made a final note on the list, folded it and placed it in an envelope, scribbled something on a memo­randum pad and duplicated it on a dog-eared calendar, saying at length:

         “What was it doing there?”

         He removed his pipe, took up a pencil, and began prod­ding the ash down, looking at her in a wooden, distant way.

         “It was a mistake, I’m afraid.”

         “There are two mistakes there, Miss Lind, pardon me,” Mr. Anstey said in a suddenly loud and quarrelsome voice. “The volume should not have been marked as returned. That’s the first one. Then, it should not have been placed on the open shelves. There are two mistakes there, Miss Lind, do you follow me?”

         “Yes.” She said this neutrally, to avoid calling attention to her own refusal to give him any sort of title. Inwardly she summoned patience to meet what he was going to say, for he always said much the same things.

         “And neither of them, if I may say so, should have been made by anyone with an ounce of what we English call savvy or gumption or … nous.” He sidled in front of the gas fire, holding a paper spill to the glowing bars. “Certainly not by anyone possessed of the superior education you have received…. Perhaps the youngest junior, who­ ever she is, with her head full of jazz-tunes or boy-friends or the latest ‘movie’, or whatever they call them, she might do it, but I don’t look for it from you, because I have been 18led to believe that you have been taught to think and this sort of thing is, to put it crudely, just downright damn-foolishness.” The flame grew near his fingers, and he gave a few frantic sucks at his pipe before dropping the charred butt into the bowl of water. Then he resumed speaking in the voice that was natural to him, drained of all humour or friendliness, a voice that might be used on the stage as typically insulting. “I’ve every sympathy with the mis­takes a man or woman makes due to inexperience or insufficient whatyoumaycall. There are certain things in this profession that can only be mastered after long—just by doing them until you can foresee any eventuality that may arise in the course of the … business.” He thrust forward his jaw nastily, as if she had provoked him in some way. “I’m not one of your university fellows, Cam­bridge or Oxford, who comes along and says, ‘Oh yes, I can learn all about this how-d’you-do in five minutes’. I’ve seen these johnnies, and you can take it from me they’re precious little use when it comes to a little serious work. No, I came into this profession from the bottom”—he gazed at her once more with the wooden, distant expression that seemed to pinch his nostrils together—“and what small degree of eminence I have attained has been gained simply by knowing my job inside out, back­wards and forwards, and however you please.” He put his pipe back into his narrow jaws, but it had gone out: this time he felt for matches, sniffing.

         “Now, of course,” he recommenced, sucking greedily at the bitten stem, “I don’t know what you are intending to do with your life, whether you are intending to follow this profession or not. I don’t know and, frankly, I don’t want to know, for that is a question that every person has a right to settle and to decide for him-or herself, but I am telling you this: that if you decide, yes, I will follow this profession, I will study and devote my energy to the attain­ment of this … career, you will find”—he stressed the three 19words with his pipe—“that an ounce of good business sense, such as you need to run any factory or … business, that’ll be worth all your Shakespeare and Doctor Samuel Johnson and whateveryoucall. Of course”—he changed his tone to one of indulgent explanation—“I’m not saying anything so foolish as that such knowledge is not of inestim­able value, but what I am trying to explain is that once a year a fellow may come in and say, ‘Oh, Mr. Anstey, look here, I want to know all about Elizabethan Drama’, or some obscure branch of phonology or morphology or what­ever it is that you happen to be familiar with—well, there you are then, out trots your education. But nine-tenths of the time, ninety-nine-HUNDREDTHS of the time, you are simply having to fill the position of an ordinary office boss who happens to be dealing with books instead of houses or perambulators and so on and so forth.” Mr. Anstey prodded his pencil into his again-extinct pipe, and pro­duced this time an inexpensive lighter with a large flame. “Now you’ve started on this job with a very good, valuable education, better by a very long chalk than I ever had, and none the less valuable for being obtained in another country, as human knowledge is the same in England, France, Germany or anywhere on God’s earth.” Here he gave a short laugh. “But if, as I am saying or rather suggesting to you, you should in the fullness of time achieve a position comparable to mine, you will find that three-quarters of your time is taken up by looking out for and clearing up after some crackheaded girl who thinks she’s wrapped up a book and sent it to Wigan or Timbuctoo, when all she’s actually done is to put it on the shelves where it oughtn’t to be.” He laughed again, and pulled at his pipe, surrounding his head with blue, sweetish smoke.

