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      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 both of hospital life and an intense relationship with Mic, an assistant pathologist, make 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 a revelation to learn that even as a fledging 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, both in 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 its 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 nurse’s 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 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 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              1
            

          

        

      

      At a white-tiled table a young girl was sitting, sucking a bullseye and sewing a shroud. Her hands moved in and out of a pool of red-shaded lamplight, glowing in their passage first crimson and then white. 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.

      Nightfall had simplified the ward, picking out highlights and resolving them into pattern, drowning detail, subduing movement, fixing for a moment the symmetry for which, all day, everyone fought errant nature.

      Over some of the cots that lined the walls lamps were burning, muffled in red. Under one of them, 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. Sister, going through her stock that afternoon, had noticed that all her shrouds were too short, and had put out the necessary materials in the sewing-basket. The little nurse stitched doggedly away, thinking of a film she had seen that afternoon, of the boy who had taken her, and of what she would wear when she met him again. 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.

      Under the green-shaded lamp at the Sister’s table the staff-nurse was writing the day report, glancing up at the patients now and then to refresh her mind with ideas. She was hoping that Joan would not die before her parents arrived from the next county. Joan was unconscious; and when the mother came there would be nothing for her to do but to sit, heavy with sleeplessness, staring into that severe and distant face until, after a monotonous eternity, she cried with relief when the screens were closed and she was led away. Still, it looked bad to put in the report, ‘Relatives not present’. It was seven o’clock, the time when one began to look at a dying patient and wonder whether they would last till the night-nurses came on duty. A death meant about an hour’s steady and unpleasant work, and forms in triplicate.

      There was a whimpering from a cot in the corner. A fat little boy, admitted that day, was sitting up with a damp sheet rucked under him, clutching the cot-bars, his eyes round and bright like a trapped animal’s between his fists. He had slept in his mother’s bed every night, till tonight, of his two years, and would probably have felt no more alien in a Brazilian forest.

      ‘Do get that child straight before the night people come,’ said the staff-nurse. ‘He looks awful. Wet, I expect.’

      The probationer laid aside her sewing and wearily collected a clean sheet, soap and water, spirit and powder. She was tired, but reflected that in an adult ward she would not have been sitting at all. Even here, where there was so much sewing, it was tacitly understood that one selected the smallest and most uncomfortable chair, and appeared to sit reluctantly. The chairs used by the day-nurses had been designed in the ’eighties for straight-backed Victorian children. To relax was unprofessional. There were two full-sized basket chairs, but only the night-nurses used them in the secret and sacred watch after the Night Sister’s midnight round.

      Presently she put her screens back in the corner and, opening the glass doors at the end of the ward, tossed the sheet through on to the balcony tiles.

      ‘One more. Sorry.’

      ‘It’s all right. I haven’t counted yet.’

      Vivian Lingard stooped in a pool of blurred light from the windows, sorting laundry and entering the numbers on a long printed list. She had come to the babies’ squares, and was counting them by the moist plops as they fell. Two children in cots, muffled to the ears, breathed rhythmically on either side. If she put the light on they would wake, but there was time tonight to work in the dark.

      Vivian propped the list against the wall and wrote, ‘Squares, 15’, and rubbed her back, which was aching. Beyond the wrought-iron balcony railings was a huge ragged pool of luminous sky, the space round which the hospital was built. The black surrounding skyline, owing something to every decade for a century and a half, was as irregular as a Dolomite range and less consistent; Victorian-Gothic crenellations here, a decent Georgian pediment there; then a new block of the 1930s, an austere functional cube. From them all came the same unwinking stare of red eyes, except where a great beam, like a stage lime, picked out grass and leaves in unnatural aniline colour; the theatre was at work.

      Above it all, looking vague and supernumerary, a half-moon drifted across the clouds. Vivian blinked at it, lifting a hand to shut the theatre light away, and trying to remember how moonlight looked over the high moors at home. It made her think – as many other things did – about her brother, the only person she used to allow to accompany her there. She realised that she was very tired, and would have rubbed her eyes; but her hands were so dirty that instinctively she drew them back again.

      A man’s feet sounded on the iron balcony stairs. The house surgeon, no doubt, come to see if the intravenous apparatus was working. She bent to tie up the laundry bundle.

      ‘Excuse me. Does Nurse Lingard —’

      ‘Jan!’

      Unbelievably he was there, standing behind her in the reddened light from the ward.

      ‘Well, I’m damned.’ Not only now, but always, Jan’s voice seemed freshly warmed by some pleasant discovery. ‘I never thought that efficient backside could belong to you.’

      ‘But I was thinking about you!’ She stared at him, unconsciously rubbing the palms of her hands, which felt sticky, against the sides of her apron, incredulously smiling. For Jan to be present on a wish, instead of half a continent or so away, was like a delightful reversal of nature. He had got very tanned, though it was so early in the year; she always noticed how this made his hair, which should have been the same colour as her own, look much fairer. ‘I was thinking of you,’ she said delighted, ‘only a moment ago.’

      ‘Were you?’ He slanted his head, looking not at her uniform which he had never seen before but at her face; seemed to form some conclusion, and came over to kiss her. Her starched waistband amused him; he drummed a little tune on it with his fingers. ‘How extraordinary you smell.’

