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Now they were starting. Finality ran through the train, an exhalation. There were thuds, hoots, whistles, and the shrieks of late arrivals. From a megaphone announcements were incomprehensible in American and Japanese. Before the train had moved at all, the platform faces receded into the expression of those who remain.


Aldred Leith sat by a window, his body submissively chugging as they got under way. He would presently see that rain continued to fall on the charred suburbs of Tokyo, raising, even within the train, a spectral odour of cinders. Meanwhile, he was examining a photograph of his father. Leith was holding a book in his right hand – not reading, but looking at a likeness of his father on the back cover.


It was one of those pictures, the author at his desk. In an enactment of momentary interruption, the man was half-turned to the camera, left elbow on blotter, right hand splayed over knee. Features fine and lined, light eyes, one eyelid drooping. A taut mouth. Forehead full, full crop of longish white hair. The torso broad but spare; the clothes unaffected, old and good. As a boy, Leith had wondered how his father could always have good clothes so seldom renewed – a seeming impossibility, like having a perpetual two days’ growth of beard.


The expression, not calm but contained, was unrevealing. Siding with the man, the furniture supplied few clues: a secretary of dark wood was fitted in its top section with pigeonholes and small closed drawers. This desk had been so much part of the climate of family life, indivisible from his father’s moods – and even appearing, to the child, to generate them – that the son had never until now inspected it with adult eyes. For that measure of detachment, a global conflict had been required, a wartime absence, a voyage across the world, a long walk through Asia; a wet morning and strange train.


There was no telephone on the desk, no clock or calendar. A bowl of blown roses, implausibly prominent, had perhaps been borrowed, by the photographer, from another room. On the blotter, two handwritten pages were shielded by the tweedy sleeve. Pens and pencils fanned from a holder alongside new books whose titles, just legible, were those of Oliver Leith’s novels in postwar translations. There were bills on a spike, a glass dish of clips, a paperweight in onyx. No imaginable colours, other than those of the foisted flowers; no object that invited, by its form or material, the pressure of a hand. No photograph. Nothing to suggest familiarity or attachment.


The adult son thought the picture loveless. The father who had famously written about love – love of self, of places, of women and men – was renowned for a private detachment. His life, and that of his wife, his child, was a tale of dislocation: there were novels of love from Manchuria to Madagascar. The book newly to hand, outcome of a grim postwar winter in Greece, could be no exception. And was called Parthenon Freeze.


If the man had stood up and walked from the picture, the strong torso would have been seen to dwindle into the stockiness of shortish legs. The son’s greater height, not immoderate, came through his mother; his dark eyes also.


All this time, Leith’s body had been gathering speed. Putting the book aside, he interested himself in the world at the window: wet town giving way to fields, fields soggily surrendering to landscape. The whole truncated from time to time by an abrupt tunnel or the lash of an incoming train. Body went on ahead; thought hung back. The body could give a good account of itself – so many cities, villages, countries; so many encounters, such privation and exertion should, in anyone’s eyes, constitute achievement. Leith’s father had himself flourished the trick of mobility, fretting himself into receptivity and fresh impression. The son was inclined to recall the platform farewells.


He had the shabby little compartment to himself. It was locked, and he had been given a key. It was clean, and the window had been washed. Other sections of the train were crammed with famished, threadbare Japanese. But the victors travelled at their ease, inviolable in their alien uniforms. Ahead and behind, the vanquished overflowed hard benches and soiled corridors: men, women, infants, in the miasma of endurance. In the steam of humanity and the stench from an appalling latrine. Deploring, Aldred Leith was nevertheless grateful for solitude, and spread his belongings on the opposite seat. Having looked awhile at Asia from his window, he brought out a different, heavier book from his canvas bag.


In that spring of 1947, Leith was thirty-two years old. He did not consider himself young. Like others of his generation, had perhaps never quite done so, being born into knowledge of the Great War. In the thoughtful child, as in the imaginative and travelled schoolboy, the desire had been for growth: to be up and away. From the university where he did well and made friends, he had strolled forth distinctive. Then came the forced march of resumed war. After that, there was no doubling back to recover one’s youth or take up the slack. In the wake of so much death, the necessity to assemble life became both urgent and oppressive.


Where traceable, his paternal ancestors had been, while solidly professional, enlivened by oddity. His grandfather, derided by relatives as an impecunious dilettante, had spiked all guns by inventing, at an advanced age, a simple mechanical process that made his fortune. Aldred’s father, starting out as a geologist whose youthful surveys in high places – Bhutan, the Caucasus – produced, first, lucid articles, had soon followed these with by lucid harsh short stories. The subsequent novels, astringently romantic, brought him autonomy and fame. Renouncing geology, he had kept a finger, even so, on the pulse of that first profession, introducing it with authority here and there in his varied narratives: the Jurassic rocks of East Greenland, the lavatic strata of far islands; these played their parts in the plot. In Oliver Leith’s house in Norfolk there hung a painting of the youthful geologist prowling the moraines on his shortish legs. A picture consequential yet inept, like a portrait by Benjamin Robert Haydon.


