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        Introduction
      

         

         Feel the pulse of a Jamaican beach on a Saturday evening – the sun goes down through a blood-orange sky and there’s a throbbing background bass of reggae. Local couples, their skin hot and fragrant from a day of sunshine, stand waist-deep in the purple water, swaying, kissing, laughing and gyrating. There’s a lazy, sensual feel, product of the heat, the ganja, the music and the weekend.

         I’m marvelling at the scene, sitting under a tree with a can of Red Stripe. In the foreground my husband of a few days is busy with a group of children, constructing an imaginary universe from palm fronds and sand. Smoke and the smell of frying fish issue from a beached wooden boat nearby, and suddenly I can see the future: the delicious fresh meal we will eat with our fingers in the next hour or so, the night of dancing and velvet darkness, and beyond it the children we will have and the fun they will have on the beaches of our life. It’s a moment of intense certainty and pleasure, a moment that could only happen at that turning point in my life, my honeymoon.

         A honeymoon these days is rarely the first holiday a couple takes together but it is still a significant way-post on the journey that is their life together. You’ve shed the build-up to the day itself, made a public declaration of your love, said goodbye to the mother-in-law in her preposterous hat and you are finally alone again, with the future laid out before you. It is yours to decide, yours to mould into shape. And that is why writers have been so drawn to the subject. As xiitwo paths converge to make one, how will the new, shared future be negotiated? For many of the people in this book, the honeymoon is the first holiday they have ever been on together, and the first time they have shared a bed. Here, before us, are their early, tremulous attempts to define that future.

         Over the years, writers have explored the dramatic possibilities from every angle. There are bawdy 17th-century ballads, gleefully exploiting the difference between the naivety of the wife and the experience of her husband. There are the innocently erotic possibilities of the first ‘legal’ coupling, the out-and-out bliss of a long-anticipated physical union. There are explorations of Italy focussing on the pleasures of wine and food after life in post-war, austerity Britain, and unusual honeymoons where bride and groom speak for the first time on their wedding night, or where the union is a secret and life goes on as before with only stolen moments of passion. The range of writing, from John Donne to Ernest Hemingway, from Leo Tolstoy to Ted Hughes, from Dorothy Parker to Sophie Kinsella, all speak of the enduring fascination of this pivotal moment.

         Just as my own honeymoon dipped from that sandy high to moments of uncertainty and bewilderment, within these covers all is not a bed of roses. There are moments of heartbreaking disappointment, even cruelty, and skeletons which swing out unbeckoned from cupboards. But there are also misunderstandings overcome and tender moments when the new couple marvels at the possibilities ahead of them. Last word goes to Elizabeth Barrett Browning, honeymooning in Pisa with her poet husband, Robert:

         
            We have been married two months, and every hour has bound me to him more and more; if the beginning was well, still better it is now—that is what he says to me, and I say back again day by day.

         

         Rose Baring
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        I   Bliss
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            
        
        A Tutor’s Letter
      

            Windham Family

         

         
      A letter, written in the late 1680s, by the Revd William Nevar, to his former pupils Ashe and William Windham of Felbrigg Hall in Norfolk.
    

         
             

         

         I DATE THIS LETTER from the happiest day of my life, a Levitical Conjurer1 transformed me this morning from an Insipid, Unrelishing Batchelour into a Loving Passionate Husband, but in the midst of all the raptures of approaching Joys, some of my thoughts must fly to Felbrigg, and tho I am calld away 17 times in a minute to new exquisite dainties, yet I cannot resist the inticing temptation of conversing with you, and acquainting you, with tears in my Eyes, that I am going to lose my Maidenhead, but you’ll think perhaps of the old Saying, that some for Joy do cry, and some for Sorrow sing. Colonel Finch, who honours us with his merry company, tells me of dismall dangers I am to run before the next Sun shines upon me, but the Spouse of my bosom being of a meek, forgiving temper, I hope she will be mercifull, and not suffer a young beginner to dye in the Experiment. I commend myself to your best prayers in this dreadfull Juncture, and wishing you speedily such a happy night, as I have now in prospect…

         
            1. A pedantic and whimsical name for a vicar
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            From Scenes from Married Life

            William Cooper

         

         William Cooper’s (real name, Harry Huff) novel Scenes from Provincial Life, published in 1950 can be seen now as something of a trend-setter for the ‘Angry Young Men’ like John Braine, John Wain, Kingsley Amis and Alan Sillitoe who got into print later that decade. In 1961 he published the first of three sequels, Scenes from Married Life, which continue the story of his hero Joe Lunn. Like the author, he is a civil servant. The girl he marries, Elspeth, is a teacher, the friend of his best friend Robert’s wife.

         
             

         

         I NEEDED SOME CASH with which to take Harry and Barbara out to dinner. We had invited them earlier in the week, without telling them that by then we should be married. Our reasons were sentiment. We could never forget that it was under their roof that we had met for the first time—tenderest recollections moved us, of dancing at their New Year’s Eve Party, of ‘The Dark Town Strutters’ Ball’ in which I hauled Elspeth up from the floor and first looked into her eyes—‘This is the one for me!’ And then later, supreme cause for our gratitude, Harry’s crucial question, asked out of selfless, uninquisitive affection for us: ‘When are you two going to get married?’ There was no argument between Elspeth and me about whom we should take out to dinner on our first day married. Thank goodness for Harry and Barbara! was how we expressed our feelings towards them in anticipation of seeing them.