      ‘It’s dirt, mostly,’ she said, but did not move. It was always pleasant to be touched by Jan; as if, from being much in the sun, he could give out a little, as the sea does, when it was absent. As soon as he put his arm around her she had forgotten she was tired. He was sniffing her shoulder in interested analysis.

      ‘Carbolic, isn’t it, partly? I like it. Most individual.’

      ‘Individual?’ She laughed under her breath; his presence was so inevitable already as to be commonplace. ‘Really, Jan, I didn’t know your experience was so limited. Do you mean to tell me you’ve never made love to a nurse?’

      ‘Well,’ Jan apologised, ‘I haven’t been ill, you know, since we had measles, and it was a bit early then. By the way, does it matter my being here?’

      Vivian looked round in sudden panic. ‘Of course it does. You can’t come here, I’m on duty. I was so surprised to see you, I didn’t think.’

      ‘Oh, very well, see you later.’ He moved towards the stairs with that light contented acquiescence which she had always thought must be so intolerable to the people who fell in love with him. Even Vivian, after all these years, was not wholly immune.

      ‘If Nurse Page sees you,’ she said to keep him a moment longer, ‘she’ll think you’re a man come to see me.’

      ‘Better let her come and take a look.’

      Jan – he was twenty-nine – was the elder of them by three years, but from their teens onwards strangers had often taken them for twins. They themselves, more conscious of their differences as close relatives are, still found this amusing. They took for granted their light beech-brown hair, clear brown skins shaped closely to the bone, grey eyes, thick soft eyebrows nearly meeting in the middle; their springy uprightness, their long thin hands and feet: and remained unaware of a hundred tricks of voice and manner, some family stock, some individual to the one but picked up by the other. These things seemed trivial to them, their inner contrasts enormous and, to their accustomed eyes, colouring the outside too.

      In the last few years the resemblance had lessened. Vivian had shed an early boyish gawkiness; and Jan, toughening under climatic and other influences, lost an air of rather fine-drawn aestheticism which had misled a good many people to their confusion. At some unnoticed stage of the process he had acquired an arresting kind of beauty which Vivian found teasing, because she possessed most of its raw materials herself. It was a style, though, that went better on a man; typical, she often thought, of Jan to get the best of the bargain so early and unawares.

      There were other differences. Jan was a few inches taller, and there was a hazel fleck in his eyes which turned them by some lights from grey to green. In repose Vivian’s mouth shut straight and rather seriously, while Jan’s had that slight, remote and somewhat disquieting smile often found on the statuary of archaic Greece.

      As he stood in the weak shaft of light at the iron stairhead, poised, as he was always poised, ready to go, she considered him afresh. He has everything, she thought, and seems to need nothing. It’s curious that I shouldn’t detest him. Most sisters would. And she wished, wondering how many other people had wished it, that she loved him less.

      ‘Come up here,’ she said, ‘against the wall. You can’t be seen then.’

      ‘All right.’ He moved over accommodatingly, sat down on the bale of laundry and propped his back against the wall, stretching out his nailed shoes. ‘Come on.’ He patted the hummock beside him, smiling up at her.

      ‘No thanks,’ said Vivian, withdrawing. ‘Neither would you if you knew what was inside.’

      Jan arranged himself more comfortably. ‘What is dirt? Merely, as someone said, Russell I expect unless I thought of it myself, unwanted irrelevance. You can sit on my knee if you’re so fussy.’ He took a handful of the seat of her dress and pulled her down with a thud.

      ‘Jan, you’re insane. Someone will come out and they’ll never believe us.’ But she settled herself, a stream of dim childish recollections lulling her into pleasant security. His jacket smelt of peat-smoke, petrol, tobacco and dry summer earth.

      ‘How do you come to be down here, anyway?’ she asked curiously. ‘Not to see me.’

      ‘Of course. Partly.’ A sleepy noise came from one of the cots, and they lowered their voices.

      ‘Is Alan with you?’

      ‘Alan?’ he murmured in vague surprise. ‘No. Alan’s in Italy somewhere. I think.’

      ‘Short innings,’ was Vivian’s only comment.

      ‘He’s writing,’ said Jan sharply. ‘He’s damned good, too.’

      ‘I expect so,’ Vivian agreed, confirmed in her opinion by this punctilious loyalty. Alan had struck her, during a brief meeting, as dangerously tenacious.

      ‘How did Scotland go?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh, very well. The new pendulum’s a great improvement. More stable, and gives finer shades of accuracy. Shall I tell you about it?’

      ‘Not here, we won’t have time. Did you write anything?’

      ‘Only the work. I don’t know what we did all the time. Talked, I shouldn’t wonder. Oh, yes.’ He grinned retrospectively. ‘And Mic tried to photograph birds.’

      ‘Mic?’ she asked with tepid curiosity. If she found out who he was she would never remember; she had long ceased trying to keep track of what, fresh from Comus, she had once annoyed Jan by calling his Rout.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You must meet Mic, you’ll probably like him.’

