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When Walter de la Mare brought out his first collection of short stories called The Riddle in 1923 at the age of fifty, it would have been a surprise to some to discover how long he had been attracted by the genre. Few people would have guessed that his earliest published works had been stories. His first printed story, ‘Kismet’, had appeared in The Sketch in August 1895, and at least seven others had been serialized before the publication of Songs of Childhood in 1902. De la Mare continued writing and re-writing stories throughout the rest of his life. The Riddle was followed in quick succession by Ding Dong Bell, Broomsticks (for children), The Connoisseur, On the Edge, The Lord Fish (for children), and The Wind Blows Over in the 1920s and 1930s; and his very last major work, A Beginning, came out in 1955 less than a year before his death.


Apart from the Collected Stories for Children of 1947, he did not publish any comprehensive collection of stories comparable to the Collected Poems of 1942, although there were several selections from the eight main collections. The most important of these (since de la Mare was involved in the choice on both occasions) were Stories, Essays and Poems of 1933 published in the Everyman series and Best Stories of Walter de la Mare of 1942 published by Faber – who brought out all the major collections after The Connoisseur. The latter came out with Collins in 1926, The Riddle and Ding Dong Bell having appeared with Selwyn and Blount in 1923 and 1924, and Broomsticks with Constable in 1925. All in all, seventy-nine stories were published in collections, and over a score of them have never been reprinted elsewhere. The three volumes making up the first complete edition include all these stories together with all the uncollected stories that have been found and a few unpublished ones.


De la Mare was as assiduous in serializing his stories before publication as he was in serializing his poems. Indeed, no less than sixty of the seventy-nine ‘collected’ stories were first published in magazines, newspapers or collections compiled by other people. When they appeared in volume form, which might be over fifty years later as happened with ‘The Quincunx’, they were often revised. (The interval between writing and serialization or publication in a collection could also be enormous: for example, ‘A Beginning’, which was published in the volume of that title in 1955, seems to have been written in about 1900, and ‘The Miller’s Tale’, which was serialized in December 1955, was probably written about then as well.) But not all the stories that were serialized were collected. This is particularly true of the period 1895–1910 and altogether eighteen uncollected stories have so far been found. In all likelihood, de la Mare deliberately did not reprint some of them. There is, however, clear evidence that he intended to publish certain stories like ‘Kismet’, which was revised for publication in A Beginning but omitted from it at the galley-proof stage. Others may well have been forgotten in the course of time. As it is no more possible to determine the exact reasons for stories remaining uncollected than it was in the case of the poems, all the stories found have been included. They are printed in the order in which they were first serialized or published – in sections at the end of Short Stories 1895–1926 and Short Stories 1927–1956.


Although a number of stories in manuscript and typescript form were discovered among de la Mare’s papers, there only seemed to be good grounds for publishing four of them. Three of these had been omitted from A Beginning at the galley-proof stage, and the fourth was the second half of ‘The Orgy: An Idyll’ which was cut in two when it was published in 1930, probably because it was too long. The unpublished stories follow the uncollected ones at the end of Short Stories 1927–1956.


The same general arrangement has been adopted as in the Complete Poems. The stories have been grouped chronologically according to the volumes in which they originally appeared. Short Stories 1895–1926 includes the first three main collections and uncollected stories from the earlier period; Short Stories 1927–1956 the last three main collections and uncollected and unpublished stories from the later period; and Short Stories for Children the two children’s collections.


With one or two exceptions, the text is based on the latest printed versions worked on by de la Mare, Stories, Essays and Poems (1938), Best Stories of Walter de la Mare (1942) and Collected Stories for Children (1947) being the three chief sources for these apart from the eight main collections. For further details, see the Bibliographical Appendix on page 555.


The contents of the three volumes are as follows:




 





I SHORT STORIES 1895–1926


Stories in Collections


The Riddle and Other Stories (1923)


Ding Dong Bell (1924, 1936)


The Connoisseur and Other Stories (1926)


Uncollected Stories




 





II SHORT STORIES 1927–1956


Stories in Collections


On the Edge: Short Stories (1930)


The Wind Blows Over (1936)


A Beginning and Other Stories (1955)


Uncollected Stories


Unpublished Stories




 





III SHORT STORIES FOR CHILDREN


Stories in Collections


Broomsticks and Other Tales (1925)


The Lord Fish (1933)




 





I am very grateful to the late Dorothy Marshall for help in tracking down uncollected stories and checking references, to Theresa Whistler for information about early manuscript versions, to Jill Foulston for her meticulous proof-reading of both this volume and Short Stories 1895-1926, and to Tom Knott for his very accurate and precise typesetting of the complex manuscript of this volume. The late Leonard Clark’s Checklist for the 1956 National Book League exhibition of de la Mare books and MSS has been a useful source of information.
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Which of the world’s wiseacres, I wonder, was responsible for the aphorism that ‘the best things in life are to be found at its edges’? It is too vague, of course. So much depends on what you mean by the ‘best’ and the ‘edges’. And in any case most of us prefer the central. It has been explored; it is safe; you know where you are; it has been amply, copiously corroborated. But, ‘Amusing? Well, hardly. Quite so!’ as my friend Mr Bloom would have said. But then, Mr Bloom has now ventured over the ‘borderline’. He is, I imagine, interested in edges no longer.


I have been reminded of him again – as if there were any need of it! – by an advertisement in The Times. It announces that his house, which he had himself renamed Montrésor, is for sale by auction – ‘This singularly charming freehold Residential Property … in all about thirty-eight acres … the Matured Pleasure Grounds of unusual Beauty’. I don’t deny it. But was it quite discreet to describe the house as imposing? A pair of slippers in my possession prompts this query. But how answer it? It is important in such matters to be clear and precise, and, alas, all that I can say about Mr Bloom can be only vague and inconclusive. As, indeed, in some respects he was.


It was an afternoon towards the end of May – a Thursday. I had been to see a friend who, after a long illness, seemed now to be creeping back into the world again. We sat and talked for a while. Smiling, whispering, he lay propped up upon his pillows, gaunt and deathly, his eyes fixed on the green branches beyond his window, and that bleak hungry look on his face one knows so well. But when we fell silent, and his nurse looked covertly round the door and nodded her head at me, I rose with an almost indecent readiness, clasped his cold, damp, bony hand in mine, and said good-bye. ‘You look miles better,’ I assured him again and again.


It is a relief to leave a sick room – to breathe freely again after that fumy and stagnant atmosphere. The medicine bottles, the stuffiness, the hush, the dulcet optimism, the gauche self-consciousness. I even found myself softly whistling as I climbed back into my cosy two-seater again. A lime-tree bower her garage was: the flickering leafy evening sunshine gilded the dust on her bonnet. I released the brake; she leapt to life.


And what wonder? Flora and her nymphs might at any moment turn the corner of this sequestered country road. I felt adventurous. It would be miserably unenterprising to go back by the way I had come. I would just chance my way home.


Early evening is, with daybreak, May’s most seductive hour; and how entrancing is any scene on earth after even a fleeting glance into the valley of shadows – the sun-striped, looping, wild-flowered lanes, the buttercup hollows, the parsleyed nooks and dusky coppices, the amorous birds and butterflies. But nothing lovely can long endure. The sickly fragrance of the hawthorns hinted at that. Drowsy, lush, tepid, inexhaustible – an English evening.


And as I bowled idly on, I overtook a horseman. So far as I can see he has nothing whatever to do with what came after – no more, at most, than my poor thin-nosed, gasping friend. I put him in only because he put himself in. And in an odd way too. For at first sight (and at a distance) I had mistaken the creature for a bird – a large, strange, ungainly bird. It was the cardboard box he was carrying accounted for that.


Many shades lighter than his clothes and his horse, it lay on his back cornerwise, suspended about his neck with a piece of cord. As he trotted along he bumped in the saddle, and his box bumped too. Meanwhile, odd mechanical creature, he beat time to these bumpings on his animal’s shoulder-blade with the little leafy switch poised between his fingers. I glanced up into his face as I passed him – a greyish, hairy, indefinite face, like a miller’s. To mistake a cardboard box for a bird! He amused me. I burst out laughing; never dreaming but that he was gone for ever.


Two or three miles further on, after passing a huddle of tumbledown cottages and a duck-pond, I caught my first glimpse of Mr Bloom’s house – of Montrésor. And I defy anybody with eyes in his head to pass that house unheeded. The mere quiet diffident looks of it brought me instantly to a standstill. ‘Imposing’!


And as I sat on, looking in on it through its high wrought-iron gates, I heard presently the hollow thump of a horse’s hoofs in the muffling dust behind me. Even before I glanced over my shoulder, I knew what I should see – my man on horseback. These narrow lanes – he must have taken a short cut.






There rode a Miller on a horse,


A jake on a jackass could do no worse –


   With a Hey, and a Hey, lollie, lo!


Meal on his chops and his whiskers too –


The devil sowed tares, where the tare-crop grew –


   With a Hey, and a Hey, lollie, lo! 








Up he bumped, down he bumped, and his leafy switch kept time. When he drew level, I twisted my head and yelled up at him a question about the house. He never so much as paused. He merely lowered that indiscriminately hairy face of his a few inches nearer me, opened his mouth, and flung up his hand with the switch. Perhaps the poor fellow was dumb; his rawboned horse had coughed, as if in sympathy. But, dumb or not, his gesture had clearly intimated – though with unnecessary emphasis – that Montrésor wasn’t worth asking questions about, that I had better ‘move on’. And, naturally, it increased my interest. I watched him out of sight. Why, as I say, I have mentioned him I scarcely know, except that for an instant there he was, at those gates – Mr Bloom’s – gates from which Mr Bloom himself was so soon to depart. When he was completely gone and the dust of him had settled, I turned to enjoy another look at the house – a protracted look too.


To all appearance it was vacant; but if so, it could not have been vacant long. The drive was sadly in need of weeding; though the lawns had been recently mown. High-grown forest trees towered round about it, overtopping its roof – chiefly chestnuts, their massive lower branches drooping so close to the turf they almost brushed its surface. They were festooned from crown to root with branching candelabra-like spikes of blossom. Now it was daylight; but imagine them on a still, pitch-black night, their every twig upholding a tiny, phosphoric cluster of tapers!


Not that Montrésor (or rather what of its façade was in view) was an old or even in itself a very beautiful house. It must have been built about 1750 and at second sight was merely of pleasing proportions. And then one looked again, and it looked back – with a furtive reticence as if it were withholding itself from any direct scrutiny behind its widespread blossoming chestnut trees. ‘We could if we would,’ said its windows, as do certain human faces; though no doubt the queer gesture and the queerer looks of my cardboard-boxed gentleman on horseback accounted for something of its effect.


A thin haze of cloud had spread over the sky, paling its blue. The sun had set. And a diffused light hung over walls and roof. It suited the house – as powder may suit a pale face. Even nature appeared to be condoning these artifices – the hollow lawns, the honeyed azaleas.


How absurd are one’s little hesitations. All this while I had been debating whether to approach nearer on foot or to drive boldly in. I chose the second alternative, with the faint notion in my mind perhaps that it would ensure me, if necessary, a speedier retreat. But then, premonitions are apt to display themselves a little clearer in retrospect! Anyhow, if I had walked up to the house, that night would not have been spent with Mr Bloom. But no, the house looked harmless enough, and untenanted. I pushed open the gates and, gliding gently in under the spreading chestnut trees towards the entrance, again came to a standstill.


A wide, low, porte-cochère, supported by slender stone columns, sheltered the beautiful doorway. The metalwork of its fanlight, like that of the gates, was adorned with the device of a pelican feeding her young. The owner’s crest, no doubt. But in spite of the simplicity of the porch, it was not in keeping, and may have been a later addition to the house. Its hollow echoings stilled, I sat on in the car, idly surveying the scene around me, and almost without conscious thought of it. What state of mind can be more serene – or more active?


No notice whatever seemed to have been taken of my intrusion. Silence, silence remained. Indeed, in spite of the abundant cover around me, there was curiously little bird-song – only a far-away thrush calling faintly, ‘Ahoy! ahoy! ahoy! Come to tea! Come to tea!’ And after all it was the merry month of May, and still early. But near at hand, not even a wren shrilled. So presently I got out of the car, and mooned off to the end of the shallow, stone-vased terrace, stepping deliberately from tuft to tuft of grass and moss. Only a dense shrubbery beyond: yew, ilex, holly; a dampish winding walk. But on this – the western aspect of the house – there showed faded blinds to the windows, and curtains too – bleached by numberless sunsets, but still rich and pleasant in colour.


What few live things may have spied out the intruder had instantly withdrawn. I sighed, and turned away. The forsaken pierces quicker to the heart than by way of the mind. My green-winged car looked oddly out of place – even a little homesick – under the porch. She was as grey with dust as were my odd horseman’s whiskers. I had come to the conclusion – quite wrongly – that for the time being, at least, the place was unoccupied; though possibly at any moment caretaker or housekeeper might appear.


Indeed, my foot was actually on the step of the car, when, as if at a definite summons, I turned my head and discovered not only that the door was now open, but that a figure – Mr Bloom’s – was standing a pace or so beyond the threshold, his regard steadily fixed on me. Mr Bloom – a memorable figure. He must have been well over six feet in height, but he carried his heavy head and heavy shoulders with a pronounced stoop. He was both stout and fat, and yet his clothes now hung loosely upon him, as if made to old measurements – a wide, black morning-coat and waistcoat, and brown cloth trousers. I noticed in particular his elegant boots. They were adorned with what I had supposed was an obsolete device – imitation laces. A well-cut pair of boots, nonetheless, by a good maker. His head was bald on the crown above a fine lofty forehead – but it wore a superfluity of side hair, and his face was bushily bearded. With chin drawn up a little, he was surveying me from under very powerful magnifying spectacles, his left hand resting on the inside handle of the door.


He had taken me so much by surprise that for the moment I was speechless. We merely looked at one another; he, with a more easily justifiable intentness than I. He seemed, as the saying goes, to be sizing me up; to be fitting me in; and it was his voice that at length set the porch echoing again – a voice, as might have been inferred from the look of him, sonorous but muffled, as if his beard interfered with its resonance.


‘I see you are interested in the appearance of my house,’ he was saying.


The greeting was courteous enough; and yet extraordinarily impersonal. I made the lamest apologies, adding some trivial comment on the picturesqueness of the scene, and the general ‘evening effects’. But of this I am certain; the one thing uppermost in my mind, even at this stage in our brief acquaintance, was the desire not to continue it. Mr Bloom had somehow exhausted my interest in his house. I wanted to shake him off, to go away. He was an empty-looking man in spite of his domed brow. If his house had suggested vacancy, so did he; and yet – I wonder.


Far from countenancing this inclination, however, he was inviting me not to leave him. He was welcoming the interloper. With a slow comprehensive glance to left and right, he actually stepped out at last under the porch, and – with a peculiar tentative gesture – thrust out a well-kept, fleshy hand in my direction, as if with the intention of putting me entirely at my ease. He then stood solemnly scrutinizing my tiny car, which, with him as solitary passenger, would appear more like a perambulator!


At a loss for any alternative, I withdrew a pace or so, and took another long look at the façade – the blank windows, their red-brick mouldings, the peeping chimney-stacks, the quiet, serene sufficiency of it all. There was, I remember, a sorry little array of half-made, abandoned martins’ nests plastered up under the narrow jutting of the roof. But this craning attitude was fatiguing, and I turned and looked back at Mr Bloom.


Mr Bloom apparently had not stirred. Thus inert, he resembled the provincial statue of some forgotten Victorian notability – his feet set close together in those neat, polished, indoor boots, his fat fingers on his watch-chain. And now he seemed to be smiling at me out of his bluish-grey, rather prominent eyes, from under those thick distorting glasses. He was suggesting that I should come in, an invitation innocent of warmth, but more pressing than the mere words implied. To a mouse the wreathing odour of toasted cheese – before the actual trap comes into sight – must be similar in effect. There was a suppressed eagerness in the eyes behind those glasses. They had rolled a little in their sockets. And yet, even so, why should I have distrusted him? It would be monstrous to take this world solely on its face value. I was on the point of blurting out a churlish refusal when he stepped back and pushed the door open. The glimpse within decided me.


For the hall beyond that hospitable gape was peculiarly attractive. Not very lofty, but of admirable proportions, it was panelled in light wood, the carving on its cornice and pilasters tinged in here and there with gilt. From its roof hung three chandeliers of greenish-grey glass – entrancing things, resembling that mysterious exquisite ice that comes from Waterford. The evening light swam softly in through the uncurtained windows as if upon the stillness of a dream.