         It happened that before they arrived, Elspeth and I expressed our feelings towards each other. We mixed ourselves some martinis and then set about bathing and changing—a procedure fraught with the likelihood of expressing marital feeling. I was standing in my vest and shorts, getting a clean shirt out of a drawer, when Elspeth came from the bathroom, holding a towel in front of her. The towel gave her a delightful air of modesty and unconcern.

         ‘That looks nice,’ I said as she went past. 5

         She pretended not to hear.

         ‘It would be wonderful just to see a bit more,’ I said, and kissed her on the shoulder.

         She turned to look at me. Without make-up her complexion had a glossy sheen: there were damp curls of hair on her temples.

         ‘Darling!’ I put my arms round her.

         ‘The towel’s damp.’

         I took it away.

         Her cheeks went pink. ‘Darling, you know what time it is?’

         ‘Indeed I do.’

         I pushed her quietly backwards to the bed. ‘You’re wonderful!’ I whispered, leaning over her.

         ‘Harry and Barbara’ll be at the door at any moment.’

         ‘I’m practically at it, now.’

         ‘Darling!’

         We had to be quick. At any moment the doorbell might ring and we could not pretend we were out. I began to sweat. A race against time. A race against time.

         We won it.

         ‘Oh!’ I said.

         Elspeth was quiet.

         ‘Well …’ I murmured. For a few moments we were both quiet.

         I glanced at Elspeth—just at the moment to catch her yawning.

         We burst into laughter.

         ‘Good Heavens! Just look at the time!’ On the chest of drawers I saw the remainder of the drink I had been carrying round with me while I got dressed. I drank it. I handed Elspeth hers and she sat up and drank it. We kissed each other; and then we began to rush into our clothes.

         ‘They’ll be here any minute.’

         We saw each other in a mirror, looking pink in the face. I was knotting my tie.

         The doorbell rang.

         ‘There they are.’ I put on my jacket, kissed Elspeth’s bare arm, and ran to let in Barbara and Harry.

         Harry and Barbara stared at me briefly: I suppose I stared briefly at them—after all, there was no reason why I should not. 6‘Come in!’ I cried. ‘You wonderful pair….’ I was still thinking Thank goodness for Harry and Barbara! I kissed Barbara on the cheek and shook Harry’s hand. They followed me into the living-room. They congratulated me again on my new status.

         I was just pouring some drinks for them when Elspeth came in. All three of us now stared briefly at her. She looked sparkling—in my eyes her whole outline seemed to shimmer—and the moment I caught her glance I knew that our expression of marital feeling, in combination with a couple of martinis, had produced one of those bursts of hilarity-cum-elation that are impossible to hide.

         ‘I’m afraid we’ve had a drink already,’ I said, as I handed glasses to Harry and Barbara.

         ‘So I see,’ said Barbara with a smile.

         …

         
             

         

         We awoke next morning before the alarm went off, and I stretched out to find the catch on top of the clock which prevented the bell from ringing. There was scarcely any light coming through the gap in the curtains. The air in the room seemed close and scented. I rolled quietly back into my place.

         Elspeth was stirring. As it were in sleep, her hand came on to my waist and her breasts brushed across my chest. I kissed her on the eyelids.

         ‘Darling,’ she murmured.

         ‘My wife.’

         She stretched a little, away from me, and then came back. ‘I feel so sleepy….’

         I whispered ‘So do I’, more not to disturb the warm drowsy atmosphere than to express the whole truth. In one way I felt sleepy: in another I was obviously not. Our first morning married. My thoughts drifted round the idea for a few moments, and then began to circle round another idea. I put my hand on the small of her back and pressed.

         Everything was so quiet that I could hear the clock ticking.

         We stayed for a while, just touching each other. I kissed her again.

         ‘I feel so sleepy,’ she murmured in a different way.

         I whispered: ‘I’ll go very, very gently. So that it won’t wake you up.’ 7

         I felt her kiss my shoulder.

         With Elspeth lying drowsily, I acted according to my stated intention; but of course the fallacy in it began to assert itself, and soon she could no longer seem to be asleep. As I did not suppose either of us had ever thought she could, I was not specially conscience-stricken—after all, what nicer way was there, I asked myself on her behalf, of coming awake.

         In due course we both came fully awake. Our first morning married…. I had time now to consider it at leisure. When I thought I must be getting a bit heavy, I raised myself on my elbows and looked at Elspeth. She smiled at me. Her dark hair was strewn across her forehead and I caught a glimmer of light from her eyes. I thought of a quotation, something about on such a morning it being bliss to be alive, and kissed her enthusiastically under the chin from one ear to the other. Having read physics at Oxford and not English Literature, I was never able to lay my hands quickly and accurately on quotations; yet I never felt it held me back.

         ‘Goodness, it’s warm in here,’ I said, pushing off the bed-clothes. I switched the light on.

         Elspeth said: ‘We forgot to take the flowers out of the room last night.’

         This explained why the air smelt so scented to me when I woke up. I smelt it now. ‘A good job, too,’ I said.

         Elspeth laughed and put her arm round my neck. ‘I don’t mind, darling,’ she said. ‘You can’t be having baths all the time.’

         All the time. I made no comment on the implications of that. ‘Just think!’ I said, looking into her eyes, ‘you’re here to stay….’

         Although I was looking into her eyes, I noticed she was yawning.

         I exclaimed.

         Elspeth blushed. ‘It wasn’t a yawn, really.’

         ‘I’d like to know what else it was.’

         She glanced away with an expression so melting, as if I had touched some secret she was keeping, that I kissed her again.

         After that I said: ‘Now I really must get up and have a bath. Do you realise what time it is?’