Leith’s mother, by birth a Londoner, was of Scots descent. There were red-cheeked relatives, well connected. A fine tall stone house, freezing away near Inverness, had been a place of cousinly convergence in summers before the Second World War. Aldred had not been an only child: a younger sister had died in childhood from diphtheria. It was then that his mother had begun to accompany, or follow, her husband on his journeys, taking their son with her.


And on the move ever since, the son thought, looking from his window at the stricken coasts of Japan. Two years ago, as war was ending, he had intended to create for himself a fixed point, some centre from which departures might be made – the decision seeming, at the time, entirely his to make. Instead, at an immense distance from anything resembling home, he wondered with unconcern what circumstance would next transform the story.


From a habit of self-reliance, he was used to his own moods and did not mind an occasional touch of fatalism. He had, himself, some fame, quite unlike his father’s and quite unsought.


It was near evening when he arrived. The train was very late, but an Australian soldier sent to meet him was waiting on the improvised platform: ‘Major Leith?’


‘You had a long wait.’


‘That’s all right.’ They went down ill-lit wooden stairs. A jeep was parked on gravel. ‘I had a book.’


They swung the kit aboard, and climbed in. On an unrepaired road, where pedestrians wheeled bicycles in the dusk, they skirted large craters and dipped prudently into small ones. They were breathing dust and, through it, smells of the sea.


Leith asked, ‘What were you reading?’


The soldier groped with free hand to the floor. ‘My girl sent it.’


The same photograph: Oliver Leith at his desk. On the front cover, the white title, cobalt sky, and snowbound Acropolis.


Leith brought out his own copy from a trenchcoat pocket.


‘I’m damned.’


They laughed, coming alive out of khaki drab. The driver was possibly twenty: staunch body, plain pleasant face. Grey eyes, wide apart, wide awake. ‘You related?’


‘My father.’


‘I’m damned.’


They were near the waterfront now, following the bed of some derelict subsidiary railway. The jolting might have smashed a rib cage. You could just see an arc of coastal shapes, far out from ruined docks: hills with rare lights and a black calligraphy of trees fringing the silhouettes of steep islands. The foreground reality, a wartime shambles of a harbour with its capsized shipping, was visible enough, and could, in that year, have been almost anywhere on earth.


The driver was peering along the track. ‘Write yourself?’


‘Not in that way.’


‘Never too late.’


The boy plainly considered his passenger past the stage of revelations. A dozen years apart in age, they were conclusively divided by war. The young soldier, called to arms as guns fell silent, was at peace with this superior – civil and comradely, scarcely saluting or saying Sir, formalities no longer justified. Intuitively, too, they shared the unease of conquerors: the unseemliness of finding themselves few miles from Hiroshima.


‘How do you manage here?’ The man had a deep, low voice. If one had to put a colour to it, it would have been dark blue; or what people in costly shops call burgundy.


‘Can’t complain. Not much to do when you knock off, except booze. No girls, not that you’d want. Too many people doing things for us, and then we’re not let out that much. Lot of idleness in this Occupation game.’


Night fell, crudely splashed along the piers with bright official lights. Reaching a sentry post, they were directed to a wooden jetty. When they got down from the jeep, a sharp wind billowed the officer’s open coat. Now he heard and smelt the sea, glimpsing its black motion beneath splintered planks. Saw, through the doorway of a shed, a metal table and field telephone, and tea in a tin mug: the drear and dented interior that, in military matters, passed for home. Two sailors of the Australian Navy looked at his papers. There was the indifference and slight hostility of indolence disturbed. They glanced at coloured ribbons on his uniform. A small electric generator gave off, in addition to din, a whiff of scorching. Someone said, ‘Mind the cord.’


At the end of the jetty, a launch tipped her riding lights in reflecting waves while these men took their time and the water slid about below rough timbers, charged with the oils and tar and detritus of overturned ships, as well as with more recent victorious trash. Beyond this inland – though not landlocked – sea, there was the ocean. In China, throughout two years, Leith had been in boats, ferries, barges, and sampans, on rivers, lakes, canals. The ocean had not much come his way.


‘Yair, well. I suppose you can go over. He’s not there, but, the Brigadier. Gone to Kobe.’


‘And when will he get back?’


‘Yair, well, should be tonight. I reckon he’ll go straight home. Up in the hills, that’s where he lives. Not on the island.’


‘On the island, can they put me up for the night?’


‘All the room in the bloody world. Buckingham Palace on Abdication Day.’


Leith went out with the driver. ‘I’ll need you tomorrow. I don’t know your name.’


‘Name’s Talbot. First name Brian. Sir.’