Empty, it would have been a fascinating room; but just now it was grotesquely packed with old furniture – beautiful, costly things in themselves, but, in this hugger-mugger, robbed of all elegance and grace. Only the narrowest alley-way had been left unoccupied – an alley-way hardly wide enough to enable a human being to come and go without positively mounting up off the floor, as in the Land-and-Water game beloved of children. It might have been some antique furniture dealer’s interior, prepared for ‘a moonlight flit’. Mr Bloom smiled at the air of surprise which must have been evident in my face. ‘Here today,’ he murmured, as if he were there and then preparing to be off – ‘and gone tomorrow.’


But having thus enticed me in under his roof, he rapidly motioned me on, not even turning his head to see if I were following him. For so cumbersome a man he was agile, and at the dusky twist of the corridor I found him already awaiting me, his hand on an inner door. ‘This is the library,’ he informed me, with a suavity that suggested that I was some wealthy visitor to whom he wished to dispose of the property. ‘One moment,’ he added hurriedly, ‘I think I neglected to shut the outer door.’


A library is often in effect little better than a mausoleum. But on a sunny morning this room must have looked as jocund as some ‘beauty’s’ boudoir. It was evening now. Dimmed old Persian rugs lay on the floor; there was a large writing-table. The immense armchairs were covered with vermilion morocco leather, and the walls, apart from a few engravings and mezzotints, were lined with exquisitely bound books, and jade and geranium and primrose-yellow were apparently Mr Bloom’s favourite colours. On one side many of the books had been removed and lay stacked up in portable bundles beneath the shelves on which they had stood. Opposite these was a lofty chimneypiece surmounted by mouldings in plaster – some pagan scene. And once again the self-sacrificing pelican showed in the midmost panel – still engaged in feeding her young.


I was looking out of the long windows when Mr Bloom reappeared. He still seemed to be smiling in his non-committal fashion and treated me to yet another slow scrutiny; the most conspicuous feature of his person, apart from his spectacles, being at such moments the spade-guinea that dangled from his watch-chain. Brown trousers, my friend, I was thinking to myself, why brown? And why not wear clothes that fit?


‘You are a lover of books?’ he was murmuring, in that flat, muffled voice of his; and we were soon conversing amiably enough on the diversions of literature. He led me steadily from shelf to shelf; but for the time being he was only making conversation. He was definitely detaining me, and staved off every opportunity I attempted to seize of extricating myself from his company. At last I bluntly held out my hand, and in spite of his protestations – so insistent that he began stuttering – I made my way out of the room.


Daylight was failing now, and the spectacle of that hoard of furniture in the gloaming was oddly depressing. Mr Bloom had followed me out, cooing, as he came on, his apologies and regrets that I could spare him no more time – ‘The upper rooms … the garden … my china.’ I persisted, nevertheless, and myself opened the outer door. And there in the twilight, with as disconsolate an appearance as a cocker-spaniel that has wearied of waiting for its mistress, sat my car.


I had actually taken my seat in it – having omitted to shake hands with Mr Bloom – when I noticed not only that in a moment of absent-mindedness I must have locked the gears but that the Yale gear-key which usually lay in the little recess to the left of the dash-board was missing. Accidents of this kind may be absurdly disconcerting. I searched my pockets; leapt out and searched them again; and not only in vain, but without the faintest recollection in my mind of having even touched the key. It was a ridiculous, a mortifying situation. With eyes fixed, in an effort to recall my every movement, I gazed out over the wide green turf beneath the motionless chestnut trees, and then at last turned again, and looked at Mr Bloom.


With plump hands held loosely and helplessly a little in front of him, and head on one side, he was watching my efforts with an almost paternal concern.


‘I have mislaid the key,’ I almost shouted at him, as if he were hard of hearing.


‘Is it anything of importance? Can I get you anything? Water? A little grease?’


That one word, grease, was accompanied with so ridiculous a trill that I lost patience.


‘It’s the gear-key,’ I snapped at him. ‘She’s fixed, immovable, useless! I wish to heaven I …’ I stopped aimlessly, fretfully searching the porch and the turf beyond it. Mr Bloom watched me with the solicitude of a mother. ‘I ought to have been home an hour ago,’ I stuttered over my shoulder.


‘Most vexatious! Dear me! I am distressed. But my memory too … A Slough of Despond. Do you think by any chance, Mr Dash, you can have put the key into your pocket?’


I stared at him. The suggestion was little short of imbecile; and yet he had evidently had the sagacity to look for my name on my licence! ‘What is the nearest town?’ I all but shouted.


‘The nearest,’ he echoed; ‘ah, the nearest! Now, let me see! The nearest town – garage, of course. A nice question. Come in again. We must get a map; yes, a map, don’t you think? That will be our best course; an excellent plan.’


I thrust my hand into the leather pocket of the car, and produced my own. But only the eyes of an owl could have read its lettering in that light, and somehow it did not occur to me in this tranquil dusky scene to switch on the lamps. There was no alternative. I followed Mr Bloom into the house again, and on into his study. He lit a couple of candles and we sat down together at the writing-table and examined the map. It was the closest I ever got to him.


The position was ludicrous. Montrésor was a good four miles from the nearest village of any size and seven from the nearest railway station – and that on a branch line. And here was this recluse peppering me with futile advice and offers of assistance, and yet obviously beaming with satisfaction at the dilemma I was in. There was not even a servant in the house to take a telegram to the village – if a telegram had been of the slightest use. I hastily folded up my map – folded it up wrong, of course – and sat glooming. He was breathing a little rapidly after this exercise of intelligence.


‘But why be disturbed?’ he entreated me. ‘Why? A misadventure; but of no importance. Indeed not. You will give me the pleasure of being my guest for the night – nothing but a happiness, I assure you. Say no more. It won’t incommode me in the slightest degree. This old house … A most unfortunate accident. They should make larger, heavier keys. Ridiculous! But then I am no mechanic.’


He stooped round at me – the loose, copious creature – and was almost flirtatious. ‘Frankly, my dear young sir, I cannot regret an accident that promises me more of your company. We bookish people, you understand.’


I protested, stood up, and once more began searching my pockets! His head jerked back into its habitual posture.


‘Ah! I see what is in your mind. Think nothing of it. Yes, yes, yes. Comforts, convenience curtailed, I agree. But my good housekeeper always prepares a meal sufficient for two – mere habit, Mr Dash, almost animal habit. And besides – why not? I will forage for myself. A meal miscellaneous, perhaps, but not unsatisfying.’ He beamed. ‘Why not take a look at the garden meanwhile before it is dark?’ The tones had fallen still flatter, the face had become impassive.


I was cornered. It was useless to protest – it would have been atrociously uncivil. He himself thrust open the windows for me. Fuming within, I stumped out on to the terrace while he went off to ‘forage’. I saw in fancy those thick spectacles eyeing the broken meats in the great larder. What was wrong with the man? What made him so extortionately substantial, and yet in effect, so elusive and unreal? What indeed constitutes the reality of any fellow creature? The something, the someone within, surely; not the mere physical frame.


In Mr Bloom’s company that physical frame seemed to be mainly a kind of stalking horse. If so, the fowler was exquisitely intent on not alarming his prey. Those honeyed decoy-notes. But then, what conceivably could he want with me? Whom had he been waiting for, skulking there at some convenient window? Why was he alone in this great house? Only Mr Bloom could answer these questions: and owing to some odd scruple of manners or what-not, I couldn’t put them to him. Ridiculous!


My mind by this time had wearied of these vexations and had begun to follow my eyes. I was looking southward – a clear lustre as of glass was in the heavens. It had been a calm but almost colourless sunset, and westward the evening star floated like a morsel of silver in a dove-grey fleece of cloud drawn gently across the fading blue of the horizon. The countryside lay duskily purple and saturnine, and about a hundred yards away in this direction was a wide stretch of water – dead-white under the sky – a lake that must have been thronged with wild-fowl; yet not so much as a peewit crying.


In front of me the garden was densely walled in with trees, and an exceedingly skilful topiarian had been at work on the nearer yews. Year after year he must have been clipping his birds and arches and vast mushrooms and even an obelisk. They were now in their freshest green. Mr Bloom’s servants cannot have forsaken him in a batch. They were gone, though. Not a light showed in the dusk; no movement; no sound except out of the far distance, presently, the faint hypnotic churring of a night-jar. It is the bird of woody solitude. Well, there would be something of a moon that night, I knew. She would charm out the owls, and should at least ensure me a lullaby. But why this distaste, this sense of inward disquietude?


And suddenly I wheeled about at the sound, as I thought, of a footstep. But no; I was alone. Mr Bloom must still be busy foraging in his back-quarters or his cellarage. And yet – is it credible? – once more in a last forlorn hope I began to search my pockets for the missing key! But this time Mr Bloom interrupted the operation. He came out sleeking his hands together in front of him and looking as amiably hospitable as a churchwarden at a parochial soirée. He led me in, volubly explaining the while that since he had been alone in the house he had all but given up the use of the upper rooms. ‘As a matter of fact, I am preparing to leave,’ he told me, ‘as soon as it is – convenient. Meanwhile I camp on the ground-floor. There is many a novelty in the ordinary routine of life, Mr Dash, that we seldom enjoy. It amused my secretary, this system of picnicking, poor fellow – at least for a while.’


He came to a standstill on the threshold of the room into which he was leading me. A cluster of candles burned on the long oak table set out for our evening meal, but otherwise the room – larger than the study, and containing, apart from its cabinets of china and old ivory, almost as many books – was thickly curtained, and in gloom.


‘I must explain,’ he was saying, and he laid the four fingers of his left hand very gently on my shoulder, ‘that my secretary has left me. He has left me for good. He is dead.’ With owl-like solemnity he scrutinized the blank face I turned on him, as if he were expectant of sympathy. But I had none to give. You cannot even feign sympathy without some preparation.


Mr Bloom glanced over his shoulder into the corridor behind us. ‘He has been a great loss,’ he added. ‘I miss him. On the other hand,’ he added more cheerfully, ‘we mustn’t allow our personal feelings to interfere with the enjoyment of what I am afraid even at best is a lamentably modest little meal.’


Again Mr Bloom was showing himself incapable of facing facts. It was by no means a modest little meal. Our cold bouillon was followed by a pair of spring chickens, the white sauce on their delicate breasts adorned in a chaste design with fragments of cucumber, truffle and mushroom – hapless birds that seemed to have been fattened on cowslips and honeysuckle buds. There was an asparagus salad, so cold to the tongue as to suggest ice; and neighbouring it were old silver dishes of meringues and an amber-coloured wine jelly, thickly clotted with cream. After the sherry champagne was our only wine; and it was solely owing to my abstemiousness that we failed to finish the second bottle.


Between mouthfuls Mr Bloom indulged in general conversation – of the exclamatory order. It covered a pretty wide autobiographical field. He told me of his boyhood in Montrésor. The estate had been in his family for close on two centuries. For some years he had shared it with the last of his three sisters – all now dead.


‘She’s there!’ he exclaimed, pointing an instant with uplifted fork at a portrait that hung to the right of the chimneypiece. ‘And that’s my mother.’ I glanced up at Miss Bloom; but she was looking, in the other direction, and our real and painted eyes did not meet. It seemed incredible that these two could ever have been children, have played together, giggled, quarrelled, made it up. Even if I could imagine the extinguished lady in the portrait as a little girl, no feat of fancy could convert Mr Bloom into a small boy – a sufferable one, I mean.


By the time I had given up the attempt, and, having abandoned the jelly, we had set to work on some Camembert cheese, Mr Bloom’s remarks about his secretary had become almost aggrieved.


‘He was of indispensable use to me in my literary work,’ he insisted as he chawed rapidly on, ‘modest enough in itself – I won’t trouble you with that – only an obscure by-way of interest. Indispensable. We differed in our views, of course: no human beings ever see perfectly eye to eye on such a topic … In a word, the occult. But he had an unusual flair of which he himself, you will hardly believe it, until he came to me, was completely ignorant.’ He laid his left hand on the table. ‘I am not denying that for one moment. We succeeded in attaining the most curious and interesting results from our little experiments. I could astonish you.’


I tried in vain to welcome the suggestion; but the light even of only six candles is a little stupefying when one has to gaze through them at one’s host, and Mr Bloom was sitting up immediately opposite to me on the other side of the table.


‘My own personal view,’ he explained, ‘is that his ill-health was in no way due to these investigations. It was, I assure you, against my wish that he should continue them even on his own account. Flatly, two heads, two wills, two cautions even, are better than one in such matters. Dr Ponsonby – I should explain that Dr Ponsonby is my medical adviser; he attended my poor sister in her last illness – Dr Ponsonby, unfortunately, lives at some little distance, but he did not hesitate to sacrifice all the time he could spare. On the other hand, as far as I can gather, he was not in the least surprised that when the end came, it came suddenly. My secretary, Mr Dash, was found dead in his bed – that is, in his bedroom. Speaking for myself, I should —’ back went his head again, and once more his slightly bolting eyes gazed out at me like polished agates across the silvery lustre of the candlelight – ‘speaking for myself,’ his voice had muffled itself almost into the inarticulate beneath his beard, ‘I should prefer to go quickly when I have to go at all.’


The white plump hand replenished his glass with champagne. ‘Not that I intend to imply that I have any immediate desire for that. While as for you, my dear young sir,’ he added almost merrily, ‘having enjoyed only a morsel of my experience in this world, you must desire that consummation even less.’


‘You mean, to die, Mr Bloom?’ I put it to him. His chin lowered itself into his collar again; the eyelids descended over his eyes.


‘Precisely. Though it is as well to remember there is more than one way of dying. There is first the body to be taken into account; and there is next – what remains: though nowadays, of course – well, I leave it to you.’


Mr Bloom was a peculiar conversationalist. Like an astute letter-writer he ignored questions in which he was not interested, or which he had no wish to answer; and with the agility of a chimpanzee in its native wilds would swing off from a topic not to his liking to another that up to that point had not even been hinted at. Quite early in our extravagantly tête-à-tête meal I began to suspect that the secret of his welcome to a visitor who had involuntarily descended on him from out of the blue, was an insensate desire to hear himself talk. His vanity was elephantine. Events proved this surmise to be true only in part. But in the meantime it became pretty evident why Mr Bloom should be in want of company; I mean of ordinary human company, though he seemed to have wearied of his secretary’s some little time before that secretary had been summoned away.


‘You will agree, my dear sir, that to see eye to eye with an invalid for any protracted period is a severe strain. Illness breeds fancies, not all of them considerate. Not a happy youth, ever: introspective – an ‘introvert’ in the cant term of our time. But still meaning well; and, oh yes, endeavouring not to give way when – when in company. My sister never really liked him, either. Not at all. But then, she was the prey of conventions that are yet for some, perhaps, a safeguard. We shared the same interests, of course – he and I. Our arrangement was based on that. He had his own views, but was at times, oh yes’ – he filled his glass again – ‘exceedingly obstinate about them. He had little staying power. He began to fumble, to hesitate, to question, to fluster himself – and me, too, for that matter – at the very moment perhaps when we were arriving at an excessively interesting juncture.


‘You know the general process, of course?’ He had glanced up over his food at me, but not in order to listen to any answer I might have given. ‘It is this’ – and he forthwith embarked on a long and tedious discourse concerning the sweet uses of the planchette, of automatic writing, table-rapping, the hidden slate, ectoplasm, and all the other – to me rather disagreeable – paraphernalia of the spiritualistic séance. Nothing I could say or do, not even unconcealed and deliberate yawning, had the least effect upon Mr Bloom’s fluency. ‘Lung trouble’ appeared to have been the primary cause of his secretary’s final resignation. But if the unfortunate young man had night after night been submitted to the experience that I was now enduring, exasperation and boredom alone would have accounted for it. How on earth indeed, I asked myself, could he have endured Mr Bloom so long.


I ceased to listen. The cascade of talk suddenly came to an end. Mr Bloom laid his hands on either side of his dessert plate and once more fixed me in silence under his glasses. ‘You, yourself, have possibly dabbled a little in my hobby?’ he enquired.


I had indeed. In my young days my family had possessed an elderly female friend – a Miss Algood. She had been one of my mother’s bridesmaids, and it was an unwritten law in our household that all possible consideration and affection should be shown to her in all circumstances. She, poor soul, had come down in the world – until indeed she had come down at last to one small room on the top floor in lodgings in Westbourne Park. She was gaunt, loquacious, and affectionate; and she had a consuming interest in the other world. I hear her now: ‘On the other side, my dear Charles.’ ‘Another plane, Charles.’ ‘When I myself pass over.’ It is curious; she was absolutely fearless and quixotically independent.