         Though it was our first morning married, we had both got to go to work as usual. The alarm clock, with its bell put out of action, 8had given a frustrated click a quarter of an hour ago. I jumped out of bed, gave Elspeth a parting slap, and went to the bathroom. We were already late.

         I was late getting to the office. I sent for Froggatt, in order to put the news of my changed status into the official grapevine. To my mind it was worthy of an office notice, being much more piquant than the records of transfer and promotion which formed the typical content of Froggatt’s communications. Anyway, I was transferred, I was promoted. Transferred to respectability, promoted to the ranks of decent ordinary men. Married!

         Froggatt looked at me with his drooping, bloodhound eyes and permitted his long face a momentary gleam of amusement.

         ‘May I be the first person here to congratulate you?’ he said, in the musical lugubrious tone wherein he combined to perfection that mixture of superficial deference and underlying opposite which characterises the Executive Class.

         ‘You may,’ I said. I was delighted to see his feeling for his status ‘the first person here’ peeping through his genuine congratulation. ‘Thank you.’

         ‘I take it you’ll inform Accounts.’

         ‘Accounts,’ I said.

         ‘You’ll have a different code number for tax purposes now,’ he said. ‘As I’m sure you know.’

         I tried to look as if I did know.

         ‘In fact you’ll get a rebate for the whole of the present tax-year, won’t you? As from last April.’

         I had often been irritated by Froggatt’s getting at logger-heads with the inhabitants of the snake-pit, but at moments such as this I forgave him. This kind of support was just what an S.E.O. was for.

         ‘If you like,’ he said, ‘I’ll notify Accounts. Then they can get in touch with you.’

         ‘Excellent.’ In the past Accounts’ getting into touch with me had usually meant they were going to try and disallow the taxi-fares on my claims for travel expenses…

      

   


   
      
         
            From Cousin Rosamund

            Rebecca West

         

         Rebecca West’s novel Cousin Rosamund was published posthumously in 1985, the last instalment of the story that began in The Fountain Overflows (1957). Rose is a concert pianist, but still a virgin in her thirties, who has convinced herself she ‘could never have a lover, faithful or faithless. I cannot love anyone except the people I have loved since I was a child,’ like her sister Mary and her cousin Rosamund. But the composer Oliver, whose wife was seduced away from him and then died, proves her wrong. They honeymoon by the Mediterranean, but whether in France or Italy is unclear.

         
             

         

         IN OUR BED in the villa by the Mediterranean my husband slid from my body and said, ‘How I hate all Wagner. Tristan and Isolde is nothing like it, is it? It is so sharp and clear, and the Tristan music is like two fat people eating thick soup. Drinking thick soup,’ he corrected himself pedantically, and yawned and nuzzled his face against my shoulder, and was asleep. I ran my arm down his straight back. When I had thought of his face in the train to Reading, it had seemed to me more right than nature could make it, it was as if a master craftsman had worked on it. His body was like that too. I enjoyed everything about being married, though I could not have endured it with any other husband but Oliver. I was amazed at lovemaking. It was so strange to come, when I was nearly middle-aged, on the knowledge that there was another state of being than any I had known, and that it was the state normal for humanity, that I was a minority who did not know it. It was as if I had learned that there was a sixth continent, which nearly everybody but me and a few others had visited and in which, now I had come to it, I felt like a native, or as if there was another art as well as music and painting and literature, which was not only preached, but actually practised, by nearly everybody, though they were silent about their accomplishment. It was fantastic that nobody should speak of what 10pervaded life and determined it, yet it was inevitable, for language could not describe it. I looked across Oliver at the window, which we had opened after we had put out the light and there was no fear of attracting mosquitoes. There was the sea, glittering with moonlight, the dark mountains above it, then the sky dusted with other earths, which looking at us might not know that our globe was swathed in this secret web of nakedness that kept it from being naked of people, chilly with lack of love and life, a barren top spinning to no purpose. Their architecture would be as fantastic but would not be the same, because there were not two of anything alike, every person was different, every work of art was different, every act of love was different, every world was different. It was a pity we did not know the end to which this wealth was to be put, but surely if this plenitude existed, and not the nothingness which somehow seemed to be more natural, more what one would have expected (though it is the one state of which the universe had and could have no experience), we might conclude that all would be well. I could believe that this precious intricate creature I held in my arms, who made love and wrote music, would never be destroyed

         …

         … it was long before I felt in need of [Cousin Rosamund]; not, certainly, during the two months of our honeymoon, when all time, all space, was crowded by our love. The earth, the sea, the sun, the sky, and light itself were all our accomplices. We walked on the hill and the hot air tingled with sharp scents of the pines and the herbs underfoot; at noon we sat on the gritty heights of the ruined fortress and looked down on the wide sea, white under the noon, and the horizon was tense as a stretched bow; in the market, cool under a sanctuary tent, walled in by the honey-coloured stone houses, the fish lay silver and rose and dappled on the slabs, the meat was crimson, the vegetables were green and purple and red, the flowers were white and scarlet and blue and gold, the women sat by smirking like the midwives of creation; on the beaches brown bodies were supple, and at last their primary purpose was known to me, but was still a secret. At any hour of the day we swam, our skins encrusted with salt; if I ran my lips along his arm or mine I could taste the sea; there was no hour when it was not good to make love, 11but when the night fell there was a special harmony between creation and our state. It was so strange that this new ecstatic life ran parallel with the life I knew. There was a piano in the villa, of course we could not have gone there had there not been one, and I practised for my autumn season in a dream, yet competently, perhaps more aware of error than I was before, more confident that in my body I possessed an extraordinary machine.

