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      Praise for Elizabeth Taylor

      
      ‘Elizabeth Taylor is one of the great under-read British novelists of the twentieth century. Every one of her books is a treat
         and this [A View of the Harbour] is my favourite … A wonderful writer’ Sarah Waters
      

      
      ‘Elizabeth Taylor has an eye as sharply all-seeing as her prose is elegant – even the humdrum becomes astonishing when told
         in language that always aims for descriptive integrity, without a cliché in sight. As a result, Taylor excels in conveying
         the tragicomic poignancy of the everyday’ Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘Jane Austen, Elizabeth Taylor, Barbara Pym, Elizabeth Bowen – soul-sisters all’ Anne Tyler

      
      ‘One of the most underrated novelists of the twentieth century, Elizabeth Taylor writes with a wonderful precision and grace.
         Her world is totally absorbing’ Antonia Fraser
      

      
      ‘A wonderful novelist’ Jilly Cooper

      
      ‘How deeply I envy any reader coming to her for the first time!’ Elizabeth Jane Howard

      
      ‘One of the best English novelists born in this century’ Kingsley Amis

      
      ‘Sophisticated, sensitive and brilliantly amusing, with a kind of stripped, piercing feminine wit’ Rosamond Lehmann

      
      ‘Her stories remain with one, indelibly, as though they had been some turning point in one’s own experience’ Elizabeth Bowen
      

      
      ‘In all of Taylor’s novels and short stories, there is subtle humour, acute psychological perception and great tenderness
         … But it is her unflinching dissection of what goes on beneath the surface of people’s lives that makes the worlds of her
         novels so magnetising … The unsung heroine of British twentieth-century fiction’ Rebecca Abrams, New Statesman

      
      ‘I envy those readers who are coming to her work for the first time. Theirs will be an unexpected pleasure, and they will
         – if they read her as she wanted to be read – learn much that will surprise them’ Paul Bailey
      

      
      ‘How skilfully and with what peculiar exhilaration she negotiated the minefield of the human heart’ Jonathan Keates, Spectator
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      Elizabeth Taylor

      
      Elizabeth Taylor, who was born in Reading, Berkshire in 1912 and educated at the Abbey School, Reading, worked as a governess
         and librarian before her marriage in 1936: ‘I learnt so much from these jobs,’ she wrote, ‘and have never regretted the time
         I spent at them.’ She lived in Penn, Buckinghamshire for almost all her married life. Her first novel, At Mrs Lippincote’s, appeared in 1945 and was followed by eleven more, together with short stories which were published in various periodicals
         and collected in five volumes, and a children’s book, Mossy Trotter. Taylor’s shrewd but affectionate portrayals of middle and upper middle class English life soon won her a discriminating audience,
         as well as staunch friends in the world of letters. Rosamond Lehmann called her ‘sophisticated, sensitive and brilliantly
         amusing, with a kind of stripped, piercing feminine wit’. Elizabeth Taylor died in 1975.
      

   
      
      Novels by Elizabeth Taylor

      
      At Mrs Lippincote’s
      

      
      Palladian

      
      A View of the Harbour

      
      A Wreath of Roses

      
      A Game of Hide-and-Seek

      
      The Sleeping Beauty

      
      Angel

      
      In a Summer Season

      
      The Soul of Kindness

      
      The Wedding Group

      
      Mrs Palfrey at the Claremont

      
      Blaming

      
      Short Story Collection

      
      Hester Lilly and Other Stories

      
      The Blush and Other Stories

      
      A Dedicated Man and Other Stories

      
      The Devastating Boys

      
      Dangerous Calm

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-13157-0
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 1947 by Elizabeth Taylor

Introduction copyright © Sarah Waters 2006

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      A View of the Harbour was Elizabeth Taylor’s third novel, published in 1947 when Taylor was thirty-five. She would go on to publish fourteen more
         novels and short-story collections before her death in 1975; she would write articles for magazines, give occasional broadcasts
         for the BBC, and regularly have her fiction adapted for radio; she would forge friendships with writers such as Robert Liddell,
         Elizabeth Bowen, and Elizabeth Jane Howard, all of whom were passionate admirers of her work. And yet, she remains one of
         the great under-read and under-appreciated British writers of the twentieth century.
      

      
      This is due partly, I think – and it’s a daft reason, but by no means a trivial one – to the eclipsing of her reputation by
         the other Liz Taylor; for even booksellers confuse the two, as I discovered when I asked for ‘anything by Elizabeth Taylor’ in a second-hand
         bookshop recently, and was promptly offered a book on the making of Cleopatra. The high-glitter style of the actress, and the gentle comedy and sadness of the Taylor oeuvre, could not be further apart;
         indeed, it’s perhaps the very quietness of Taylor’s novels, with their careful dissection of the subtleties of English domestic
         life, that has helped secure their relative obscurity. Taylor has always had her champions, but she has had her critics, too: reviewers, for example, who complained
         – as Robert Liddell puts it in his book Elizabeth and Ivy – that ‘her people did not act, but merely behaved’.
      

      
      There is certainly little melodrama in Taylor’s novels; there are no heroes, and no improbable villains, only flawed, likeable
         characters negotiating the ordinary small crises of marriage, family and friendship. With the exception of her seventh novel
         Angel, which presents an entire life in one extraordinary sweep, her novels typically offer us small communities, captured for a
         brief but crucial period of time. Like Jane Austen (a writer she greatly admired, and with whom she’s often compared), her
         fascination is with the collision of personalities and the deceptions and self-deceptions practised between them.
      