For old sake’s sake, and I am afraid for very little else, I used to go to tea with her occasionally. And we would sit together, the heat welling up out of the sun-struck street outside her window; and she would bring out the hateful little round Victorian table, and the wine-glass and the cardboard alphabet; and we would ask questions of the unseen, the mischievous and the half-crazy concerning the unknowable; and she would become flushed and excited, her lean hands trembling, while she urged me now to empty my mind, and now, to concentrate! And though I can honestly say I never deliberately tampered with that execrable little wine-glass in its wanderings over the varnished table; and though she herself never, so far as I could detect, deliberately cooked the messages it spelt out for us; we enjoyed astonishing revelations. Revelations such as an intelligent monkey or parrot might invent – yet which by any practical test proved utterly valueless.


These ‘spiritistic’ answers to our cross-examination were at the same time so unintelligibly intelligent, and yet so useless and futile, that I had been cured once and for all of the faintest interest in ‘the other side’ – thus disclosed I mean. If anything, in fact, the experience had even a little tarnished the side Mr Bloom now shared with me.


For this reason alone his first mention of the subject had almost completely taken away my appetite for his chicken, his jelly and his champagne. After all, that ‘other side’s’ border-line from which, according to the poet, no traveller returns, must be a good many miles longer even than the wall of China, and not all its gates can lead to plains of peace or paradise or even of mere human endurableness.


I explained at last to Mr Bloom that my interest in spiritualism was of the tepidest variety. Alas, his prominent stone-blue eyes – lit up as they were by this concentrated candle-light – incited me to be more emphatic than I intended. I told him I detested the whole subject. ‘I am convinced,’ I assured him, ‘that if the messages, communications, whatever you like to call them, that you get that way are anything else than the babblings and mumblings of sub-consciousness – a deadly dubious term, in itself – then they are probably the work of something or somebody even more “sub” than that.’


Convinced! I knew, of course, practically nothing at first hand about the subject – Miss Algood, poor soul, was only the fussiest and flimsiest of amateurs – but ignorance, with a glimmer of intuition, perhaps gives one assurance. ‘Whatever I have heard,’ I told him flatly, ‘from that source – of the future, I mean, which awaits us when we get out of this body of ours, Mr Bloom, fills me with nothing but regret that this life is not the end of everything. I don’t say that you get nowhere, even by that route, and I don’t say that you mayn’t get further some day than you intend, but,’ I stupidly blustered on, ‘my own personal opinion is that the whole business, so conducted, is a silly and dangerous waste of time.’


His eyes never wavered, he lowered his head by not so much as the fraction of an inch, and then, as if in an aside, his lips hardly stirring, he ejaculated ‘Quite so, but not exactly nowhere, it may be.’


And then, as I sat looking at him – it is difficult to put it into words – his face ‘went out’ so to speak; it became a face (not only abandoned but) forsaken, vacant, and as if uncurtained too, bleak and mute as a window. The unspeculating eyes remained open, one inert hand lay on the table beside his plate, but he, Mr Bloom, was gone. And for perhaps two minutes I myself sat on there, in the still clear candle-light of that festal board, in a solitude I do not covet to experience again. Yet – as I realized even then – Mr Bloom had succeeded in this miserable manoeuvre merely by a trick. The next instant his bluish eyes became occupied, his face took life, and he once again looked out at me with a leer of triumph, an almost coquettish vanity, though he blinked a little as if the light offended him, and as if he were trying to conceal the fact that he had not much appreciated the scene or state which he had come from.


He gave me no time to reflect on this piece of buffoonery. ‘So, so,’ he was informing me, ‘shutters up or shutters down, we are what we are; and all that you have been saying, my dear Mr Dash, amuses me. Extraordinary! Most amusing! Illuminating! Quite so! Quite so! Capital! You tell me that you know nothing about the subject. Precisely. And that it is silly and dangerous. Ah, yes! And why not? Dangerous! Well, one word in your ear. Here, my dear sir, we are in the very thick of it; a positive hotbed. But if there is one course I should avoid,’ his eyes withdrew themselves, and the thick glasses blazed into the candle-light once more, ‘it would be that of taking any personal steps to initiate you into – into our mysteries. No; I shall leave matters completely to themselves.’


He had scarcely raised his voice; his expression had never wavered; he continued to smile at me; only his thick fingers trembled a little on the tablecloth. But he was grey with rage. It seemed even that the scalp of his head had a little raised the hair on its either side, so intense was his resentment.


‘A happy state – ignorance, Mr Dash. That of our first parents.’


And then, like a fool, I flared up and mentioned Miss Algood. He listened, steadily smiling.


‘I see. A superannuated novice, a would-be professional medium,’ he insinuated at last with a shrug of his great heavy shoulders. ‘You pay your money and you take your choice. Pooh! Banal!’


I hotly defended my well-meaning sentimental old friend.


‘Ah, indeed, a retired governess! An – an old maid!’ and once more his insolence nearly mastered him. ‘Have no fear, Mr Dash, she is not on my visiting list. There are deeps, and vasty deeps.’


With that he thrust out a hand and snatched up the chicken bone that lay on my plate.


‘Come out there!’ he called baldly. ‘Here, you!’ His head dipped out of sight as he stooped; and a yellowish dog – with a white-gleaming sidelong eye – of which up to the present I had seen or heard no sign, came skulking out from under a chair in the corner of the room to enjoy its evening meal. For awhile only the crunching of teeth on bones broke the silence.


‘Greedy, you! You glutton!’ Mr Bloom was cajoling him. ‘Aye, but where’s Steve? An animal’s intelligence, Mr Dash’ – his voice floated up to me from under the other side of the table – ‘is situated in his belly. And even when one climbs up to human prejudices one usually detects as primitive a source.’


For an instant I could make no reply to this pleasantry. He took advantage of the pause to present me with a smile, and at the same moment filled a little tulip-shaped glass for me with green Chartreuse.


‘There, there: I refuse to disagree,’ he was saying. ‘Your company has been very welcome to me; and – well, one should never embark on one’s little private preserves without encouragement. My own in particular meet with very scant courtesy usually. That animal could tell a tale.’ The crunching continued. ‘Couldn’t yer, you old rascal? Where’s Steve; where’s Steve? Now get along back!’ The scrunching ceased. The yellowish dog retreated into its corner.


‘And now, Mr Dash,’ declared Mr Bloom, ‘if you have sufficiently refreshed yourself, let us leave these remains. These last few months I have detested being encumbered with servants in the house. A foreign element. They are further away from us, I assure you, in all that really matters, than that rascal, Chunks, there in the corner. Eh, you old devil?’ he called at his pet, ‘Ain’t it so? Now, let me see,’ he took out his watch, a gold half-hunter, its engraving almost worn away with long service – ‘nine o’clock; h’m; h’m; h’m! Just nine! We have a long evening before us. Believe me, I am exceedingly grateful for your company, and regret that – but there, I see you have already condoned an old man’s foibles.’


There was something curiously aimless, even pathetic in the tone of that last remark. He had eaten with excellent appetite, and had accounted for at least four-fifths of our champagne. But he rose from the table looking more dejected than I should have supposed possible, and shuffled away in his slippers, as if the last ten minutes had added years to his age.


He was leading the way with one of the candlesticks in his hand, but, to avoid their guttering, I suppose, had blown out two of its candles. A dusky moonlight loomed beyond the long hinged windows of his study. The faint earthy odour of spring and night saturated the air, for one of them was open. He paused at sight of it, glancing about him.


‘If there is an animal I cannot endure,’ he muttered over his shoulder at me, ‘it is the cat – the feline cat. They have a history; they retreat into the past; we meet them in far other circumstances. Yes, yes.’


He had closed and bolted the window, drawn shutters and curtains, while he was speaking.


‘And now, bless my soul, Mr Dash, how about your room – a room for you? I ought to have thought of that before: bachelor habits. Now where shall we be – put?’ With feet close together he stood looking at me. ‘My secretary’s, now? Would that meet the case? He was a creature for comfort. But one has fancies, reluctances, perhaps. As I say, the upper rooms are all bare, dismantled, though we might together put up a camp-bed and – and water in the bath-room. I myself sleep in here.’


He stepped across and drew aside a curtain hung between the bookcases. But there was not light enough to see beyond it.


‘The room I propose is also on this floor, so we should not, if need be, be far apart. Eh? What think we? Well, now, come this way.’


He paused. Once more he led me out, and stopped at the third door of the corridor on the left-hand side. So long was this pause, one might have supposed he was waiting for permission to enter. I followed him in. It was a lofty room – a bed and sitting-room combined, and its curtains and upholstery were of a pale purple. Its window was shut, the air stuffy and faintly sweet. The bed was in the further corner to the left of the window; and there again the dusky moonlight showed.


I stood looking at the mute inanimate things around me in that blending of the two faint lights. No doubt if I had been ignorant that the owner, or rather user, of the room had made his last exit thence, I should have noticed nothing unusual in its stillness, its vacant calm. And yet, well, I had left a friend only that afternoon still a little breathless after his scramble up the nearer bank of the Jordan. And now – this was the last place on earth – these four walls, these colours, this bookcase, that table, that window – which Mr Bloom’s secretary had set eyes on before setting out, not to return.


My host watched me. He would, I think, have shut and pulled the curtains over these windows too, if I had given him the opportunity.


‘How’s that, then? You think, you will be – but there, I hesitate to press the matter … In fact, Mr Dash, this is the only room I can offer you.’


I mumbled my thanks and assured him not very graciously that I should be comfortable.


‘Capital!’ cried Mr Bloom. ‘Eureka! My only apprehension – well, you know how touchy, how sensitive people can be. Why, my dear Mr Dash, in a world as superannuated as ours is every other mouthful of air we breathe must have been somebody’s last. I leave you reconciled, then. You will find me in the study, and I can promise you that one little theme shall not intrude on us again. The bee may buzz, but Mr Bloom will keep his bonnet on! The fourth door on the right – after turning to your right down the corridor. Ah! I am leaving you no light.’


He lit the twin wax candles on his late secretary’s dressing-table, and withdrew.


I myself stood for awhile gazing stupidly out of the window. In spite of his extraordinary fluency, Mr Bloom, I realized, was a secretive old man. I had realized all along of course that it was not my beautiful eyes he was after; nor even my mere company. The old creature – admirable mask though his outward appearance might be – was on edge. He was detesting his solitude, though until recently, at any rate, it had been the one aim of his life. It had even occurred to me that he was not much missing his secretary. Quite the reverse. He had spoken of him with contempt, but not exactly with the contempt one feels for the completely gone and worsted. Two things appeared to have remained unforgiven in Mr Bloom’s mind indeed: some acute disagreement between them, and the fact that Mr Champneys had left him without due notice – unless inefficient lungs constitute due notice.


I took one of the candles and glanced at the books. They were chiefly of fiction and a little poetry, but there was one on mosses, one on English birds, and a little medical handbook in green cloth. There was also a complete row of manuscript books with pigskin backs labelled Proceedings. I turned to the writing-table. Little there of interest – a stopped clock, a dried-up inkwell, a tarnished silver cup, and one or two more books: The Sentimental Journey, a Thomas à Kempis, bound in limp maroon leather. I opened the Thomas à Kempis and read the spidery inscription on the fly-leaf: ‘To darling Sidney, with love from Mother. F.C.’ It startled me, as if I had been caught spying. ‘Life surely should never come quite to this,’ some secret sentimental voice within piped out of the void. I shut the book up.


The drawer beneath contained only envelopes and letter paper – Montrésor, in large pale-blue letters on a ‘Silurian’ background – and a black book, its cover stamped with the word Diary: and on the fly-leaf, ‘S.S. Champneys’. I glanced up, then turned to the last entry – dated only a few months before – just a few scribbled words: ‘Not me, at any rate: not me. But even if I could get away for —’ the ink was smudged and had left its ghost on the blank page opposite it. A mere scrap of handwriting and that poor hasty smudge of ink – they resembled an incantation. Mr Bloom’s secretary seemed also to be intent on sharing his secrets with me. I shut up that book too, and turned away. I washed my hands in S.S.C.’s basin, and – with my fingers – did my hair in his glass. I even caught myself beginning to undress – sheer reluctance, I suppose, to go back and face another cataract of verbiage.




 





To my astonishment a log fire was handsomely burning in the grate when at length I returned to the study, and Mr Bloom, having drawn up two of his voluminous vermilion armchairs in front of it, was now deeply and amply encased in one of them. He had taken off his spectacles, and appeared to be asleep. But his eyes opened at my footstep. He had been merely ‘resting’ perhaps.


‘I hope,’ was his greeting, ‘you found everything needful, Mr Dash? In the circumstances …’


He called this up at me as if I were deaf or at a distance, but his tone subsided again. ‘There’s just one little matter we missed, eh? – night attire! Not that you wouldn’t find a complete trousseau to choose from in the wardrobe. My secretary, in fact, was inclined to the foppish. No blame; no blame; fine feathers, Mr Dash.’


It is, thank heaven, an unusual experience to be compelled to spend an evening as the guest of a stranger one distrusts. It was not only that Mr Bloom’s manner was obviously a mask but even the occasional stupidity of his remarks seemed to be an affectation – and one of an astute and deliberate kind. And yet Montrésor – in itself it was a house of unusual serenity and charm. Its urbane eighteenth-century reticence showed in every panel and moulding. One fell in love with it at first sight, as with an open, smiling face. And then – a look in the eyes! It reeked of the dubious and distasteful. But how can one produce definite evidence for such sensations as these? They lie outside the tests even of Science – as do a good many other things that refuse to conform with the norm of human evidence.


Mr Bloom’s company at a dinner-party or a conversazione, shall we say, might have proved refreshingly droll. He did his best to make himself amusing. He had read widely – and in out-of-the-way books, too; and he had an unusual range of interests. We discussed music and art – and he brought out portfolio after portfolio of drawings and etchings to illustrate some absurd theory he had of the one, and played a scrap or two of Debussy’s and of Ravel’s Gaspard de la Nuit to prove some far-fetched little theory of his own about the other. We talked of Chance and Dreams and Disease and Heredity, edged on to Woman, and skated rapidly away. He dismissed life as ‘an episode in disconcerting surroundings’, and scuttled off from a detraction of St Francis of Assisi to the problem of pain.


‘Mr Dash, we fear pain too much – and the giving of it. The very mention of the word stifles us. And how un-Christian!’


The look he peeked down at me at this was proof enough that he was intent only on leading me on and drawing me out. But I was becoming a little more cautious, and mumbled that that kind of philosophy best begins at home.


‘Aye, indeed! A retort, a retort. With Charity on the other side of the hearth in a mob-cap and carpet slippers, I suppose? I see the dear creature: I see her! Still, you will agree, even you will agree that once, Mr Dash, the head has lost its way in the heart, one’s brain-pan might as well be a basin of soap-bubbles. A man of feeling, by all means – but just a trace, a soupçon of rationality, well, it serves! Eh?’


A few minutes afterwards, in the midst of a discourse on the progress of human thought, he suddenly enquired if I cared for the game of backgammon.


‘And why not? Or draughts? Or solitaire, Mr Dash? – a grossly under estimated amusement.’


But all this badinage, these high spirits were clearly an elaborate disguise, and a none too complimentary one at that. He was ‘keeping it up’ to keep me up; and maybe, to keep himself up. Much of it was automatic – mere mental antics. Like a Thibetan praying-wheel, his mind went round and round. And his attention was divided. One at least of those long, fleshy, hairy ears was cocked in another direction. And at last the question that had been on my tongue throughout most of the evening popped out almost inadvertently. I asked if he was expecting a visitor. At the moment his round black back was turned on me; he was rummaging in a corner cupboard for glasses to accompany the decanter of whisky he had produced; his head turned slyly on his heavy shoulders.


‘A visitor? You astonish me. Here? Now? As if, my dear Mr Dash, this rural retreat were Bloomsbury or Mayfair. You amuse me. Callers! Thank heaven, not so. You came, you saw, but you did not expect a welcome. The unworthy tenant of Montrésor took you by surprise. Confess it! So be it. And why not? What if you yourself were my looked-for visitor? What then? There are surmises, intuitions, forebodings – to give a pleasant tinge to the word. Yes, yes, I agree. I was on the watch; patiently, patiently. In due time your charming little car appears at my gate. You pause: I say to myself, Here he is. Company at last; discussion; pow-wow; even controversy perhaps. Why not? We are sharing the same hemisphere. Plain as a pikestaff. I foresaw your decision as may the shepherd in contemplation of a red sunrise foresee the deluge. I step downstairs; and here we are!’


My reply came a little more warmly than I intended. I assured Mr Bloom that if it had not been for the loss of my key, I shouldn’t have stayed five minutes. ‘I prefer not to be expected in a strange house.’ It was unutterably gauche.


He chuckled; he shrugged his shoulders; he was vastly amused. ‘Ah, but are we not forgetting that such little misadventures are merely part and parcel of the general plan? The end-shaping process, as the poet puts it?’


