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      Mary Renault 

      Mary Renault (1905–1983) was best known for her historical novels set in Ancient Greece with their vivid fictional portrayals of Theseus, Socrates, Plato and Alexander the Great.

      Born in London in 1905 and educated at the University of Oxford, she trained as a nurse at Oxford’s Radcliffe Infirmary, where she met her lifelong partner, fellow nurse Julie Mullard. Her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published in 1939. In 1948, after her novel Return to Night won an MGM prize worth £150,000, she and Mullard emigrated to South Africa.

      It was in South Africa that Renault was able to write forthrightly about homosexual relationships for the first time – in her last contemporary novel, The Charioteer, published in 1953, and then in her first historical novel, The Last of the Wine (1956), the story of two young Athenians who study under Socrates and fight against Sparta. Both these books had male protagonists, as did all her later works that included homosexual themes. Her sympathetic treatment of love between men would win Renault a wide gay readership.
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        At a white-tiled table a young girl was sitting, sucking a bullseye and sewing a shroud… She was nineteen, pretty, undersized and Welsh; hideously dressed in striped cotton, a square-bibbed apron that reached her high collar, black shoes and stockings and a stiff white cap.

        … the child who presently would wear the shroud was lying with a pinched, waxy face, breathing jerkily through a half-open mouth. An apparatus of glass and rubber tubing was running salt and water into her veins to eke out the exhausted blood. It was all that could now be done… The little nurse stitched doggedly away… She had made plenty of shrouds; the first few had made her feel creepy, but they were just like the rest of the mending and darning now.

      

      Mary Renault was in her early thirties when her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published. That quiet but dramatic opening was also a mischievous one. Neither the young nurse nor the child would make it past page two. Instead, the story is thrown down a staircase, along with a heap of soiled laundry, into the hands of Vivian, a trainee nurse, whose experience of both hospital life and an intense relationship with Mic, an assistant pathologist, makes up the core of the book. So far, so hospital romance conventional. But it isn’t long before a fellow female nurse seduces Vivian and we discover that Mic has had an affair with her brother. By anyone’s lights, such a book, coming out in 1939, marked the arrival of a bold new voice.

      For those who, like me, grew up gorging themselves on Mary Renault’s historical stories of ancient Greece, it may come as a surprise that for the first twenty years of her career she wrote only contemporary novels. For others more attuned to the homosexual subculture that the Greek novels explored, or having read The Charioteer, published in the 1950s, it will be less of a revelation to learn that even as a fledgling popular novelist she was interested in issues of sexuality and sexual orientation, writing with a directness that made some people, including an early reviewer of Purposes of Love, wonder if the author’s name might be a mask for a man.

      In fact, Mary Renault was a pseudonym, but not one designed to protect her gender. She was born Eileen Mary Challans, the first daughter of a middle-class doctor, in 1905 in London’s East End. Her early memories show an intelligent, strong-willed child with an independent streak, no doubt exacerbated by her ringside seat on an unhappy marriage. ‘I can never remember a time… when they seemed to me to even like each other,’ she wrote later in life to a friend. Though her fiction often takes the knife to frustrated, resentful mothers – both classical and contemporary – she could also be understanding. In her third novel, The Friendly Young Ladies (the euphemistic title refers to two women in a sexual relationship), she dramatises elements of her own childhood, but not without sympathy for the wife who, though she is intrusive and manipulative, is also clearly unloved.

      Mary’s escape from her parents came through education: at the insistence of her university-educated godmother, Aunt Bertha, she was sent to boarding school in Bristol and then went on to St Hugh’s College, Oxford, subsidised by her aunt, as her parents considered the expense wasted on a daughter. An early love for history and literature would colour her whole life, allowing her later to meet the challenge of immersion in Greek history. She became involved in theatre, another passion that was to persist, but in other ways Oxford University in the 1920s was a conservative establishment, especially for the few women who went there, and there was no hint from her friendships with both men and women of the more radical way her life was to develop.

      Her first attempt at serious writing came in 1928, when, during her last term at Oxford, she began work on a novel set in medieval England. J. R. R. Tolkien was perhaps an influence, as Mary had attended his lectures and clearly admired him. She was later to destroy the manuscript, dismissing the story as ‘knights bashing about in some never-never land’, but she was still working on it at twenty-eight when, looking for a way to support herself independently from her parents, she started to train as a nurse at the Radcliffe Infirmary.

      It was to be another defining experience. Nursing was extremely hard work, but it offered the burgeoning writer a richness of experience that would have been well nigh impossible for a woman of her class elsewhere at that time. While others were marrying and starting families, she was deep in the business of life and death, meeting people from all backgrounds. It also gave her first-hand knowledge of the human body, in both its wonder and its fragility. All her fiction would drink deeply from these experiences. When she turns her hand to Greek myth and history she will confidently inhabit their overwhelming masculinity, celebrating athletic, erotic male beauty side by side with the heroism and agonies of battles and death. Meanwhile, the dramas of medicine and illness would permeate all her early novels.

      Purposes of Love, not surprisingly, draws heavily on the training she has just come through; even the novel’s title is taken from the prayer that the nurses recited every morning. Peopled by a beautifully observed cast of minor characters (‘Sister Verdun was a little fretted woman with an anxious bun, entering with a sense of grievance into middle age’), it plunges the reader into the gruelling physicality of hospital life, contrasting the drama of sickness and injury with relentless rules and routine. Near the end of the book we sit with a nurse in night vigil over the mangled body of a dying, but conscious, young man. The scene is rich with the authenticity of detail, but it is clever as well as upsetting, since we know the man much better than the nurse does, which makes her mix of professional care and natural compassion even more affecting. The novel was an impressive debut, and became a bestseller, attracting fine reviews both sides of the Atlantic.

      Kind are Her Answers was published the following year. Mary was under considerable pressure to write it quickly as both publishers, especially Morrow in America, wanted it delivered before the outbreak of hostilities. In the end, it came out the week of the evacuation of Dunkirk, in 1940, which meant that it was largely critically ignored. Perhaps for Renault’s long-term reputation that was no bad thing, as Kind are Her Answers is a much more conventional love story. It has its moments, though. Kit Anderson is a doctor locked in an unhappy marriage, who meets the woman with whom he will have an affair on a night visit to her seriously ill aunt. For a modern audience, the sexual passion is the most convincing part of the story. Their hungry young bodies make a painful contrast with the old woman’s ageing, fading one and the adrenaline of risk and proximity of death adds to their abandon; during his unofficial night visits they must keep their voices down when they make love in case they are heard.