         Katherine looked at him as if he were an insect she would relish treading on. “I apologize for the mistake,” she said furiously, “but I don’t think that——”

         “Well, well, Miss Lind, that’s how we have to spend our 20time,” Mr. Anstey interrupted halfway through what she had said. He sat in an ugly position and slapped his thigh ruefully, grinning at her with his face distorted sideways. “Worrying about fiddling little details that won’t matter in six weeks to you or me or anyone else, while the really important things go hang.” He made a theatrical gesture of resignation. This was another of his performances, that of the man forced to spend his time on things that were beneath his intelligence. “I’ve had work in this drawer now four years, original and it may even be valuable work on classification, waiting till I can spare a week or so…. Well, it doesn’t do to stop and think. That way madness lies, as whatyoucall says. All I can do, and all you can do, is to get on with the job in hand. That——”

         There was a tap on the door, and Miss Feather entered, glancing round as if she suspected there were more than two people in the room. Mr. Anstey at once put on his distant expression, saying in a preoccupied voice:

         “Yes, what is it, Miss Feather?”

         “I’m afraid one of the juniors is feeling badly, Mr. Anstey. She isn’t fit for work.”

         “And who is it, Miss Feather?” This was a third manner, that of the judiciary alert to learn all the facts of the case.

         “Miss Green. She really looks very ill.”

         “What’s the matter with her?” he demanded harshly. “Is she sickening for something, influenza or measles or——”

         “She has very bad toothache, and she wants to go home. I think it would be as well to let her. She won’t be much use here, really.”

         “Go home! It’s a dentist she ought to go to,” said Mr. Anstey contemptuously, as if detecting a subterfuge.

         “I think she will, if we let her go home first.” Miss Feather, perhaps alone on the staff, had the knack of keeping Mr. Anstey fairly close to the point: she inserted sub­missive, insinuating remarks that urged him gently back to the path she wished him to follow.

         21“Where does she live? Is her mother on the telephone?” He picked up the directory, disregarding Miss Feather’s denial, and discovered she was not.

         “It’s quite a long way,” said Miss Feather. “I wonder if it wouldn’t be better to send someone with her. She seems almost likely to faint.”

         “Why not give a holiday all round?” agreed Mr. Anstey, with a crowing, hysterical laugh. “I’ll go with her myself if it means getting the morning off!”

         He laughed alone.

         “I think the best thing would be to send someone with her,” repeated Miss Feather, glancing furtively at the clock on the mantelpiece. Mr. Anstey, chuckling good-humouredly, stuck his pipe back into his mouth and turned again to his papers.

         “Yes, all right, all right,” he said with indulgent im­patience, as if they had both been wasting his time. “Send someone with her. I don’t mind who. Send someone—ha, ha!—you’d be glad to get rid of for an hour or two.”

         They left him enclosed in his unbreakable belief that all things depended on him, and that he managed, despite an overwhelming weight of work, to administer every detail efficiently.

         When they were outside, Miss Feather said:

         “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind going, Miss Lind.”
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         What would the Fennels think of this, Katherine won­dered.

         She stood waiting in the entrance-hall of the library, three minutes later, as she had been bidden. This was a dim, unheated place, with double swing-doors leading out 22into the street: two sets of glass doors lay on either side, to the Lending Library and to the Reading Room. The only piece of furniture was a large double-sided stand, painted duck-egg green, for Official War Photographs. This was now covered with pictures of destroyers, aero­planes, and tanks in the desert: sometimes urchins crept in and stared at them, or prised out the drawing-pins to steal. High up on the walls, in the shadow from the blacked-over windows, hung worthless paintings by local artists.