      
      This evocation of community is particularly vivid in A View of the Harbour, structured as it is around the group of people occupying the sea-front row of ‘buildings, shops, café, pub’ described in
         the book’s painterly opening. One of the things I’ve always admired about Taylor’s work is its wonderful economy, the very
         precise and nimble movements of its prose. The effect of such sureness of touch, of course, is artlessness (or ‘bonelessness’,
         as Jonathan Keates has memorably put it), but Taylor’s novels are more tightly constructed than they appear. Here the narrative
         moves from one viewpoint to another, so that, within a mere twenty pages, all of the novel’s protagonists are established:
         Bertram, the elderly incomer and would-be artist; Robert and Beth, the doctor and his novelist wife, and their daughter Prudence;
         Tory, Beth’s friend and next-door neighbour; Lily Wilson, widowed proprietress of the decrepit Newby waxworks; and the domineering
         Mrs Bracey and her daughters, Iris and Maisie. Like the view of the harbour itself, its jumble of houses shifting and regrouping depending on the stance of its observer, these characters will connect and withdraw,
         form rivalries and poignant alliances, as the novel unfolds.
      

      
      For, above all, Taylor’s fascination here is with the perils and the pleasures of perspective. This is a novel in which people
         watch each other – from doorsteps, from bar-stools or, most typically, from windows. Windows allow characters to frame and contain
         and impose meaning on the scenes before them; to experience them, precisely, as scenes, sometimes ones of great beauty. Here, for example, is Prudence’s particular ‘view of the harbour’, as she leans on
         the sill of her bedroom window at night:
      

      
      
         Out on the quay two old men stood under a lamp talking about a boat. The lamplight painted the folds of their dark jerseys
            with silver. A piece of newspaper was taken up by the wind and went dancing idly forward, to be impaled upon a coil of wire
            and hang there quivering. When the pub door was opened a river of yellow ran out across the cobblestones. In it Bertram stood
            for a moment before he shut the door.
         

      

      
      Throughout her life, Taylor was interested in painting; many of her novels feature artists; and certainly her own artist’s
         instincts are evident in a passage like this. But fiction, I think, gave her opportunities to explore the roundness of personality,
         the nuances of human exchange, in a way that painting could never have. The protagonists of A View of the Harbour are not fixed in a single tableau; crucially, the windows and doorways at which they linger allow them, in their turn, to
         be framed and observed by others, so that a page or two after the moment captured above, for example, we learn that ‘Bertram had seen Prudence
         at the window and had been startled by her white face, wondering why she sat at the window of a dark room.’ To be an observer,
         here, is to be isolated; this is a community of glances half-caught, of opportunities missed, of desires baffled – a community,
         in other words, of loneliness.
      

      
      ‘I think loneliness is a theme running through many of my novels and short stories.’ Taylor once wrote; and certainly in this
         novel she excels at creating images of frustration and yearning. Lily Wilson lies to one side of her bed, ‘as if at any moment
         Bob [her dead husband] would come and lie down beside her’. Iris Bracey mentally plays out a scene of Laurence Olivier arriving
         at the pub at which she works, but has to replay it endlessly, unable to complete the fantasy; unable to imagine what a man
         like Laurence Olivier would actually say to her if he was ever to reach the bar. Beyond them both, ominously, is a sound so
         familiar to them, and to all the harbour-dwellers, they’ve ceased to notice it: the sound of the sea, ‘slapping unevenly against
         stone, swaying up drunkenly, baulked, broken, retreating’.
      

      
      The sadness that saturates the novel at moments like this is in part generated by, and in part reflects on, A View of the Harbour’s very specific 1940s setting. ‘There had been a war on,’ we are told, casually, as Bertram watches soldiers gathering up the
         rusty barbed wire from the beach; and the aftershocks of war course quietly but significantly throughout the book. They are
         there, for example, in Lily Wilson’s lingering fear of spies, and in the morale-boosting notice, ‘We Do Not Recognise the
         Possibility of Defeat’, hanging crookedly in the pub; they are there, too – in a detail of great subtlety, poignancy and weight
         – in the open sea, where the fishermen’s nets draw up ‘bits of wreckage, parts of aircraft’ along with the fish. But the repercussions
         of a six-year war are evident most of all, perhaps, in the overwhelming shabbiness of everything, in the drab, exhausted feel of surfaces and materials: the worn stockings, the dreadful meals, the rationed
         milk, the mice-dirts, the faded wallpapers and dribbling plaster beneath.
      

      
      Taylor’s obvious perverse delight in such details strikes me as somehow peculiarly British; it’s an enjoyment that can be
         found, I think, in the work of other key British writers – in Philip Larkin, say, in Alan Bennett and John Betjeman. (‘I put
         my final shilling in the meter / And only make my loneliness completer’, Betjeman writes in ‘Felixstowe, or The Last of Her
         Order’.) Taylor’s triumph, I think, is that she manages to temper this drabness with such perception, such compassion, and
         such humour. For, to linger over the drab fabric of A View of the Harbour is to do the book a disservice; it’s also a wonderfully funny novel, and the comedy ultimately wins out over the dirt and
         the darkness, just as the beam of the harbour lighthouse briefly but reliably thrusts back the blackness of the Newby night.
         Whenever I read this novel, in fact, its vein of bleakness takes me by surprise; what I always take away with me from Taylor’s
         work is a sense of warmth and wit. The moment, for example, when Tory reads Beth her son’s letter from boarding school, I
         like so much I can remember it almost by heart.
      