      Return to Night (1947), which won Mary the MGM prize, a whopping £150,000, is a doctor–patient romance, though it cunningly inverts the stereotype by putting a woman, Hilary, in the white coat. The book opens with a riding accident and the time-bomb of internal bleeding inside the brain, which Hilary must diagnose in order to save a handsome young man’s life. Renault had done a stint working on head injuries and the drama of the diagnosis and the tussle of wills between the complacent matron and the woman doctor is expertly played out.

      In her fifth novel North Face (1949) nursing becomes character rather than plot. Inside a love story between two guests in a Yorkshire boarding house after the war, Renault uses two women in their thirties as a kind of spatting Greek chorus, ruminating on the morality (or not) of the affair. Already very much professional spinsters, one is a desiccated prissy academic, while the other is a blowzy, more down-to-earth professional nurse. Though the satire is at the expense of them both (at times they are more entertaining than the rather laboured love story), the nurse at least feels in touch with life. If Mary Renault had ever considered academia, this is surely her verdict on the choice she made.

      But nursing did more than fire her fiction. It also changed her life. It was while training at the Radcliffe, living inside a set of rules to rival the most oppressive girls’ boarding school, that Mary met twenty-two-year-old Julie Mullard. The coming together of their fictional equivalents after an evening tea party in one of the nurses’ rooms is one of many perfectly realised scenes in Purposes of Love. Mary Renault and Julie Mullard were to be a couple until Mary’s death. In England they mostly lived apart, often working in different hospitals, snatching precious weeks in holiday cottages or visiting each other under the radar of the rules. Then, in 1948, helped by the money Mary had won for Return to Night, they moved to South Africa.

      Despite the fact that they would live openly and happily together for the next thirty-five years, neither would refer to herself as lesbian, nor talk publicly about their relationship (though elements of it are there to be read in Mary’s fiction: the character of Vivian is clearly a mix of both of them, even down to the dramatisation of the short affair that Julie had with a hospital surgeon soon after they met). Some of their reticence can be explained by Renault’s own personality: private and contained, with success she became more so. Some of it was no doubt a throwback to the difficult moral climate in which they began their relationship; the only contemporary public example of lesbian culture had been Radclyffe Hall’s provocative Well of Loneliness and both of them found it ‘self-pitying’. But it was more nuanced than that.

      In 1982, a year before her death, Renault was the subject of a BBC film directed by the late writer and poet David Sweetman, who later went on to write a biography of her. I was a good friend of David’s at the time and, like many gay men I knew, he was eloquent about the place Renault’s novels had played in his life. When he asked her about the sexuality in her work, she had this to say: ‘I think a lot of people are intermediately sexed. It’s like something shading from white to black with a lot of grey in the middle.’

      The words describe perfectly much of the shifting sexual territory Renault fictionalised in her first five novels. For the sharp-eyed, The Friendly Young Ladies, published in 1944, is a portrait of a sexual relationship between Leo(nora), writer of cowboy novels – Mary herself loved cowboy fiction – and Helen, a lovely and talented nurse who has the odd dalliance with men. We meet them first through the eyes of Leo’s young sister, who runs away from home to stay with them. Suffused with Mills & Boon sensibility, she sees only what she wants to see; Leo’s tomboy manner and clothes, the shared bedroom and the domestic familiarity are all taken at platonic face value. A young doctor, full of his own psychological insights, is equally blinkered, trying his hand with both women (and being turned down more because of his personality than his gender). It makes for playful story-telling as it divides not only Renault’s characters, but presumably also her readership. In the end, this cosy set-up is broken apart by the rugged American writer Joe, who has a night of passion with Leo that results in what feels like a conventional but unconvincing happy ending.

      Interestingly, in 1982, when, on the recommendation of Angela Carter, Virago reissued the novel, Mary herself wanted to alter the ending. In a letter to the publisher, written barely a year before her death, she said: ‘You will see I have marked a cut of several pages near the end, and will I am sure agree that this was a thoroughly mushy conclusion… far better leave Leo’s choice in the air with the presumption that she stays with Helen. The ending I gave it looks now like a bow to convention, which it wasn’t, but it was certainly an error of judgement.’ A compromise was reached, and instead of changing the text she wrote a new afterword, which is reproduced again now.

      The same criticism of an imposed happy ending might also be levelled against Return to Night, where the heroine doctor falls in love with Julian, the young male patient she saves. Breathtakingly beautiful, emotionally quixotic and under the thumb of a domineering mother, Julian yearns to be an actor and a halo of sexual ambivalence hovers over him throughout the novel. Hilary meanwhile, eleven years older, in a man’s job with what could be a man’s name, finds herself cast as half lover, half mother. As they head towards the happily-ever-after of marriage you can’t help thinking that they would both benefit from more wriggle-room to experiment.

      Mary Renault was eventually to find that wider sexual and imaginative freedom in her Greek novels, but not before one last, extraordinary, contemporary book. Freed from the grey British skies of post-war austerity and culture, in 1951 she wrote The Charioteer, an explicit portrait of homosexuality during the war. Its rich backdrop is drawn from her experience nursing soldiers in a hospital partly staffed by conscientious objectors, and it tells the story of Laurie, an intelligent, introspective young man, who comes to understand his sexuality through a platonic but profound encounter with Ralph, an older prefect at his public school. Injured at Dunkirk, he goes on day release from hospital and is introduced into a homosexual subculture, in which Ralph, now a naval officer, is a player. The hot-house atmosphere of this hidden society is brilliantly, though not always flatteringly, observed (Renault had had experience of such a world in her early years in South Africa).

      Laurie’s continued self-analysis and his struggle as to how to live as a gay man, dramatised as a choice between his love for Ralph, who he learns had saved him at Dunkirk, and the growing connection with a young conscientious objector working at the hospital and yet to realise his own homosexuality, make up the rest of the book.

      Reading The Charioteer now is to be blown away by its intensity and bravery. In 1953, when it came out in Britain, it was a cultural thunderbolt (in America it took another six years to find a publisher); reviews were overwhelmingly positive and Mary received scores of letters from appreciative readers. By then, though, she had moved on and was submerged in two years of research for her next book, which was to be something altogether different.

      From the opening sentence of The Last of the Wine (1956), ancient Greece and the male voices through which she enters it burn off the page with an immediacy and power that will characterise all her historical fiction. Homosexual love, sacrifice, companionship and heroism abound in a culture which accepts, encourages and celebrates sexual diversity. At nearly fifty, Mary Renault had at last found her world.

       

      Sarah Dunant, 2014 
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      The lane was deep – an outpost of Devon, which was within walking distance if one took walking seriously – and for a couple of hundred yards it ran straight between banks frilled with fern, higher than one’s head. Towards the end, meeting trees made it a tunnel, from whose nearer end one could see at the other a round hole of twisted light. Until one emerged, the tower was wholly concealed; to a redundancy of dramatic effect was super-added the element of surprise. New visitors, if alone, would refocus their eyes in suspended belief; or, if not, would exclaim to companions with a certain personal pride. They were off the beaten track, discriminating individualists: their contempt for the promenade at Bridgehead, and even for the nearer cosiness of Barlock, knew no bounds.