      

   


   
      
         
            From The Rainbow

            D. H. Lawrence

         

         In D. H. Lawrence’s novel, The Rainbow (1915), Anna, step-daughter of Tom Brangwen, has married Will Brangwen, his nephew, at Christmas. They have left the wedding party to spend their first married night in a nearby cottage where the male Brangwens decide to serenade them.

         
             

         

         THE PARTY TALKED on slowly. Brangwen looked at his watch. ‘Let’s go an’ give ’em a carol,’ he said. ‘We s’ll find th’ fiddles the ‘Cock an’ Robin.’’

         ‘Ay, come on,’ said Frank.

         Alfred rose in silence. The brother-in-law and one of Will’s brothers rose also.

         The five men went out. The night was flashing with stars. Sirius blazed like a signal at the side of the hill, Orion, stately and magnificent, was sloping along.

         Tom walked with his brother Alfred. The men’s heels rang on the ground…

         They went over the field, where a thin, keen wind blew round the ball of the hill; in the starlight. They came to the stile, and to the side of Anna’s house. The lights were out, only on the blinds of the rooms downstairs, and of a bedroom upstairs, firelight flickered. 12

         ‘We’d better leave ’em alone,’ said Alfred Brangwen.

         ‘Nay nay,’ said Tom. ‘We’ll carol ’em, for th’ last time.’

         And in a quarter of an hour’s time, eleven silent, rather tipsy men scrambled over the wall, and into the garden by the yew-trees, outside the windows where faint firelight glowed on the blinds. There came a shrill sound, two violins and a piccolo shrilling on the frosty air.

         ‘In the fields with their flocks abiding.’ A commotion of men’s voices broke out singing in ragged unison.

         Anna Brangwen had started up, listening, when the music began. She was afraid.

         ‘It’s the wake,’ he whispered.

         She remained tense, her heart beating heavily, possessed with strange, strong fear. Then there came the burst of men’s singing, rather uneven. She strained still, listening.

         ‘It’s Dad,’ she said, in a low voice.

         They were silent, listening.

         ‘And my father,’ he said.

         She listened still. But she was sure. She sank down again into bed, into his arms. He held her very close, kissing her. The hymn rambled on outside, all the men singing their best, having forgotten everything else under the spell of the fiddles and the tune. The firelight glowed against the darkness in the room. Anna could hear her father singing with gusto.

         ‘Aren’t they silly?’ she whispered.

         And they crept closer, closer together, hearts beating to one another. And even as the hymn rolled on, they ceased to hear it.

         And the honeymoon continues:

         Will Brangwen had some weeks of holiday after his marriage, so the two took their honeymoon in full hands, alone in their cottage together.

         And to him, as the days went by, it was as if the heavens had fallen, and he were sitting with her among the ruins, in a new world, everybody else buried, themselves two blissful survivors, with everything to squander as they would. At first, he could not get rid 13of a culpable sense of licence on his part. Wasn’t there some duty outside, calling him and he did not come?

         It was all very well at night, when the doors were locked and the darkness drawn round the two of them. Then they were the only inhabitants of the visible earth, the rest were under the flood. And being alone in the world, they were a law unto themselves, they could enjoy and squander and waste like conscienceless gods.

         But in the morning, as the carts clanked by, and children shouted down the lane: as the hucksters came calling their wares, and the church clock struck eleven, and he and she had not got up yet, even to breakfast: he could not help feeling guilty, as if he were committing a breach of the law—ashamed that he was not up and doing.

         ‘Doing what?’ she asked. ‘What is there to do? You will only lounge about.’

         Still, even lounging about was respectable. One was at least in connection with the world, then. Whereas now, lying so still and peacefully while the daylight came obscurely through the drawn blind, one was severed from the world, one shut oneself off in tacit denial of the world. And he was troubled.

         But it was so sweet and satisfying lying there talking desultorily with her. It was sweeter than sunshine, and not so evanescent. It was even irritating the way the church clock kept on chiming: there seemed no space between the hours, just a moment, golden and still, whilst she traced his features with her finger-tips, utterly careless and happy, and he loved her to do it.

         But he was strange and unused. So suddenly, everything that had been before was shed away and gone. One day, he was a bachelor, living with the world. The next day, he was with her, as remote from the world as if the two of them were buried like a seed in darkness. Suddenly, like a chestnut falling out of a burr, he was shed naked and glistening on to a soft, fecund earth, leaving behind him the hard rind of worldly knowledge and experience. There it lay, cast off, the worldly experience. He heard it in the hucksters’ cries, the noise of carts, the calling of children. And it was like the hard shed rind, discarded. Inside, in the softness and stillness of the room, was 14the naked kernel, that palpitated in silent activity, absorbed in reality.

         Inside the room was a great steadiness, a core of living eternity. Only far outside, at the rim, went on the noise and the distraction. Here at the centre the great wheel was motionless, centred upon itself. Here was a poised, unflawed stillness that was beyond time, because it remained the same, inexhaustible, unchanging, unexhausted.

         As they lay close together, complete and beyond the touch of time or change, it was as if they were at the very centre of all the slow wheeling of space and the rapid agitation of life, deep, deep inside them all, at the centre where there is utter radiance, and eternal being, and the silence absorbed in praise: the steady core of all movements, the unawakened sleep of all wakefulness. They found themselves there, and they lay still, in each other’s arms; for their moment they were at the heart of eternity, whilst time roared far off, forever far off, towards the rim.

         Then gradually they were passed away from the supreme centre, down the circles of praise and joy and gladness, further and further out, towards the noise and the friction. But their hearts had burned and were tempered by the inner reality, they were unalterably glad.