      
      
         ‘Dear Mummy,’ Tory read, ‘I hope you are well I am. Please send envelopes. It is not very nice here. And stamps. I have a
            bad throat. Other boys have pots of honey. I am having a lovely time. Regards. Yours truly Edward.’
         

         ‘Oh, dear,’ said Beth. ‘They just don’t think what they’re saying. They write what they can spell. I remember when Prudence
            went away once. She wrote: “I am in agony. I cannot say what.” When I telephoned I discovered that she couldn’t spell diarrhoea
            – indeed, who can? – and was better anyway long before the letter arrived. I shouldn’t worry.’
         

         ‘At least I can send some honey.’

         ‘Yes, they measure affection by what comes in the post.’

      

      
      Conversations like these generate many of the novel’s best lines. There’s a great celebration of female friendship in A View of the Harbour, even as the novel recognises that female friendship can be betrayed and undermined by women’s relationships with men.
      

      
      There is also in this novel, as elsewhere in Tayor’s work, an interested, sympathetic depiction of working-class people. This
         was an effect, I’m sure, of Taylor’s politics (for she was committedly left wing all her life, and briefly a member of the
         Communist Party), and an aspect of her writing that makes it stand out, for me, in an often snobbish British literary scene.
         In A View of the Harbour we might sense that her primary interest is with the genteel domestic dramas of Beth and Robert, Tory and Bertram; and certainly,
         the novel’s own narrative voice is very firmly middle class. But the narrative is a genuinely shared one, and Taylor devotes
         much time and imaginative energy to the working-class characters of Maisie and Iris – and, most strikingly, to their mother,
         Mrs Bracey.
      

      
      Mrs Bracey, in fact, emerges as one of the most complex and perceptive characters in the book. She picks up on the revealing
         nuances of behaviour, for example, between Tory and Robert (realising that ‘the very fact of [them] not smiling at one another when they met was a plain endorsement of their
         guilt: for friendly smiles between lovers are so laboriously devised that when they imagine themselves to be alone they seldom
         make the effect’). And consider this dialogue with Bertram, as she lies dangerously ill:
      

      
      
         ‘Christmas,’ she began, ‘that’s a wonderful time for children …’

         He half-glanced at the hot day outside, but quickly said: ‘It’s part of the magic we lose as we grow older. I remember it
            as if it were yesterday, the excitement of it all … undoing the presents, pudding ablaze, Christmas carols … nuts,’ he added
            lamely.
         

         But Mrs Bracey closed her eyes. His recollections were of such banality that she could not lay hers alongside them. She did
            not know what she had experienced, could not describe it, nor impart its magic to another, and: ‘in the things that really
            matter to us,’ she thought, ‘we are entirely alone. Especially alone dying!’
         

      

      
      This dark epiphany coincides with Taylor’s own firmly atheistical sense of human solitude. Her treatment of Mrs Bracey is
         very different to the depiction of working-class characters by other post-war writers – by Angela Thirkell, say, whose comedies
         of manners might superficially be seen to resemble Taylor’s, but who remained content to pursue a conservative literary tradition
         in which the lower orders were unimaginatively represented as comical housekeepers and cosy Mrs Mops.
      

      
      Taylor’s friends complained that, within her lifetime, she did not receive the attention she deserved; and certainly, her
         work has at times suffered the fate of that of other twentieth-century women writers – Sylvia Townsend Warner, Barbara Comyns,
         Barbara Pym, Ivy Compton-Burnett, to name but a few – and been allowed to slip out of mainstream literary memory while supposedly
         less ‘domestic’ male writing has remained inside it. But Taylor is finally, I think, being recognised as an important British
         author: an author of great subtlety, great compassion and great depth. As a reader, I have found huge pleasure in returning
         to Taylor’s novels and short stories many times over. As a writer I’ve returned to her, too – in awe of her achievements,
         and trying to work out how she does it.
      

      
      Sarah Waters, 2005

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      No gulls escorted the trawlers going out of the harbour, at tea-time, as they would on the return journey; they sat upon the
         rocking waters without excitement, perching along the sides of little boats, slapped up and down by one wake after another.
         When they rose and stretched their wings they were brilliantly white against the green sea, as white as the lighthouse.
      

      
      To the men on the boats the harbour was at first dingy and familiar, a row of buildings, shops, café, pub, with peeling plaster
         of apricot and sky-blue; then as the boats steered purposefully from the harbour-mouth to sea, houses rose up in tiers, the
         church-tower extricated itself from the roofs, the lettering on the shops faded and the sordid became picturesque.
      

      
      The view remained the same, however, to Bertram, who leant on a wall by the lighthouse. He seemed stationed between sea and
         land; water rocked queasily on both sides of the arm of the harbour wall where he was. He looked over the boats and seagulls
         to the public-house on the harbour front.
      

      
      When he got up in the mornings and went to one of the front windows of that pub to do his breathing exercises, the view was reversed. The lighthouse was the pivot and the harbour buildings, the wall, the sea were continually shifting about
         it; re-grouping, so that it was seldom seen against the same background. In the same way the harbour wall would lengthen or
         diminish to almost nothing. ‘Ideal for an artist,’ thought Bertram, taking out his sketch-book and running a line across the
         middle of a page He drew in the buildings in squares and oblongs – the largest stone house at one end of the row, the pub,
         the Mimosa Fish Café, the second-hand clothes shop, the Fun Fair, the Seamen’s Mission, the Waxworks, the lifeboat house.
         Above he sketched in more roofs and the church tower.
      