Together they lowered Leith’s gear into the launch, where a sailor stood silent at the helm. Leith dropping down beside his kit, called, ‘Goodbye then,’ and Talbot raised his hand. They were cast off, rocking on a swift sea, breeze rising and salt spray: a night sky starry above marching columns of cloud. The harbour lights drew away, and dim lights of the town. On hills and islands there was an ancient darkness, whose few lamps – of kerosene or tallow – were single, tremulous, yellow: frugal and needful.


‘No fishing lights?’


The helmsman said, ‘Minesweeping.’ He added a comment that blew away, so that the soldier heard only ‘Weeping.’


Behind them on the pier, Talbot would be showing the book – ‘His father’ – with a slight sense of betrayal. But it matters to have something to tell. Remarks would be made about the row of ribbons: ‘The medal.’ In the boat, Leith was silent as if alone. Solitude, flowing cold from the sea, fairly streamed, also, from his companion’s back. Ahead, the island grew electrically present in a grid of lights.


In the pattern of disruption that had been Aldred Leith’s life for years, arrival had kept its interest. Excitement dwindling, curiosity had increased. Occasion revived an illusion of discovery, as if one woke in a strange room to wonder afresh not only where but who one was; to shed assumptions, even certainties. On the sea that evening, such expectation was negligible. Earlier in the day, in the swaying train, Leith had written to a wartime comrade: ‘Peace forces us to invent our future selves.’ Fatuity, he thought now, and in his mind tore the letter up. There was enough introspection to go round, whole systems of inwardness. The deficiency didn’t lie there. To deny the external and unpredictable made self-possession hardly worth the price. Like settling for a future without coincidence or luck.


He thought, How mood changes all, like an accident.


Cascades of bitter drops came across the boat. Leith’s coat unfurled like a jib. The little riding lights, rocking emerald and ruby, would have shown the man smiling – as a man may privately smile at almost anything: over the memory of a girl or the prospect of a good dinner; at the discomfiture of an enemy, or a friend. As a woman smiles over a compliment or a new dress. With Leith at that moment it was the shared incident of the book that pleased him, the young soldier turning up at Kure with the same book in hand – a long shot, yet familiar.


The engine subsided. They were settling into the lee of the island, which was coming to meet them on a branch of white lights. At the mole, a uniformed sailor waited with a boat hook. The launch paused, plunged, sidled, drawing raucous breath. There was a paved quay dashed by foam and stained by tides – a stage from which a grandiose stair mounted to a portico of angled columns: a travesty of Venice, owing much to Musso. The naval academy of the defeated had become a hospital for victors.


And when, he wondered, saluting the antipodean sailor, shall I mingle at large with the defeated themselves? – what I’ve come for. For that, and Hiroshima.


He heaved his kit bag out on the flagstones, sprang to the wet ledge, and waved off the boat. Stood a moment on the paved brink, scarcely thinking; only breathing the night and its black lappings.


Indoors, a foyer whose beams and architraves might bring down the house was floored with gritty terrazzo and seared with light. Another, huger stain resounded with Occidental boots and voices, and with the high speech, soft or yelping, of young Western women, astonishing because unheard in many months. Men and women in uniform, all Westerners, were going up and down: active yet not quite purposeful, unprepared for peace. They glanced at the new arrival climbing among them, and women noted a durable man.


When he had registered his arrival, he was shown to a high narrow room with an army cot, a blanket, and one infirm chair. The little room had an unconvinced Westernism: dimensions, door, window taken on faith by untravelled Japanese draughtsmen. The high window looked on a shaft. One lightbulb dangled. Leith’s sole familiar was the heavy canvas bag that, resting by his feet as he sat on the bed, took on, with its worn and weighted fellowship, the speckled contour of an old dog: barrel-bodied, obedient.


Having flung a few things on the chair and closed a louvre on the cold shaft, Leith went out again. He found, in an office, an Australian woman in her shapeless forties, talkative, good-natured, in a brown wool dress. He enquired for Professor Gardiner.


‘He’s gone to rest.’ As if Gardiner were a roosting bird, or had died.


‘He’s been with the doctors, and gone to take a nap. He’s not that young, you know, and then he’s been through the fire.’


‘Can I leave a note?’ Leith took a slip, wrote, and folded. Asked, fatally, ‘Are you with the army, then?’


‘Oh, an army wife, just helping out.’ Becoming arch with the heroic male. ‘Husband’s with the Signal Corps. I only came here last week. We were a hundred wives in a little ship, all the way from Sydney to Kure, five weeks without stopping. Well, we did put in at New Guinea, but just for water, not to go ashore . . . Oh, wonderful, my first holiday ever. Morning tea in our cabins, the Chinese stewards, the laundry done. Oh the tiny islands, the ocean. No worries, just to stop the kiddies from falling overboard.’ She chatted on, five weeks without stopping. ‘Some of the women hadn’t seen their man in four years. Got married as hubby went to war. On the ship, the officers took to us. There was one lass –’


Leith handed over his note.