         Gradually they began to wake up, the noises outside became more real. They understood and answered the call outside. They counted the strokes of the bell. And when they counted midday, they understood that it was midday, in the world, and for themselves also.

         It dawned upon her that she was hungry. She had been getting hungrier for a lifetime. But even yet it was not sufficiently real to rouse her. A long way off she could hear the words ‘I am dying of hunger.’ Yet she lay still, separate, at peace, and the words were unuttered. There was still another lapse.

         And then, quite calmly, even a little surprised, she was in the present, and was saying:

         ‘I am dying with hunger.’

         ‘So am I,’ he said calmly, as if it were of not the slightest significance. And they relapsed into the warm, golden stillness. And the minutes flowed unheeded past the window outside. 15

         Then suddenly she stirred against him.

         ‘My dear, I am dying of hunger,’ she said.

         It was a slight pain to him to be brought to.

         ‘We’ll get up,’ he said, unmoving.

         And she sank her head on to him again, and they lay still, lapsing. Half consciously, he heard the clock chime the hour. She did not hear.

         ‘Do get up,’ she murmured at length, ‘and give me something to eat.’

         ‘Yes,’ he said, and he put his arms round her, and she lay with her face on him. They were faintly astonished that they did not move. The minutes rustled louder at the window.

         ‘Let me go then,’ he said.

         She lifted her head from him, relinquishingly. With a little breaking away, he moved out of bed, and was taking his clothes. She stretched out her hand to him.

         ‘You are so nice,’ she said, and he went back for a moment or two.

         Then actually he did slip into some clothes, and, looking round quickly at her, was gone out of the room. She lay translated again into a pale, clearer peace. As if she were a spirit, she listened to the noise of him downstairs, as if she were no longer of the material world.

         It was half past one. He looked at the silent kitchen, untouched from last night, dim with the drawn blind. And he hastened to draw up the blind, so people should know they were not in bed any later. Well, it was his own house, it did not matter. Hastily he put wood in the grate and made a fire. He exulted in himself, like an adventurer on an undiscovered island. The fire blazed up, he put on the kettle. How happy he felt! How still and secluded the house was! There were only he and she in the world.

         But when he unbolted the door, and, half dressed, looked out, he felt furtive and guilty. The world was there, after all. And he had felt so secure, as though this house were the Ark in the flood, and all the rest was drowned. The world was there: and it was afternoon. The morning had vanished and gone by, the day was growing old. Where was the bright, fresh morning? He was accused. Was 16the morning gone, and he had lain with blinds drawn, let it pass by unnoticed?

         He looked again round the chill, grey afternoon. And he himself so soft and warm and glowing! There were two sprigs of yellow jasmine in the saucer that covered the milk-jug. He wondered who had been and left the sign. Taking the jug, he hastily shut the door. Let the day and the daylight drop out, let it go by unseen. He did not care. What did one day more or less matter to him. It could fall into oblivion unspent, if it liked, this one course of daylight.

         ‘Somebody has been and found the door locked,’ he said when he went upstairs with the tray. He gave her the two sprigs of jasmine. She laughed as she sat up in bed, childishly threading the flowers in the breast of her nightdress. Her brown hair stuck out like a nimbus, all fierce, round her softly glowing face. Her dark eyes watched the tray eagerly.

         ‘How good!’ she cried, sniffing the cold air. ‘I’m glad you did a lot.’ And she held out her hands eagerly for her plate. ‘Come back to bed, quick—it’s cold.’ She rubbed her hands together sharply.

         He put off what little clothing he had on, and sat beside her in the bed.

         ‘You look like a lion, with your mane sticking out, and your nose pushed over your food,’ he said.

         She tinkled with laughter, and gladly ate her breakfast.

         The morning was sunk away unseen, the afternoon was steadily going too, and he was letting it go. One bright transit of daylight gone by unacknowledged! There was something unmanly, recusant in it. He could not quite reconcile himself to the fact. He felt he ought to get up, go out quickly into the daylight, and work or spend himself energetically in the open air of the afternoon, retrieving what was left to him of the day.

         But he did not go. Well, one might as well be hung for a sheep as for a lamb. If he had lost this day of his life, he had lost it. He gave it up. He was not going to count his losses. She didn’t care. She didn’t care in the least. Then why should he? Should he be behind her in recklessness and independence? She was superb in her indifference. He wanted to be like her.

         She took her responsibilities lightly. When she spilled her tea on 17the pillow, she rubbed it carelessly with a handkerchief, and turned over the pillow. He would have felt guilty. She did not. And it pleased him. It pleased him very much to see how these things did not matter to her.

         When the meal was over, she wiped her mouth on her handkerchief quickly, satisfied and happy, and settled down on the pillows again, with her fingers in his close, strange, fur-like hair.

         The evening began to fall, the light was half alive, livid. He hid his face against her.

         ‘I don’t like the twilight,’ he said.

         ‘I love it,’ she answered.

         He hid his face against her, who was warm and like sunlight. She seemed to have sunlight inside her. Her heart beating seemed like sunlight upon him. In her was a more real day than the day could give: so warm and steady and restoring. He hid his face against her whilst the twilight fell, whilst she lay staring out with her unseeing dark eyes, as if she wandered forth untrammelled in the vagueness. The vagueness gave her scope and set her free.

         To him, turned towards her heart-pulse, all was very still and very warm and very close, like noon-tide. He was glad to know this warm, full noon. It ripened him and took away his responsibility, some of his conscience.

         They got up when it was quite dark. She hastily twisted her hair into a knot, and was dressed in a twinkling. Then they went downstairs, drew to the fire, and sat in silence, saying a few words now and then.