      
      Then he noticed that in the narrow house wedged between the big house and the pub a door opened and a woman came out with
         a black scarf on her head and a white jug in her hand. She went quickly towards the next house, the doctor’s house, her head
         bowed over the jug. Often at tea-time he had noticed her going that way with a white jug; at other times she went in the opposite
         direction to the pub, then carrying a pink jug.
      

      
      Bertram slipped the sketch-book back into his pocket and took out his pipe. He was not much of an artist, in spite of having
         found a very good way of painting waves with tops folding over whitely, realistically. As soon as he had mapped out his little
         scene, curiosity waylaid him, the woman or a man in an apron writing something white upon the window of the Fish Café, having
         wiped off the ‘Egg and Chips and Tea 1/3’ which Bertram had noticed passing on his way to the lighthouse. ‘Nice Fried Fillets,’
         Bertram murmured, ‘not, I hope, Beans on Toast or misspelt Rissoles.’
      

      
      The inscription, whatever it was, completed, the man went inside. The scene was empty again, except for men gathering up coils of rusty barbed-wire (there had been a war on) from the foreshore.
      

      
      ‘The light’s going,’ Bertram said to himself.

      
      All his life at sea he had thought of retiring thus, of taking rooms at some harbour pub, of painting those aspects of the
         sea which for thirty or more years he had felt awaited his recognition. ‘Make a fine picture,’ he had said, at every sunset,
         every moonrise, every storm, every jewelled coast-line, seeing not the scene itself but the crystallisation or essence of
         it, his picture of it, completed in his imagination. ‘Bertram Hemingway, that delightful painter of marine and plage subjects.’ But on paper, with water-colours, the greens became mud, the birds suggested no possibility of movement, stuck
         motionless above the waves, the crests of the waves themselves would never spill. ‘Perhaps oils,’ he thought. ‘Always trouble
         with medium. Media, rather. When you go into a harbour café you don’t expect to get tinned salmon.’
      

      
      The Waxworks Exhibition looked sealed, windows covered with grey lace; next door, the second-hand clothes shop was having
         a lick of paint; the first coat, salmon pink, framed the display of dejected, hanging frocks; shutters covered the Fun Fair;
         one of the men had separated himself from the loops of barbed wire and had entered the café; he came to the door now with
         a cup in his hand, shouted something to his mates, his palm curved like a shell at his mouth. The sound came faintly across
         the harbour.
      

      
      Yes, the light was going. Turning, Bertram saw the trawlers spread out widely upon the horizon. Loneliness came down over
         him. He knocked his pipe against the stone wall and began to go back down the curving mole. ‘Bertram Hemingway, R.N., Retd.,
         the well-known …’ ‘Other famous men began late in life,’ he interposed quickly to himself. ‘Look at …’ But even if he could have found an example he did not bother, for there
         was that woman again, tripping along the other way, dodging into her house, her head held up this time, a hand white upon
         the dark scarf at her throat. No jug. She seemed never to bring them back. Except from the pub. Then she walked slowly, carefully,
         like a little girl.
      

      
      A car drew up at the house she had left, the doctor’s house. Out he stepped, slammed the door, paused for a moment to look
         at the fishing fleet (most people did), and then, carrying his case, approached the house, knocked, waited, was swallowed
         up.
      

      
      Bertram went along the front. ‘Yes, I’ve made a sketch or two,’ he rehearsed for the landlord’s benefit, ‘blocked in the skyline
         … interesting cubist effect these groups of buildings … but then the light went.’
      

      
      In the window of the Waxworks was a showcard announcing in shadowed lettering the latest attraction – ‘The Duke and Duchess
         of Windsor’; there was some faded crinkled paper, too, and some mice-dirts.
      

      
      Passing the smell of paint, he had the feeling that the air trembled and waited, and then, yes – light swung out boldly from
         the lighthouse … flash, wink, pause … endorsing what the artist had already decided, that the day was gone.
      

      
      ‘We are now frying God,’ Bertram read aloud off the café window, then stopping, mystified … ‘Oh! Cod!’ He laughed and turned
         into the pub.
      

      
      The harbour, in its turn, observed Bertram. There had been other artists, but with easels, half-circled by children, and not
         so much before the season began. This man they half-suspected. He had none of the paraphernalia. The beard was naval, not
         Bohemian. They watched behind curtains from shop and house, and Mrs Wilson at the Waxworks looked out from her top front window
         and wondered if he was a spy, forgetting that the war was over. When she saw the light swinging over the water she felt terror
         and desolation, the approach of the long evening through which she must coax herself with cups of tea, a letter to her brother
         in Canada or this piece of knitting she had dropped to the floor as she leant to the pane to watch Bertram, the harsh lace
         curtain against her cheek, the cottony, dusty smell of it setting her teeth on edge.
      

      
      Tory Foyle unwound the black chenille scarf from her hair. She was what was once held to be the typical English Beauty, her
         pink face, bright hair and really violet eyes.
      

      
      ‘I had a letter from Edward.’ She took a small piece of lined paper from her pocket and smoothed it.

      
      Beth poured tea and waited, her heart-strings all ready to be plucked.

      
      ‘Dear Mummy,’ Tory read, ‘I hope you are well I am. Please send envelopes. It is not very nice here. And stamps. I have a
         bad throat. Other boys have pots of honey. I am having a lovely time. Regards. Yours truly Edward.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, dear,’ said Beth. ‘They just don’t think what they’re saying. They write what they can spell. I remember when Prudence
         went away once. She wrote: “I am in agony. I cannot say what.” When I telephoned I discovered that she couldn’t spell diarrhoea
         – indeed, who can? – and was better anyway long before the letter arrived. I shouldn’t worry.’
      