‘What general plan?’


‘Mr Dash, when you fire out your enquiries at me like bullets out of the muzzle of a gun, I am positively disconcerted, I can scarcely keep my wits together. Pray let us no longer treat each other like witnesses in the witness-box, or even’ – a cat-like smile crept into his face – ‘like prisoners in the dock. Have a little whisky? Pure malt; a tot? It may be whimsical, but for me one of the few exasperating things about my poor secretary, Mr Champneys, was his aversion to “alcohol”. His own word! £300 a year – Mr Dash. No less. And everything “found”. No expenses except tobacco, shockers – his own word again – pyjamas, tooth-powder and petrol – a motor-bicycle, in fact, soon hors de combat. And “alcohol”, if you please! The libel! These specialists! Soda water or Apollinaris?’


In sheer chagrin I drank the stuff, and rose to turn in. Not a bit of it! With covert glances at his watch, Mr Bloom kept me there by hook and by crook until it was long past midnight, and try as he might to conceal it, the disquietude that had peeped out earlier in the evening became more and more obvious. The only effect of this restlessness on his talk, however, was to increase its volume and incoherence. If Mr Bloom had been play-acting, and had been cast for his own character, his improvisations could not have been more masterly. He made no pretence now of listening to my own small part in this display; and when he did, it was only in order to attend to some other business he had in mind. Ever and again, as if to emphasize his point, he would haul himself up out of his deep-bottomed chair, and edge off towards the door – with the pretence perhaps of looking for a book. He would pause there for but an instant – and the bumbling muffled voice would yet again take up the strain. Once, however, he came to a dead stop, raised his hand and openly stood listening.


‘A nightingale certainly; if not two,’ he murmured sotto voce, ‘but tell me, Mr Dash,’ he called softly out across the room, ‘was I deceived into thinking I heard a distant knocking? In a house as large as this; articles of some value perhaps; we read even of violence. You never can tell.’


I enquired with clumsy irony if there would be anything remarkable in a knocking. ‘Don’t your friends ever volunteer even a rap or two on their own account? I should have supposed it would be the least they could offer.’


‘A signal; m’m; a rap or two;’ he echoed me blandly. ‘Why that?’


‘From “the other side”?’


‘Eh? Eh?’ he suddenly broke off, his cheek whitening; the sole cause of his dismay being merely a scratching at the door-panel, announcing that his faithful pet had so much wearied of solitude in the dining-room that he had come seeking even his master’s company. But Mr Bloom did not open the door.


‘Be off!’ he called at the panel. ‘Away, sir! To your mat! That dog, Mr Dash, is more than human – or shall we say, less than human?’ The words were jovial enough, but the lips that uttered them trembled beneath his beard.


I had had enough, and this time had my way. He accompanied me to the door of the study but not further, and held out his hand.


‘If by any chance,’ he scarcely more than murmured, ‘you should want anything in the night, you will remember, of course, where to find me; I am in there.’ He pointed. ‘On the other hand,’ he laid his hand again on my arm, deprecatingly, almost as if with shy affection – ‘I am an exceedingly poor sleeper. And occasionally I find a brief amble round proves a sedative. Follow me up? At any alarm, eh? I should welcome it. But to-night I expect – nothing.’


He drew-to the door behind him. ‘Have you ever tried my own particular little remedy for insomnia? Cold air? And perhaps a hard biscuit, to humour the digestion. But fol, lol, a young man – no: the machine comparatively new! My housekeeper returns at six: breakfast, I hope, at eight-thirty. A most punctual woman; a treasure. But then, servants; I detest the whole race of them. Good-night; good-night. And none of those Proceedings, I warn you!’


But even now I had not completely shaken him off. He hastened after me, puffing as he came, and clutched at my coat sleeve.


‘What I was meaning, Mr Dash, is that I have never attempted to make converts – a fruit, let me tell you, that from being at first incredibly raw and unwholesome, rapidly goes rotten. Besides, my secretary had very little talent for marshalling facts. That’s why I mentioned the Proceedings. A turn for writing, maybe, but no method. Just that. And now, of course, you must go. Our evening is at an end. But who knows? Of course. Never matter. What must come, comes.’


At last I was free, though a hoarse whisper presently pursued me down the corridor. ‘No need for caution, Mr Dash, should you need me. No infants, no invalids; sleep well.’


Having put my candlestick on the table, shut the door of Mr Champneys’s bedroom, and very cautiously locked it, I sat down on the bed to think things over. Easier said than done. The one thing in my mind was relief at finding myself alone again, and of extreme distaste (as I wound my watch) at the recollection of how many hours still remained before dawn. I opened the window and looked out. My room was at the back of the house, then; and over yonder must lie the lake, ebon-black under the stars. I listened for the water-birds, but not a sound. Mr Bloom’s nightingales, too, if not creatures of his imagination, had ceased to lament. A ground mist wreathed the boles of the chestnut trees, soundlessly lapping their lowermost boughs.


I drew in. The draught had set my candles guttering. Almost automatically I opened one of the long drawers in Mr Champneys’s chest. It was crammed with his linen. Had he no relatives, then, I wondered, or had Mr Bloom succeeded to his property? Such gay pyjamas would grace an Arabian prince; of palest blue silk with ‘S.S.C.’ in beautiful scarlet lettering. It was needlessly fastidious perhaps, but I left them undisturbed.


There were a few photographs above the chimneypiece; but photographs of the relatives and friends of a deceased stranger are not exhilarating company. Mr Champneys himself being dead, they seemed to be tinged with the same eclipse. One of them was a snapshot of a tall, dark, young man, in tennis clothes. He was smiling; he had a longish nose; a tennis racket was under his arm; and a tiny strip of maroon and yellow ribbon had been glued to the glass of the frame. Another Champneys, a brother, perhaps. I stood there, idly gazing at it for minutes together, as if in search of inspiration.


No talker has ever more completely exhausted me than Mr Bloom. Even while I was still deep in contemplation of the photograph I was seized suddenly with a series of yawns almost painful in their extremity. I turned away. My one longing was for the bath-room. But no – Mr Bloom had failed to show me the way there, and any attempt to find it for myself might involve me in more talk. It is embarrassing to meet anyone after farewells have been said – and that one? – no. Half-dressed, and having hunted in vain for a second box of matches, I lay down on the bed, drew its purple quilt over me – after all, Mr Bloom’s secretary had not died in it! – and blew out my candle.


I must have at once fallen asleep – a heavy and, seemingly, dreamless sleep. And now, as if in a moment I was awake again – completely wide awake, as if at an inward signal. Night had gone; the creeping grey of dawn was at the window, its colder, mist-burdened airs filled the room. I lay awhile inert, sharply scrutinizing my surroundings, realizing precisely where I was and at the same time that something was radically and inexplicably wrong with them. What?


It is difficult to suggest; but it was as if a certain aspect – the character of the room, its walls, angles, patterns, furniture, had been peculiarly intensified. Whatever was naturally grotesque in it was now more grotesque – and less real. Matter seldom advertises the precariousness imputed to it by the physicist. But now, every object around me seemed to be proclaiming its impermanence, the danger, so to speak, it was in. With a conviction that thrilled me like an unexpected touch of ice, I suddenly realized that this is how Mr Champneys’s room would appear to anyone who had become for some reason or another intensely afraid. It may sound wildly preposterous, but there it is. I myself was not afraid – there was as yet nothing to be afraid of; and yet everything I saw seemed to be dependent on that most untrustworthy but vivid condition of consciousness. Once let my mind, so to speak, accept the evidences of my senses, then I should be as helpless as the victim of a drug or of the wildest nightmare. I sat there, stiff and cold, eyeing the door.


And then I heard the sound of voices: the faint, hollow, incoherent sound that voices make at a distance in a large house. At that, I confess, a deadly chill came over me. I stepped soundlessly on to the floor, looked about me but in vain in the half-light for the coat I had been wearing the previous night, and slipped on instead a pair of Mr Champneys’s slippers and the floral silk dressing gown that hung on the door-hook. In these, I was not exactly myself, but at any rate ready for action. It took me half a minute to unlock the door; caution is snail-slow. I was shivering a little, but that may have been due to the cold May morning. The voices were more distinct now; one of them, I fancied, was Mr Bloom’s. But there was a curious similarity between them; so much so that I may have been playing eavesdropper to Mr Bloom talking to himself. The sound was filtering down from an upper room; the corridor beneath, and now in its perspective stretching out before me in the pallor of dawn, being as still as a drop-scene in a theatre, the footlights out.


I listened, but could detect no words. And then the talking ceased. There came a sort of thump at the other end of the house, and then, overhead, the sound as of someone retreating towards me – heavily, unaccustomedly, but at a pretty good pace. Inaction is unnerving; and yet I hesitated, detesting the thought of meeting Mr Bloom again (and especially if he had company). But that little risk had to be taken; there was no help for it. I tiptoed along the corridor and looked into his study.


The curtain at the further end of the room was drawn a little aside. A deep-piled Turkey carpet covered the floor. I crossed it, soundlessly, and looked in. The light here was duskier than in my own room, and at first, after one comprehensive glance, I saw nothing unusual except that near at hand and beside a chair on which a black morning-coat had been flung, was a small bed, half-covered by a travelling rug; and standing beside it, a familiar pair of boots. Unmistakable, ludicrous, excellent boots! Empty as only boots can be, they squatted there side by side, like creatures by no means mute, yet speechless. And towards the foot of the bed, on a little round table drawn up beside it, lay the miscellaneous contents, obviously, of Mr Bloom’s pockets. The old gold watch and the spade guinea, a note-case, a pocket-book, a pencil-case, a scrap of carved stained ivory, an antique silver toothpick, a couple of telegram envelopes, a bunch of keys, a heap of loose money – I see them all, but I see even more distinctly – and it was actually hob-nobbing with the spade-guinea – a Yale key. Why Mr Bloom emptied his pockets at night, I cannot guess – a mere habit perhaps. To that habit nonetheless I owe, perhaps, the brevity of my acquaintance with him.


There is, I suppose, no limit to human stupidity. Never until this moment had it occurred to me that Mr Bloom himself might have been responsible for the loss of my key, that he had in fact purloined it. I stole nearer, and examined his. Yale keys at a casual glance are almost as like one another as leaves on a tree. Was this mine? I was uncertain. I must risk it. And it baffles me why I should have been so fastidious about it. Mr Bloom had not been fastidious. The distant footsteps seemed now to be dully thumping down a remote flight of wooden stairs, and it was unmistakably his voice that I heard faintly booming as if in querulous protestation, and with all its manlier resonance and its gusto gone.


‘Yes, yes: coming, coming!’ and the footsteps stumped on.


Well, I had no wish to meddle in any assignation. I had long since suspected that Mr Bloom’s activities may have proved responsible for guests even more undesirable than myself, even though, unlike myself, they may, perhaps, have been of a purely subjective order. Like attracts like, I assume, in any sphere. Still raw prejudices such as mine were not exactly a fair test of his peculiar methods of spiritistic investigation. More generous critics might merely surmise that he had only pressed on a little further than most. That is all: a pioneer.


What – as I turned round – I was not prepared for was the spectacle of Mr Bloom’s bed. When I entered the room, I am certain there had been nothing unusual about that, except that it had not been slept in. True, the light had meanwhile increased a little, but not much. No, the bed had then been empty.


Not so now. The lower part of it was all but entirely flat, the white cover-lid having been drawn almost as neat and close from side to side of it as the carapace of a billiard table. But on the pillow – the grey-flecked brown beard protruding over the turned-down sheet – now showed what appeared to be the head and face of Mr Bloom. With chin jerked up, I watched that face steadily, transfixedly. It was a flawless facsimile, waxen, motionless; but it was not a real face and head. It was an hallucination. How induced is quite another matter. No spirit of life, no livingness had ever stirred those soap-like, stagnant features. It was a travesty utterly devoid – whatever its intention – of the faintest hint of humour. It was merely a mask, a life-like mask (past even the dexterity of a Chinese artist to rival), and – though I hardly know why – it was inconceivably shocking.


My objections to indiscriminate spiritualism the evening before may have been hasty and shallow. They seemed now to have been grotesquely inadequate. This house was not haunted, it was infested. Catspaw, poor young Mr Champneys may have been, but he had indeed helped with the chestnuts. A horrible weariness swept over me. Without another glance at the bed, I made my way as rapidly as possible to the door – and broke into a run.


Still thickly muffled with her last journey’s dust – except for the fingerprints I afterwards noticed on her bonnet – and just as I had left her the previous evening, my car stood awaiting me in the innocent blue of dawn beneath the porch. So must Tobias have welcomed his angel. My heart literally stood still as I inserted the key – but all was well. The first faint purring of the engine was accompanied by the sound of a window being flung open. It was above and behind me, and beyond the porch. I turned my head, and detected a vague greyish figure standing a little within cover of the hollies and ilexes – a short man, about twenty or thirty yards away, not looking at me. But he too may have been pure illusion, pure hallucination. When I had blinked and looked again he was gone. There was no sunshine yet; the garden was as still as a mechanical panorama, but the hubbub, the gabbling was increasing overhead.


In an instant I had shot out from under the porch, and dignity forgotten, was on my way helter-skelter round the semicircular drive. But to my utter confusion the gates at this end of it were heavily padlocked. I all but stripped the gears in my haste to retreat, but succeeded nonetheless; and then, without so much as turning my head towards the house, I drove clean across the lawn, the boughs of the blossom-burdened trees actually brushing the hood of the car as I did so. In five minutes I must have been nearly as many miles from Mr Bloom’s precincts.


It was fortunate perhaps the day was so early; even the most phlegmatic of rural constables might look a little askance at a motorist desperately defying the speed limit in a purple dressing-gown and red morocco slippers. But I was innocent of robbery, for in exchange for these articles I had left behind me as valuable a jacket and a pair of brown leather shoes. I wonder what they will fetch at the sale? I wonder if Mr Bloom would have offered me Mr Champneys’s full £300 per annum if I had consented to stay? He was sorely in need, I am afraid, of human company, and a less easily prejudiced ally might have been of help to him in his extremity. But I ran away.


And it is now too late to make amends. He has gone home – as we all shall – and taken his wages. And what troubles me, and now and then with acute misgiving, is the thought of Miss Algood. She was so simple and so easy a prey to enthusiasm. She dabbled her fingers in the obscure waters frequented by Mr Bloom as heedlessly and as absorbedly as some little dark intense creature on the banks of the Serpentine over a gallipot of ‘tiddlers’. I hate to think of any of ‘them’ taking her seriously – or even otherwise; and of the possibility also, when she is groping her way through their underworld, for she never really found it in this – the possibility of her meeting him there. For whatever Mr Bloom’s company in his charming house may have consisted of – and here edges in the obscure problem of what the creatures of our thoughts, let alone our dreams, are ‘made on’ – and quite apart too from Mr Bloom’s personal appearance, character, and ‘effects’, my chief quarrel with him was his scorn of my old harmless family friend. I would like, if only I could, to warn her against him – those dark, affectionate, saddened, hungry eyes.






* First published in The Ghost Book, ed. Cynthia Asquith, London 1926.
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The 2.17 p.m. this lovely, sleepy, precocious afternoon left only one passenger behind it on the wooden platform of the minute country station of Ashenham. Its volumes of vapour went ballooning up under the immense blue dome of the heavens; its nearly empty compartments rolled by; it was gone. And lo, Ronnie Forbes. With a short-sighted but observant glance at his rural whereabouts he stuffed his French novel into his pocket, gave up his ticket, passed through the booking-office and looked round for a cab. Here, however, the only signs of life were an empty farm-wagon, a gaudy red and yellow reaping machine, and a bevy of sparrows engaged in a dust bath.


He turned back, and with that bland air of assurance which sets its possessor at ease in any company, he enquired of the porter if he knew of a house called Willows. The porter was so old and so old-fashioned that he touched his hat when he replied. He knew Willows well. Mrs Cotton’s house. And he gave Ronnie copious and reiterated directions how to get there. It lay about two-and-a-half miles distant. You turned to the left at the signpost after passing the Green Man, took the third turning on the right – a little before you reached the old windmill – and went straight on until you came to a little old stone bridge over a stream. And there you were. Why, yes, there was a fly, and it could be fetched from the village – and that was a mile or so in the other direction. But it was an easy walk if you liked walking; ‘And you can’t miss it, sir,’ he repeated again and again. It was as though here was an ardent pilgrim, and there, Mecca. Ronnie didn’t quite see himself descending on his prey in lonely grandeur in the village cab, and he had plenty of time. He waived the suggestion, and at once set out.