         Her father was coming. She bundled the dishes away, flew round and tidied the room, assumed another character, and again seated herself. He sat thinking of his carving of Eve. He loved to go over his carving in his mind, dwelling on every stroke, every line. How he loved it now! When he went back to his Creation-panel again, he would finish his Eve, tender and sparkling. It did not satisfy him yet. The Lord should labour over her in a silent passion of Creation, and Adam should be tense as if in a dream of immortality, and Eve should take form glimmeringly, shadowily, as if the Lord must wrestle with His own soul for her, yet she was a radiance.

         ‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked. 18

         He found it difficult to say. His soul became shy when he tried to communicate it.

         ‘I was thinking my Eve was too hard and lively.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I don’t know. She should be more—,’ he made a gesture of infinite tenderness.

         There was a stillness with a little joy. He could not tell her any more. Why could he not tell her any more? She felt a pang of disconsolate sadness. But it was nothing. She went to him.

         Her father came, and found them both very glowing, like an open flower. He loved to sit with them. Where there was a perfume of love, anyone who came must breathe it. They were both very quick and alive, lit up from the other-world, so that it was quite an experience for them, that anyone else could exist.

         But still it troubled Will Brangwen a little, in his orderly, conventional mind, that the established rule of things had gone so utterly. One ought to get up in the morning and wash oneself and be a decent social being. Instead, the two of them stayed in bed till nightfall, then got up; she never washed her face, but sat there talking to her father as bright and shameless as a daisy opened out of the dew. Or she got up at ten o’clock, and quite blithely went to bed again at three, or at half past four, stripping him naked in the daylight, and all so gladly and perfectly, oblivious quite of his qualms. He let her do as she liked with him, and shone with strange pleasure. She was to dispose of him as she would. He was translated with gladness to be in her hands. And down went his qualms, his maxims, his rules, his smaller beliefs, she scattered them like an expert skittle-player. He was very much astonished and delighted to see them scatter.

         He stood and gazed and grinned with wonder whilst his Tablets of Stone went bounding and bumping and splintering down the hill, dislodged for ever. Indeed, it was true as they said, that a man wasn’t born before he was married. What a change indeed!
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            Wedding Wind

            Philip Larkin

         

         
            
               The wind blew all my wedding-day,

               And my wedding-night was the night of the high wind;

               And a stable door was banging, again and again,

               That he must go and shut it, leaving me

               Stupid in candlelight, hearing rain,

               Seeing my face in the twisted candlestick,

               Yet seeing nothing. When he came back

               He said the horses were restless, and I was sad

               That any man or beast that night should lack

               The happiness I had.

            

            
               Now in the day

               All’s ravelled under the sun by the wind’s blowing.

               He has gone to look at the floods, and I

               Carry a chipped pail to the chicken-run,

               Set it down, and stare. All is the wind

               Hunting through clouds and forests, thrashing

               My apron and the hanging cloths on the line.

               Can it be borne, this bodying-forth by wind

               Of joy my actions turn on, like a thread

               Carrying beads? Shall I be let to sleep

               Now this perpetual morning shares my bed?

               Can even death dry up

               These new delighted lakes, conclude

               Our kneeling as cattle by all-generous waters?

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
20
            II   Getting to Know You
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            Elegy XX

            John Donne

         

         This elegy, one of Donne’s most famous, is also simply entitled ‘Going to Bed’. Let us allow ourselves to assume that ‘madam’ is his very new wife …

         
            
               Come, madam, come, all rest my powers defy;

               Until I labour, I in labour lie.

               The foe ofttimes, having the foe in sight,

               Is tired with standing, though he never fight.

               Off with that girdle, like heaven’s zone glittering,

               But a far fairer world encompassing.

               Unpin that spangled breast-plate, which you wear,

               That th’eyes of busy fools may be stopp’d there.

               Unlace yourself, for that harmonious chime

               Tells me from you that now it is bed-time.

               Off with that happy busk, which I envy,

               That still can be, and still can stand so nigh.

               Your gown going off such beauteous state reveals,

               As when from flowery meads th’hill’s shadow steals.

               Off with your wiry coronet, and show

               The hairy diadems which on you do grow.

               Off with your hose and shoes; then softly tread

               In this love’s hallow’d temple, this soft bed.

               In such white robes heaven’s angels used to be

               Revealed to men; thou, angel, bring’st with thee

               A heaven-like Mahomet’s paradise; and though

               Ill spirits walk in white, we easily know

               By this these angels from an evil sprite; 24

               Those set our hairs, but these our flesh upright.

               Licence my roving hands, and let them go

               Before, behind, between, above, below.

               Oh, my America, my Newfoundland,

               My kingdom, safest when with one man mann’d,

               My mine of precious stones, my empery;

               How am I blest in thus discovering thee!

               To enter in these bonds, is to be free;

               Then, where my hand is set, my seal shall be.

               Full nakedness! All joys are due to thee;

               As souls unbodied, bodies unclothed must be

               To taste whole joys. Gems which you women use

               Are like Atlanta’s ball cast in men’s views;

               That, when a fool’s eye lighteth on a gem,

               His earthly soul might court that, not them.

               Like pictures, or like books’ gay coverings made

               For laymen, are all women thus array’d.