      
      ‘At least I can send some honey.’

      
      ‘Yes, they measure affection by what comes in the post.’

      
      Beth’s younger child, Stevie, stood by the table, one hand on her hip, drinking long and steadily the milk which Tory had brought for her. As she drank, her eyes became unfocused. Beth
         and her daughters had large, beautiful, but astigmatic eyes.
      

      
      ‘Put your beaker down and blink.’

      
      Stevie did as she was told. She stood blinking, wearing a creamy moustache from the milk.

      
      ‘I read in a book that it relaxes the muscles,’ said Beth, pushing her spectacles up her little nose. She looked virginal,
         Tory thought, not even the mark of a kiss on her mouth.
      

      
      ‘The holy printed word,’ said Tory.

      
      ‘You can stop blinking now.’

      
      The child took a deep breath and began to drink again.

      
      ‘Where is Prudence?’

      
      ‘She is doing the cats’ ears. I had a wonderful idea. I thought I would ask Geoffrey Lloyd to stay for a week-end.’

      
      ‘I don’t know Geoffrey Lloyd.’

      
      ‘I think you must do. You remember Rosamund Dobson at school?’

      
      ‘Only too well. When we were about twelve she told me that when one has a baby one’s stomach bursts open’ – Tory threw her
         hands apart – ‘and has to be stitched together again afterwards.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Geoffrey is her son.’

      
      ‘Then I hope he was born in the normal way. She must have been pleased and surprised.’

      
      ‘I thought he would be company for Prudence. He is stationed just outside the town in the Air Force.’

      
      ‘Why go on having an Air Force when it’s all over?’

      
      Tory stood up and began to wind the shawl over her head.

      
      ‘It might start up again, I suppose.’

      
      ‘It only will if you talk like that,’ said Tory, laying a great responsibility upon her friend. ‘Ask him to tea first to see what he is like. I am sure he won’t be any good.’
      

      
      ‘He is only a lad. And Prudence has no friends.’

      
      ‘I’ll leave the jug until the morning.’

      
      ‘Thank you, my dear … I don’t know what Stevie would do …’

      
      ‘It’s nothing. I hate milk. If I kept it I’d only wash my face in it. I believe you are match-making, Beth.’ She turned her
         head away. ‘Find someone for me.’
      

      
      ‘Dear Tory, I wish I could. I don’t know any men. If I did, they wouldn’t be good enough.’

      
      ‘I must go.’

      
      But she had nothing to go home for, except to get out of Beth’s husband’s way.

      
      She let herself out of the large, untidy house and into her own beautiful, hyacinth-scented one. She sat down in the bay-window
         of her bedroom and combed her hair before the mirror. She took it all down and built it up again, but there was no one to
         see what she had done.
      

      
      Mrs Bracey liked a coarse jest, but the girls didn’t. In the room behind the old-clothes shop, Iris was getting ready for
         work and holding a pair of stockings before the fire. She turned them primly. Steam rose from them. Her mother, lying on the
         bed by the wall (paralysed from the hips down), shook with laughter. ‘Yes,’ she repeated, wiping her eyes, ‘“Don’t be so damn
         familiar,” he said. “You and your kissing!” And all the time he was …’
      

      
      ‘All right, mother,’ said Maisie, coming in from the kitchen. ‘I think we’ve had enough of that word for one evening.’

      
      ‘What could be more familiar than that, I ask you?’ Mrs Bracey went on, laughing still. ‘Depends how you look at it, I suppose. Bloody class-distinctions even over … all right, all right. You’ll be late, Iris,’ she added sharply.
      

      
      ‘You’re telling me!’ She drew the stockings on carefully.

      
      ‘Five to six already. You’ll be crippled with rheumatics before you’re forty,’ her mother said in a pleased tone.

      
      Iris crammed her feet into her shoes and was off.

      
      ‘Ta-ta,’ her mother shouted, but got no reply. ‘No one to have a good laugh with,’ she sighed. ‘What’re you doing with that
         coatee, Maisie?’
      

      
      ‘I thought I’d press it up a bit. Mrs Wilson at the Waxworks said she’d give me five bob for it for the Duchess of Kent.’

      
      ‘Not showy enough for Royalty. Let’s have a try on of it. Where’d it come from?’

      
      ‘The Vicarage. The cook brought down a lot of things.’

      
      ‘Shouldn’t fancy it then. That’s no way to treat velvet. Put the iron underneath and the steam’ll run up through the pile.’

      
      ‘And me standing on my head while I do it, I suppose?’

      
      Mrs Bracey folded her hands and sighed with elaborate patience. Bored, she was, frustrated; not only her body, but her mind,
         her great, ranging, wilful imagination. In the old days, on summer evenings, she had liked to sit outside the shop on a chair
         in the doorway, watching the boats go out, or chatting with people on their way to and from the Anchor, shouting innuendoes
         at the fishermen, taking sides in children’s quarrels. Now the brilliance, the gossip, had gone from life. When Iris returned
         from the Anchor she would flop into a chair and pick up her serial story, waiting, her feet out of her shoes, for Maisie to
         bring the cocoa.
      

      
      ‘She’s had nearly five hours of the outside world and don’t bring me back a crumb,’ her mother would think, waiting nervously
         for the tit-bit that never came.
      