      The tower reared, sensationally, above the trees. Very naïve explorers took it for part of a ruined castle; the more sophisticated knew it at once for a Folly of the most extravagantly Gothick kind. Its grey battlements, patched with orange lichen, were flimsy; its ornate windows, with their decaying foliations of wrought iron, had never contemplated defence against anything but the drab realities of the Industrial Revolution. In its side was a door, from which a dizzy iron stair, like a fire-escape, went down to a lower ridge of battlements, whose teeth just showed above the trees. It was a thin tower; the upper room which it enclosed could not have been much more than twelve feet by ten, the rest would be filled by a staircase of whose decay the outer supplement said enough. Its pointed roof was topped by an ornate weathercock, knocked to a rakish angle like the feather in a desperado’s hat.

      The windows were dark, seeming to lay bony fingers on lipless jaws. One thought of walled-up brides; of mad old virgins fingering trousseaux from which the moths flew out; of heirs vainly guarded, till the predestinate birthday, from a Romany curse.

      Feasting on these visions, visitors would press forward with the excitement of conquistadores. This coming sharp bend in the lane must bring them in sight of the house itself.

      It did.

      The very air, hereabouts, seemed printed visibly with outraged anticlimax. Neil Langton merely nodded his head, wondering why he hadn’t anticipated it. It seemed to him almost mystically expressive and right.

      Consulting his watch, he found that he was a little early. He cached his rucksack, which was heavy, in some bracken behind a field gate, and went off for a walk.

      The house looked ready to approve of this nicety. It was two storeys high, with a glossy slate roof over squat gables to which Tudor-type woodwork was externally applied. There were lace curtains and ferns in the bay windows; the front door was painted to simulate wood-graining with a varnish the colour of fresh manure. A precise board on the gatepost said ‘Weir View – Board Residence’. Like a genteel spinster sitting in a disproportionately high-backed chair, the house adhered in smug insignificance to the residual wall, quite ten feet higher than the chimneys, at one end of which was the tower. The iron stairs linked them as a will does two incongruous legatees.

      Neil, half turning as he went on down the lane, looked back at the stairs and came nearer to laughing than he had been in six months. Tonight he would be climbing them to bed. He felt as if a god with a mordant sense of humour had cocked a snook at him. Then the flat greyness came down over his mind again. He walked on.

      Mrs Kearsey, too, from the concealed doorway in the roof, had just been looking at the tower. She had been to put sheets on the bed, and, among blue air and tree-tops ringed with a receding haze of moors and sea, had felt her embarrassment almost too much to bear. For thirty years she had been trying to live down the Folly by ignoring its existence, and felt now that she was begging a favour of someone with whom she was not on speaking terms. All kinds of people must have seen her on the stairs. They would say she was a profiteer, or, alternatively, that she must be going bankrupt, putting a guest up there; and, as such things were never said to one’s face, she couldn’t explain how scrupulously she had warned the gentleman in advance that all she had free was ‘a small top room in a separate annexe’, or that he had replied that this would suit him very well.

      He had written from somewhere in the north of Scotland. It was said to be very bleak there, and the inhabitants very hardy; they had outside staircases, too, she had somewhere read. She had also a dim impression that they all went to universities, even the poorest, tramping for miles across the heather from remote crofts; so one could not tell, from a letter, what they might be accustomed to.

      Even at the best, life had treated her hardly, she felt, in forcing her to terms with the Folly. Till now, she had always firmly implied that it had nothing to do with her house; it was merely something that happened to be left standing after a fire. In fact her father, a jobbing builder who hated waste, had bought up the ruin forty years before, and made use of the one sound wall. His wife and daughter had always felt keenly this parsimony so sensationally advertised. He would never move; after he had lost his savings in speculation he could not afford to, so they had stopped discussing it. Now, after his second stroke, he had clamped it finally round her neck. He would have known no difference, having only the needs of a blind baby, if he had gone to the Institution; but the disgrace was unthinkable, and the Home of Rest cost five guineas a week. Hence the tower. To her friends, she had explained that anything was better than turning people away, their first real holiday since the war and all the hotels full.

      It was mainly to recover a sense of social security that she went straight from the roof to the Lounge. Here everything was modern and in nice taste; nothing frowsty, nothing queer. She had had it done up in ’38, out of her husband’s insurance money, at the same time as she had had the second bath put in.

      She found two of her guests there: Miss Searle, who had a cold, and Miss Fisher, who had sunbathed all morning on the beach and, as she now admitted, overdone it a bit. ‘It’s my colouring,’ she explained. ‘I’m like it every year. No proper pigmentation.’ Miss Fisher, a hospital sister, had an impressive vocabulary of words like this.

      Mrs Kearsey liked Miss Fisher, while admitting to herself that Miss Searle gave the house more tone. With her Mrs Kearsey aspired to no communion, but felt her presence to be an asset against the liability of the tower. A sudden and sinking anxiety possessed her lest this Mr Langton should be one of those who didn’t quite know where to stop in the way of fun. It was to Miss Searle that she said brightly, but with an undertone of propitiation, ‘Shall I expect you both in to tea? I was just thinking of putting in some scones.’

      ‘How very nice,’ said Miss Searle, and added on inquiry that her cold was much better; Miss Fisher had most kindly given her something for it. They all discussed remedies. Mrs Kearsey’s pleasure in the lounge was increased by their harmony; she had been afraid at first that they weren’t going to hit it off. The Winters were out so much that they seemed scarcely to count; besides, they were leaving in a day or two.

      ‘I’ll bring tea straight in, as soon as the scones are done. We won’t wait for Mr Langton. I can always make a fresh pot if he comes.’

      She hovered in the doorway, studying effects. She had been seven years in the business, and had observed that unattached women, if their stay fell in with what she called ‘one of the all-female spells’, very infrequently booked another year. Financially, nowadays, this did not matter – she had refused three bookings only today – but she felt her prestige involved. Not, perhaps, that this would apply to Miss Searle, who though scarcely, if at all, past her thirties, had what Mrs Kearsey (quelled by the books she left about) vaguely called Other Interests. Sure enough, Miss Searle made no comment at all, but fished her handkerchief out of the sleeve of her cardigan and unobtrusively blew her nose; it was a little pink today, spoiling the well-cut profile which was just too regular to be what one would call distinguished. Miss Fisher, however, could always be relied on to pick up a cue. She was about Miss Searle’s age, but dressed (not without some success) a good deal younger. She put up one hand to feel the screw of a floral plastic ear-ring, smoothed a wave in her reddish-sandy hair, and said, ‘Got a fresh face for us today, then, Mrs K?’