               Themselves are only mystic books, which we

               —Whom their imputed grace will dignify—

               Must see reveal’d. Then, since that I may know,

               As liberally as to thy midwife show

               Thyself; cast all, yea, this white linen hence;

               There is no penance due to innocence:

               To teach thee, I am naked first; why then,

               What needst thou have more covering than a man?
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            From Bel-Ami

            Guy de Maupassant

         

         Georges Duroy, more than a bit of a bounder, is the ‘bel-ami’ of Guy de Maupassant’s novel, published in 1885. His old army friend Forestier puts Duroy’s feet on the first rungs of the ladder to becoming a successful journalist, though it is Mme Forestier who teaches him how to write. When Forestier dies, Duroy marries his widow.

         
             

         

         THE YOUNG MAN, who now signed his articles D. de Cantel, his News Column, Duroy, and the political commentary that he began to write from time to time, du Roy, spent half of every day with his fiancée, who treated him with a sisterly familiarity which was however touched by genuine though disguised affection, a sort of amorous impulse dissimulated as a weakness. She had decided that the marriage should take place in complete secrecy, in the presence of witnesses alone, and that they would leave the same evening for Rouen. Next day they would visit the journalist’s aged parents, and stay with them for a few days.

         Duroy had done his best to make her give up this project, but not having succeeded, he finally gave in.

         Accordingly, when May 10th arrived, the newly married pair, considering the religious ceremony superfluous, as they had invited no guests, went home to finish their packing after a brief appearance at the Town Hall; then they drove to the Gare Saint Lazare and took the six o’clock train for Normandy. They had scarcely exchanged a dozen words up to the moment when they found themselves alone in the compartment. As soon as they were off, they looked at each other and burst out laughing, to conceal a certain embarrassment they both felt.

         The train passed slowly through the Batignolles station, into the shabby outskirts between the fortifications and the Seine.

         Duroy and his wife from time to time made a common-place remark or two, and then turned once more to look out of the window. 26

         As they passed over the Asnières bridge, an impulse of gaiety came over them at the sight of the river covered with boats and fishermen and rowers. The sun, a powerful sun of May, shed its slanting rays on to all the craft, and on to the calm river, that seemed motionless, without a ripple on its surface, fixed beneath the heat and radiance of the dying day. A sailing barge, in the middle of the stream, its two huge triangles of white canvas stretched to each gunwale to catch the faintest breath of wind, looked like an enormous bird about to fly away.

         ‘I love the Paris suburbs,’murmured Duroy. ‘I have recollections of certain dishes of fried fish which were some of the best I have ever eaten.’

         ‘And the boats,’ she answered. ‘It’s so delightful to glide over the water at sunset.’

         They said no more, as though not venturing to continue these nostaligic reminiscences of their past lives, perhaps already silently indulging in the lyricism of regret.

         Duroy, who was sitting opposite his wife, took her hand, and kissed it slowly.

         ‘When we get back,’ he said, ‘we will go and dine sometimes at Chatou.’

         ‘But we shall have so many things to do,’ she murmured, in a tone that seemed to imply: ‘we must sacrifice our inclination to our advantage.’

         He was still holding her hand, wondering with some anxiety how he should effect the transition to caresses. He would not have been perturbed in the same way by a young girl’s ignorance; but the alert and wary intelligence that he sensed in Madeleine made him feel awkward. He was afraid she might think him silly—too timid or too rough, too slow or too enterprising.

         He squeezed the hand spasmodically, without receiving any response to his appeal.

         ‘It seems to me very odd that you should be my wife.’

         She seemed surprised. ‘Why?’

         ‘I don’t know, it seems odd. I want to kiss you, and I’m surprised to find I have the right to do so.’

         She calmly offered him her cheek, which he kissed as he might 27have kissed a sister’s.

         ‘The first time I saw you,’ he went on, ‘(you remember—at that dinner to which Forestier invited me) I thought: By Jove, if I could find a woman like that. Well, it’s done. I have found her.’

         ‘That’s very nice of you,’ she murmured.

         And she looked at him squarely, with a slightly quizzical look in her ever-smiling eyes.

         He thought to himself: ‘I’m too cold. I’m stupid. I ought to go quicker than this.’ And he said:

         ‘How did you first get to know Forestier?’

         She answered, with sly malice: ‘Are we going to Rouen to talk about my late husband?’

         He blushed.

         ‘I’m a fool. You make me nervous.’

         She was delighted.

         ‘Do I? Is it possible? How can that be?’

         He was now sitting close beside her, when she exclaimed:

         ‘Look!—a stag.’

         The train was running through the Forest of Saint-Germain, and she had seen a startled deer leap across an avenue at one bound.

         Duroy, leaning over her as she was looking through the open window, imprinted a long kiss, a lover’s kiss, on the back of her neck.

         She remained for a few moments motionless; then, raising her head, she said:

         ‘You’re tickling me—do stop.’

         But he did not move, and gently skimmed his curled moustache, in a prolonged and provocative caress, over the white neck.

         She shook herself. ‘Do stop.’

         He had slipped his right hand behind her, clasped her head and turned it towards him. Then he dashed at her mouth like a hawk upon its prey.

         She struggled, thrust him away, and tried to free herself. At last she succeeded, and again said:

         ‘Please do stop.’

         He did not listen, he clutched her in his arms, kissing her with avid trembling lips, and tried to push her backwards on to the carriage seat. 28

         She freed herself with a great effort, and getting up briskly, she exclaimed:

         ‘Look here, Georges, you must stop this sort of thing. We are not children, after all, we can quite well wait until Rouen.’

         He remained seated, very flushed, and frozen by her sage remonstrance; then, having partly recovered his composure, he said gaily:

         ‘All right, I’ll wait; but I shan’t say another word until we get there. And remember that we are now going through Poissy.’

         ‘I will do the talking,’ said she.

         She sat down again quietly beside him.