      
      ‘Who was in to-night, Iris?’ she would ask at last, exasperated, yet humble.
      

      
      ‘Oh, the usual,’ Iris would say, turning a page.

      
      ‘She don’t give a crumb of it away. Thinks I’m being nosey. Let her wait for her turn.’

      
      Mrs Bracey waited with optimism for others to have their turn.

      
      ‘These girls nowadays,’ she thought, as she watched Maisie so calmly working. ‘What do they believe in? Nothing in their lives.’ She was obscurely annoyed always because her blasphemy left them unmoved. ‘Bloody little atheists. Don’t even
         believe sex is funny. Get told the facts of life too early, before they can appreciate the joke. All this so-called biology.
         Takes the flavour out of it, makes it uninteresting. O Lord, why didst Thou not inflict that Mrs Wilson, for instance, instead
         of me? She don’t want to do nothing but sit indoors and look out of the window. I would always’ve visited her, very good to
         her I would have been. “Good morning, Mrs Wilson, I just run round to see was there anything you wanted. I brought a drop
         of my veal broth” – turning the cup upside-down to show how solid with richness was the jelly – “I’ll hot it up on the gas
         for you. We got to bear one another’s burdens like Our Lord said. What’s religion worth if it’s all bloody talk and no do? While you drink that I’ll just sit here and have a chat. No, I’m in no hurry. There’s a good one I heard along at the Anchor
         last night about a Duke and a chambermaid” …’
      

      
      ‘What’re you grinning at, Mother?’ Maisie asked, shaking out the velveteen jacket.

      
      ‘Me thoughts.’ It was like a blow to find herself lying on her own bed instead of sitting beside Mrs Wilson’s. ‘It’s a damn
         shame, Lord. No doubt I deserved it in many ways, but no worse than the others. Strike down some of the sodding little atheists, I say, not one of Thy servants who could have been
         out in the world doing useful work. Such as sitting out on me chair poking me nose into other people’s business or drinking
         a nice draught Bass in the bar,’ she added, for she was no humbug. ‘I’ll get me reward in heaven. Wonderful comfort I’ll get
         seeing the tables turned, having worked out me own salvation in pain down here. Well worth waiting for, seeing Iris’s face,
         hearing Our Lord say: “What good’ve you done? Just sit there night after night reading your drivelling little Women’s Chat without a civil word in your head.” If I was in me last agony, she’d finish this week’s instalment before she run out for
         Doctor Cazabon.’ Her hands plucked at the hem of the sheet as her thoughts raced on.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Bertram, ‘I blocked in the skyline, just a sketch, you know.’

      
      They were drinking light ale in the bar. Iris sipped Guinness, wiping her lips with a lacy handkerchief.

      
      ‘We never had an artist in the winter before,’ said Mr Pallister. ‘One or two might turn up during the season, but that was
         before the war. They make for anything old. I always think the New Town round the Point, that should make a nice picture,
         pier and all, and the Italian Gardens. But for the Harbour, we’d be finished. Mrs Wilson along at the Waxworks, how she keeps
         going beats me; lost her hubby in the war, too. But what does she get out of it? People go in out of curiosity, to poke fun.
         How long’s that going to last? Then the Fun Fair. That’s shut up, of course. Every season I wonder if they’ll come down or
         not. Flashy London people they are, don’t belong down here. Mrs Wilson, she does. Her man took over from his father, same
         as I did from my Guv’nor. In those days this was a resort, bathing-machines under the sea-wall. Why, a concert-party we had
         once. Remember, Iris? Remember that chap in the pink and white striped blazer and the straw hat? Forget his name.’
      

      
      ‘Why, I was only a kid, Mr Pallister,’ Iris said, surprised. But Bertram could see that she did remember, that the pink and
         white striped blazer had been one of those visions which quicken the child’s imagination, that she remembered his name, too.
      

      
      ‘But that’s all done,’ said Mr Pallister. ‘People don’t care so much for the smell of fish nowadays. You’re a sailor, that’s
         different.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see what being in the Navy’s got to do with fish,’ Iris put in. ‘Besides, Mr Hemingway was an officer.’

      
      ‘You can’t get away from it,’ Mr Pallister said. He put a block of wood on the fire, and when he shifted it with his boot
         little green flames shot up all round it. Red serge curtains covered the windows, yellow varnish shone stickily. ‘We Do Not
         Recognise The Possibility of Defeat’ a soiled card announced, hanging crookedly over the bar.
      

      
      ‘Quiet to-night,’ Mr Pallister went on. He said it nearly every night except Saturday, when he altered it to ‘Quiet for a
         Saturday.’ He still contrived to sound surprised.
      

      
      ‘Now, here’s a little picture for you,’ he said, unhooking something from a dark corner. ‘Oil painting,’ he explained reverently,
         handing it to Bertram. ‘I should like to have an expert opinion on it. A Mr Walker did it one year. He was staying here at
         the time, had that same front room as you, and when he went he gave that to me.’
      

      
      ‘View of the Harbour,’ he read, peering at the bottom of the canvas.

      
      There was the lighthouse, the harbour wall, the lifeboat-shed, all painted in brown gravy. Peering closer, Bertram could distinguish
         a sepia boat and a bird. The waves, out on the open sea, mounted up thickly in rows.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Bertram, handing the picture back. ‘I must paint you a little companion for it.’ ‘Glue and mulligatawny,’ he thought,
         and saw his own picture shimmering with light. ‘A little gem by Bertram Hemingway.’ ‘Who is the lady with the jug?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘He means Mrs Foyle,’ said Iris.