      She had called Mrs Kearsey this since the second day of her stay, when she had come into the kitchen to see to the maid’s cut finger. Mrs Kearsey, who hoped she could tell a homely way from real commonness, rather liked it.

      ‘Yes,’ she said, adding, ‘I do hope he’ll turn out nice,’ in a tone to establish sympathy, and disclaim responsibility, if he did not. ‘A Scotch gentleman, I think. He wrote from Fort William; that’s right in the Highlands, isn’t it?’ Because Miss Searle did not instantly reply, she was taken with sudden loss of faith in her geography, combined with a wish that, before coming in, she had changed her spotted rayon for her blue marocain. Miss Searle often had this effect on her.

      ‘Somebody leaving today?’ asked Miss Fisher optimistically; speaking, if she had known it, for Miss Searle as well. Miss Lettice Winter, a natural platinum blonde, was far too evidently aware of her own cinematic charms.

      Mrs Kearsey had seen this coming. Attempting ease, and achieving a nervous trill, she explained about the Tower, recalling as she did so an earlier remark of Miss Searle’s that it was ‘a most interesting ruin’, With what she hoped was a light laugh, she added, ‘He seems to think he’ll quite like it. Aren’t men funny?’

      ‘Well, they’ve got their uses, and that’s about all you can say for them, eh, Mrs K?’ Miss Fisher’s fresh square face, her just-perceptible cockney overtones, were soothing as a pair of old shoes. She counted twelve stitches rapidly on her pale-blue knitting and added, ‘Must be one of those with a head for heights.’

      ‘He must, mustn’t he?’ said Mrs Kearsey brightly; but her good moment was over. A new and worse set of misgivings, their climax a coroner’s censure headlined in the Mirror, seized her. Murmuring something about the oven, she hurried out to worry undisturbed.

      Miss Searle had no kitchen in which to hide. She picked up her Trollope again; but Miss Fisher’s clicking needles distracted her, not so much by their noise as by their reminder of an aimless, vacant mind awaiting conversation. It was like trying to enjoy a meal with someone else’s dog begging beside the chair. She earnestly hoped that the new guest would be of a type sympathetic to Miss Fisher, that he would return her interest at sight, would have a car, and petrol, and would take her out every day. For the second time in an hour, Miss Searle reminded herself that she had come prepared for Miss Fisher, in general if not in particular. She had determined on a cheap holiday this year, in order to save for an unstinted one as soon as the Continent was open. It would, perhaps, have been more sensible to have stayed with Muriel; but after five landlocked years she had starved for the sea. She had not expected that this hunger would be so quickly appeased. She had bathed twice, and, shivering with the cold which had begun yesterday, felt indifferent if she never bathed again. She had seen the thatched white cottages, with the pink and blue hydrangeas, facing the little harbour whose smell of seaweed had ceased to excite. She had been to the top of the cliffs, where the bracken attracted flies, and impenetrable woods, clothing the faces down to sea-level almost everywhere, obstructed the view. She had seen a Norman porch and an Early English font. She had reached a stage in which she might even have visited a cinema: but Barlock was proudly unspoiled; she had chosen it for this.

      Miss Searle had always considered boredom an intellectual defeat. She prepared to fall back on her inner resources, and got out her Chaucer (Skeat’s edition, which she would be reading with the second-year students next term) and a new paper on Old French metrical forms. She had them with her now, in case Miss Fisher should go out; a diminishing hope, which Mrs Kearsey’s promise of an early tea had finally destroyed.

      Failing to concentrate on Dr Thorne, she would have liked to look up; but Miss Fisher would treat it as an invitation, and might embark on another hospital anecdote. Nursing was a noble vocation, but, tragically, coarsening. In Miss Searle’s view, one made a sufficient contribution to realism by admitting that the Seamy Side existed. To dwell on it, if with feeling and intelligence, was morbid; if with humour, gross. Miss Fisher’s last story had been quite definitely tainted with grossness.

      She could have borne Miss Fisher (she often told students to whom other encouragement could not truthfully be given that the world needed Martha as well as Mary) if the whole house had not been like an extension of her. Choosing a moment when she was counting stitches, Miss Searle looked at the Lounge. She would have preferred to its mean little parodies of functional simplicity even the jungle of Victoriana which must have gone originally with the Tower. That would have had character, at least. (Miss Searle delighted in character, if it was safely uncontemporary; if not she called it eccentricity, obtrusiveness, or lack of proportion.) As for the bedrooms, ‘done’ with shiny rayon taffeta in orange, pink or electric blue – hers was pink – their hideousness made it impossible even to read there. She wondered, passingly, how Mr Langton would like his room in the tower. The thought of this Beckfordian eyrie, enclosing a perfect Tottenham Court Road interior, made her fine colourless lips move in a faint smile.

      Miss Fisher’s ball of wool rolled off her lap, and over to Miss Searle’s feet. She reached for it as Miss Searle stooped politely. For a moment their hands met on the ball: the hand of a scholar, meticulous, with fineness but no strength in the bone, taut veins blue under the thin skin at the back, the nails ribbed, brittle and flecked here and there with white; the other broad-palmed and short-fingered, with the aggressive smooth cleanliness that comes of much scrubbing with antiseptic followed by much compensating cream, the nails filed short and round, their holiday varnish spruce. Each woman was momentarily aware of the contrast.

      When thanks and apologies had been exchanged, and Miss Searle had picked up her book again, Miss Fisher stole a look at her under sandy lashes which could not, like hair, be deepened with a henna rinse, and on which mascara would have been too obvious. It was a look which Miss Searle had once or twice intercepted with indefinable unease. It was more transparent than Miss Fisher knew; a compound of patronage with envy and respect. If she had been a Frenchwoman, Miss Fisher would have expressed the patronage in the words ‘Miss Anglaise’. What Miss Searle felt to be mental and conversational decency, Miss Fisher saw as an iron curtain of spinsterly repression. With sincere conviction, she thought it more unpleasant than crudeness. Her own standards had been shaped by her work, in which from the age of eighteen she had learned to regard prudery as a social crime: young medical students must be helped over their first awkwardness, shy patients must find their confidences aseptically eased. She took all this so much for granted that she could not have found words for what she felt, which was that for a mature adult to force evasion on others was selfish, discourteous, and a mark of moral cowardice besides.