         What would they imagine from her letter? To them, the phrase ‘working in a library’ would call up a picture of calf-bound aisles, with her holding hushed conversations with professors, or drowsing at a mahogany desk: they would be under the impression that the work involved some form of studying, unaware that library assistants are forced to do everything to books except read them. They certainly would not visualize the daily round of string bags, trembling old men, tramps reading newspapers through magnifying glasses, soldiers asking to consult a medical dictionary. Not that they were stupid, but these things did not come into their ken. Or was it simply that she could not imagine them having any thought of such surround­ings as these?

         Perhaps she should not have written to them. On her arrival in England over a year ago, she had thrashed that question out with herself, and decided that she should not. They would not want any such unexpected liability from the past. And it might even be that they would dislike dealing with her because of her nationality, for the English, she found—and the Fennels were nothing if not English—were characterized in time of war by antagonism to every foreign country, friendly or unfriendly, as a simple matter of instinct. It might even be socially awkward for them to meet her again. And although as the months passed she came to think these things less and less likely, she had kept to her original decision mainly from shyness, though there 23were minor questions, such as whether they still lived at the same address, that also deterred her.

         When she had written, therefore, she had written on an impulse—a reflex action from seeing their name in the papers, or rather, a name she connected with them. She had written to Jane, because Jane had been mentioned, and Katherine was troubled by misgivings that either or both the parents might by now be dead, and there was even the chance that Robin had been called up and already killed or wounded. It was not very likely, but she thought it best to go softly until she knew how matters stood. So a week ago she had been waiting anxiously for a reply. And it had come—not from Jane, which was under­standable in the circumstances, but from Mrs. Fennel, written on the same notepaper that Robin had used, with the house and the village and the telephone number stamped boldly in blue at the head of each page. The mere sight of this brought such emotion that she could hardly read it, and had to go through it several times before she could gather its meaning. They were glad, Mrs. Fennel said, to hear of her again: they had often wondered what had happened to her, but they had never dreamed she was in England again. She should have written to tell them. Jane thanked her for her sympathy, and would write herself later. In the meantime, she would send Katherine’s address and the news of her to Robin, who was in the army (though still in England) and would no doubt write to her himself. In closing, the three of them sent their very best wishes.

         She had written off at once a letter of thanks—stupidly, for there was nothing to thank them for. But thankfulness was what she felt. That night she had been too excited to sleep, and had smoked many cigarettes, finally, after mid­night, starting to dust her room and set it to order, half for something to do and half because she felt the need to make some kind of preparation. Really she would have liked to 24have gone out and walked the empty streets. But that was against the police regulations. Finally she fell to reading the letter again, staring at the blue embossed heading, and went to bed so restless and exhausted that something really important might have happened—the war might have ended, or an invasion begun.

         All the week she had been waiting for Robin’s letter. So far it had not come, but the interval lulled her excitement to a powerful, delicious expectation, strong enough to carry her through the daily work that she normally found dis­agreeable. Wondering what the Fennels would think of it all, and in particular what they would think of Anstey, cheered her as if she had found allies, where before she had been alone. If it weren’t for Anstey, she knew, she might find the work at least tolerable. But she loathed him so much that at times she wondered if he really was so bad, and whether there weren’t some blind spot in her that prevented her seeing him naturally. The other assistants seemed to find him a standing joke—even to like him while agreeing he was quite impossible, as if cursing the weather. But she had disliked him on sight, and as she got to know him better her dislike increased. She could never dispel a feeling of incredulous rage when they met, for he always seemed to be deliberately insulting her. She found him so objectionable that she was almost forced to think that there might be some tone in his voice or turn in his phrases that all English people would instantly take to mean that his sawn-off brutality was only a jocular way of speaking, not for a moment to be taken seriously. It was possible. But she flattered herself that she knew English well enough to detect any such thing, and besides, she had disliked his face before she had heard his voice, and what he said seemed typical. He was theatrical, scraggy, and rude.

         Still, she had got through another scene with him. In time, perhaps, he would lose his power of infuriating her so regularly. And this morning, as all the week, none of 25this seemed very important: it was only when there had been nothing else in her life at all that it made her desperate. Now, when she could not help feeling that in a matter of weeks, perhaps, all might be altered, she could take it lightly.