No rain seemed to have refreshed the white dusty road for months past; indeed, on a chalky soil even a plenteous fall of dew vanishes into thin air when once the morning sun is up. But the meadows beyond the leafy hedgerow on the one side were as gay as a picture, and the dark acres of ploughland on the other were already sheened over with the first blades of sprouting corn. Sophisticated and urban creature though he looked amid this rural scene, Ronnie went on his way rejoicing.


Nor did his footsteps flag until he had passed the rather tumbledown Green Man and the incredibly old traditional broadside gaffer in gaiters who sat with his beard and his blue-and-white mug on a bench under its motionless sign. Still, it was warm work, and as soon as a gateway showed, Ronnie came to a standstill and took off his hat. He leant both arms on the gate and looked over and in. The pasture in front of him rose in a smooth wide curve of the embosoming earth against the pure blue of the sky, and there in the tender sunshine stood browsing sedate old mother ewes, while others, no less stolidly maternal of aspect, sat motionless in the lush young grass. How human, and how stupid, they looked, thought Ronnie: and how engaging!


And round about these sober dames was a host of long-legged lambs, their small inquisitive faces all turned in his direction, with sudden tremors of dangling flat woolly tails, and zigzag leapings and skippings aside in full butt of their mothers’ dugs. What adorable country! And the woods over there, a faint purple with their bare twigs, though a few were now full in their virgin young leaf! Larks, too – it was impossible to say how many. It was as though each one of them had its own spiral pitch in the blue, and had only to range that airy and invisible tower to keep its walls for ever echoing with song.


Ronnie took a deep breath: it was little short of absurd – the combination of such a day and such an errand! Nonetheless he had made pretty certain of fine weather before setting out. For he hadn’t the faintest notion what kind of house and what kind of people were awaiting him. They might be perfectly awful, quite too impossible. Imagine that and a shivering leaden day together! On the other hand, the house might prove to be empty. Imagine that, and rain pelting down upon its abandoned porch! However, the porter had settled the question: ‘Mrs Cotton’s house’ – his very words. She was still there, then. But had the inquiring emphasis he had put on the name suggested something the least bit formidable? Ronnie shuddered. He did so dislike raw, unpleasant, intractable people.


What a silly expedition! It all came of this touching greed on the other side of the Atlantic for the academic; this thesis craze. But data at second hand, was that really quite proper? Ronnie was still dubious. Surely any young zealot bent on a thesis should conduct his own investigations, should himself play sexton to his dead and buried subject, and with his own privy paw, dig it up again. It was the least one would expect of him.


Yet here was this young American friend of his – and with the most endearing enthusiasm in the world – calmly devolving this little obligation on himself. Ronnie had agreed, of course, that James Cotton’s poems were worth excavation, and that could hardly be said of most of his contemporaries. Brief life was here their portion. And though a few of them were still alive, their works were almost as dead as mutton. Not so James Cotton: precisely the reverse in fact. His achievement had been rivalled only by his promise – a promise, however, which could scarcely be said to have been kept, since after the publication of that first ‘slender’ volume – to use the reviewers’ unanimous epithet – it had dwindled away into a mere pamphlet, the contents of which had been luminous enough in sparks, but in general so obscure as to be almost disconcerting.


What these later poems ‘promised’ – and four whole years separated the two books – well, Ronnie couldn’t for the life of him imagine. It was veiled in an Egyptian darkness. Not that he knew even the little of James Cotton there was to know by heart. By no means. He felt a little conscience-stricken at thought of it – just in case in an hour or two he might be in for a catechism on the subject.


The truth was, of course, that in American seats of learning nowadays there are not nearly enough themes-for-theses to go round. You can hardly see literature for the littérateurs. For that very reason it was a stroke of pure luck for his young friend to have chanced on James Cotton. Except for an article – ‘an appreciation’ – published about nine years before in one of the heavier reviews, James was still practically virgin soil. And what an owlish and incredible performance that had been.


Take, for example, the lovely country in which Ronnie was now disporting himself. There hadn’t been a single word in the article from start to finish to suggest what delightfully Blake-like surroundings the young poet had enjoyed in his childhood. The little shallow stream that was now tinkling at Ronnie’s side over its sunny stones beneath a screen of vast-boughed elms with their clanking chaffinches; that hill over there, almost gaudy from crown to base with budded larch – it was all so rich, so gentle and so deliciously English.


And then, after the barest mention of Ashenham, to have asserted that the poet had gone and died in foreign parts! Byron and Shelley were exiles, of course, and so was Landor. Keats had gone to die in Rome. Cyril Charlton in his paper had been eloquence itself about all that. But Trinidad! Ronnie, all alone as he was, all but burst out laughing at the sound of the syllables in his mind. A charming asphaltic island, no doubt, but if you were pulling the long and sentimental bow why not have said Tobago – which has at least a pleasing suggestion of tapioca. But Trinidad! Those dreadful d’s – like the slabs of a sarcophagus.


And his enthusiastic young American friend in every single letter on the subject had been so emphatic about Trinidad. He had even coquetted with the prospect of embarking for Port of Spain to look up the poet’s inscription on his tomb-stone. How deliciously naïve. But Ronnie knew better. Wherever else his James Cotton may have deceased – he waggled his cane in the air to emphasize the point – he hadn’t closed his eyes for the last time on that island. And, among other little duties, Ronnie was now well on his way to prove it.


He smiled to himself and, as there was plenty of time if he was to arrive at a polite hour, he came to a standstill again, and stooping his slightly tubby figure over the warm lichenous stones of the little old bridge, gazed into the amber running water beneath. Minnows – he watched them disporting themselves in their watery sun-dappled shallows, and almost subsided into a day-dream. The simple little fishes had reminded Ronnie that he had once been young himself, and was now, well, getting middle-aged. Whither had fled their visionary gleam? In those far years they wouldn’t have reminded him of whitebait! Yet Ronnie, too, in his salad days had published a sheaf of essays.


Yes. But what ages ago they seemed, and how raw a Ronnie then! One can’t really live in two worlds at once. Yet even the most dilettantish of interests in some other than the prosperous one he was now occupying was, perhaps, better than none. A faint splendour lightened his mission. Whatever else he might have been, James Cotton’s venture into poetry had been the real thing. And now Ronnie was on his way to inquire exactly how and when and where and why, and so on. A literary Sherlock Holmes.


With a look that might almost be described as grumpy he abandoned the minnows and went on. And now the stream had left him, fa lero lero loo. It had sallied off under a low-vaulted arch, danced over with reflected sunbeams, and a high stone wall flanking the lane had taken its place; an old wall too, with a rain-worn stone coping and with clumps of matted ivy and valerian bunching over it here and there.


‘A little cottage girl’ in a pinafore and with lank strands of yellow hair was approaching. When Ronnie asked for ‘Willows’ she put her finger into her mouth and, gazing at him out of forget-me-not blue eyes, pointed mutely to a gateway not thirty yards distant. She might have come straight out of We are Seven. Ronnie smiled at her as cherubically as he could manage, and yet, though he could not have said why, out of a mist of misgivings.


‘Don’t for Jehoshaphat’s sake write to these Cotton people,’ his young American friend had implored him. ‘Even that Charlton guy seems to have been a little dubious about his reception. And no wonder! He is deadly effusive under that mincing style; but after that, if they had any warning they might stave you off for good. As I say, it’s ten to one there will be nobody to remember J.C. now, but please be a dear and make sure. It would be no end of a scoop if I could get really fresh new-laid first-hand stuff about him – all his little ways and wiles, a few private letters par excellence, and photographs, of course. He seems to have been a hermit even in his twenties, and who knows what queer fish may not have shared his pond. But for heaven’s sake don’t write to them; just press the button and say you’ve come. You’ll know best, of course; and this is sheer hippopotamus talk.’


This, of course, as Ronnie had decided at the time, was all very nice and exuberant and pleasant and characteristic. But now, as – after surveying the one faint word ‘Willows’ on the old green paint – he pushed the gate open, and turned in on the weedy path, he couldn’t help noticing that he felt a little self-conscious, even gauche. The very grass, the bead-bright moss on the pebbles, hinted seclusion. Even the blackbirds seemed to be surprised to see a visitor. The rustic lettering of that ‘Willows’, the serenity and unnoticeableness of it all – Ronnie all but then and there experienced a change of heart.


Even if one does publish a book of poems when one is scarcely out of one’s teens – i.e., even if one does scatter one’s pearls before a public that much prefers wash, it doesn’t in itself exactly justify any more fastidious enquirer from the country of the Gadarenes in pushing his nose in years after one has died and been buried in Trinidad, merely to pick up tasty bits of gossip for a thesis! Good heavens, what deeds are done in thy name, O Muses!


The path wound round. The persistent shallow stream rippled into view again, and over there, across a verdant meadow, not yet in the buttercup stage, stood bushed in beauty – not a few crazy old pollard relics of willows, but a full-boughed bountiful grove of them. And a little to eastward of them, in the haze of the afternoon sun, lay a smallish, low-roofed, quite ordinary-looking, quiet and glinting country house. Not very old, but, on the other hand, not very new.


Some poets have opened their eyes for the first time on the amenities of Camberwell; some, on those of Chicago. Weeds may flourish, with an effort, in a gravel path. But little James Cotton had been fortunate indeed in the place where he was born, even though there appeared to be no surplus income just now to keep it up. No actual neglect, but obviously no under-gardener. Did thick creepers make a house damp or did they keep the bricks dry? It was one of the two, but Ronnie couldn’t remember which. And anyhow, the Pyrus japonica, with its shallow-cupped wine-red flowers, and the bushy-bloomed laurustinus did not seem to mind.


Ronnie took it all in, though his eyes remained discreetly downcast, just in case he was being observed from the windows. Better no appearance of boldness. And so, cane in hand, light overcoat over arm, he stepped at last into the embowered porch, and gave a vigorous tug at the twisted iron bell-pull. Its distant tinkling dwindled away, and except, as he fancied, for the sound of a firm but hasty footstep that had immediately followed it, only the shrillings of the skylarks overhead now broke the quiet.


Ronnie was no Miss Brontë. He was not one of those shy (and sometimes even elderly) creatures that ring and run away. He was entirely unalarmed at strangers. Nevertheless, as he stood waiting there, he was hoping solely for the best – that nobody was at home. Why not? He had enjoyed his country walk. Here was the house. Let sleeping poets lie. He would have done his duty, and theses might go to the devil.


A moment after, at sight of a stiff, high-capped, ageing, and obviously unfriendly maid-servant, he changed his mind. The least symptom of opposition not only decoyed him on, but increased his natural suavity. He enquired if this was ‘Willows’, and on being assured by an abrupt nod that it was, he asked if it were still occupied by a lady of the name of Cotton, and that being so, might he perhaps be favoured with a few minutes of her valuable time.


‘Mrs Cotton is not well enough to see visitors,’ was the stony retort. And the grey eyes that continued to regard him after the narrow lips had shut again, hinted that for the word visitor he might, if he chose, substitute such a synonym, say, as hawker or tax-collector. But Ronnie was easily able not to feel a little piqued. He smiled, and remarked, ‘I am Mr Ronald Forbes,’ and at the same time drew out of his pocket-book, and presented this dragon with – a visiting-card. ‘I wouldn’t detain Mrs Cotton for more than a few moments,’ he assured her, sagaciously raising his voice a little. ‘It is merely to ask her kindness in a matter in which we are both deeply interested. And for this reason I hoped she would forgive me anything in the nature of an intrusion.’


The maid took the card between finger and thumb. She appeared to be still hesitating whether to keep it as a trophy or to return it, when a voice out of the beyond, and apparently from the landing of the shallow staircase nearly opposite the door, decided the question.


‘Show this gentleman into the drawing-room, please, Fanny. I will be with him in a few moments.’


Having proffered his hat to his enemy, who far from accepting it did not even waste a glance on its beautiful lining, Ronnie laid it with his light overcoat on a small mahogany bench that stood beneath an engraving of one of Raphael’s masterpieces. And he stood up his cane beside it. He glanced at the barometer which hung on the ‘flock’ crimson-papered wall on the other side, and an instant afterwards found himself in a room, his first impression of which suggested that he had been shown into a hot-house by mistake.


It was not only a study in all shades of green, but even more verdant in effect than anything which spring had managed to regale him with on his way from the station. Ronnie had a lively eye for colour. It roved from the moss-green carpet to the curtains of green French flowered brocade, to the sage-green wall-paper, and so, one by one, on to the Victorian ‘easy’ chairs, upholstered in a colour which in cooler circumstances would have suggested the cucumber.


But this verdure was not all artifice. In a recess near the shut small-paned window on his left stood a wooden erection of shelves, upon which pots of flowers in full bloom were banked in the utmost profusion. With the result that the room – much longer than it was wide, its French windows at the further end being also tight shut, though the afternoon sun swept steadily through them in a motionless cascade – the room smelt like some delicious fruit-pie. Freesia, perhaps.


Ronnie stood there in his elegant West-end clothes, right in the middle of it, as if he were an egg-cup under the crust of the low-moulded ceiling, while portraits in oils of what he assumed to be deceased Cottons surveyed him from every wall. He was warm after his walk in this precocious spring weather, and though his reception had been a little chilly his present haven was very much the reverse. And as he glanced from portrait to portrait he was conscious of an almost irresistible impulse to giggle, and at the same time more disquietingly aware than ever that his dossier, so to speak, was rather on the nebulous side. Ronnie had read the poems, but not lately. He could appreciate verse with extreme rapidity; but now that the crisis was at hand, actual remembrance of salient specimens, and even of the precise quality of the collection, had suddenly eluded him.


Perhaps this was in part because the low firm voice he had heard on the staircase had continued to sound on in his ear. He was still vaguely engaged in an attempt to recover his amour propre, of which he had an ample supply, when the door by which he had entered opened, and he found himself, smile for smile, confronting a lady of substantial proportions, whom he judged to be somewhat on the other side of sixty. Her elaborately dressed hair closely fitted her square practical head. There were still traces of auburn in its grey. And out of the wide flattish face beneath, with its small square formidable nose, green-grey eyes motionlessly examined him.


With a curt but not unfriendly nod of her head this lady referred him to a low flounced armchair, which splayed its short Victorian legs full in the light of the French windows, while she seated herself in a less comfortable one immediately opposite him.


Ronnie cleared his throat, but paused.


‘I understand you wished to see me,’ she said. ‘Am I right in supposing that I owe the pleasure of your visit to an interest in the writings of my son, Mr James Cotton?’


Ronnie’s neatly proportioned hand wandered to his neck-tie, and he opened his mouth to reply.


‘I see,’ Mrs Cotton continued pleasantly – ‘I see I have guessed right. Please tell me then exactly what I can do for you.’


If only, thought Ronnie, the good lady would look the other way for a moment, he might hope to make a much better show. On the contrary she sat stoically upright in her chair, her shoulders squared above her fortified bosom, her knees close together over her square-toed shoes, her whole frame encased in a primrose-coloured afternoon gown – its only adornments a cameo brooch on a small black bow, a thin gold chain about her neck, and a cluster of sapphires on her wedding-ring finger – while she steadily continued to hold his eyes.


‘It is very kind indeed of you,’ began Ronnie. ‘I was afraid that a visit like this from a complete stranger, and without any warning or introduction, could not but seem in the nature of an intrusion. To be quite candid, Mrs Cotton, I was afraid that if I wrote to you first, asking for the privilege of such an opportunity, I might be – well, misunderstood.’


‘That,’ was the reply, ‘would all depend on what you actually said in your letter.’


‘Yes,’ retorted Ronnie warmly. ‘But then you know what letters are. Besides, as a matter of fact I have come, not on my own behalf – though, in a sense, that very much too, for I am, of course, deeply interested – but on behalf of a friend of mine, a young American, now at the University of Ohio. He is most anxious to —’


But Mrs Cotton had suavely interrupted him. ‘Almost exactly nine years have gone by, Mr Forbes, since I have heard of anyone being interested enough in my son’s writings to come all the way from London, as I see you have – let alone America – to tell me so. I receive letters now and then, but very few. But although, as I say, nine years have gone by, that particular occasion is still quite fresh in my mind. Your friend may not perhaps have seen an article which appeared about that time in the Modern Literature Review?’


‘That was the very reason —’ began Ronnie, but Mrs Cotton had once more intervened, almost as if she were anxious to save him even from the most candid of white lies.


‘It is a relief to me that you have seen the – the article. I wonder if you would be very much surprised, Mr Forbes, or whether perhaps you will think me ungracious, if I say that I didn’t entirely approve of it. What are your feelings?’


The light-coloured eyes under the square brows never swerved by a hair’s-breadth, while Ronnie at last managed to get in his reply.