      ‘Inhibited,’ said Miss Fisher to herself, looking with sad wistfulness at the plain, perfect handmade shoes, recalling the worn hide case with the foreign labels, trying unsuccessfully to recall elusive vocal cadences, the precision of vowels. In the presence of Miss Searle an old humiliation, like an irreparable bereavement, returned to haunt her: an occasion when walking back after a party a young resident, tender and sentimental and only a little drunk, had tried to talk to her about Housman. She had thought he said ‘houseman,’ and had replied humorously. He had turned it off with a hurt clumsy joke; the evening’s promise had frosted in bud. A Shropshire Lad, which she had read next day against a return of opportunity that never came, remained with her like a scent with sorrowful associations, having no independent life.

      Miss Fisher was not, in the ordinary social sense, a snob. During a spell of private nursing she had slid bedpans under a representative section of the British upper classes, encountering the usual averages of cheerful pluck and querulous selfishness. Their preoccupations had often differed from those of her own circles only in scale; they had soon ceased to have any mystery for her. Bound since she was eighteen to a routine of uncompromising realism, Miss Fisher craved for strangeness, for otherness, for all that eluded tables of measurement, more deeply than she knew. Hence the spell that intellectuals still worked for her; they had to be very disagreeable before she stopped making allowances for them. Ideally, she liked them unconventional and unpractical, but fairly clean in their persons and with a sense of humour; when she would describe them as Bohemian, her most distinguished term of praise. She had had initial hopes, soon dashed, of Miss Searle.

      When Miss Fisher had time to daydream, which was seldom, it was of belonging to this race and of being accepted in it. Sometimes it had vaguely occurred to her that membership was a by-product, not a point of direction like a mink coat, but, like an adolescent who dreams of fame and will decide later for what he shall be famous, she willed the end, not the means. One day, at a party, on a bus, through some consequence yet hanging in the stars, a citizen of El Dorado would take her hand and lead her through the invisible doors, and, magically, she would be there. Meanwhile, she solaced the waiting-time by tuning in to Frank Sinatra, and reading the serials in Woman and Home which had good knitting-patterns as well.

      Miss Searle put a marker in her Trollope and said, ‘I do hope your sunburn won’t give you a painful night.’ It was impossible to read; she remembered Miss Fisher’s kindness about the cold-tablets; besides, tea would be here at any moment now.

      ‘It was more the headache, really, thanks. I took some APC and it’s nearly gone.’ Here, Miss Fisher felt obscurely, was an inheritor of the invisible key who let it rust on a nail. She thought, ‘If I’d had her advantages…’ The tea came in; there was a polite contest of withdrawals from pouring-out; Miss Searle, who hated strong tea, allowed herself to be persuaded. A third cup was on the tray; it stood, a bland, blank question-mark, midway between them.

      Miss Fisher, sipping her tea, wished that Miss Searle had thought to stir the pot; she had not liked to suggest it. Conversation faltered and died; she felt that it was her turn to revive it.

      ‘I wonder what we’ve got coming,’ she essayed politely.

      Miss Searle, who perceived at once what was meant but did not feel equal to it, expressed silently a civil interrogation.

      ‘The new PG, I mean.’ Miss Fisher remembered Miss Searle’s cold; it was on herself that cheerfulness devolved. ‘This mystery-man that’s going up into Rookery Nook.’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course. I’m so sorry. Do have another scone. Mrs Kearsey really manages very well on the rations, don’t you think?’

      ‘Ta, after you. Well, hope springs eternal, they say, but I expect it’ll be a case of a castle in the air, more senses than one, don’t you?’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t quite…?’ Would even Rome and Florence, Miss Searle was wondering, make up for the weeks spent in this mental slum?

      ‘Well, I mean to say, with men in the short supply they are, if they’ve got anything to them they don’t need to go to boarding-houses on their own. Mind you, it was different before the war. I’ve started out once or twice not knowing a soul, and had the time of my life. But not now; not unless you go to these holiday camp places, and goodness knows who you might pick up there. I’m afraid I’m too fussy who I go about with.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Miss Searle. ‘Quite.’ But the hot tea and her cold conspired together against her. She snatched at her handkerchief. Miss Fisher put down her terseness entirely to force of circumstances.

      ‘Must be this side of sixty, anyway. Mrs K’s pretty straight, she wouldn’t have poked him up there without giving him some sort of hint what he was in for. Nice if he turned out to be a Raf type, demob, leave or something. But what a hope.’

      ‘I don’t suppose’ – Miss Searle tucked back her handkerchief – ‘that we shall see a great deal of him, in any case.’

      ‘I follow you there all right.’ Miss Fisher felt she was getting a response at last; she warmed. ‘Not if that Winter girl sees him coming. Talk about a fast little bit —’ With some presence of mind, she clipped off two consonants just in time.

      ‘Oh? Miss Winter goes out so much; I’m afraid I’ve noticed her very little.’

      This time, Miss Searle had managed a clear articulation. Miss Fisher bent over her plate; the scone she was crumbling made a film of margarine on her fingers. Her sunburned brow stung like fire. Miss Searle must have caught the word after all.

      Rolling, obliviously, a greasy crumb, Miss Fisher relived, as rapidly as the drowning, the bad moments of a lifetime: the Housman disaster; the time when she had called a bishop Mister; the cocktail party to which she had gone in a backless evening gown. With it all, she felt an inarticulate sense of wrong. The Miss Searles got the last word so easily, by freezing explanation. She would have liked somehow to make clear that she had let slip a bit of occupational slang, whose specialised place she really knew quite well; that she wasn’t interested in Raf types only because they made good escorts, but because some of them, when she looked in with a hot drink just before the night staff came on, had unburdened themselves of things not known to their mothers or their girls. All this struggled within her, hopelessly; she groped for her handkerchief and wiped her fingers clean.

      ‘I see in this morning’s paper,’ said Miss Searle, relenting in victory, ‘that we can expect some settled weather for the next few days.’

       

      A couple of hundred yards up the road, Neil was folding away his map. The scale was irritatingly small; inch-to-the-mile editions showed no sign of reappearing, and his pre-war collection had not covered this unfamiliar ground. Well, he could make his own. Why not? He had nothing better to do, or, certainly, to think about.

      Two-inch to the mile; it was unlikely he would get squared paper at the local stationer’s. The nearest place… Disturbed by a vague feeling that there was something he had better do first, he realised that he was hungry. The sensation had become, lately, so unusual that he was slow to recognise it.

      Anyway, he thought, the air’s good here.

      As he disinterred his rucksack from the bracken he remembered that, having travelled down from the north overnight without a sleeper, he would probably be improved by a clean shirt. He swung the rucksack indecisively; but, like everything else nowadays, it didn’t seem worth the trouble. Shrugging himself into the straps, he made for the landmark of the tower.