         Certainly it had ended better than they usually did. Usually she felt that the one thing she wanted to do was get out of the library and as far away as she could, and that was almost what she had been told to do. True, it had been rather an insult in itself. But it was quite of a piece with the way they treated her. She had been ap­pointed temporary assistant, which marked her off from the permanent staff: she was neither a junior a year or so out of school who was learning the profession, nor a senior preparing to take the intermediate or final examination. It meant that she could safely be called upon to do any­thing, from sorting old dust-laden stock in a storeroom to standing on a table in the Reading Room to fit a new bulb in one of the lights, while old men stared aqueously at her legs. Behind all this she sensed the influence of Mr. Anstey. There was a curious professional furtiveness about him, as if he were a guardian of traditional secrets; he seemed unwilling to let her pick up any more about the work than was unavoidable. Therefore any odd job that was really nobody’s duty fell to her, for Miss Feather, who was a pale ghost of his wishes, had caught the habit from him. It annoyed her, not because she gave two pins for library practice, but because it stressed what was already suffi­ciently marked: that she was foreign and had no proper status there.

         Still, this errand was better than most. It would be easy enough, and almost anything would be worth getting away from work, even though it meant going out into the cold. She could slip into a café for a hot drink on the way back, and if possible might even call at her room to see if any letters had come. It was strange to be expecting letters 26again. That depended largely on where Miss Green lived. She was not certain who this Miss Green was. There were several juniors, and she only knew the pretty one by name, Miss Firestone. The others were not remarkable and she had nothing to do with them.

         She waited impatiently. After a time a girl came out and moved slowly up to her, dressed in her outdoor clothes. She would be about sixteen, and Katherine recognized her face.

         “Are you Miss Green? I’m coming along with you.”

         Miss Green nodded stiffly. She was thin and dressed in a beige coat that did not suit her: her face was poorly-com­plexioned and she wore spectacles. Her mouth was held as if her teeth were stuck with toffee.

         Katherine looked at her uncertainly, wondering how ill she was. It happened that Miss Green was the first member of the staff she had ever spoken to, for when she had come to work on her first morning she had met Miss Green in the entrance hall, and had asked her where Miss Feather was. Miss Green had stared and answered in off hand nasal tones that she would be in the cataloguing room, without saying where that was, and had disappeared. That had been nine months ago and they had not spoken since. She worked mainly in the Junior Department.

         “Is your toothache very bad? Do you feel well enough to start?”

         Another nod, as if crossly asserting she had no need of dependence. Katherine, feeling some sympathy was called for, said:

         “I’m sorry it’s so bad.”

         “Oh, that makes it feel better already,” replied Miss Green sarcastically, with a huddled movement of the lips as if eating a sweet. She pushed out of the double doors without holding them open afterwards.

         Exasperating brat, thought Katherine, following her, but it was a relief not to have to pretend sympathy. They 27stood for a second on the top of the steps, the cold rising up their skirts, and began to walk down as a clock struck ten-fifteen. It was a Branch Library and stood on one corner of a crossroads, a residential avenue and the fag-end of a long street lined with small shops that ran, gathering importance and size as it went, nearly to the centre of the city. The Library was an ugly old building built up on a bank, where laurel bushes grew: the bank was now covered with snow and littered with bus-tickets. A newspaper had been carefully folded and thrust into a drift, where it was frosted stiff. A cart creaked past, from which an old man was flinging shovelfuls of gravel, swinging the spade in an arc that spun the gravel thinly. As they went down the steps Katherine looked disproportionately strong and dark beside Miss Green.

         At the bottom they were met by an urchin with very red face and hands, who eyed them suspiciously, saying in a hoarse voice:

         “Is this where the books are?”

         Miss Green walked on without replying, so Katherine had to stop and give directions. The boy shrank from her foreign voice: in his left hand he held a sixpence. Glancing round while she hurried after Miss Green, she saw him go up to the main entrance though she had specially told him to go round to the Junior Department.

         “I say, where do you live?”

         “Lansbury Park.”

         “You’re catching a bus here?”

         A nod.

         “Then we shall change at Bank Street?”

         “There’s no need for you to,” said Miss Green shortly, as they reached the bus-stop. “I can go home alone quite well.”