         And she talked very practically about what they would do on their return. They had better keep on the flat where she lived with her first husband, and Duroy would also inherit Forestier’s duties and salary on the Vie Française. In point of fact, she had, before their marriage, settled all the financial details of the establishment with the precision of a man of business. They had joined forces under the system of separate estates, and every possible eventuality had been provided for; death, divorce, the birth of one or more children. The young man brought in four thousand francs, so he said, but of this sum he had already borrowed fifteen hundred. The rest came from savings effected in the course of the year, in anticipation of the event. The lady brought in forty thousand francs left her by Forestier, so she said.

         She mentioned him once more, as an excellent example. ‘He was a very economical fellow, very orderly and industrious. He would have made a fortune in a very short time.’

         Duroy was not listening, being intent upon his own thoughts.

         She paused from time to time, to pursue an idea in her own mind, and then went on:

         ‘In three or four years’ time you may well be earning from thirty to forty thousand francs a year. That is what Charles would have had, if he had lived.’

         Georges, who was beginning to find these injunctions rather tedious, replied:

         ‘I thought we were not going to Rouen to talk about your late husband.’ 29

         She gave him a little tap on the cheek.

         ‘True,’ she laughed. ‘I apologise.’

         He was sitting with his hands laid rather affectedly on his knees, in the attitude of a good little boy.

         ‘You look silly like that,’ she said.

         ‘This is how I am to behave, as you pointed out to me just now, and I shall continue to do so.’

         ‘Why?’ she asked.

         ‘Because it is you who have taken over the management of the establishment, and even of my person. It concerns you, indeed, as a widow.’

         She was rather taken aback. ‘What exactly do you mean?’

         ‘You have experience that should dispel my ignorance, and a practical knowledge of marriage which ought to enlighten my bachelor innocence—there?’

         ‘Really!’ she exclaimed.

         ‘That is how it stands,’ he went on. ‘I don’t know women; you do know men, being a widow; you will have to undertake my education, this evening; and you may as well begin it at once; so there!’

         ‘Well!’ she exclaimed with amusement. ‘If you are relying on me for that! …’

         He went on, in the voice of a schoolboy mumbling out his lesson: ‘Certainly I do … I rely on you to give me proper instruction … in twenty lessons … ten for the rudiments, reading and grammar … ten for more advanced matters—the rhetoric of the subject, so to speak. I am an ignoramus.’

         She laughed in high good humour.

         ‘You silly fellow!’

         ‘That’s better,’ said he; ‘and now that you are becoming a little more familiar, I shall do so too, and tell you that I adore you, darling, more and more, every second, and that Rouen seems a very long way away!’

         He was now speaking with the intonations of an actor, and with a pleasant play of feature which amused a lady accustomed to the jovialities of the great bohemia of the literary world.

         She threw a sidelong glance at him, and thought him really 30charming; at that moment she was torn between the desire one has to pick and eat the apple, and the hesitations of common sense, which suggests that one had better wait for dinner and eat it at due time.

         Then she said, blushing faintly at the thoughts that assailed her mind. ‘As you are to be my little pupil, give heed to my experience, my wide experience. Kisses in a railway carriage are no good. They ruin the stomach.’

         Then she blushed more deeply as she murmured:

         ‘Never spend money before it is earned.’

         He grinned, in animation at the sly suggestions that he felt had slipped into that lovely mouth; he made the sign of the cross, and his lips moved as though he were muttering a prayer. ‘I have just put myself under the protection of St. Anthony, patron saint of Temptation. Henceforward, I am made of bronze.’

         The night came softly down, enveloping in transparent shadow, like an insubstantial veil of crepe, the expanse of country on their right. The train was running alongside the Seine; and the pair looked down into the river, winding like a broad ribbon of polished metal beside the line, dotted with red reflections, patches of colour fallen from the sky which the departing sun had dipped in purple and in fire. These splashes of light dimmed and darkened and then gradually vanished. And the countryside sank into gloom, with that ominous shudder, that shudder of death, that passes over the earth in every dusk.

         The melancholy of evening came through the open window, and entered into the souls, lately so gay, of the married pair, who now fell into silence.

         They had drawn closer to each other to look at that agony of the day, of that lovely, clear May day.

         At Nantes a man had come in to light the small oil lamp that shed its yellow, flickering radiance on to the grey cloth of the upholstery.

         Duroy put an arm round his wife’s waist and clasped her to him. The sharp desire of a little while before had been transformed into affection, a rather languid affection, a tepid longing for little comforting caresses—the caresses with which a child is lulled to sleep. 31

         And he murmured softly: ‘I am going to love you very much, my little Made.’

         The soft voice aroused the woman, a quick tremor thrilled over her flesh, and she offered him her mouth as she leaned over him, for he had laid his cheek against the warm pillow of her breasts. There followed a long kiss, a dumb deep kiss, then a quiver, an abrupt and wild embrace, a brief breathless struggle and a violent and clumsy act of sex. After which they lay in each other’s arms, both a little disillusioned, tired but still affectionate, until the whistle of the train announced an approaching station.

         And she said, as she smoothed the hair over her temples with the tips of her fingers:

         ‘Really!—we behave like a couple of silly children.’

         But he kissed her hands, one after the other with feverish speed, and answered:

         ‘I adore you, my little Made.’

         Until Rouen they sat almost motionless, cheek to cheek, their eyes staring at the darkness through the window, where they could now and again see the lights of houses passing by; and they dreamed, glad to feel so near together, in the growing expectation of a freer and more intimate embrace.

         They drove to an hotel looking on to the quay, and went to bed after a very light supper.

         The chambermaid awakened them next morning, just after eight o’clock.
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