      ‘Shall I?’ She smiled, concealing a certain lack of enthusiasm. Her encounters with the Rout had not, so far, been very felicitous. Alan, cold with jealousy, had hated her unobtrusively; Thora had appeared in her room, weeping, at three in the morning and stayed till five; and Nigel, during a fortnight’s visit that seemed to last for months, had whiled away Jan’s lengthening absences by engaging her in long nostalgic conversations, which he opened by telling her how like Jan she was.

      ‘No, I meant it,’ said Jan. ‘He’s here.’

      ‘Where?’ She peered, alarmed, into the shadows. ‘He mustn’t be here, get him away quickly.’

      ‘Don’t be fat-headed,’ said Jan, reverting to the schoolroom. ‘I mean I’m staying with him. He’s starting a job here. We’ve been looking at digs, but Mic’s sensitive to the macabre and decided to take an unfurnished flat. I’m helping him fix it. Filthy place, but it’ll be all right when we’ve done it up.’

      ‘Why don’t you have it done? ‘

      ‘Because Mic’s only got three pounds sixteen and fivepence.’

      ‘It sounds a bit bleak.’ She found herself, to her own surprise, concealing an unavowed hostility. ‘Where will you sleep, on the floor?’

      ‘No,’ Jan explained in good faith. ‘The floors aren’t stained yet. We’ve slept at a pub so far.’

      So far? And he had only just come to see her. She asked, with polite interest, ‘Are you staying with him long?’

      ‘No,’ said Jan slowly. ‘I shall be leaving as soon as we’ve fixed the flat.’ He added, quickly casual, ‘Going down to Cornwall to hunt for tin.’

      ‘Hope you find some,’ said Vivian; foolishly, since whatever minerals happened to be present would afford him equal interest. But she had been, for a moment, abstracted. A certain regretful finality in his voice had informed her that Mic was on his way to join Alan and the rest in the limbo of Jan’s unfinished symphonies. She rested her head against his friendly unyielding shoulder, wondering again what it was that, mixed with his hardness, made him so ineluctably dear. She thought of Alan with his smooth wit and angry eyes; of Thora and of the dark brilliant woman she had only seen once, of whom Jan would never talk at all; her compassion tinged with contempt, because they should have known that Jan was not for them or for anyone. As for herself, she thought, life had freed her from possessiveness. She might have reflected with more truth that Jan had trained her to suppress it.

      ‘But what about you?’ he asked her suddenly. ‘You’re the one whose impressions are interesting. I want to know.’

      ‘There isn’t time now.’ She doubted whether there ever would be time. ‘We’ll be meeting tomorrow.’

      ‘It’s changed you.’ He tilted her face in his hand towards the light.

      ‘It’s the uniform.’

      A thin whimpering, blurred with sleep, began in the nearest cot. She got up from his knees and slid her hand between the sheets.

      ‘Wet?’ inquired Jan, interested.

      She nodded. ‘Where did you find out about babies, Jan?’

      ‘Don’t be evil-minded. I remembered you.’

      ‘Well, you will have to go now.’ She patted the keening child with encouraging noises; a little awkwardly, for she had not been on the children’s ward long. Jan was watching her with private enjoyment.

      ‘All right, come to the pub tomorrow. When are you free?’

      ‘Ten-thirty. But we’re sacked if we’re seen in a pub.’

      ‘Great heaven. Well, I’ll wait for you outside here.’

      ‘No, don’t. They might change my off-duty to two or half-past five, you can never be sure. (S-sh, good girl, Nurse is coming.) I’ll meet you at eleven at Dilling’s, it’s a coffee shop, anyone will tell you.’ If they met outside it meant eating her next meal in hospital to an accompaniment of, ‘Was that your brother meeting you this morning, Lingard? He is like you, isn’t he? I said to Walker as soon as I saw you out together, That must be Lingard’s brother, you could tell it anywhere. He looks very clever. I expect he reads a lot, like you.’ And, hopefully, ‘I expect it’s rather boring for him when you’re on duty, isn’t it?’

      Dilling’s was dowdy and comfortable, had no wireless, and was not much patronised by the hospital staff.

      ‘Dilling’s. Eleven,’ he said. She did not urge him to write it down; he never forgot things he intended to remember. ‘I’ll bring Mic along, shall I? I think it would do him good.’

      ‘Do if you like,’ said Vivian; a defence-mechanism, which practice had made nearly automatic, concealing the fact that she was hurt. But the invitation stopped short of warmth.

      ‘No? Good, we leave Mic to do his house-painting. We can talk better by ourselves.’

      The intrusion of Mic was wafted away. For a moment Vivian clung obstinately to her receding indignation; but, as usual, it turned to mist in her hands. Jan leaned over the edge of the cot, and absently stroked the baby’s stomach with the back of a bent forefinger. Its crying sank at once to an unconvinced whimper. He went on stroking with a half-smile; but his eyes were not smiling and his thoughts seemed on other things.

      ‘When you meet Mic – if you do –’ he said slowly, ‘be easy on him.’ He surrendered his finger, without looking, to the child’s sleepy clutch. The whimper became a faint hiccup, then silence. ‘He’s had a very —’

      But Vivian’s eye had been caught by the balcony door.

      ‘I believe Page saw you then. She’s still looking. Suppose I tell her who you are? She might give us another few minutes presently, when I’ve changed the child.’