      Mrs Kearsey received him at the door with instant misgiving. She had hoped against hope that he would be young enough to find it amusing. Forty-five, she thought, if a day; then subtracted a few years, for he looked very run-down, she thought, and shockingly thin for a man of his length and shoulders. Her spirits, which had sunk at the sight of him, were not raised by a Standard English accent which disposed at a blow of heather and outside stairs. Chattering with nervous brightness while she sought for comfort, she found some reassurance in the shirt. He couldn’t be fussy; it was doubtful if he had even shaved today. (Neil owed the benefit of the question to the fact that his beard grew lighter than his hair.) He had forbiddingly little to say; he must have seen the tower as he came up the road. Unable to bear it longer, she committed her fears to words.

      ‘That’s all right. I saw it coming along. It’ll be quiet up there.’

      ‘Oh, yes, beautifully quiet. You won’t know anyone else is in the house. And the bathroom’s only just at the foot of the steps, quite handy really. They look a bit flimsy, but the builder’s not long been over them and says they’ll be safe for fifty years. You’ll find there’s a lovely view.’ She paused on this. ‘There’s just one thing, Mr Langton, and be sure to tell me, for I’d make arrangements somehow if it meant moving out myself…’

      ‘What is it?’ asked Neil abruptly. The moment of suspense, the impending of a personal question, scraped like a rough thumb along his nerves. He had had an almost sleepless night in the train, besides.

      Taking alarm, Mrs Kearsey dithered, prolonging his discomfort. ‘It’s nothing, really, only I know some people find… I mean it’s the height. Now please be sure to tell me if you can stand looking down.’

      ‘Yes, thanks,’ said Neil, speaking with rather more irony than he was aware. He had just spent some time on Ben Nevis, going into this question closely. Life had never been much disposed to hand him solutions ready-made.

      Sure that she had offended him beyond repair, Mrs Kearsey launched herself into a stream of palliative platitudes; she had seen, too late, the clinker-nailed boots slung outside the rucksack. It took Neil, who was preoccupied, a few moments to realise what it was all about. Pulling himself together, he smiled at her.

      ‘Of course not. Nice of you to worry about it.’

      Mrs Kearsey underwent a relaxing process inconsequent to Neil, who was not given to mirrors. Becoming suddenly almost cosy, she showed him the bathroom and went off promising tea. The tapwater was hot; he quite wished he had taken his razor in with him. But never mind. It was after five; the dining-room would be clear by now, he would get a meal in peace.

      The door of the Lounge was neither really thick nor quite gimcrack. Incomplete, filtered sounds of arrival had come through it: the bell, Mrs Kearsey’s strained twitter, sliding down the register to an easier C natural; infrequent, low-pitched replies, feet, light and decisive on alternate stairs. The feet sounded young.

      A conversation, about the difficulty of understanding Russians, drifted rudderless and ran aground. Miss Searle tried to tug it back into the fairway, but broke off to give a careful pat to her nose. Afterwards, she pushed her handkerchief out of sight into the sleeve of her cardigan, and smoothed out the bulge. Miss Fisher stretched her stockings out sideways, looked for rubbed places over the anklebones, and, satisfied, crossed her legs at the knee. They were American nylon; Miss Searle noticed this for the first time. She herself had on woollen ones, because of her cold. Crossing her legs at the ankle, she tucked them under her chair: she was quite unaware, in any cerebral way, of doing this.

      Mrs Kearsey came in with tea, a large plate of bread and butter, and some more scones. She flicked at Miss Searle and Miss Fisher a concealed look which had something of conscience about it. Two minutes later she came in again, with a boiled egg.

      ‘One shouldn’t spoil them,’ she said with guilty brightness. ‘I warned him not to expect it again! But you know what the food is, travelling nowadays. I always do think the rationing comes hard on these tall men.’

      Miss Searle said nothing. Years of comparison between the endowments of men’s and women’s colleges had left their mark. Miss Fisher gave a little smile, whether of irony or approval it would have been hard to say, and smoothed the hem of her dress over a stocking knee.

      ‘Now I shall have to hurry him up,’ said Mrs Kearsey, rapidly filling-in Miss Searle’s rather palpable silence. It seemed, from the sound, that she had needed to go no farther than the foot of the stairs.

      Miss Fisher thrust her needle carefully through a stitch, a little farther than one does when about to continue. Miss Searle picked up her cup, and had raised it to her lips before becoming aware of the cold dregs at the bottom. There was a tiny pause, like the moment in a darkening theatre when the rustle of programmes ceases to be heard.

      The door opened. They were exposed to the first reactions of a man tired, hungry, unkempt after rejecting the opportunity to be tidy, and not totally lacking in convention, who finds himself confronted with two strange women, to whom he must make conversation while eating alone.

      It was not a happy moment for anyone. Neil was awkwardly aware that his face had slipped. His social conditioning had returned with force after a single glance at Miss Searle; he knew he must look as if he had slept out. Miss Searle, who in her early twenties had suffered agonies (now almost hidden from memory) at the dances to which she had dutifully gone, felt the aura of male negativism like a cramp in the back of her neck. Miss Fisher came off best. She had had to encounter many disagreeable and defensive people, and was interested besides. Her first instincts were clinical; she wondered what he was convalescing from. His deep tan, combined with his spareness, had suggested tuberculosis until she noticed that his condition was too hard for this. Provisionally, she decided he might have been a prisoner with the Japanese. There was a certain look about the eyes; and besides… But, the occasion being a social one, she was as careful as Miss Searle not to take a second glance at his hair, in which, flattened by a hasty brushing, the dead yellow-white stripe across the forehead assaulted the eye as violently as a facial scar.

      Introductions were exchanged; the visitor acknowledged them with stiff little bows, and apologised for himself; he had been travelling all night, he explained. Miss Searle almost said they had heard as much, but changed her mind; he looked so guarded that even this seemed too personal an intrusion. Aloud, she said that travelling nowadays was nothing short of an ordeal, and of course, they quite understood.

      Miss Fisher, with one part of her mind, was thinking, The time he must have been repatriated, they ought to have put more flesh than that on him by now: nursed him in one of these makeshift temporary dumps, perhaps. He had no scarring from boils or jungle-sores, she noticed, and she left the diagnosis open; for her personality hung divided. The voice, the carriage, the travel-stained clothes which carried for her the stamp of a lordly indifference, pulled the secret cords of her imagination. Beyond its façade of washed tile and chromium, a casement opened in a mysteriously intact ivory tower.

      Seized by an adolescent shyness, she remembered with comfort her nylon stockings, anchors of self-confidence in an uncertain world. Flexing her ankles becomingly, she extended them a little. Unhappily, it was only Miss Searle’s eye which was caught by the movement. Mr Langton was looking, with an embarrassed formality, from the tea-table to Miss Searle.