‘So you’re the major, then, Major Leith. He’s been expecting you a couple of days. Been quite on edge.’ Her glance went to the red inch of braid. ‘He’ll be down to dinner. They want you to stop by the main office.’ She thought his eyes, well, beautiful.


A handmade arrow directed him to Administration. In poor light, a khaki soldier of his own age was tapping with index fingers on an antique typewriter and did not soon turn round.


Warrant Officer Wells, from Ballarat, said, ‘You never took your key,’ handing this over on a string. ‘We never saw your papers.’


Documents were examined. ‘Yair, they told us to look out for you. A room to yourself.’ The antipodean note was peevishly struck: None of your Pom airs here.


‘It doesn’t matter, I’m only here overnight.’


‘Ar, the room’s there, you’re in it, aren’t you.’ Leafing through credentials, some of which were in Chinese characters. ‘How’re we supposed to make sense of this?’


‘The translation’s attached.’


‘What is it, Japanese?’


‘No. I’ve been two years in China.’


‘Welcome back to civilisation. You’ve got to sign for the key. You’ve got to turn it in when you leave. The mess is on the second floor, you’ll hear the gong. Meanwhiles, you get a drink in the lounge.’


Going downstairs, Leith encountered on a landing the smell of hospital – of military hospitals behind the lines, to which regulation antiseptic soups and soaps were common. Field hospitals, by contrast, smelt thickly of mortality: reek of spilt intestines and festered blood, of agony, fear, decay. His own terrible wound, of which a long broad welt, down all his left side, was fading, had come in the last autumn of war, a year after the episode of the medal. On the earlier occasion, in Tunisia, he had been hit on the same side, heart and lung missed by a filament. ‘You lucky bugger,’ said the medical officer who dressed the wound; as if grumbling. The patient said, ‘Fuck lucky.’ And the doctor, saturnine: ‘You’re alive, aren’t you. You can’t have everything.’


A war was over, and he had been, he supposed, lucky. Having had much, though not, as yet, everything.


Long and narrow, the lounge had possibly been a dormitory. Furnished now by a scattering of vermilion chairs in false leather, and by an improvised bar, on trestles at the far end of the room, where a score of servicemen and a dozen nurses stood talking and laughing and flirting under a canopy of tobacco smoke; dropping ash from fingers and spilling drink from paper cups. The table was ranged with bottles and scattered with dropped nuts and flaked potatoes. The men were, in varying degrees, drunk. The younger women had unrolled their regulation hair for the evening. Some of them were pretty, and had exchanged their uniforms for coloured dresses; and wore, on slim wrists, the linked bracelets of gunmetal, black and gilt, improvised by Japanese peddlers from the fallen scraps of war and sold to conquerors on the streets of ruined cities. Two or three of the girls trilled and twirled to imaginary music while a soldier, who knelt at their feet, was setting up a gramophone from a ganglion of wires.


That was the scene, for those who might later recall it, on a spring night of 1947 on the island of Ita Jima in the Inland Sea of Japan.


Leith, entering, pausing, was struck again by the presence and voices of young Western women, and by the naturalness of it.


A lone elderly man in a pale suit, cast adrift in an armchair, had clearly never belonged to anything other than civil life: frail, gaunt, small, he looked civility. A crumpled linen man, a crumbled cast of a man.


A young officer nearby gave up his seat to Leith. ‘I’m just off anyway.’


They thanked him. Gardiner shook Leith’s hand. ‘I saw you go up the stair this evening. I recognised you from your letters.’


Words, Leith thought, that a woman might have used. ‘I was afraid I wouldn’t get here. Been delayed everywhere.’


‘I sail in the morning. We have the evening, the night.’ These words, too, incongruously lover-like. They sat, silenced by all they might say.


Gardiner’s pallor announced the cruel imprisonment of three years and nine months. His handclasp was a bone-china claw. Aquamarine eyes were overbright for his condition. Leith had been told, He can’t last more than a few months, everything’s giving up. Old beyond age, he was only in his sixty-first year.


Men and girls glanced out at them from the twirling end of the room. Gardiner said, ‘You’re awaited here with interest.’


‘A curiosity.’


‘A celebrity.’ Gardiner used the word indulgently: an expression that had come to power during his absence from the world. ‘Well, we’ve both weathered it all somehow. I’ve got tuberculosis, it turns out, on top of everything else. They’re giving me a new drug from America, which plays merry hell. Side effects, they say. Side effects, aftereffects. Sending me back to Britain like this. Repatriation. In patria. But my territory has always been here.’