      ‘What? Oh, no, leave it. Too much fuss. See you tomorrow.’

      He was gone. At the top of the iron stairs he smiled over his shoulder and disappeared; and the baby, after an instant of shocked silence, broke into a wail shrill with outrage, astonishment, and loss. Vivian picked it up. It slobbered indignantly into her neck, its fat year-old face creased with grief under a bandage that sat, like a lopsided turban, over one ear. She rocked its damp softness for a moment in her arms, its cries blending with Thora’s dimly-remembered sobbing at the back of her mind.

      On the threshold of the ward Page met her, peering out.

      ‘Whatever was Mr Herbert doing out there all that time? I particularly wanted to speak to him. Has he gone?’

      ‘It wasn’t Mr Herbert. It was my brother looking for me. He’s just arrived from Scotland. Stupid of him to come here, but people don’t realise, you know. I told him I was on duty and sent him away.’

      The staff-nurse’s eyes had lost their narrow look, and quickened with interest.

      ‘What a shame. You needn’t have sent him off like that, kid.’ (She was two years younger than Vivian, but all juniors were ‘kid’ to her unbent moods.) ‘He could have stopped a minute, and had a look at the ward.’ A pity, she reflected. You could let Lingard have little things; she was a good kid and didn’t take advantage. Besides, her brother would be sure to be a nice type of boy, probably an undergrad. Undergraduates came next after housemen in the scale of achievement.
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      Vivian woke early, before the maids came trampling along the corridors, thumping the doors, and popping a shrill head through each like a cuckoo out of a clock.

      ‘Twenty-to-seven-nurse.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Vivian. The sun was shining, and she wondered for a moment why this was making her so pleased. Then she remembered that she was meeting Jan. She lay and looked at the light leaping on a favourite bowl of thick green glass; liking even her room, a square cream-coloured box eight feet by seven and identical, down to the seams in the lino, with a hundred others, the bed, chest and chair disposed in positions ordained by regulation and unalterable. The tenant was allowed to display not more than six objects of her own; Vivian, with some difficulty, had succeeded in getting her row of books counted as one instead of seventeen.

      At breakfast she shared a table with the other nine members of her training set, half listening to what they said, which in six months had become familiar, even soothing, as the National Anthem.

      ‘Well, you know what the round is on Malplaquet when you’re on alone. And then she ticked me off for not having started the washings, and she hadn’t done a thing herself except play up to all the housemen… Sister’s day off, I remember because we were having a cup of tea behind the kitchen door… And they found it simply full of fluid, six pints they got…⁠’

      The noise died down as if a door had been shut on it. The Sister who was taking breakfast had risen to call the roll. Vivian answered to her name mechanically, seeing in her mind the coffee-shop and Jan sitting at a window-table which, for no particular reason, she had assigned to him. The roll came to an end.

      ‘Nurse Cope to Crecy. Nurse Fowler to Harfleur. Nurse Kimball to Verdun. Nurse Lingard to Verdun.’ The Sister sat down; the rattle of voices began again.

      ‘I say, fancy. Were you due to change your ward, Lingard?’

      ‘No,’ said Vivian stolidly.

      ‘Does it mess up your off-duty?’

      ‘I was meeting my brother.’

      ‘Oh, bad luck.’

      As if she had staked on the wrong colour at roulette, Vivian thought. Indeed, making any sort of engagement outside the hospital was very similar in principle. Her mind felt heavy and dull; she could see Jan looking out of the window and, after a long time, at his watch. She had, too, a silly vision of the hospital spinning round like a wheel and nurses rolling round it to fall, feebly struggling, into fortuitous holes. There was no way of getting at Jan. She had forgotten, in any case, to ask where he was staying.

      Following the usual procedure – notice of moves was never given, so hers was a predicament happening to someone nearly every day – she sought out one of the Verdun probationers.

      ‘What duty will I be taking, do you know?’

      ‘You’re extra. Heavy take-in this week. Extra beds both sides and right down the middle.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Vivian. ‘Thanks.’ It meant that she was not on the ward schedule and would be sent off each day when the Sister happened to think of it.

      ‘Made arrangements?’ said the Verdun probationer. ‘Bad luck.’

      The Home Sister went out, releasing them. Through the scraping of chairs she could hear Colonna Kimball, two tables away, swearing. She was the other nurse who had been read out for Verdun, a second-year whose path Vivian had not crossed so far. Her vocabulary seemed richer than the one in standard use, and Vivian noticed that a rather precious public-school accent lent it the effect of higher explosive charge.

      Verdun was the newest women’s surgical ward, a dazzling open stretch of light and symmetry and porcelain and chromium. Even with its extra beds it looked spacious and orderly; but custom had, for Vivian, invested the Victorian muddle of Crecy with a kind of shabby cosiness, and she felt chilly and jumpy like a cat in a new house. She imagined Jan watching her fuss as one might the scuttlings of a worried ant in a formicarium; pulled herself together, and began on the line of beds, stripping them, because she was extra, for the others to make.

      ‘Beds again,’ said the first old woman she came to, drawing her knees up under the loose blanket. She rubbed her skinny arms, sore from daily injections. ‘Seems to me life’s nothing but beds and stabbing.’ Vivian made a standard soothing answer, and went on quickly because she had thought of something that made her laugh.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ said the voice of Kimball behind her.