      
      ‘Ah, Mrs Foyle from next door. She slips round for her beer at dinner-time. Lady with a black scarf?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      A little silence fell over them. Iris glanced up from picking at the chipped varnish on her nails. ‘Lovely colour eyes,’ she
         added vaguely, thinking of Tory. Oh, God, how dull life was! Suppose the door suddenly opened and Laurence Olivier walked
         in, down here, perhaps, on location. ‘For nothing else would make him come,’ she thought bitterly.
      

      
      The fan of light stopped short near the land. It swept far over the sea, it raked the sky. Lo! it said, and was gone. Prudence
         knelt in the dark at her bedroom window, her arms on the dusty sill. Yvette and Guilbert, her Siamese cats, pushed their heads
         ecstatically against her knees, roving, thrilling, purring ceaselessly. Her face, under the heavy Trilby fringe, was like
         a piece of paper in the moonlight that now illumined the front of the stone house and the scabrous plaster façades along the
         harbour. Below, various lights spread out over the cobblestones, the lamp above the door of this house, the doctor’s house,
         and the pavement shining red under the serge-draped windows of the Anchor; nearer the sea-wall, lamps cast down circles of greenish light encompassed by blackness. And always there was the
         sound she no longer heard, since she had been hearing it from the beginning, water slapping unevenly against stone, swaying
         up drunkenly, baulked, broken, retreating.
      

      
      Out on the quay two old men stood under a lamp talking about a boat. The lamplight painted the folds of their dark jerseys
         with silver. A piece of newspaper was taken up by the wind and went dancing idly forward, to be impaled upon a coil of wire
         and hang there quivering. When the pub door was opened a river of yellow ran out across the cobblestones. In it Bertram stood
         for a moment before he shut the door. Prudence watched him, leaning a little forward, her bare arms upon the rough stone of
         the window-sill. Did her thoughts about him make him look up, for she saw his face lifted in her direction, she could see
         his beard and, as he walked away, a little ring of paleness at the top of his head where his hair had thinned. He joined the
         two men under the lamp and added his voice to theirs. He was asking them about her, she guessed, and they would shrug and
         say ‘The doctor’s eldest girl’ or something of the kind, since she was nothing to them, only a child who had grown up under
         their eyes. But Bertram – she did not know his name – had looked up at the exact moment when she stopped being a girl and
         became – she felt dizzy with her power – a woman. That he was an old man was not important, for it was her own power to distract
         with which she now experimented for the first time.
      

      
      ‘Prudence!’ her father called – the voice came winding up the stairs – for she was subject to bronchitis and not allowed to
         lean from windows at night, taking all the dampness into her lungs.
      

      
      ‘I am twenty,’ she thought, ‘and I have never been kissed in love!’
      

      
      ‘Prudence!’ The voice came spiralling up more clearly. He had reached the first floor. She tiptoed to the door and switched
         on the light and then going out to the landing leant over the banisters, looking down the core of the house.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Father?’

      
      He stopped, with one foot on the bottom stair.

      
      ‘Don’t stay in your cold bedroom. It’s time for supper.’

      
      ‘I was doing my hair.’ She put up her hand and smoothed the fringe.

      
      ‘You haven’t made much headway,’ he observed, wondering why his children were both of them such liars. ‘Beth and I,’ he thought,
         descending the stairs again, ‘so literal, so truthful. Where do they get it from? Where do we fail?’
      

      
      He was always worrying about something, and this did to go on with as he went into the dining-room, where the gas-fire roared
         unevenly in its broken ribs, and the magazines had been cleared from the large table so that supper might be laid there. But
         although the magazines were put away, the ghosts of patients still sat upon the leather-covered chairs, waiting their turn.
         The room was full of them.
      

      
      Beth sat at the table, waiting, too, her hands in her lap, her eyes vaguely dreamy. He kissed her forehead and put his hand
         on her short, curly hair, which was so soft, so untidy. The gesture meant nothing to either of them.
      

      
      ‘Is Prudence coming?’

      
      ‘She said she was.’

      
      Beth thought that perhaps the shrimps in the sauce might make it look less lumpy than it really was.

      
      ‘Did you do any writing?’

      
      ‘Oh, Robert, one thing after another happened. Twice I sat down and the telephone rang and then Stevie came home early from
         school and I had to get tea and Tory came in …’
      

      
      ‘Tory!’ He whipped out his napkin from its ring, took it by a corner and waved it open. ‘What did she want?’

      
      ‘She had more milk than she needed and brought it for Stevie …’

      
      ‘But don’t you see, the child has enough milk. Her appetite is poor because she drinks so much.’

      
      ‘She loves it,’ said Beth, not thinking. ‘I shall have to write to-night instead.’ But she was glad, so comfortably glad,
         at the thought of shutting herself up with her books until one o’clock, two o’clock.
      

      
      ‘I thought we might have gone to the cinema.’

      
      ‘Tory thought she would go.’
      

      
      He ate his fish without answering.

      
      ‘Why not take Tory instead?’

      
      ‘I certainly shall not.’

      
      ‘I wish you could like her. There is so much I feel we might do, and she’s lonely. We have one another.’
      

      
      ‘Tory is frivolous,’ he thought. ‘Tory is frivolous.’ He looked at his wife’s serious little face. ‘Damn it, where is Prudence?’ and he sprang from his chair and began calling up the stairs once more, angrier with his daughter than was justified.
      