         “I shall go with you as far as I can,” said Katherine. “I’m not coming back before I have to.”

         “Well, that’s your business.”

         28“Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

         “Perfectly.”

         Lansbury Park was excellent: it would take them right across the centre of the city, and her room was quite near Bank Street. She could easily call there on her way back. In fact, as Miss Green seemed so independent she might leave her at Bank Street as she suggested, and spend the rest of the time in her room, in a café, or looking round the shops. Would there be a letter? Robin surely must have had time to write by now, if he wanted to. Perhaps he was not greatly interested to hear that she was in England again. Of course, he wouldn’t be as excited at the prospect of meeting as she was: in any case, no-one had said any­thing about meeting yet. But she would have expected him to write quickly out of politeness. It might be that he was stationed in some inaccessible spot—Ireland, perhaps—which letters took days to reach, or possibly he was busy on a scheme or battle-course that left him no time for writing. Or Mrs. Fennel might not have written as quickly as she implied she would. It was all very tantalizing. But surely every day that passed made the arrival of a letter more likely.

         She stirred impatiently as they stood by the bus-stop with a few other people. Miss Green stood a little away from her, as if disclaiming any relationship, and Katherine glanced at her every now and then to make sure she was all right, which was after all what she was supposed to be doing. She looked pale and badly-fed: her thick-lensed spectacles stretched over her ears, meaning she had worn them for a long time. If her eyes had grown weaker, that would explain the petulant backward lilt of her head, which made her look scornful and stuck-up. Her hair was arranged limply on the top of her head, and her wrists were very thin. And she was in pain. Katherine was sorry for her: she looked so pathetic and spiteful; and if it had not been for her she would now be working resentfully till one o’clock.

         29There seemed so many things to be happy about. She could not have named them, but as the large Corporation bus came up she felt that even the cold was delightful. Miss Brooks would see it in terms of the deadening snow that was littered everywhere, but to Katherine the frost made everything stand alone and sparkle. Even getting on the bus gave a momentary flicker of pleasure, as if she were entering on a fresh stage of some more important journey. She rubbed a space clear on the window as they moved off, watching the shops of City Road go past. City Road was several miles long. In the middle of it were twin scars where tramlines had been taken up. In some of the little shop-windows candle-ends were burning to melt the frost from the glass. They were all very much alike, selling tobacco and newspapers, or bread and canned food, or greengroceries. But they made a living from people dwelling in the many poor streets around them, who went no further for their shopping. As it was Saturday, there were plenty of them about: women of the district carrying baskets from one shop to another, leaning on the counters for five minutes’ dark, allusive conversation, waiting patiently outside butchers’ and fish-shops. Here and there old men, muffled up to their scrawny necks, leaned against walls filling their pipes with stenching tobacco cut and sold in sticky segments. Files of papers hung outside the news-agents. Yes, she thought, imagining the wedding rings and the scale-pans gritty from weighing vegetables, they’d certainly wonder how she got here. This kind of scene—though it reminded her of them—would mean nothing to the Fennels at all. They only noticed things that artists had been bringing under their noses for centuries, such as sunsets and landscapes. Or was that unjust? It was all very well saying the Fennels would notice this or that, but her memories of them were not at all clear. When she stayed with them, she had not been half observant enough, think­ing no doubt that she would never see them again, so that 30all that remained was a mingled flavour of where they had lived and how they had treated her, and the kind of things they had said. Could she remember what they had looked like? She remembered Robin’s face clearly, and Mr. Fen­nel’s to a lesser extent: Mrs. Fennel had grown confused with one of the mistresses at school. And Jane she could not remember at all. That was odd. Katherine reckoned on having a good memory for faces.

         The truth of the matter was, she could not now keep them out of her mind, and they were constantly linking up with whatever she thought or did. She looked from the unevenly-travelling bus, and saw a cheap dress shop, where a bare-ankled girl was arranging a copy of a stylish model; then a linen-draper’s, with an old ceremonial front­age; a milk-bar, permanently blacked-out, with the door ajar and no-one on the tall stools; a pawn-shop window crowded with old coins, shirts, a theodolite, bed-pans and a harp; a public-house door with a bright brass rail, just opening; a sudden gap of high, papered walls and a heap of bricks, furred with frost, where a house had been des­troyed. There was nothing in all this to remind her of them, yet it did.