      ‘Casanova.’

      ‘No, no. Cellini. Cellini definitely.’

      ‘Well, yes.’ Vivian folded the next quilt over a chair.

      ‘Casanova’s such a windbag. Before he’s got to the point I’m always asl —’

      ‘Do get on,’ said the staff-nurse. ‘What do you think we’re having an extra nurse for?’

      When the beds were made Sister Verdun arrived to read prayers. She was a little fretted woman with an anxious bun, entering with a sense of grievance on middle-age. Rising from her knees, she began at once to run poking about the ward like a hen after maize, finding this and that undone and not waiting for the offender to appear, but making a clucking pursuit into passage, bathroom or sluice. She had the patients’ letters in her hand, and, as she darted about, stopped occasionally to distribute one and to say something with eager, brittle geniality. Vivian, dusting, pictured her twenty years back; a popular, skittish little nurse, nervous of responsibility but goaded up the ladder by an inferiority complex and the impossibility of standing still.

      One of the probationers, fresh, round and smiling, was making a patient laugh as she flicked round the bed. Vivian saw the Sister’s face swing round like a sharp little compass needle. She began moving down the ward towards them; but the probationer had pushed the bed back and passed on to the next.

      Presently Colonna went up to the desk to ask about some treatment or other. When she had gone Vivian, who was dusting a light-bracket close by, heard Sister Verdun say to the staff-nurse, ‘I hoped she was only temporary. Don’t like her. Can’t make these girls out who cut their hair off to look like boys. I’ve seen her out. She’ll never make a nurse. Too many outside interests.’

      Half an hour later, when Vivian was cleaning up the bathroom, the staff-nurse came in to say, ‘Sister says you can have an evening.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Vivian unemotionally.

      ‘You lucky devil,’ said the little round probationer. ‘I was dying for an evening, and I’ve got a morning.’

      ‘I’d rather have a morning too.’ Vivian looked round; the staff-nurse had not gone. ‘Do you think Sister would let us change?’

      ‘Sister never changes off-duty time. She bit my head off last time I asked her so I’m not going to again.’ The staff-nurse went out. Vivian spent the morning doing blanket baths.

      As she was putting round the knives and forks for dinner, Kimball intercepted her in a corner and asked, ‘Did Sister let you take your call? ‘

      ‘What call?’

      ‘Someone rang up for you twenty minutes ago. A man’s voice. I had to tell Sister because I knew she’d heard the bell.’

      ‘It must have been my brother. I was to have met him this morning.’

      ‘Oh, bad luck.’

      ‘Silly of him to ring me up on the ward.’

      ‘She might have told you he did, though.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Vivian without excitement. She had long ago realised that any personal life had to be lived in the hospital’s teeth, and continual protest made the effort more tiring.

      ‘Is there anything you want to know, Nurse Lingard?’ Sister had come in from the linen room. ‘If there’s anything about the patients’ diets you don’t understand, ask me, not a second-year nurse.’

      Extra beds told most on the probationers, whose routine included every patient while the seniors’ treatments did not; but somehow, always by the skin of their teeth, they got it through nearly to time. When, sticky and aching, Vivian got down to tea at a quarter to six, she found a note in her pigeonhole.

      ‘I’m sorry I rang you up,’ Jan wrote. ‘And I’m afraid you are too by now. I’ll be with Mic at 20a High Street all day, painting floors, if you can get out. If you’re not there in the afternoon I’ll expect you at half-past five.’ Vivian looked at the clock, shrugged her shoulders, and finished her cup of tea.

      ‘Doing anything?’ Kimball, ignoring a table occupied by members of her own year, slipped in beside her.

      ‘My brother wants me to go round this evening.’

      ‘Oh. Well, I’m glad you won’t miss him. What is he, by the way?’

      ‘A geodesist.’

      The nurse on the other side of Vivian said, ‘What religion’s that?’

      ‘It’s a science,’ Vivian explained. ‘Measuring the specific gravity of minerals under the earth’s surface.’ To Colonna she remarked, ‘I don’t know quite why he chose it, there are two or three other things he might have done. I think because it takes him to the back of beyond, and he can stay there indefinitely getting the instrument repaired. It always breaks down in the good places because of rough transport.’

      ‘Is he much like you?’

      ‘He’s supposed to be.’

      ‘He must be an unusual young man.’ Kimball went over to make toast.

      Except that her feet hurt her, Vivian felt less tired walking through the town than beforehand, sitting on her bed trying to collect the energy for unstrapping and unpinning and unhooking her uniform. (It was the stockings, though, that for some reason always seemed the last straw.) Now, in a brilliant March night, fine after rain, the stars were hanging low with a liquid glitter. The wind, like a clear astringent water, washed her mind coat by coat from the accumulated grime of small discomforts and fatigues and indignations. She no longer felt, as she had felt once or twice in the day, incapable of meeting Jan.

      Number 20a was a first-floor flat over a draper’s shop with its own faded green front door. She knocked, heard nothing, and knocked again.

      A voice, not Jan’s, said, ‘Push it, my dear, it isn’t locked.’