      ‘No, no; we finished long ago. That’s yours.’

      Feeling uncomfortable and inhibited, Neil dissected one of the scones, which would have been an easy mouthful if he had been alone. He cheered himself by remembering that, except for breakfast and supper, this was the last meal to which he need ever be in. Meanwhile, since he looked like a tramp, he had better make some effort not to eat like one. He resented this social necessity, as he had come to resent most others. Conscientiously, he asked them what the weather had been like in this part of the world.

      Relieved, they informed him between them that he had just missed some terrible days, and that the local people predicted a fine spell now. Neil expressed pleasure; he was doing his best, and did not know that he sounded like someone receiving information about Patagonia. Discovering the egg, and at the same time losing all enthusiasm for food (this often happened now) he asked if the place were a good one for walking, just in time to avert an abysmal pause.

      They were both aware, before they had carried this topic far, that the question had only aimed at embarking them on something which would need the minimum of concentration and reply. Most of the running was made by Miss Searle, who tried, by an intelligent impersonal manner, to dissociate herself from Miss Fisher’s hosiery display. She was almost physically embarrassed by women whose manner altered in the presence of men. Owing to the bad weather and her cold, most of her information had been acquired at second-hand, and covered a radius of about three miles. It gradually emerged, from Mr Langton’s civil replies, that his notion of moderate exercise was in the region of twenty. Conversation flagged again.

      Suddenly finding her voice, Miss Fisher said, ‘Do for goodness’ sake make a proper tea. We had our turn making pigs of ourselves, before you came.’

      ‘I’m doing fine,’ said Neil, much relieved by her comfortable commonness; he had hoped that all his fellow-guests would be of this unexacting kind. It was past the season for well-to-do holidays. He had placed Miss Searle at once as a schoolmistress, and wondered what she was doing here at the beginning of term.

      Miss Searle, who had failed to detect the signs of an even unconventional donnishness, was making the same speculation. She noticed his hands, long, bony, and, she thought, scholarly; failing to notice their rigidly controlled flexibility, and a tensile strength which reflected experience alone does not impart. Pleasantly conscious of the contrast between Miss Fisher’s voice and her own, she said, ‘One’s really very fortunate if one can get away at this time of year. I was teaching in schools before I came back to Oxford, and I used always to feel very ill-used at being fetched back at the beginning of the September weather. It’s so often the loveliest of the year.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Mr Langton. There was an awkward silence; he stirred his tea. In the manner of a man keeping himself up with difficulty to a resolution, he added flatly, ‘I’m a schoolmaster myself.’

      ‘Indeed?’ Perhaps he was taking a grace-term. ‘What is your subject?’

      ‘Classics.’

      His taciturnity, she thought, verged on the brusque. Having volunteered so much, he must surely expect some kind of comment; perhaps he was merely shy. She checked herself on the verge of asking whether he had been at Oxford; this would lead, inevitably, to dates, and Miss Searle often thought she had aged a good deal less than some of her contemporaries. She waited, expecting him to name his present school; but this he showed no sign of doing.

      ‘I can’t, I suppose, possibly have seen you at Winchester?’ she asked, to remind him of this omission. ‘I’ve a nephew there I visit now and again.’

      ‘No. I think not.’

      His face, and his voice, were simply a full-stop.

      Not since her own schooldays had Miss Searle felt such a helpless sense of mortification. She opened her bag, and aimlessly looked inside it.

      Suddenly he looked up, as if, by some delayed process, he had only just heard himself. With a difficult, painstaking smile he added, ‘Perhaps I’ve got a double there.’

      Forced as the smile had been, it had held something more than recollected manners; an instinctive kindness seemed to move in it faintly, like old habit overlaid. It restored to his mouth for a moment a guarded humour, and still more guarded idealism, which had, perhaps, once been characteristic. But it came too late for Miss Searle, whom the preceding snub had unnerved past all perception. She murmured something, without looking up, about her memory for faces being very poor.

      ‘You won’t have time for much of a holiday, will you, before the schools go back again?’

      It was Miss Fisher, rushing blithely in past the warning signs. Her voice, however, had not the note of inquiry so much as of an instinctive solicitude. Perhaps for this reason, it sounded commoner than ever; when she said ‘the schools’, asphalt playgrounds labelled ‘Boys’ and ‘Girls’ leaped to the mind. Miss Searle, waiting, felt quite sorry for her in advance.

      Mr Langton turned round. Relief showed in his face, relaxing the hard downward lines which were like, and unlike, the prematurely-ageing lines of work and worry in the very poor.

      ‘Are you in the profession too, Miss – er – I’m sorry…?’

      ‘Fisher’s the name.’ Her evident pleasure in the question, so clearly a red-herring, faintly amused Miss Searle. ‘No, I’m not that brainy. I’m a nurse – a sister, matter of fact.’

      He proceeded, promptly, to draw her out about hospital nationalisation. While he talked, a different personality emerged, like the reviving stuff of routine. He could be imagined dealing competently, but not without some genuine feeling, with the awkwardness of boys at Sunday tea-parties, the fuss of parents, the recurrent feuds of the staff. Even now, when the manner was quite clearly self-protective, it somehow failed to suggest an uncaring exploitation. Miss Fisher gave of her best. She had forgotten her stockings, and had crossed her legs indifferently at the calf.

      Miss Searle’s cold, which had only begun last night, began to advance into its second stage with the quickened tempo often observed in the evening hours. Her skin crept and winced, her back ached, a feeling of sodden thickness spread from her face to her brain. She had to get out her handkerchief, whose size embarrassed her. It was chilly upstairs, and her hurt pride flinched from open retreat. If she had been staying with Muriel, she would have had a bedroom fire and tray.

      ‘What our boys are worrying about,’ Miss Fisher was saying, ‘isn’t their pay and hours and all that. What have they got to lose? They’re working round the clock for pocket-money, as it is. It’s the way these Civil Service types gum everything up. It’s bad enough now, waiting three months for a permit to build a new sluice, before they start on the patients. You can’t fit an emergency into a buff form; and some of these forlorn-hope treatments, that may come off, are off the track and maybe expensive. By the time it’s been pushed through a few in-trays and out-trays and passed-to-you-please, where’s the case going to be? Fixed up tidily after the post-mortem, waiting for the flowers to arrive.’

      ‘I suppose so. Excuse me; I have to unpack.’

      The door closed quietly. Miss Fisher, who had not nearly finished, was drawing breath for the next sentence before she was well aware that he was gone. The displaced air of the room seemed to snap together behind him, as if at the contact of some hidden violence not expressed in sound.

      Presently Miss Searle said, ‘What an extraordinary man.’ She spoke with emphatic disapproval, and at once felt obscurely that she had put herself at a disadvantage.