         The bus stopped, restarted, took on more passengers. The buildings outside grew taller and impressive. The streets were wider; they at last came to the end of City Road and circled slowly along one-way streets in the centre of the city. Many people hurried by, with a flickering of white collars and newspapers. They passed the cathedral yard, glimpsed the long, soot-encrusted glass roof of a rail­way station, halted at a set of lights by a doorway bearing a dozen professional brass plates. Here and there girls dressed in overcoats sat huddled in cigarette-kiosks, read­ing, and down a side-street a man was selling baked potatoes from an ancient roaster.

         She had left Miss Green to herself: they were sharing a double-seat downstairs. Miss Green was nearest the gang­way, 31and the bus had become so crowded that a shopping basket swayed above her head, from which hung the end of a leek. At every movement of the owner it tapped Miss Green’s hair. But she had looked mutely in front of her and said nothing.

         Now she leaned against Katherine.

         Katherine accordingly gave her more room. But Miss Green said:

         “I don’t feel well. I’m sorry. I must get out.”

         Katherine glanced at her. She looked ghastly.

         “All right.”

         She signalled to the conductress, and got Miss Green to the platform at the back of the bus. At the next stop it swerved alongside the pavement and put them down. Miss Green went and sat on a low wall from which the railings had been removed, her head low. Katherine stood by her.

         “Do you feel faint or sick?” she asked helplessly.

         “Sick,” said Miss Green after a while. She tilted back her head as if the cold air were wet muslin laid across her forehead.

         They had not reached Bank Street, but it would have been the next stop. This was a large square, the formal centre of the city, two sides of which were taken up by the Town Hall and Municipal Departments, under which the bus had dropped them. In the middle of the square was a small green, with flowerbeds and seats; over the branches of the leafless trees on the third side was the high-pillared façade of the Central City Library, and on the last side were low reticent shop windows, tailors and jewellers. The green was covered with snow.

         Katherine was uncertain what to do. She had had no experience of English invalids: if she went quickly to a chemist’s she would not know what to buy. If Miss Green asked for anything, she would do all she could to get it, but in the meantime she did nothing, looking at the thin 32neck bowed within the chiffon scarf. Pain was so remote from what she herself was feeling that she felt helpless. Possibly Miss Green would not have thanked her for any offer of comfort.

         So she waited. At last Miss Green raised her head.

         “Buses seem to upset me sometimes,” she said, in little more than a whisper.

         “How are you feeling? What would you like to do?”

         “I don’t want anything. Just rest for a bit.”

         Katherine looked round her.

         “There’s a shelter place in the middle of this green. There’d be a proper seat there. You shouldn’t sit on the cold stone.”

         Miss Green gave no sign that she had heard. But after a minute she looked up.

         “Where?”

         “Over there. Do you think you could walk it?”

         “I can try.”

         Katherine stooped and took her thin arm. Together they crossed to the green and went up the path to the shelter, crushing a light layer of frozen snow. The benches were dusty with frost and the laurel-bushes rustled. She got Miss Green up the steps into the dingy interior, and sat her on a wooden seat. The place was bitterly cold, but built substantially: it had a drinking-fountain let into the wall, and a plaque saying it was to commemorate a coronation. There seemed nothing for the moment Katherine could do, so she leant in the doorway with her back to Miss Green, to give her time to recover herself, and stared out at the grey tracing of branches and the dark buildings beyond, their upper storeys sprinkled with lighted win­dows. It looked as if after all she would have to take Miss Green home. Then there would be no time to go to her room before returning to work: indeed, if they went on at this present pace it was doubtful whether it would be worth going back to work before lunch at all. She was 33working eight hours a day this week, from nine till one and three till seven, when the Library closed. In any case she could call at her rooms at lunchtime: it wouldn’t make more than an hour’s difference. The longer she put off making sure there was a letter or not, the longer she had something to look forward to. In the meantime she lolled in the doorway as if on guard, surprised at finding herself in this strange place, while behind her Miss Green pressed her hands to her eyes, letting her spectacles lie on the smooth wooden bench. There was one-way traffic round the square, and she watched the taxis and saloon cars go by at a distance, the noise of them sharpened on the cold air like a knife on a whetstone.