      Vivian opened it, and went up some bare wooden stairs. At the top, in an open doorway, a young man was crawling about with a tin of floor-stain and a brush, shifting a piece of sacking under his knees. He straightened, rubbing his lumbar spine, and she saw that he was just about middle height, lightly made, and not in any way remarkable; he had one of those pleasant, thin, non-committal faces which might belong to half a dozen kinds of personality, and about which one unconsciously reserves judgement till one has seen the person smile or speak. The most definite thing about him was the darkness of his soft untidy hair and of his eyes, which, because their lashes were so thick and long, would have looked thoughtful whatever was going on behind them.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said composedly. ‘I thought you were Jan. You’re his sister, of course.’ His brown eyes were still and direct on her face, but he did not seem to stare; it was a reticent regard, curiously free from masculine challenge or assessment. Before she had time to say anything, he remarked, ‘You’re very unlike him, really, aren’t you? But of course, I see what he meant. Do come in. I’ve left some islands leading to the window-seat, if you wouldn’t mind walking on them.’

      Vivian thanked him, and picked her way by the light of a naked electric bulb.

      ‘You’re Mic,’ she said, ‘aren’t you? I’m afraid that’s the only part I know.’

      ‘Well it’s all you’ll need.’ He might as easily have been discussing the varnish. ‘But Freeborn’s the rest.’

      ‘Is Jan anywhere about?’ The flat looked very small and gave forth no sound but their own.

      ‘He went to meet you. I knew he’d miss, of course, but he had repressed claustrophobia of long standing so it seemed unkind to tell him so. These places do look small when they’re empty. Have a cigarette.’ He looked at his hands. ‘That is, if you wouldn’t mind taking them out of my pocket. This side. I’m sorry; I really will wash.’

      ‘No, don’t. It will dry patchy if you stop.’ But he wiped his hands on the sacking apron and disappeared. When he came back the dark patches shone up brilliantly against a background of pink.

      ‘Success very modified,’ he apologised. ‘It reminds me of something. A rather clean pig?’

      ‘No, I think a fox-terrier’s stomach. It’s the same kind of markings. Jan will have waited at the wrong door, of course. There are four.’

      ‘I told him which was the nurses’.’

      ‘I used the main entrance, so that explains it.’ She wondered which nurse he was in the habit of waiting for; hearing, with a sudden flat of irritation, the voice of fat Collins saying, ‘Ever so nice. What I call a thoughtful boy. You should see the books he reads’; and wondered how long Jan would be.

      ‘You see,’ he said, ‘I’ve had to find my way about a good deal in the last few days, for interviews and so on. I start on Monday.’

      ‘Do you?’ What could he be doing? None of the housemen were due to leave. She had the impression that he had known about her first assumption and preferred to remove it.

      ‘What’s your job then? Are you a doctor?’ It was nearly impossible to know one of the housemen without becoming involved in every kind of silliness and embarrassment, and she had no conviction that in this case it would be worth the fuss.

      ‘No. A pathologist. Or rather, a pathological assistant, here.’ He spoke with the uninviting flatness of one who dislikes a subject and is determined to run it out as soon as possible.

      ‘How exciting,’ she said vaguely. She had never got nearer to the Pathological Laboratory than leaving a decently-draped specimen-glass outside the door.

      He gave her a quick expressionless look from under his thick lashes. ‘It’s convenient, at the moment,’ he said. His tone not only closed the subject, it sat on the lid.

      Vivian thought, This is worse than Alan: I wish Jan would come. She turned in the window, and looked out. It was uncurtained, and a street-lamp glared on a level with her eyes.

      As she moved, it seemed to her that he gave a little start followed by stillness, as if he were staring at something he had just seen. She would have turned back to the room, but suddenly felt this fixity to be directed to herself, and stayed where she was.

      ‘It isn’t particularly exciting, really.’ He was speaking quite differently, with a cool naturalness that seemed, somehow, to have been startled out of him. ‘You spend most of the time, I gather, doing about half a dozen simple routine tests. I intended of course to do research, as one does.’

      ‘Really,’ said Vivian as non-committally as she could. The flat spoke for itself; even in this early bareness, it was beginning to take on the mannerisms of educated poverty – the streaky stained floor, whose string rugs were already present to her mind’s eye; the amateurish paintwork, in cheeky but successful colour-combinations; the aura of half-dry distemper from the walls; a little oil-stove in a corner giving out more smell than warmth. She could imagine Jan (who would stay indefinitely anywhere where the roof did not leak nor the food give him ptomaine poisoning) helping with it unseriously, as he would have helped a child to play trains; and felt a sudden ill-defined resentment against him.

      It took her a moment to think her way back again.

      ‘What kind of research?’

      ‘Cancer, chiefly, I think.’

      It happened that Vivian, on the strength of her negligible experience, had acquired a bee in her bonnet about cancer. She thought the cause was psychological, and told him so.

      Mic laughed. His laugh was something of a shock; brief and brilliant and quite transforming. He had a trick of laughing not, like other people, to himself, but straight into your eyes, which from the midst of so much guardedness was both attractive and disconcerting. It necessitated, for Vivian, some readjustments.

      With something between a stretch and a spring he got from his sacking mat to the window-seat, and curled up on some book-boxes beside her. From this vantage he looked at her reflectively and suddenly laughed again, to himself this time.