      
      Prudence came running downstairs, her fringe jumping on her forehead, her breasts springing boldly, arrogantly under her jersey,
         cats leaping at her heels. But her haste brought on a fit of coughing; in the hall she was checked, her face suffused with
         red so that her eyes shone with vivid green in contrast, a thick vein standing out on her brow.
      

      
      ‘Steady, Prue,’ said her father and, with his arm across her shoulders, brought her into the dining-room, without a single grumble about the cooling food, and sat her in her chair.
      

      
      Bertram had seen Prudence at the window and had been startled by her white face, wondering why she sat at the window of a
         dark room. He had asked the fishermen about her, just as she guessed. Smiling, they had tapped their foreheads, but would
         say no more.
      

      
      Now, as he walked the length of the quay before bedtime, he wondered about this. ‘Life breaks through,’ he thought. ‘There
         is the pain of it all one’s life and now, with old age impending’ – in his mind it would always impend, never reach him –
         ‘one expects peace, expects curiosity to be laid aside, its place taken by contemplation, by easy abstractions, work. Cut
         away from all I knew, in a strange place, I thought I could achieve all I have dreamt about and intended since I was a young
         man beset at every turn by love, by hate, by the world, implicated always, involved, enfolded by life. Then I shall be freed,
         I thought. But even now, two days in this place and the tide creeps up, begins to wash against me, and I perceive dimly that
         there is no peace in life, not’ – he had reached the lifeboat-house and stood looking down at the black, spangled water –
         ‘not until it is done with me for ever.’ Since his egotism was great and his hopes of immortality small, his fear of death
         was thus overwhelming and he chose to disregard it, to think instead of life, the woman with the jug, for instance, and now
         a figure moving in a greenish-lit room, behind lace curtains, up there above the Waxworks.
      

      
      Iris came out of the pub and walked quickly homewards, keeping close to the walls of the houses.

      
      ‘I must go back,’ he thought. ‘Old Pallister will be winding the clock, putting a handful of darts in a tankard on the shelf, saying: “It’s been quiet to-night, but I feel tired just
         the same.”’
      

      
      He began to saunter back, the wind behind him now. The doctor came out of his house, bareheaded, wearing no coat. He walked
         to his car at the kerb and for a moment stood there on the pavement, looking up at the house next door, where no lights showed;
         then he got into the car and drove it round to the back of the house to the garage.
      

      
      As Bertram reached the Anchor, the doctor came trotting back again, his head bent against the wind, his hands in his pockets.
         Standing on the doorstep, he sorted keys in his hand and, glancing once more, very quickly, at the dark windows next door,
         he let himself in and disappeared.
      

      
      Mr Pallister stood in the bar with the darts in his hand. ‘Like a final beer?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No, thank you. I’m off to bed.’

      
      ‘If you weren’t a sailor I’d say the sea air tired you. That’s what visitors always notice. That and the appetite.’ He was
         a white, unhealthy-looking man who rarely went out of doors.
      

      
      Just as Bertram was getting into bed he heard the quick tapping of high heels along the pavement, and he went and peeped out
         from behind the curtain. It was Tory, coming home from the cinema alone.
      

      
      ‘What a perpetual going and coming there is,’ he thought crossly, getting in between the rough twill sheets. He lay there
         looking out at the curdled, junkety sky. Lo! said the lighthouse, sweeping across his room. The painted ewer on the washstand
         stood forth, then vanished. He thought of the fishing-fleet crouched far out upon the dark waters. ‘And I, ashore, sleeping
         in a bed, like a woman.’
      

      
      *

      
      ‘Who was in to-night, Iris?’ Mrs Bracey asked at last.
      

      
      ‘No one much,’ said Iris, standing before the mirror and rolling her hair. She spoke indistinctly, a row of hairpins between
         her lips. She did not mean to be unkind to her mother, but in her mind Laurence Olivier kept opening the saloon door and coming
         into the bar. As soon as he approached Iris and began to speak, he grew hazy and dissolved, for she herself could not think
         of anything for him to say to her. Just then Maisie brought in the cocoa.
      

      
      Mrs Wilson locked the bedroom door against the ghostly company downstairs. When Bob was alive she had not minded; now she
         was ever conscious that they stood grouped there, unmoving, eyes glittering as the lighthouse beam winked upon them, their
         arms crooked unnaturally or knees flexed slightly in everlasting informality, a disintegrating glove draped between the fingers
         of royalty, the unfamiliar faces of forgotten murderers turned to the door, Mrs Dyer, the baby-farmer, with dust upon the
         backs of her hands.
      

      
      She lay coldly in the stuffy bed, to one side of it, as if at any moment Bob would come and lie down beside her, and she prayed
         that sleep might carry her through safely to the morning.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Beth sat at breakfast among her press-cuttings. ‘Her perception,’ she read, ‘her broad humanity.’ She held the strips of paper
         high, sipping her coffee, rather pleased with the picture of herself which was suggested.
      

      
      ‘I shall be late for the register,’ Stevie said.

      
      Robert put down his newspaper. ‘Beth, what about Stevie?’

      
      ‘Run and wash your face, then, dear,’ said Beth.

      
      ‘I don’t want to go alone.’

      
      ‘Prudence, you go with her.’

      
      Robert could see the child was tensed-up ready for a scene. When she returned he knew that Prudence had worsened the situation,
         rushing her into her coat, tightening her little pigtails until she could not have closed her eyes. Suddenly she broke down
         and stood there, feet apart, fists in her eyes, her mouth squared.
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