His parents, Orientalists, had settled in Japan long since. Born in Bremen, the father had taught at British universities, become a British subject. During the Great War, the name had been Anglicised, from Gaërtner. On the shortest day of the year 1941, the Japanese government had offered this only son the protection of the Axis, proposing that he reclaim his German paternity. He had chosen the prison instead.


‘You call me Ginger. We don’t have time for gradations. Ginger. I had hair once, and it was red.’


The gramophone broke out:




A hubba-hubba-hubba, hello, Jack –


A hubba-hubba-hubba, just got back –


Well, a hubba-hubba-hubba,


Let’s shoot some breeze,


Say whatever happened to the Japanese?


A hubba-hubba-hubba, ain’t you heard?


A hubba-hubba-hubba, got the word


I got it from a guy who is in the know,


It was mighty smoky over Tokyo.





Men and girls were clapping and chanting along with the music.




A friend of mine in a B-29


Dropped another load for luck.


As he flew away he was heard to say,


A hubba-hubba-hubba, Yuk! yuk!





Professor Gardiner was making a low humming sound that was not the tune of any song. ‘We might go down to dinner. One floor. Food’s unappetising. My table manners are bad. I’ve got this tremor – you’ve noticed, no doubt. Had it since the first war, but more pronounced now. Effects, aftereffects. You won’t mind if we go at a stately pace, stairs are the devil for me.’


Leith helped him up, coaxing the bones together.


A tinned meal was served, by Japanese, at a long table where there was shouting and smoking, like a students’ hall, and beer and hard liquor set out in bottles. Gardiner was greeted by doctors and nurses, and by patients in dressing gowns.


‘Decent people, but the place is laconic. Surprised by peace.’


‘I should see the director tomorrow. I have to move into his establishment – a set of houses, is it, in the hills? I’ve been billetted there.’


Gardiner was struggling. ‘My teeth are the devil, these new snappers they gave me. My own were all knocked in or gave out in the prison camp. Try not to mind me. In the hills, yes. The central house is pure, you know, not like this. The place itself, in woods, is quite beautiful. There’s a small valley, deep like a fell, with a falling stream and a temple. The property was a retreat for an admiral when the academy, this building here, was created in the thirties. Now, yes, it’s Driscoll and his crew. They’ve flung up a lot of prefabs, Nissen huts, that sort of thing, you’ll probably get something of the sort.’


‘I need to spread my papers about.’


But Gardiner was pondering the Japanese house. ‘Yes, a fine place. It’s under some protection or other. They only use it to dine in. Now it’s Driscoll and his lot. Brigadier Driscoll.’


‘He’s a medical man?’


‘An administrator of hospitals. I believe he qualified as a doctor.’


‘And as a man?’


Slight gesture. ‘They’re not liked, Driscoll and his wife. Driscoll’s an angry man. Hurt, you know, unsure. Drinks a good bit, blusters. Offensive. People don’t like it, of course. Visitors are sent there, distinguished visitors, that sort of thing. Not so much Americans, Americans have their base at Kure, and all Japan to play in. British, rather, like yourself, or Australians like the Driscolls – scientists, historians, journalists. It’s Hiroshima that draws them. They come to inspect the sites, spend a few days, sleep up there in the hills. Damp, I can tell you.’


A slight Japanese was collecting plates and replacing them with clean ones: pastel plastic plates from the new world, whose very colours – pink, yellow, powder blue – clicked as they were carefully distributed. The man serving was mute, with lowered eyes.


Leith sighed: ‘Weeks in such a household.’ Now, he thought, they would talk in earnest. And Gardiner himself put on a pair of steel-rimmed glasses, in readiness.


‘You’ll be travelling. Be warned, though. The wife looms. A married daughter has just left for Honolulu – you’ve been lucky there. Two younger children have arrived, a strange little pair – a boy who’s seriously ill, apparently, and a quaint little mermaid of a girl. I saw them laughing together, the only laughter in the place. As for Driscoll himself – such people hold the positions for the time being. In Japan, they have power.’


Leith wondered at this dwelling on irrelevant Driscolls. ‘What power, after all, can they have over me?’


‘Yes.’ Gardiner smiled. ‘I expect you can take care of yourself.’


Leith flushed, afraid of being misunderstood as having alluded to the medal.


They leaned back, too polite to be caught taking stock of one another. Gardiner saw an experienced man in his thirties, notable as to build, brow, mouth, and hands: all the things that are said to matter. Pride, or reticence, might be due simply to solitude. He saw a man who had been alone too long.


He continued, ‘Yes, you’re in the clear. Certified as brave.’


‘Many have been braver. Yourself.’


With celluloid spoon, the professor probed a slack pudding.


‘You have the certificate to prove it. Though I suppose you get sick of the medal.’


Leith nodded. ‘Nevertheless, I think that valour of the kind will lose its spell. Young people are turning away from martial exploits. If we live long enough, such medals may be seen as incrimination.’