      ‘Well?’ she asked.

      ‘Nothing. Only the weirdness of your likeness to Jan.’

      ‘I thought you said we weren’t.’

      ‘It’s just sometimes. Things you say and look wipe it out completely. But when you turned round to the window just now, for instance, it might have been Jan in the room. It’s grotesque.’

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘Don’t be cross. It’s hard to express.’

      ‘I’m not of course.’

      ‘But it’s… Do you know that conte of Gautier’s about a man who took possession of another man’s body for purposes of his own?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Anyway, it’s rather like that. You can’t both be right; one of you must have cheated, and I don’t know which, but I think it’s you. One feels you’ve got no right to go about the world casually stripping Jan of his aggressive detachment.’

      ‘Aggressive,’ said Vivian half to herself, turning it over.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said abruptly. ‘That was a purely personal reaction, and I think not true.’

      ‘It’s all right. I was just interested. In any case, you probably know him better than I do.’ She said this not because she believed it to be true, but because now that she had got under his guard she found that she had not wanted to. ‘Relatives are the last people, as a rule.’

      ‘Relative is not a term that suits you, somehow,’ he said.

      Vivian did not know the right answer to this, if there was one; so she peered into the open part of the book-box and said, ‘What are all these?’

      ‘I don’t know. Shop in that one, and God-knows-what in this.’ He moved himself to the edge of the box to let her explore. It was an odd jumble, she thought, for a scientist; Froissart, Baudelaire, Lawrence (both T.E. and D.H.), Morgan and Huxley, the Chanson de Roland and Don Juan. She found herself with the Hamilton Memoirs in one hand and the Symposium in the other, and laughed.

      ‘House-moving makes strange bedfellows,’ said Mic.

      ‘Compared with the Restoration people,’ said Vivian idly, ‘how full of purpose the Greeks were, even in their sins. Nothing, however intrinsically pleasant, without a reason, even though they each had to find a different one.’ She stopped because, though she had been looking at the book in her hand, she had been sure that Mic’s eyes, under their unnecessary lashes, had slanted round at her. But he was searching for something in the packing-case. She went on, rather more quickly, ‘There wasn’t a soul in the Symposium who could have sat through an evening with De Gramont except possibly Alcibiades, and he’d have been yawning long before the end.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Mic. ‘I suppose so.’ But his attention seemed to have wandered. Vivian looked up and saw Jan, smiling, in the open door. She wondered that she had not heard him on the carpetless stairs.

      ‘Don’t stop,’ he said. She noticed that he had remembered to put one foot on the unvarnished place, and then unconsciously shifted his weight on to the other, which was planted firmly on a wet board. ‘Which of you was wanting an evening with Alcibiades?’

      ‘Neither of us,’ said Mic, uncurling himself, ‘very much. We were just remarking that Socrates had the right idea. Look where you’re walking, blast you.’

      ‘Sorry,’ said Jan.
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      Vivian raised the bathroom window carefully, listening for footsteps in the passage beyond. The night air had been crystal clear, and the waves of steam and bath-salts and human wetness felt like folds of blanket in the darkness. She took off her outdoor things and hung them over the rail, meaning to come back for them later. Merely to be out of one’s room after ten was a minor crime compared with being out of doors. She had just finished when a handful of warm water struck her face.

      She looked round. A strip of moonlight, shafted with wreathing steam, fell on a corner of the bath, to which it gave an unreal metallic whiteness. Against this she now perceived what seemed curves of a darker metal. Someone was laughing in the surrounding gloom.

      ‘Enjoyed yourself?’ whispered Colonna Kimball.

      ‘I’m terribly sorry.’

      ‘It was funny. I watched you outside deciding which – ssh!’

      In the passage sounded the loud tread of legitimate feet, a tapping on doors and the click of electric switches; the Night Sister, putting out lights. The noise came nearer, rebounding from the narrow thin walls of the passage.

      ‘Who’s that in the bathroom?’

      A wet hand gripped Vivian’s wrist.

      ‘Who’s there?’

      Colonna had drawn breath when a dutiful voice from the next bathroom said, ‘Nurse Price, Sister. I’ve got late leave.’ The feet went hollowly on.

      ‘Had fun?’ said Colonna. She had one hand behind her head, and floated herself on the other elbow.

      ‘Lovely.’ Vivian rested a knee on the edge of the bath. Her escape did not impress her much. She was still in a mood not contained within the hospital frame, and did not reflect that a second-year, having a bath in the dark after hours, had caught her climbing in at a window. The gloom of the place had thinned to her dark-accustomed eyes, and the lightly-muscled shape blurred with shadows of water pleased her as coolly as the birch outside. She had never seen Colonna before out of her obliterating uniform. Her hair was fair and thickly curling and cut like a Greek’s.

      ‘A penny?’ Her voice floated with the steam in the moonlight, vague and faintly warm.

      The most relevant answer Vivian could fish up was, ‘My brother’s brought me a dancing faun.’

      ‘Show me.’ Colonna turned over, silver runnels glittering down her side.