      ‘Not what you might call forthcoming,’ said Miss Fisher. Her feelings had been not less wounded than Miss Searle’s before; the fact that, unlike Miss Searle, she partly blamed herself (for the professional feeling had persisted) made her feel no better. Suddenly the room enclosed a confidential warmth of female understanding.

      ‘Your cold has come on heavy. You ought not to be up.’ Miss Fisher felt that Miss Searle, who had established common ground, only to have it kicked rudely from under her, was the more deeply injured party. Her voice expressed this, and she felt that it was not resented. ‘Why don’t you pop into bed? I know how it is with landladies, you don’t like to put on them; but I’ll ask her for a tray and just run up with your supper myself. It’s no trouble, truly.’

      ‘Oh, but on your holiday. I couldn’t think of it.’ But she mopped her nose, encouraging further persuasion. The thought of facing at supper both a headache and Mr Langton’s aggressive reticence, was too much. She yielded. Miss Fisher, who said she never used her hottie unless it got much colder than this, promised to fill it and bring it along.

      She had intended to do this immediately, but paused to pick up the book which lay, forgotten, at the foot of Miss Searle’s chair. She could bring it along with the bottle; but, seeing the title, she was fascinated by its bulk. Dimly recollecting a selected textbook at school, she had conceived The Canterbury Tales as a thin feuilleton. The archaisms within made her see Miss Searle with new eyes. A brain like that was enough to choke off any man; Miss Fisher’s envy was for the first time mixed with a protective feeling.

      Idly she continued to thumb the pages, finding odd passages which spelling and inflexion did not wholly disguise, and feeling pleased with herself for getting some sense out of it. This one, The Miller’s Tale, seemed homely stuff enough. Presently she paused, startled; turned up a glossary she had discovered at the end; and read, incredulously, the passage again.

      Well, said Miss Fisher to herself. Doesn’t that show you? I’ve met that sort before. Sit talking to the Vicar all through visiting hours, but when they’re coming round from the anaesthetic, you have to keep the junior pro out of the room. And then she has the nerve… It won’t hurt her to let her know I had a look inside. In hospital, I’d be running round on duty with a cold no worse than hers. Better take her temperature, though, I suppose.

      Miss Searle, whom she found pottering in a dressing-gown, received the bottle cordially and got into bed. Waiting for the thermometer to register, Miss Fisher noticed the fineness of her white silk nightgown and bed-jacket; also their complete opacity and lack of moulded cut. They combined, mysteriously, the utmost fastidiousness with complete absence of allure. There was a faint scent of eau-de-Cologne in the room.

      The thermometer read 97.8; Miss Fisher, rinsing it, decided that no more compunction was called for. She was just opening her mouth when Miss Searle said, gratefully, ‘And you’ve even brought up my Chaucer. You are spoiling me. Now I’ve everything round me I can possibly want.’

      Miss Fisher eyed her with mystified concentration. She knew more about human behaviour than about Middle English; this total unself-consciousness could only be genuine. A happy and charitable thought struck her. It was a long book; Miss Searle couldn’t have got there yet.

      ‘Is it an interesting book?’ she asked, delicately sounding.

      Miss Searle smiled, on the brink of a polite assent (there really seemed nothing else to say); but the naïveté of the question moved her. She scented in it a stifled intellectual curiosity, to which all that was best of the pedagogue in her responded.

      ‘You’d hardly imagine that anyone could find it interesting, after going back to it again and again for fifteen years —’ (Fifteen years, thought Miss Fisher; she must know it off by heart!) ‘— but do you know, I never really get tired of it. Both technically and humanly, it’s almost inexhaustible. The vitality, the fascinating touches of realism.’ Gratified by the rapt stare in Miss Fisher’s eyes, she went on: ‘It seems unbelievable that for centuries his verse was thought to be irregular and crude. Because of the changing sound-laws, of course —’

      Miss Fisher could hold herself in no longer.

      ‘That’s ever so interesting. I thought he was supposed to be – well – rather rude?’

      ‘Well, of course,’ said Miss Searle serenely, ‘some of his humour has a coarseness that would be quite inconceivable in the present day. But…’

      The pleasant, well-modulated voice ran on. Groping after enlightenment, Miss Fisher thought: She hasn’t noticed that it’s about people. It’s poetry, in a book, with clever rhymes and all that, by someone who’s dead. Advancing from this partial truth another step, she decided, It’s her job, after all. Sort of smooths out one bit of you, and leaves the rest.

      Miss Searle too, after her fashion, had been traversing a gap of understanding in the opposite direction. There was a hesitant little pause; neither succeeded in expressing what she felt.

      Miss Fisher said, at length, ‘It must be nice, being able to read it straight off. It looks just like a foreign language, to me.’

      ‘It’s so much a matter of the spelling. If you heard it read – but I’m keeping you.’

      ‘No, do read me a bit, if your throat’s not too sore.’

      ‘Thank you, it’s past that stage. But I’m afraid I shan’t do it justice.’ On an impulse, she put aside the Tales and picked up the Minor Poems from the bedside table. Something short and self-contained. A little concession to modern pronunciation would, she thought, in this instance be justifiable.

      Miss Fisher listened languidly, content to have extended her olive-branch. It was the Balade de Bon Conseil. The opening seemed to her rather sententious. The even voice read on, with the slight increase of power which Miss Searle had kept in reserve:

      
        
          
             

            ‘That thee is sent, receive in buxomness,

                          The wrestling for this world asketh a fall.

            Here is no home, here is but wilderness:

                          Forth, pilgrim, forth! Forth, beast, out of thy stall!

                          Know thy countree, look up, thank God of all:

            Hold the high way, and let thy ghost thee lead,

            And truth thee shall deliver, it is no drede.’

          

        

      

      Taking Miss Fisher by surprise, a prickling made itself felt in the back of her neck, and a shiver in her throat. She blinked. The next verse was a short one; the poem was finished. She swallowed hard.

      ‘Well,’ she said. ‘That was ever so nice. I hope your voice isn’t tired.’

      ‘Not at all. Do borrow the book at any time, if you’d care to.’

      ‘Thanks ever so.’

      ‘When this wretched cold of mine is a little better, perhaps we might go exploring together one day, if you’re free.’

      ‘I’d love to. We might go along to the coach-office and see if they’ve any good trips.’

       

      As in many chemical reactions, while the precipitate settled quietly at the bottom of the vessel, the reagent, with a different specific gravity, floated at the top. It was falling dusk; a light defined the lancet windows of the tower. Having decided that he could not face any more civilised conversation today, Neil Langton prepared to slip out quietly for an early dinner somewhere, and get to bed.
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