‘Don’t deprecate. You’re young yourself.’ Gardiner said, ‘This is disgusting,’ indicating the pudding. ‘Somebody had to fight Hitler. I wanted to go back myself, in 1940, when I saw they would make a fight of it. However, a secret chap from London came to see me, said I’d be more use to them here. Well, you see what came of that. But you, you’re inaugurating your ninth life.’


‘In some countries, cats are allowed only seven.’ Leith said, abruptly, ‘I have so much to ask and am afraid of tiring you. First, I need a tutor.’


Gardiner fumbled at a linen slit, produced a folded paper. ‘This seems a possibility. He’s been a librarian, seems sound. He’s licensed by the Americans. One can do nothing without that.’


‘So I’ve found. I hadn’t expected, in Tokyo, to find –’


‘A dictatorship?’


‘And myself among the defeated. At headquarters I was received by a little martinet, hysterical with importance. He told me that the last foreign visitor to cross his path had been sent packing. He said, “We lifted his passport.”’


‘For a while there, you were in the court of Haroun-al-Rashid.’ Gardiner asked, ‘Are you married?’


‘Divorced, from a wartime marriage.’ After a pause, he went on, ‘We were married in Cairo. Then I was off in the desert and she was posted to Colombo. Time went by, we could scarcely meet. She found someone else. So, for a while, did I. We assumed we’d grown apart – a usual thing. She wanted to remarry. When we met in London, the spring of ’45, to arrange the divorce, it seemed for a moment that we might have managed it after all. Too late then, peace was sweeping us away.’ He had scarcely thought of these things in two years. It was vivid, however, that single final day spent in London seeing lawyers, walking away together in the wet park, and at last making love in a hired room. The hotel, small and decent, had made no difficulty: their passports were those of husband and wife. Oh; Moira, he’d said, our sad story. And she had shed silent tears not intended to change things. Her arched throat and spread hair, and the day dying in the wet window. The marriage was dissolved, evaporating along with its memories and meetings, and the partings of war; the letters increasingly laboured, the thoughts, kisses, regrets. The lawyers were paid. The true marriage, indissoluble, was simply the moment when they sat on the rented bed and grieved for a fatality older than love.


Gardiner said, ‘You know about my wife?’


Leith nodded. ‘I’ve had no such loss as yours.’


‘I didn’t know for a year. Not until they taunted me in the camp.’


His Japanese wife, having tried to join him in prison, had been declared destitute by the authorities, and renounced by her parents. In 1943, she committed suicide. Gardiner said, ‘On the day of her death, she tried to send into safekeeping some copies of my early books, from the time when we first knew one another. All she had left, my poor girl.’ He said, ‘You keep returning to these things. You can’t close them down, as one closes down the compartment of a damaged ship, just to keep the vessel going, or at least afloat.’ He said, ‘this difficulty of being.’


‘One reason men go on fighting is that it seems to simplify.’


‘You’ve done that, and know better. And are young yet. Experience will reclaim you through the personal, much more will happen for you. After much death, living may come as a surprise.’


He means love, thought Leith forbearingly. He sometimes thought the same thing himself, and with the same forbearance. The evening was seeping away, Gardiner was dwindling. The proposed discussions of the night, the shared accident of Asia, receded, and he could not revive the importance he had given them.


Gardiner said, ‘My room’s got two chairs. We’d be private there.’ When they had climbed back to the lounge, however, he said, ‘Better sit a moment.’


It was the long room again, and the gramophone bawling. The remaining drinkers sprawled, morose, on red chairs; and one floral woman continued to twirl, slowly, alone, a top winding down.




Sweetheart, if you should stray


A million miles away


I’ll always be in love with you . . .





Leith drew up a bamboo divan and helped Gardiner into it. Gardiner said, ‘It was the stairs.’


‘I’ll get you a shot of something.’


He came back with brandy. The professor was listing in his bamboo chair: an old pallid man who said, ‘Be right in a minute,’ whose fingers could not hold the paper cup. Whose colour and texture were that of old bread. Aldred Leith took his hand, saying ‘Ginger.’


Ginger said, ‘Sorry. Regrets, many . . .’ and ‘Thanks for all.’


Leith was crouching by the sofa. An officer wearing red tabs came up and knelt, too. Someone lifted the needle off the raucous record, making it squeal.
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In the crystal morning, Leith was driving with Talbot into green hills: discarding the exploded dockland, winding around ledges of emerald rice. They stopped the jeep on a spur, jumping down among tough grasses to look out at sea and islands and to watch, some moments, the small white departing ship, elderly, simple, and shapely, that would have carried Gardiner to Hong Kong on the first leg of his deleted journey. Men and women are said to grow young again in death, but Gardiner, his snappers removed, his slack jaw bound up forever, had appeared immeasurably withered on the night of his death. The little ship, sailing to its appointments, passed among islands all glorious with morning, on a blue course channelled by minesweepers. The man watching was aware of Japanese grasses beneath his boots – of earth and gravel and of stunted shubbery trembling nearby. There were tufted wildflowers and specks of red and purple that might be speedwell or some odder saxifrage. He was aware of the reprieve.