         After a while she glanced round.

         “How are you feeling now?”

         Miss Green rubbed her forehead. She had taken off her gloves.

         “A bit better, I think.”

         She blinked at Katherine: without her spectacles she did not look nearly so disagreeable. Her lips were childish and pouting.

         “Is there anything you’d like to do? Would you like to have something hot to drink somewhere?”

         “Oh, no, that would make me feel worse.”

         “Brandy would do you good.”

         “No.”

         “Well, rest a bit longer, then. There’s plenty of time.”

         “A drink of water, perhaps,” said Miss Green, timidly, after a pause.

         “Water!” Katherine looked round. “Well, there is a drinking-fountain here.”

         “Oh, but they’re filthy,” said Miss Green, wrinkling her nose.

         “Well, it may be frozen.” She pressed the button experi­mentally, and an uneven trickle of water came out of the lion’s mouth. She passed her hand through it, and was 34amazed at its coldness. It might have been a stream drained from plateau after plateau of ice, running down tracks of stones still above cloud level. She withdrew her hand quickly.

         “It works, but it’s terribly cold.”

         “Oh, but it’s not healthy. All sorts of people use them—old tramps and——”

         Katherine looked at the chained iron cup. “Well, if there are any germs the frost will have killed them.” She ran the water again momentarily, to test it once more. It numbed her hand, like a distillation of the winter. “But you needn’t use the cup—you could drink from your hands.”

         Miss Green got up very gingerly and came over to stand by her as if walking barefoot on ice.

         “I don’t like to,” she said, with a deliberate expression.

         “Why not? Make a cup of your hands. I’ll keep the water running.”

         Miss Green ducked her narrow shoulders, cupping her palms together. She gave a gasp as the water touched them but sipped at it. Then she dabbed her forehead with wet fingers.

         “It’s so cold it almost stops my tooth hurting.”

         She bent to drink again, and Katherine saw as she raised her head afterwards that she was gasping at the chill of the water and half-smiling, the tiny hairs around her mouth wet. Katherine, who ever since she had got up that morn­ing had been thinking of the Fennels and herself with increasing excitement, was suddenly startled to sympathy for her. Till then she had seen only her ugliness, her petulance, her young pretensions. Now this faded to unimportance and she grasped for the first time that she really needed care, that she was frail and in a remote way beautiful. It was so long since she had felt this about anyone that it came with unexpected force: its urgency made her own affairs, concerned with what might or might not happen, 35bloodless and fanciful. This was what she had not had for ages, a person dependent on her: there were streets around that she must help her to cross, buses she must help her on and afterwards buy the tickets, for the pain the girl was suffering had half-obliterated her notice of the world. In the dull suburb was her home, and she must help her to reach it safely, and hand her over to whoever would take care of her next. It was so unusual that she knew it to be linked with the thankfulness she had been feeling for the last few days: it was the unconsidered generosity that follows a rare gambling-win; for the first time in months she had happi­ness to spare, and now that her passive, pregnant expecta­tion had suddenly found its outlet, it was all the more eager for having come so casually and unexpectedly, leading her to this shelter she never knew existed in the very centre of the city.

         She gently took her arm.

         “Would you like to rest a little longer? But we shall be cold if we stay long.”

         They sat together on the seat under the scrolled plaque, Miss Green huddled into herself, and Katherine glancing first at her then out through the doorway; there was a path outside where chance heelmarks seemed eternally printed in the frost. Through the light mist she could see the ornamental front of the Town Hall under the flat shield of the sky, dark and ledged with snow. But all the white-grey patches were not snow, for as she watched they revealed themselves as pigeons, a score of them launching off into the air and hanging with a great clapping of wings. Then the whole flight dropped, rose over the intervening trees across the traffic, and landed on a stretch of snow not fifteen yards from where the two of them sat, coming up as if they expected to be fed.
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