‘You mean, of course,’ he said, ‘Cyril Charlton? Well, quite candidly, Mrs Cotton, and I can say it without the faintest vestige of disloyalty, for I haven’t the pleasure of knowing Mr Charlton, I thought his paper was amateurish and superficial. He is a critic of sorts, of course; and I have no doubt he – he meant well. But, how shall I say it? – the whole thing was so fumbling and uncertain. He didn’t seem to —’


‘In some respects,’ Mrs Cotton interjected, rounding her eye at him as inquiringly as might a robin perched on a sexton’s shovel, ‘in some respects hardly “uncertain”, surely?’


‘Oh, you mean in the facts,’ said Ronnie.


‘I mean in the facts,’ said Mrs Cotton. ‘I am not suggesting that Mr Charlton was anything but perfectly polite and, if one may say so, plausible, though I use the word in no damaging sense, of course. He knew my son’s poems, I won’t say by heart, but certainly by rote. He sat where you sit now and quoted them to me. Stanza after stanza, as if they had just been dug up out of the grave, as I understand Mr Rossetti’s were. As if I had never read a line of them myself. He was, he assured me, profoundly interested in literature, “profoundly”. He was astonished, seemed genuinely astonished, at the thought that so few lovers of poetry – his own words – had even so much as heard of my son’s books. A fair, rather silly-looking young man; with a cheek like a girl’s. I couldn’t have conceived such fluency possible. He talked and talked. That, of course, was exceedingly nice of him and, so far as it went, reassuring. But, believe me, Mr Forbes, he almost took my breath away. I said to myself, here is a young man whose zeal has outrun his good sense, and therefore, of course, I gave him all the help I could. Such overflowing, such disarming enthusiasm – what harm could there be in that?’


Ronnie tried hard to prevent his face from showing the smallest change of expression while he hastily masticated this question. In these domestic surroundings, ordinary enough in some respects but startlingly novel in others, it was so difficult to be certain what degree of irony this rather formidable lady intended. And at whose expense? Ten years ago: yet still the very accents of that flaxen ass of a Charlton seemed to be haunting these green recesses! Ronnie became so horribly tongue-tied at last that he felt a blush mounting up into his cheek – as he sat mutely on, seeking inspiration and finding none in the view from the French windows.


The lawn beyond had been recently mown. Its daffodils stood as motionless in their clusters as if they had been drugged by the sunshine. In a looping flash of blue a tom-tit alighted for an instant on the dangling coconut shell in the verandah, glanced in from its reptilian blunt little head at Ronnie, and with a flutter of wing posted off again. And still he could think of nothing to say.


Meanwhile, it seemed, Mrs Cotton, by no means expecting an answer, had been steadily engaged in taking him in. Her slightly mannish and astringent voice again broke the silence.


‘We have used the word “facts”, Mr Forbes,’ she suavely invited him. ‘Tell me what – in that absurd account of my son’s early years – amused you most?’


‘Quite frankly?’ Ronnie, suddenly refreshed, turned quickly about and met her eyes. ‘Well, quite frankly, Mrs Cotton, that he had died in Trinidad. I felt morally certain that that was, well,’ he shrugged his shoulders, ‘fiddle-dedee’ …


The rather frog-like ageing face had not faltered at this intimate reference, and Ronnie at once pressed on.


‘Trinidad, first. And next, the fantastic little account of how while he was still only an infant in arms he used to dance in his nurse’s lap at the window during a thunderstorm and clap his hands at the lightning. It wasn’t so much the thing in itself, but simply Charlton’s namby-pamby way of putting it. It simply wasn’t true, and had been cribbed of course from Coleridge. Or was it Walter Scott? Oh, a host of things.’


What resembled a merry but not very resonant peal of laughter had greeted this burst of scepticism.


‘I see,’ cried Mrs Cotton, still laughing, ‘but why did you conclude – Trinidad?’


Ronnie had begun to breathe a little more freely again.


‘Why, don’t you see, things surely, even apart from words, are true – right, I mean – only in their appropriate setting. The thunderstorm at the nursery window (even though he didn’t say lattice or casement), manifestly wasn’t. It wasn’t in the picture, or rather – to put it exactly opposite to that – it was just what a writer like Cyril Charlton would be bound to say, when once he had started on that kind of thing. He led himself on. Just roses, roses all the way; and nothing to show that he knew one variety from another. He meant well, oh yes. But there is simply no bottom to the abyss of mere blague into which such a sentimentalist can sink. Oh, I think you can rely on me in that. As a matter of fact’ – it was a bold move Ronnie felt in the circumstances, but he risked it – ‘it was chiefly because of – of all this that I ventured to inflict myself upon you today. Trinidad! It was to say the least of it so idiotically inartistic. I almost burst out laughing at thought of it on my way from the station. And what adorable country!’


But Mrs Cotton ignored the enticing compliment.


‘And yet, Mr Forbes,’ she was saying, and much more thoughtfully than the truism seemed to warrant, ‘Trinidad or no Trinidad, I suppose we all have to die somewhere. Nor did I realize there was anything “inartistic” in his saying that. To me it was merely untrue. It may have been my mentioning that my husband was at Trinity led him astray; but even at that – well, it was so completely out of the blue. Even, too, if Trinidad had been the – the scene of my son’s death, what then?’


But for the life of him, Ronnie couldn’t blurt out the question that had at once offered itself. He merely went on listening.


And for a moment Mrs Cotton watched him doing so. ‘But since,’ she pressed on, ‘you have used that particular word – “inartistic”, I mean – do please enlighten me. What kind of people really enjoy Mr Charlton’s kind of writing? It was more or less new to me at the time; but I have noticed since then that though his performance was a little sillier than most, it was quite in the new fashion. Nowadays one has only to write a book, it seems, to make even one’s kitchen cat an animal worth adorning a newspaper with. And not merely literary men but quite young actresses, apart from soaps and cigarettes and cosmetics and that sort of thing, are invited, almost as a matter of course apparently, by editors of newspapers who must be quite intelligent men, to air their views on marriage, or the soul, or a future life – on that sort of thing. Quite as a matter of course. Do you think it much helps?’


Ronnie gallantly met her eye. ‘Whom?’ he said.


‘Ah, who? I was thinking myself of what is called the “man in the street” and the women under his roof. But then, I suppose, there have always been a few talkative sillies in the world who completely underestimate the common-sense of people in general. Or is it getting old, Mr Forbes, that makes the sillies of one’s latter days seem a little sillier than usual? My own small view is that life may be tragic and sorrowful enough in the long-run – and for the young actresses, too, poor things; they’ve much to lose: but that it isn’t – well, just Trinidad and thunderstorms. There may be things, I mean, better left unsaid.’


Ronnie stirred in his chair. He hadn’t intended this little turn to the talk. ‘Exactly,’ he agreed. ‘Still you wouldn’t suggest even Cyril Charlton meant to be as bad as all that?’


‘Be fair to me, Mr Forbes. Haven’t I already confessed that I thought him an almost entirely harmless-looking young man? “Meant to be”, indeed! I doubt if he was conscious of so much as brushing the down off a butterfly’s wing. Yet, would you believe it, my brother, Major Winslow, at that time in India, was inclined, though not for my son’s sake only, to take more drastic steps. It was only with the greatest difficulty that I persuaded him not to consult his lawyer.’


Yet again a curiously muffled and not quite unjangled peal of little bells sounded between the walls. Mrs Cotton had laughed. And at sound of it a remote, fiery, defiant gleam had flamed up and vanished in Ronnie’s brown eye.


‘If I may venture to say so,’ he said stoutly, ‘I think that course would have been as ill-advised as it would have been ineffective.’


Mrs Cotton graciously beamed at him. ‘I am delighted to hear you say so,’ she assured him. ‘Those were, I believe, almost the precise words I used in my reply to Major Winslow. Idle nonsense of that sort, however shallow and however false, is not libellous. And – whether or not after actual consultation with his lawyer, I cannot say – he came round in the end to our way of looking at it. Poor Mr Charlton! I can see him in the witness-box! But I referred to Major Winslow merely as an example of what I suppose would be called the Philistine view of Mr Charlton’s form of entertainment. My brother’s and mine. What is more, I am entrusting these little confidences to your ear alone, simply because even if we neither of us have any particular friendliness for this young man, we don’t bear him any ill-will. So far as I am concerned, he can be left to stew in his own juice.’ Mrs Cotton nearly doubled her substantial shape in two as she leaned forward in her chair to insist on this vulgarism.


‘You see,’ she hurried on, ‘I am taking it for granted that you are really interested in my son’s work, and would be far more severe on some of Mr Charlton’s shortcomings – the artistic ones, for instance – even than I should be myself: his own mother, I mean. But tell me, has this young American friend of whom you speak any intention of publishing his thesis? If so, I hope I may be allowed to see it. Or is it to be a little private venture undertaken solely with the intention of keeping to the poems and of putting Mr Charlton right?’


For a moment or two Ronnie pondered both these questions. They seemed to be equally crucial and dangerous. Ponder, alas! when he could hardly hear himself think, so loud were his inward execrations of the young friend in question. Solely with the intention of putting that silly, precious, sentimental ass of a C.C. right! – he could picture the young post-graduate’s exultant grin at such an opportunity, even to the glinting gold of his exquisite ‘dentures’. He gave a sharp impatient tug at his hardly less exquisite Bond Street trousering, and briskly crossed his legs.


‘Publication was his intention,’ he replied, ‘and not merely to do as you suggest.’ But he wished the accents in which he had uttered this confession had not sounded as if he were a company promoter apologizing for a balance sheet.


‘In other words, Mr Forbes, I am to understand, then, that your visit to me today is not solely with a view to the success of this young man’s university studies? You, too, have come to see me – not, of course, on your own behalf, but in kindness to your friend – in order to glean what you can of my son’s personal and private affairs?’


The challenge was unmistakable. It rang out like a trumpet, and Ronnie could neither smile now nor reply. He moistened his lips. Though of late years more and more easily bored, he was still interested in human nature. The poet’s mother had proved to be of a type he seldom encountered even on the outskirts of his ordinary orbit. He dearly enjoyed, too, a battle of wits. But this was hardly ‘wits’, and he was as yet uncertain exactly where he himself was likely to remain – on which side of the fence, that is. All he could blurt out at last sounded much less pacifying than he intended to make it.


‘You will forgive me,’ he said, ‘if I don’t entirely agree with you. I mean on the principle of the thing. Surely, Mrs Cotton, the publication of a book implies that the author of it is to that degree sharing himself with the world at large. Poetry in particular. He puts into print what he wouldn’t confide in secret even to his closest friend. It is a confessional wide as the heavens! Within certain limits, then, isn’t the world at large justified in being interested not merely in him as a writer but as a human being? I agree that this can go too far, that it usually does, in fact. Mere prying curiosity is odious. And there’s no need to be vulgar. But how can one separate entirely a man from his work, and especially if the one is, as it were, explanatory of the other? Besides’ – he took the fence that offered itself in one sprightly bound – ‘one doesn’t have to be a Paul Pry to be grateful, say, for William Shakespeare’s second-best bed.’


Mrs Cotton smoothed down her unmodishly long skirts over her lap. She, too, paused with stooping head, as if listening, or as if her thoughts had wandered. Then once again she openly faced him.


‘In a moment or two I shall be ready and perfectly willing, Mr Forbes,’ she assured him, ‘to answer any question you like to ask me. I won’t say that I agree either in principle or in detail with what you have said. And – though I can only guess how dreadfully ignorant it must sound – I know nothing whatever about William Shakespeare’s second-best bed. Weren’t beds very expensive in those days? I seem to have read that somewhere. But all this apart, I should like to consider you, if I may, not only as a confidant, but as a friend. That being so, first, I propose to make a little private confession. Please listen to me as patiently as you can.’


All Ronnie’s native gallantry had mounted into his head at this appeal. For the first time for years he was the victim of an enlarged heart. He composed himself to listen.


‘You must realize in the first place that I know very little about books and nothing whatever about poetry. I am not even a great reader; indeed if I were, that would be quite another question. Poetry is not in me, it is not in my family. As a child I detested it, the very word. I was therefore made to learn as much of it as a stupid governess could make me. I see myself at this moment, with tear-grimed cheeks and nose flattened to my nursery window, looking out on a world of rain and wind, and some thumbed, dog’s-eared, horrid little book of poetry clutched in my grubby paw, containing not only poems, mind, definitely intended to do me good, but such famous pieces as “Piping down the valleys wild”, and “The Assyrian came down”. That kind of thing. Well, I hated them all with an almost physical hatred. Which merely means, I suppose, that even as a child I was of a practical and matter-of-fact turn of mind. But that, I believe, is true of many young children. As we are, so we remain; at least in deficiency of mind: it is a dreadful consideration, Mr Forbes. Whether interest in poetry and in works of the imagination would ever have been mine in happier circumstances I cannot say. I can only confess that it never has. My husband was precisely the opposite, and my son, spared, in his childhood at least, the thorns and thistles which the little donkey that I used to be discovered in what I was fed on, took after him.


‘I have heard of mothers, Mr Forbes, who have been jealous of the love and intimacy between a child and its father. That’s beyond my understanding. But when my husband died, I was for many years my son’s only real company. You can be delicate in spirit as well as in body – a delicacy, I mean, that is nonetheless the very reverse of weakness. So, you see, as time went on, he was practically compelled to confide in me. Apart from the craving to express oneself – though that, too, is not in me – little though you may be supposing it just now! – there is the craving to share what comes of it, afterwards. I can understand that. And while I could listen with all my heart and soul, to share I could only pretend. My son soon realized this, though I hid it from him as much as I could.


‘Yet I tried – believe me, Mr Forbes, I honestly tried – to educate, to force myself into his way of thinking. You’d be vastly amused to hear how much poetry I have read solely with that end in view, and almost always with complete unsuccess.’


A sudden unbosoming smile swept over her face, like a burst of sunshine over corn-shocks at harvest-tide. ‘If I go on like this,’ she broke off, ‘you will be suspecting that I think it is my confessions you are after!’


Ronnie greeted this sally as amply as he knew how, inwardly speculating the while how it came about that with so easy and bountiful a field to glean Cyril Charlton had carried off so mingy a sheaf. Why, even a raw reporter …! But Mrs Cotton was hastening on.


‘Egotist or not,’ she was saying, ‘I toiled on at my task, and at least became a little more capable of realizing the force and the strain of my son’s secret idolatry. There was only one thing in the world for him – poetry. At first I believe he hadn’t the faintest desire or intention to share this craving with any other human being except his father. Afterwards, I happened to be there, and – there wasn’t anybody else. And though I had fallen far short of any true appreciation, I had become aware of two things: first, that there is such a thing as poetry, and next, that I had a pretty shrewd notion of what poetry isn’t.


‘Poetry, Mr Forbes, as I have tried to understand it,’ – she waved her hand towards the window – ‘is all there, just waiting for us. But it won’t necessarily show itself at call or even at need. Un paysage est un état de l’âme; and so of poetry. One must – am I right? – have the mind, the sense, the spirit within – to invoke it. That I realize. It is a way of looking at things, a way of feeling about them, almost of being them – a way of living. And it is, I suppose – you will let me go groping on – as inseparable, if you have that particular sense and insight – as inseparable, I say, from the world at large and everything in it as its scent is from a flower. And no more inseparable either, for just as you can extract its scent from a flower and shut it up in a bottle, so you can extract the poetry from the life around and within you and put it into words and them into a book. Is that so? Am I even in the right direction?’ She stooped towards her silent visitor as if her very life might depend upon his answer – an answer that nonetheless failed to come. ‘Well, I am being dreadfully clumsy, dreadfully commonplace. But I believe all that as surely, though maybe as gropingly, as a blind man believes that there is such a thing as light.


‘Yet the thing itself is hidden from me, shut out from me. Try as I may, I cannot grasp or share it. On the one side my son, almost coldly conscious, I might say, of these volcanic feelings, pursuing this strange mystery, this mirage, eating his heart out, never satisfied, ready to sacrifice anything, everything, for its sake; and on the other, myself – stuttering and pretending, but so far as heart and soul are concerned, absolutely as dumb and insensitive as a fish.


‘In spite of this, he was always generosity itself to me, though I knew that if the worst ever came to the worst even a mother would have to be sacrificed on that altar. But at last, as you know, his poems were published. Published.’


The rather flat yet mobile face had cleared at the word as if, for the moment at least, these riddles and perplexities were over, as if she had steered clear of the reefs. ‘You will be amused to hear that I myself arranged all that: the printing, the paper, the binding – his final choice, of course. I saw the publisher, a Mr Crown, in London, again and again, and settled everything – expenses, advertising, commission, everything. He, too, in spite of his dingy little office and a very extraordinary secretary, seemed to be a most enthusiastic admirer of poetry, though, as I have since discovered – and here Mr Charlton could give me surprisingly little information – I was treated on severely business-like principles. Indeed between ourselves, Mr Forbes, I soon began to suspect not merely this gentleman’s enthusiasm but, well, his honesty also. So far eventually as our little book was concerned it might just as well, on his side, have been soap or sugar!