From a distance, on an outer ledge of terraced rice, his fellow man looked back at him: a single figure wearing a hat of conical straw and a red shift that came to his knees.


The young driver, profiting from the hiatus, had meanwhile peed behind bushes. When they resumed the ride, with Leith at the wheel, Talbot remarked, ‘I don’t suppose you got much sleep.’


‘A couple of hours. Not that there was much to do for him, poor chap.’


‘Rough on you, starting out with that.’


‘With a death, you mean – a bad augury? Well, one was there. No one else really knew who he was. It was another war death, deferred.’ Side effects, aftereffects. This time yesterday I hadn’t met him. Today he’s dead, and I’m his only mourner.


They had churned into wooded country.


‘Pines, are they?’ asked the boy, indifferent.


‘These are cedars, these tall ones. Pines are up there, on the right.’


‘We weren’t taught about trees. At Sydney it was gum trees and Moreton Bays.’ Bushes of wattle, bottlebrush. ‘Soil’s sandy.’ Then, ‘We heard more about British trees, from the songs and books: Hearts of Oak, beeches, birches. How green and wet they are, and how they play for dead in winter. Seemed more spectacular than the gums and the Bush.’


Leith said, ‘My home, if I have one, is near the North Sea. Bleak country in winter, the wind sweeping over, and the sleet. Bitter, solitary. Where I am not forested, although there are stands of trees, nurtured. It has its beauty.’


‘How’s that?’


‘Oh – changing lights and skies, and the low land. Sense of separation, almost from terra firma.’ He laughed. ‘Away from it, as I’ve mostly been, I can become sentimental.’ He noticed how often he qualified the reference to home: If I have one: I’m mostly away.


Brian Talbot said, ‘I’d like to see places before I settle down.’ The settling taken for granted. Down, down. The wife and kiddies, the mortgage, the lawn and lawnmower, the car. ‘I suppose being here is a start.’ He was not really convinced that these uncongenial scenes, and these impenetrable people – tireless, humorless, reclusive – could meet the case.


Thought made him vulnerable. That was the Australian way: say anything out of the ordinary and there was the laugh – the good laugh, not having much to do with goodness. You had to watch yourself. But you got curious, all the same. And then, Leith was not likely to take advantage.


‘You won’t need war now, Talbot, to see the world – hardship, maybe, but not slaughter. Until this, war has been the way out, for most men.’ Soldiering, or seamanship. Young recruits with their dreams of transformation: of conquest, plunder, fornication. Even, in some, the dream of knowledge. Inconceivable, in advance, the red mess and shallow grave.


Women’s yearnings had scarcely featured, being presumably of mating and giving birth. Their purpose had been supplied to them from the first: their lot. A woman who broke ranks was ostracised by other women. Rocking the boat instead of the cradle.


The wheels threw up dirt and noisy gravel. Labourers passed them in pairs and foursomes, all moving downhill, all bearing burdens; each falling silent as the car approached, not meeting glances from these invulnerable strangers in their well-fed uniforms. Wrapped in shabby darkness, women came shuffling, one with a great bundle of kindling on her back, another hooped under a strapped child.


The man thought, Their lot. A brute word.


He said, ‘It’s the devil, Talbot.’


Talbot looked at the roadside. He hadn’t expected this contest, continual, between a decreed strength and the nagging humanity of things. Any show of softness would bring, from his companions, the good laugh – to shut him up, perhaps, they being baffled as he. Yet the man at the wheel felt it, too – who, with his coloured ribbons and great medal, couldn’t be accused. Talbot had been told that this warrior, though wounded and captured, had escaped his prison and fought again in the last winter of the European war. So the story went, anyway, and some of it plainly true. Straightforward matters you could understand.


‘You speak the lingo. Sir.’


‘I’ve made a beginning. My languages are from China, where I was a schoolboy. Here, I need a teacher.’ That morning, at Kure, he had called on the tutor recommended by Gardiner.


Talbot looked at his own hands, which were spread on his knees. Young hands, seemingly unveined, broad, supple, modestly capable, and with decent nails. He compared them with his companion’s, resting on the wheel: brown, definite, broad in the palm, and long-fingered; like the man, experienced. By extension of impressions, Brian would have liked to ask, Do you have a wife, a girl? But refrained.


Leith said, ‘The teacher, this morning. You saw him, elderly, respectable. If I were to get up a small class with him – depending on what I find here – would you care to join in? A few hours a week; I’d square it with your outfit, I think I could do that.’


It was too much like having your bluff called. Brian, hedging, said, ‘But you – you’re already halfway there. You know a lot of it.’