      ‘I left it behind. I thought I’d break it climbing in.’ She had thought too that Mic liked it and that it made the flat look less bare, and that its newness would be something to look forward to tomorrow. She was beginning to be very sleepy; but Colonna’s unexpected beauty gave her a remote delight. Her lips moved, uncertainly quoting Marlowe.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Something you reminded me of in Edward the Second, but I can’t remember it properly.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘“Sometimes a lovely boy in Dian’s shape,” – something-or-other about his “wreathed arms…⁠”’

      There was a moment of darkness where Colonna’s eyelids had been. Then they came down again; the water closed over her throat.

      ‘You run along to bed, my beautiful. This bath’s getting cold.’

      ‘Sleep well,’ said Vivian. She let herself out. Colonna drifted back into the night’s perspective, a metal fountain-girl in the lead of a garden pool.

      The moon was bright enough to undress by, and to see about the room. The glass bowl shone with a submerged glimmer. She put off till tomorrow morning deciding what would have to go to make way for the faun.

      ‘One of us can leave it at the Lodge for you,’ Jan had suggested. Mic had looked up and said in his most neutral voice, ‘Will it be safe there?’

      ‘Probably not. All kinds of things get slammed down. I’d better come here for it, I expect.’

      ‘I would.’ He added, ‘I’ll have the pictures up by then.’

      Jan had brought her back. He looked puzzled when she steered him away from the main entrance.

      ‘It’s late. I’ll have to get in at a window.’

      ‘Why? When ought you to have been in?’

      ‘Ten, and it’s a quarter to eleven now.’

      They stood in the shadow of the wall, a spot generally used by the wardmaids and their young men.

      ‘You puzzle me,’ said Jan. ‘I wonder what you get out of this.’

      ‘Get? Has no one ever told you nursing’s a vocation?’

      ‘Don’t be absurd. You’ve as much vocation for nursing as I have for punching cows.’

      ‘Well, I suppose I like to think I’m satisfying my personal needs in a way that isn’t entirely useless to the community.’

      ‘Of course. But what personal needs?’

      Vivian wondered, as she undressed, what she would have said if it had not seemed needless to tell Jan anything. But she was too sleepy for definitions. Jan’s voice was getting disjointed in her mind’s ear. ‘Not money for instance. Or a career. Or even sensation… Some sort of discipline… The monastic rhythm… Yet you don’t submit to it.’

      Vivian slipped into bed. Her reply mingled in her head with the fantasies of approaching dreams.

      ‘Life’s an uncertain medium, I suppose. The effects you arrange in it don’t always come off.’ Her mind floated into absurdities; her body relaxed and grew warm.

      The door had opened. In hospital this could mean many things, all requiring wakefulness; and Vivian woke. She could just see a tall shape, fair hair, and the gleam of a man’s dressing-gown in some extravagant brocade. Colonna stood beside her bed, in the manner of one whose presence needs no explanation.

      ‘Hullo,’ Vivian whispered.

      The bed creaked beside her.

      ‘Here I am, lovely thing. Did you think I wouldn’t come?’

      Vivian’s hand touched her hair that was silky and smelt sweet like a child’s. She stroked it, recalling, with infinite remoteness, the Sunday evening counsels of a careful house-mistress. Her emotions, it was true, were unstirred; but she was flattered as one is by the caresses of a fine and fastidious cat, say a Siamese. It seemed boorish to offer no saucer of milk. Vivian grieved at her own unprovidedness, burying her fingers deeper in the curls behind Colonna’s ears.

      What next? Call on the hills, presumably, to cover her. But in her dream-entangled mind the dancing faun was still sliding between rain-washed stars. ‘Do you know De La Mare’s Silver?’ she said. Her eye had been caught by the green glass bowl, and it seemed the only thing with real existence in the room.

      ‘No.’ Colonna slid an arm round her waist, bringing with it a faint scent of fern. ‘How does it go?’

      Vivian said it, sleep and the sound together making her voice streamlike and slow.

      Colonna’s arm slackened almost at once. Before the poem was over she was looking up at the window, her hand behind her head. When it was finished she said, lazily, ‘I wonder why I thought I wanted to make love to you. I don’t, at least not physically. There’s something rare about you. I don’t know what I want.’

      Vivian did not feel relieved, because she was transported already into the world she had evoked. Reinforced by Colonna’s belief she felt as rare as mist, and would not have been astonished to find herself levitated an inch or two above the bed.

      The night had grown windy, and the stars seemed to be cruising at speed between lazily drifting wreaths of cloud. They lay side by side and watched; the rhythm was hypnotic and lovely, spinning round them a thickening web of silence. Colonna’s drowsy weight and faint fragrance were companionable and undemanding. When, later, she stretched and kissed Vivian and went away, Vivian realised that they had both been sleeping and that the cocks were beginning to crow.

      In a moment of lazy thought as she curled up to sleep again, Vivian reflected how half-baked a virtue was inflexible consistency, a kind of small-town shrewdness of the hick perpetually nervous of letting himself be taken in. In every civilised personality there ought to be a green-room and a looking-glass at which to remove make-up and change it for the next act. She was on a large stage, dressed as Hamlet, explaining this to Horatio in very subtle blank verse. Horatio was Mic. He responded with a long speech of the eloquence of dreams, so moving that her throat ached and she slept without stirring till the morning.
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