‘The critics, on the other hand – though I was unable to follow all that they said, which was not, of course, at great length – were exceedingly kind. I don’t mean that they were more than just – how could I? They were exceedingly kind. Some thirty copies of the book, I was given to understand, were sent to the newspapers, and about eight were sold. But apart from the bills I paid I have never had any particulars. For the time being my son found a good deal of happiness in his venture. And then I think the merely practical side of it began to bother him a little. He fancied that we, that I, had been dreadfully cheated. I had gone off to this Mr Crown, I should have mentioned, without my son’s knowledge. But it wasn’t so much the money involved – though I happened to learn afterwards he did not pay fees for the reviews – it was – well, I suppose, the humiliation. My son was grieved and ashamed at what such things come to. He had been kept by his father, for his own sake perhaps, too long out of the world to realize its sense of proportion. Nevertheless, he went on writing. But with more and more difficulty. A dreadful despair seemed to have come over him. He shunned everyone. He had been – mortally – wounded. But I, even then, was powerless to help him. We know so little of what is passing in any other mind – even those nearest to us. And then – at last … Well, there is no need to go into that.’


She had paused again, and the pair of them, so far as their eyes were concerned, seemed to be like two funereal birds hovering over some morsel which neither of them had much appetite for – though it was part of God’s plenty – and which it was hardly in the nature of things that they should be able to share. Nevertheless Ronnie was conscious rather of a void than of any very definite dainty, and he could only blink.


But the pause had come at an opportune moment. So hot and airless was the low-pitched room in which they sat, so heavy the odour of the flowers around them, that but a few instants before, though his gaze had remained fixed on Mrs Cotton’s face, his glazing orbs from sheer sleepiness had actually rocked in his head. Now he was wide awake again; and he had need to be, for Mrs Cotton was hastening on.


‘To our second venture, as you may be aware, Mr Forbes, the critics were less kind. They, too, couldn’t fully understand what my son was after, though better than I could. Could you?’


At this her visitor’s round and somewhat fresh-coloured face perceptibly paled. Yet again the trumpet had sounded. For a breath he hesitated, and then bolted the lump that had come into his throat. ‘I don’t know the poems well enough to say,’ he said.


Mrs Cotton turned away. ‘Well, I am grateful to you for that,’ was her unexpected retort. But her voice had trailed off a little as if from some inward rather than from any mere physical fatigue.


‘That being so, you will the more readily realize, then,’ she continued, ‘that when, after the publication of my son’s second book – which was, as a matter of fact, destined to be his last – it became clear to me that even those who are supposed to understand such things were unable to follow him, to grasp his meaning, to share even his intention – when I saw that so far he had absolutely failed, it was a very bitter grief to me. Not for my own sake, though what mother is not practically ambitious for her children? – but for his. I had realized you see – and it is here that I hope you will be most patient with me and will forgive me if I repeat myself – I had realized that to some minds and to some spirits poetry is what religion is to others – the most precious, the most certain, the most wanted thing life has to give. And now that he had fallen silent I could at least realize too if only in part the affliction it meant to him. Not that, because he was silent, the beauty and meaning – the divination – of life were gone too. Not that; surely not that! That would be such a lie as no Cyril Charlton even is capable of. It was still there – within him; between himself and his Maker.


‘I once came across somewhere a passage in a book – I can’t remember its title or even its author, but being eager and interested as I was then, it stamped itself on my memory: “He that has never seen this beauty must hunger for it as for all his welfare, he that has known it must love and reverence it as the very beauty; he will be flooded with awe and gladness.” Well, surely, even if it be averred that these early hopes and desires were nothing but a fool’s paradise – and that I refuse to believe; and even though you may regret the folly, still you cannot deny that to my son they were a paradise? No more then would I deny the hope of its continuance, though the gates should be shut for ever that gave others a glimpse of it.’ She paused, her small square hands clenched in her lap.


‘I have finished, Mr Forbes. As you see, I live here a quiet and retired life. I believe that no good thing in this world – since it is a world founded on divine reason – can be eventually wasted. I believe therefore that whatever there is of this infinite grace in my son’s poems will find in time its own haven, even though they may be completely forgotten here on earth. Meanwhile I keep my lesson. Cyril Charlton, and much else that I won’t burden you with, taught me at any rate once and for all that there is a danger worse than death to this “very beauty”, and that it comes, not from the enemies, but from these so-called “lovers” of poetry – these parasites – their jealousies, their quarrels, their pretences, their petty curiosity, their suffocating silliness. I will have none of it. I am determined – determined that this precious “world-at-large” – your own words – shall leave my son and all he loved and the dreams from which there is now no waking, at peace. His memory, himself, safe here with me; to the end.’


She had risen from her chair as she finished speaking. With hands clutched on her bodice, her small pupils glinting like semi-precious stones, she stood over poor Ronnie, and dared him to do his worst. There were tears in the eyes now challenging him, tears, he realized, not of weakness but of strength, and squeezed out of a spirit, stable as adamant, which would not swerve by an inch if the need came to stride off exulting to the stake.


And as, not apparently in any desire for air, and certainly not for retreat, but merely to conceal her feelings – and maybe from herself – Mrs Cotton turned her back on her visitor and marched over to the French windows, Ronnie stirred awkwardly in his chair. The attitude in which he had been listening to this prolonged declamation had become a little strained. He stirred – as if he were ‘coming to’. And, ‘what the devil,’ he was thinking ruefully, if a little vacantly, ‘what the devil had he or his young American friend to do with any “stake”!’


The windows had been flung open to their fullest gape. The tepid April air of the garden thinned in on the boxed-up atmosphere. It pierced with its sweet earthy freshness the pent-in odours of the forced flowers. Ronnie breathed and breathed again. The drowsy cadences of a blackbird from some shrubbery out of view fell on his ear like waterdrops into the basin of a fountain. And then suddenly from quite near at hand resounded the sudden shrill battle-cry – incredibly defiant, even formidable, for a creature so minute – of a wren.


Mrs Cotton had paused, her hand on the window-frame, only, it seemed, to regain her self-possession. She turned at last, and with a gesture waved as it were all these last few confidences between them aside.


‘So you see, Mr Forbes,’ she said, ‘now that I have said what I have said, and it has not been an easy task, I must resign the rest to you. You will forget any resentment I may have shown. But as I look back on Mr Charlton I find it difficult to be fair to him. I believed at the time that he at least meant well, that he had my son’s reputation at heart only and solely because he himself really cared for poetry, whereas I … What else can I do then but commit myself entirely into your hands? You have come this long distance. You are bound to consider your friend’s interests. I feel then I must leave you absolutely at liberty to use your own judgment as to what shall be proclaimed on the housetops and what not. You have not supposed, at least, that I want what my son has done to be forgotten. Though its innermost secrets may be hidden from me, I can at least be aware that to other minds they may be very precious.’ Her arms fell loosely to her sides. Even in youth her short, rather dumpy figure could never have been of any particular feminine grace; yet Ronnie was fated to remember that gesture. It had reminded him, absurdly enough, not of Velasquez’s Surrender, but of a ballet dancer by Degas.


‘And now’ – she was almost timidly inviting him – ‘I hope you will stay and take tea with us – my daughter-in-law will join us presently.’


Ronnie dutifully murmured a word or two about trains, but she tossed them aside. ‘You must let it be part of our compact,’ she said, eying him almost archly but with an ironic intentness. ‘Meanwhile I must leave you for a moment.’


She paused at the door at which Ronnie had entered. ‘The picture immediately behind you,’ she said, ‘is a portrait of James when he was a child of seven. It was painted by an artist – an R.A. – who is now, I believe, out of fashion. But he was not so then. The old gentleman with the pug-dog in his lap next to it (a really good picture, I have been told), is my son’s great grandfather – on my husband’s side. And in that album on the whatnot you will find photographs and some pieces of manuscript. Please look at anything that may interest you.’


A moment afterwards the door had been firmly shut behind her, the sound of her footsteps had died away, and Ronnie was alone. He sat for a few moments perfectly still, his brown eyes fixed almost gloatingly on the garden. Then a sudden shuddering yawn overtook him. He knew how sleepy, but had not noticed how physically exhausted, he was. Heavens, what a labyrinth of a trap he had walked into! … But how amusing!


His glance strayed at last to the three-tiered galaxy of flowers on their white-painted shelves in the alcove – early geraniums, wax-like hyacinths, modest flowering musk, and, above all, the peach-like exotic freesia. Then he got up from his chair, yawned again as he turned about, took a pace or so backwards, and fixed his eyes on the portrait of the poet as a boy of seven.


The heavy gilt frame had woefully tarnished. But the brick red of the tartan kilt and plaid and the mustard yellow of the flaxen corkscrew curls that dangled from under a glengarry about the apple-cheeked, china-blue-eyed face had kept all their ‘pristine bloom’. If the artist had ever really had his eye on his subject he had assuredly detected no symptom of genius there. The stolid little boy that stood in the canvas looked about as intelligent as a bullfinch or a Dutch cheese. Nonetheless – as though symbols will out – he stood armed, as if for mental fight, the point of his cross-hilted wooden toy sword poised straight out of the picture and full in the direction of Ronnie’s stomach.


Ronnie was nothing if not critical – but less so of pictures than of elegant literature. He could easily manage to swallow Cherry Ripe and even Bubbles, but there was something in the technique of this particular painter that raised his gorge. Indeed the portrait was damnably unfair – on the part of the painter. For, after all, if there was a remarkable feature in the verse that little James had lived to make obscure, it was its technical mastery. ‘Mental fight’, then, there must have been. ‘You can’t,’ Ronnie adjured the child in the picture a little wearily – ‘you can’t build any sort of Jerusalem anywhere without it, and certainly not in that rather less green and, in places, positively unpleasant land that England had rapidly been becoming since you, my poor innocent, were seven!’


Of James’s particular Jerusalem, nonetheless, he had only the vaguest intimations. He would look it up again perhaps when he got back to London. He might even attempt to worm his way into its secret citadel. But now, anyhow, there was no need to worry about it. He was tired. Poetry of that kind is all very well while you are young and active, and the trailing clouds haven’t completely shredded off. ‘But, heavens!’ Ronnie inwardly ejaculated again, as he continued to gaze at this infant Samuel in tartan, ‘give me his mamma every time.’ Typically English too, almost British, in her own queer way, and overwhelmingly worth writing even to America about. How his young friend would lap her up! And the subtlety of it all!


The female spider was, of course, notorious not only for its voracity but its astuteness. They even devoured their many husbands. Mrs Cotton had put down, it seemed, every single card in her hand face upwards on the bright green table; and Ronnie had lost – every single trick! She had hopelessly queered his pitch. And yet, as he had sat there, transfixed by those small glittering eyes, a warm (and rather un-Ronnieish) camaraderie had sprung up in his mind. Affection at first sight!


His glance drifted down from the portrait to a full-length photograph that stood in an old leather frame on the Pembroke table immediately beneath it. He stooped and looked closer. Yes, it was without any doubt a photograph of James’s mother herself and one taken at about the same date as that of the picture. Square and plump and substantial in figure even then; in a neat tight-fitting bodice and flounced flow-away skirts, she stood there, one small shapely hand on a Victorian ‘occasional’ chair, looking as straight and decisively out at the camera as her son at his R.A. And the camera had been kinder than the painter. The wide open face was smiling; there was an almost audacious sparkle of coquetry in the eyes; and even Ronnie’s worldly-wise but still susceptible masculine heart responded to this charming feminine challenge.


Indeed, he was still intent on the photograph – the album and the excellent portrait of the smiling, skull-capped old gentleman with the pug-dog on his lap having been completely ignored – when at the same moment he heard voices from far within, and the clink of teacups near at hand. When the parlour-maid entered the room with her salver he was seated on his chair again, a green-bound Moxon Tennyson in his hand, opened at ‘Mariana’, but upside down …


In the talk during the meal that followed – and Ronnie failed even to nibble at the scone on his plate until it was stone cold – the elder Mrs Cotton took little part. The two ladies sat opposite to him, while, with his back to the door, and on a stiff barley-sugar-legged prie-dieu chair, he himself faced the little warrior in the portrait. In spite, however, of the hypnotic power of that infantile blue eye, Mrs James Cotton easily held her own. She was almost embarrassingly tall and dark and flat – a tall dark flattishness accentuated rather than enhanced by the black dress she was wearing and the necklace of jet that dangled round her neck beneath a prolonged chin. Still, black against cucumber green is not an unpleasing contrast, and though (as Ronnie was thinking), this countenance was more sombre and equine in its contours even than that of the aged William Wordsworth, she was soon prattling away as if the only marvel were that circumstances had kept them so long apart.


She was enraptured and earnest and astonished and coy all in the same breath. She assured him again and again how much she adored the country and how beautiful Nature was in the spring. One of her very favourite seasons of the year – everything so fresh, so verdant, ‘so full of lafe, Mr Forbes. And yet just the same – year in, year out!’ Why, if you closed your eyes and listened to the birds, or opened them and looked at the flowers, they might both be exactly the same ones as you had seen last spring and the one before that and the one before that!


‘As if, Mr Forbes, there had been no winter in between!’


But, of course, that couldn’t be so, that was only a fancy. Besides, it was just the reverse. Absolutely. What a perfectly dreadful winter they had had, to be sure: so cold, so gloomy, so protracted. ‘I can’t like the winter, Mr Forbes, I can’t indeed.’ Besides, he must remember, she cried almost with elation, ‘we haven’t any theatres here, or concert halls, or picture galleries. Not one. That’s where London is so different to the country, and especially in winter, and even in the spring, too.’ And London seemed to have been gayer than ever these last few months. So many society functions. She had read of them in the newspapers. Newspapers were a great resource, of course, though not the same as taking part in the functions themselves. Oh, no! At least not quite the same. And how the world changed!


Ronnie said, ‘Certainly,’ when the opportunity offered, and ‘But I do indeed, really,’ though it wasn’t in the least necessary.


‘You see,’ she was repeating yet again, as she peeped for the fourth time into the cream-jug in case Mrs Cotton had forgotten whether it was empty or not, ‘one is so removed from things hidden away here in the country – though the country, of course, as I say, is the country after all – that I sometimes positively pine to see a policeman!’


She lowered her long head, gazed out of her dark mournful eyes at him, and giggled.


And the sun was wheeling lower and lower into the west, and a thrush had followed the blackbird on to the concert platform, and the flowers in the pots were continuing to unfurl – Ronnie had seen with precisely how pertinacious yet gentle a motion on the movies. But though a machine may accelerate or slow up the appearances of life, man’s consciousness is as obedient as her flowers to the pace set by Nature. A fact which Mrs Cotton, senior, was herself demonstrating as she munched steadily on, her eyes never now meeting his own, her only share in this sprightly conversation an occasional nod, or a ‘Thank you, Emma,’ or a prompt hand outheld (and again and again, for Ronnie’s thirst was extreme), for his empty cup, or an impatient flick of her fingers at the crumbs in her lap.


‘I was so delated to hear,’ said Emma at last, ‘that you are an admirer of my husband’s poetry.’


‘Indeed I am,’ cried Ronnie, in a voice that even in his own ear sounded as hollow as a tub.


‘And yet, do you know, Mr Forbes, I am sure it must be ages since I have seen any mention of him in the newspapers. But then you don’t even see Lord Tennyson’s name mentioned very much now. Do you?’


She glanced a little uneasily at her mother-in-law, but only for a moment; her dark uncertain gaze had immediately settled on their visitor again.


‘He hasn’t been dead long enough,’ broke in Mrs Cotton abruptly.


‘No,’ Ronnie retorted with spirit, in the forlorn hope of wooing her into the talk, ‘that’s just the very point. I was only saying …’


But at this moment, though he had been conscious of no interruption, the door behind him seemed to have opened, for the two ladies had simultaneously raised and fixed their eyes on something or somebody behind him and out of his view. It must have been the parlour-maid, for though for the moment a curious transfixedness had spread over Mrs Cotton’s features, and her daughter-in-law looked positively alarmed, as soon as the door had been as softly shut again, Emma, after yet another glance at Mrs Cotton, had instantly begun talking away again at Ronnie with an almost galvanic zest, and apparently with less intention than ever of waiting for his replies.


‘I do so hope,’ she said, when Ronnie rose at last to make his adieux, ‘I do so hope that if you should compose anything in print about my husband, you will let me see it, Mr Forbes. Just Willows, near Ashenham, would always find me; the postman knows us; and I should be so very interested to hear what is being thought now about books, and things like that. For being, as I say, in the country as we are, we …’


Her voice trailed away. The long pale lids of her aggrieved eyes had flick eringly descended, and Mrs Cotton had at last and finally hastened into the breach. She, too, had risen, and had given a decisive tug at the flowered china bell-handle beside the fireplace.


‘Good-bye, Mr Forbes,’ she said, as abandoning ‘Emma’, black as a rook on the green of the velvet sofa, she firmly grasped his hand. ‘Good-bye. It has been an absorbing afternoon. And yet I’m afraid …’ They had reached the door; parting was imminent; and she sighed out her regret in so low a voice it seemed it must have been intended for Ronnie’s ear alone, and his inward ear, too – ‘I’m afraid I must have seemed very remiss. If only I had been a little more accustomed to being interviewed! No pencil, no notebook! And now it is too late. Still,’ she smiled at him, ‘not only am I convinced you have a far better memory for such things than Mr Charlton – whom I must say the two of us have treated very harshly – but there is nothing which I feel I could not have securely – securely confided to your keeping. Or in the future either – if the need should ever come.’


The memorable voice had broken a little at these last few words, and Ronnie gazed back with all his soul into the small grey-green eyes that seemed to have darkened now that her face was no longer in the light of the window.


‘Thank you very much indeed for that, Mrs Cotton,’ he cried gallantly. ‘You may rely on me. I assure you. I will be discretion itself!’


The stiff maid-servant was already awaiting him. He seized his hat, his cane, his light overcoat, and turned; for, as he expected, Mrs Cotton’s steady regard was still fixed on him from the drawing-room door. They exchanged what seemed to Ronnie a last swift full glance of understanding, an intent, almost intimate glance that went even a little deeper into his mind than he could follow it. The next moment the door had been firmly closed behind him, and he was out in the open once more.




 





Huge billowy clouds, like enormous bolsters, had ranged themselves on the horizon beneath the infantile blue of the sky. Though the sun-bright dandelions that had greeted him were now raggedly shut for the night, the bladed grass, the leafy willows by the water’s brim stood as if enchanted in an ocean of light and colour, and the air resounded with a mellay of song so wild and vehement that the birds that uttered it seemed to have been seized with an anguish of fear lest the dark to come should deprive them of every hope of ever singing again.


And Ronnie, too, was conscious of spring-time in his blood. He stepped out buoyantly and in uncommonly high spirits. What a hotchpotch of an afternoon, and yet on the whole how novel, how odd, and how very amusing!


In less than no time he had come almost to the turn in the weedy drive that would take him clean out of sight even of the upper windows of the house he had left behind him. But there his self-congratulations were suddenly interrupted. A low, clear, but mysterious hail had sounded in his rear. He wheeled about. These were not Mrs Cotton’s now familiar tones.


No, there could be no mistaking whence the summons had come. The straw-hatted, neatly clad figure of a tubby little man had emerged from under the trees to his left, and was now – so extreme was his haste – almost trotting over the grass to intercept him. And Ronnie waited. Psychologists may maintain that it is humanly impossible to think of more than one thing at a time. But Ronnie knew better. Two perfectly distinct ‘reactions’ had at this moment flashed through his mind. One, the vivid recollection of Tenniel’s Tweedledum and Tweedledee; the other the lightning conviction that he knew – that he seemed to have known for centuries, who precisely this little man was.


Ought he to fly? Surely, in spite of those last few words in the house, no such encounter as this had been included in the compact he had but just now signed and sealed with the poet’s mother? But it was too late. Breathless, triumphant, the little man had caught him up. Bright blue eyes of an extraordinary intensity were surveying him from beneath arched brows under the brim of the antiquated black straw hat.


‘I am speaking,’ the little man inquired with a charming courtesy, ‘to …?’


‘My name is Forbes,’ said Ronnie.


‘Ah, yes, Forbes. I was not aware of that, Mr Forbes. Forgive me. I am kept a little in the dark. And better so, perhaps,’ he smiled, ‘for even in a place as remote as this and with very few visitors, you never know, do you …?’ He faltered. ‘At least, so I am told. But that said, or not said, as the case may be, I couldn’t let this opportunity go by without – without, as a matter of fact, asking you to accept this. At times I find them crumpled up in the grass. But what can be expected of errand-boys? It is, and I hope’ – he cast a furtive glance over his shoulder as he thrust a folded piece of paper that had apparently been torn from a tradesman’s paper bag, into Ronnie’s hand – ‘I hope you will let it be a little private matter between us – it’s in the nature of an epigram. My last.’


The candid blue eyes in the countenance on which it seemed age had decided to leave not one disfiguring mark became a little troubled as they searched Ronnie’s smiling and aware face.


‘You will agree, Mr Forbes,’ he pressed on earnestly, raising, like a bishop, his small white hand a little into the summer air, ‘there are things – evidences, messages, that may be shared, though even the very meaning of the words may have become corrupted – decayed – all rotted away?’


It isn’t always that any inmate is looking out of a human eye. But at this particular moment an exceedingly alert inmate, as keenly and austerely challenging as the gaze of an angel, was confronting Ronnie from the tranquil deeps of this little man’s stare. His fingers fluttered an instant, as if inclined to snatch back what he had given.


‘I must not distrust … I must leave it at that, Mr Forbes,’ he said hurriedly, raised his straw hat, and was gone.


Ronnie remained for a moment where he was, the paper in his hand. He, too, glanced over his shoulder. The house was still just in sight, nestling, with its willows, low in the gold of the western sun. But there was too much of a glare in the sky to be sure if any of its occupants were looking out after him from the upper windows.


He went on until he had come again to the narrow stone bridge over the stream. There he unfolded the poet’s scrap of paper and scanned the four lines of tiny and almost illegible script it contained. He picked his way through them again and again and again; and there could be no doubt whatever at last of their intrinsic obscurity. Worse, Ronnie had grave misgivings even of the soundness of their metrical technique. Not so the writer of them, apparently, for at the foot of the four lines which had been placed with extreme care in the very middle of the paper, there sprawled a long-looped, an almost Napoleonic J.C.


Baa, baa, sang out the woolly sheep on the other side of the green-springing hedge. But Ronnie paid no heed. He had instantly realized what a treasure for transatlantic academicism, or English either for that matter, he held in his hand. It was a fragment of holograph – of an unpublished poem – very late – in mint condition – recently signed with this said-to-be-deceased and unique minor poet’s own initials!


He refolded this odd manuscript and placed it carefully in his pocket-book. Nor did he spend any more idle moments on the minnows in the brook beneath the bridge, but continued rapidly on his way to the railway station. Having there inquired for a later – and as it proved to be, its last – train back to London, the next being due in a few minutes, he set off for Ashenham itself.


The old woman in the little smelly village post office to whom he handed in his message to his young American friend had never heard of Wellspring, Ohio. By the deep look she gave Ronnie over her spectacles she seemed, indeed, for a moment to have supposed it was a piece of untimely jocularity. But she managed to produce at last an official Guide; and Ronnie, horn-rimmed spectacles on his fastidious but rather stubby nose, helped her all he could with the infinitesimal print. And to such effect that he all but charged himself twice the official rate per word. But lavish telegraphing was one of his many little weaknesses.


‘Have visited Willows,’ ran his ultimatum. ‘Immensely sorry. Nothing doing. All gone. Am emphatically convinced only course to keep exclusively to text. Strongly advise complete abandonment of the ineffable Cyril. Heaven be with you. Writing. Ronnie Forbes.’


He then withdrew J.C.’s scrap of paper from his pocket-book and slipped it without any accompaniment into a stamped envelope – a little fly-blown – which the old lady supplied from a wooden drawer on the other side of the counter. On this he scribbled Mrs Cotton’s address, and having stuck it down, himself dropped it – with a sigh just nicely enough tinged with regret – into the little red box outside.






* First published in Blackwood’s Magazine, September 1929.
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When murky winter dusk begins to settle over the railway station at Crewe, its first-class waiting-room grows steadily more stagnant. Particularly if one is alone in it. The long grimed windows do little more than sift the failing light that slopes in on them from the glass roof outside and is too feeble to penetrate into the recesses beyond. And the grained massive black-leathered furniture becomes less and less inviting. It appears to have been made for a scene of extreme and diabolical violence that one may hope will never occur. One can hardly at any rate imagine it to have been designed by a really good man!


Little things like this of course are apt to become exaggerated in memory, and I may be doing the Company an injustice. But whether this is so or not – and the afternoon I have in mind is now many years distant – I certainly became more acutely conscious of the defects of my surroundings when the few fellow-travellers who had been sharing this dreadful apartment with me had hurried out at the clang of a bell for the down train, leaving me to wait for the up. And nothing and nobody, as I supposed, but a great drowsy fire of cinders in the iron grate for company.


The almost animated talk that had sprung up before we parted, never in this world to meet again, had been occasioned by an account in the morning’s newspapers of the last voyage of a ship called the Hesper. She had come in the evening before, and some days overdue, with a cargo of sugar from the West Indies, and was now berthed safely in the Southampton Docks. This seemed to have been something of a relief to those concerned. For even her master had not refused to admit that certain mysterious and tragic events had recently occurred on board, though he preferred not to discuss them with a reporter. He agreed, even with the reporter, however, that there had been a full moon at the time, that, apart from a heavy swell, the sea was ‘as calm as a mill-pond’, and that his ship was at present in want of a second mate. But the voyage of the Hesper is now, of course, an old tale many times told. And I myself, having taken very little part in the discussion, had by that time wearied of her mysteries and had decided to seek the lights and joys and coloured bottles of the refreshment room, when a voice from out of the murk behind me suddenly broke the hush. It was an unusual voice, rapid, incoherent and internal, like that of a man in a dream or under the influence of a drug.


I shifted my high-backed ungainly chair and turned to look. Evidently this, the only other occupant of the room, had until that moment been as unaware of my presence in it as I of his. Indeed he seemed to have been completely taken aback at finding he was not alone. He had started up from out of his obscure corner beyond the high window and was staring across at me out of his flat greyish face in unconcealed stupefaction. He seemed for a moment or two to be in doubt even of what I was. Then he sighed, a sigh that ended in a long shuddering yawn. ‘I am sorry,’ I said, ‘I supposed —’


But he interrupted me – and not as if my company, now that he had recognized me as a fellow creature, was any the less welcome for being unexpected.


‘Merely what I was saying, sir,’ he was mildly explaining, ‘is that those gentlemen there who have just left us had no more notion of what they were talking about than an infant in the cradle.’


This elegant paraphrase, I realized, bore only the feeblest resemblance to the violent soliloquy I had just overheard. I looked at him. ‘How so?’ I said. ‘I am only a landsman myself, but …’


It had seemed unnecessary to finish the sentence – I have never seen anyone less marine in effect than he was. He had shifted a little nearer and was now, his legs concealed, sitting on the extreme edge of his vast wooden sofa – a smallish man, but muffled up in a very respectable great-coat at least two sizes too large for him, his hands thrust deep into its pockets.


He continued to stare at me. ‘You don’t have to go to sea for things like that,’ he went on. ‘And there’s no need to argue about it if you do. Still it wasn’t my place to interfere. They’ll find out all right – all in good time. They go their ways. And talking of that, now, have you ever heard say that there is less risk sitting in a railway carriage at sixty miles an hour than in laying alone, safe, as you might suppose, in your own bed? That’s true, too.’ He glanced round him. ‘You know where you are in a place like this, too. It’s solid, though —’ I couldn’t catch the words that followed, but they seemed to be uncomplimentary to things in general.


‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘it certainly looks solid.’


‘Ah, “looks”,’ he went on cantankerously. ‘But what is your “solid”, come to that? I thought so myself once.’ He seemed to be pondering over the once. ‘But now,’ he added, ‘I know different.’


With that he rose and, dwarfed a little perhaps by the length of his coat, sallied out of his obscure corner beyond the high window and came to the fire. After warming his veined shrunken hands at the heap of smouldering cinders in the grate under the black marble mantelpiece – he seated himself opposite to me.


At risk of seeming fastidious, I must confess that now he was near I did not much care for the appearance of this stranger. He might be about to solicit a small loan. In spite of his admirable great-coat he looked in need of a barber, as well as of medicine and sleep – a need that might presently exhibit itself in a hankering for alcohol. But I was mistaken. He asked for nothing, not even sympathy, not even advice. He merely, it seemed, wanted to talk about himself. And perhaps a complete stranger makes a better receptacle for a certain kind of confidence than one’s intimates. He tells no tales.


Nevertheless I shall attempt to tell Mr Blake’s, and as far as possible in his own peculiar idiom. It impressed me at the time. And I have occasionally speculated since whether his statistics in relation to the risks of railway travel proved trustworthy. Safety first is a sound principle so far as it goes, but we are all of us out-manoeuvred in the end. And I still wonder what end was his.


He began by asking me if I had ever lived in the country – ‘In the depps of the country’. And then, quickly realizing that I was more inclined to listen than talk, he suddenly plunged into his past. It seemed to refresh him to do so.


‘I was a gentleman’s servant when I began,’ he set off; ‘first boot-boy under a valet, then footman and helping at table, then pantry work and so on. Never married or anything of that; petticoats are nothing but encumbrances in the house. But I must say if you keep yourself to yourself, it sees you through – in time. What you have to beware of is those of your own calling. Domestic. That’s the same everywhere; nobody’s reached much past the cat-and-dog stage in that. Not if you look close enough; high or low. I lost one or two nice easy places all on that account. Jealousy. And if you don’t stay where you are put there’s precious little chance of pickings when the funeral’s at the door. But that’s mostly changed, so I’m told; high wages and no work being the order of the day; and gratitude to follow suit. They are all rolling stones nowadays, and never mind the moss.’


As a philosopher this white-faced muffled-up old creature seemed to affect realism, though his reservations on the ‘solid’ had fallen a little short of it. Not that my reality appeared to matter much – beyond, I mean the mere proof of it. For though in the rather intimate memories he proceeded to share with me he frequently paused to ask a question, he seldom waited for an answer, and then ignored it. I see now this was not to be wondered at. We happened to be sharing at the moment this – for my part – chance resort and he wanted company – human company.


‘The last situation I was in’ (he was going on to tell me), ‘was with the Reverend W. Somers, M.A.: William. In the depps of the country, as I say. Just myself, a young fellow of the name of George, and a woman who came in from the village to char and cook and so on, though I did the best part of that myself. The finishing touches, I mean. How long the Reverend hadn’t cared for females in the house I never knew; but parsons have their share of them, I’m thinking. Not that he wasn’t attached enough to his sister. They had grown up together, nursery to drawing-room, and that covers a multitude of sins.


‘Like him, she was, but more of the parrot in appearance; a high face with a beaky nose. Quite a nice lady, too, except that she was mighty slow in being explained to. No interference, generally speaking; in spite of her nose. But don’t mistake me; we had to look alive when she was in the house. Oh, yes. But that, thank God, was seldom. And in the end it made no difference.


‘She never took to the vicarage. Who would? I can hear her now – Blake this, and Blake that. Too dark, too vaulty, too shut in. And in winter freezing cold, laying low maybe. Trees in front, everlastings; though open behind with a stream and cornfields and hills in the distance; especially in summer, of course. They went up and down, and dim and dark, according to the weather. You could see for miles from those upper corridor windows – small panes that take a lot of cleaning. But George did the windows. George had come from the village, too, if you could call it a village. But he was a permanency. Nothing much but a few cottages, and an outlying farmhouse here and there. Why the old brick church lay about a mile away from it, I can’t say. To give the Roaring Lion a trot, perhaps. The Reverend had private means – naturally. I knew that before it came out in the will. But it was a nice fat living notwithstanding – worked out at about fifty pounds to the pig-sty, I shouldn’t wonder, with the vicarage thrown in. You get what you’ve got in this world, and some of us enjoy a larger slice than we deserve. But the Reverend, I must say, never took advantage of it. He was a gentleman. Give him his books, and tomorrow like yesterday, and he gave no trouble – none whatever.


‘Mind you, he liked things as they should be, and he had some of the finest silver I ever lay finger on; and old furniture to match. I don’t mean furniture picked up at sales and such like, but real old family stuff. That’s where the parrot in the family nose came from. Everything punctual to the minute and the good things good. Soup or fish, a cutlet, a savoury, and a glass of sherry or madeira. No sweets – though he was a lean, spare gentleman, silvery beard and all. And I have never seen choicer fruit than came from his houses and orchard, though it was here the trouble began. Cherries, gages, peaches, nectarines – old red sun-baked walls nine or ten feet high and a sight like wonder in the spring. I used to go out specially to have a look at them. He had his fancies, too, had the Reverend. If any smoking was to be done it must be in the shrubbery with the blackbirds, not under the roof. And sitting there in his study, sir, he could detect the whiff of a cigarette even in the furthest of the attics!
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