‘I’ll be seeing him more often, he’ll probably come to me up here. In your case it would be separate, with a few of your chaps if they care to join. That would be down in Kure, near your quarters.’ Leith said, ‘Think it over.’


The boy’s impulse was to withdraw. It was too outlandish, and too much trouble. You despised Japs, you ridiculed and killed them. They’d behaved like animals. You didn’t learn their lingo. You didn’t study any language, even your own. He’d done a bit of French at school, compulsory: Je m’appelle Brian, donnez-moi à manger, je suis né en Australie. Donnez-moi à boire. Arriving at Kure, he’d been given a Japanese phrase book got up for Occupation forces; but had no use for it. ‘Well, thanks. Well, yair, I’ll see about it. Let you know.’


He could imagine the hoots of his mates. Yet knew that, to them, he would defend the idea.


He asked, ‘Ar – what would this . . .?’


‘I’ll take care of that, it won’t be much.’ Leith thought of the teacher, on his beam ends.


‘Your shout, then?’


‘My shout.’


They drove on, less contented. Another mile or two and they’d arrive.


Brigadier Driscoll was coming from the pond. In youth an athlete, Driscoll continued to hold himself in past tension, barrelled against every challenge. Wet and near naked, his body was corded by evidence of past exploits, muscles and sinews pushing up through tissue, as roots of an old tree might displace a pavement – the impression confirmed by a trunkish neck, seared by pale creases. On head, chest, limbs, the curled hair was grey.


Driscoll cried out, ‘Dench’ – loudly, although the uniformed subordinate was by his side. Dench, a small man, had already registered the approach of Aldred Leith. Mumbling at Driscoll’s ear, Dench let his glance wander on the stones and beaten earth of the path, among clustered azaleas, on a Nissen hut in the trees. Throughout the coming months of their acquaintance, Captain Dench never did look Major Leith in the eye.


Driscoll stood. The expression ‘stock-still’ might have originated with him. Driscoll said, ‘Fresh water,’ and, as Leith came up, began to towel himself, currying with circular vigour the matted hair of chest and head. ‘Never drank it. Never thought I’d swim in it.’ Blew out his cheeks and spat. Under fizzing brows, the splenetic stare. ‘Beats their flaming bathhouse, at any rate.’ He told Leith, ‘In Australia, we have the ocean.’


Leith agreed. ‘Very lucky.’


‘Too right there.’ Buried his face in the rough stripes of the towel, hands pressed to eyes. ‘Luckiest in the world.’ The two men walked on. Dench, a sallow phantom, followed, coughing. ‘You’re Leith, are you. You just made it for lunch.’ He said, ‘We don’t wait.’


Leith was looking at a house among trees: the house, clearly, that Gardiner had praised. He had nearly forgotten the Driscolls, to whom Gardiner had attached a sense of struggle and whose impulse to resentment he did not understand. It would be pleasant, now, to see the house and, as he discovered, its enclosed garden, coming into view: a small plane of pebbles, into which a man in black was working concentric patterns with a long-handled brush.


They stood at the negligible threshold.


‘You’ve seen your quarters.’


‘Yes.’


‘We had those plywood jobs put up right off. Bit of a walk down there, but you’ve got your comforts. We use this place once in a while as a mess. A bit of local colour. We like to be congenial.’ Driscoll broke off to shout, ‘Melb! Over here.’


In red rayon, his wife was arriving.


Mrs Driscoll was of middling height only, an illusory tallness being created by her large forcible head and martial shoulders, and by fluffed white hair that, upswept, made its contribution. Behind spectacles, at the centre of a thick lens, the eye shone, small, animate, and marble. To Leith, who went forward putting out his hand, she said, ‘I’m sorry for you.’ A piping voice, active with falsity. ‘Arriving on such a humid day. We’re just going to table. We put in a proper table, we don’t eat off the floor. But I suppose you like things to be Japanese.’


‘I have no preference.’


‘I’m a decisive person myself.’


As yet immune to her, Leith waited to perceive her effect. Driscoll himself, while maintaining drilled belligerence, showed some loss of patina. A partnership, but not an equal one.


Dench had come back, carrying military clothing on a coat hanger.


Melba was saying, ‘We don’t wait. We don’t stand on ceremony here, no matter who. The parliamentary delegation left on Friday, now it’s the university lot. To us, they’re just people.’


With Dench’s help, Driscoll was struggling into his clothes.


Leith was weighing the possibility of rooms in the town.


The woman said, ‘We don’t go in for conversation here: we like plain talk. We Australians are easygoing.’


Driscoll put in, ‘We’re a good-natured lot. Have our faults, like the rest of you. But the old heart’s in the right place.’


Beyond its partitions, the house opened on the garden of placed rocks and stunted trees. There was no view, or sense, of woods, hills, or far-off sea: distance had been conjured, and enclosed.


‘Their awful gardens.’


He’d forgotten her.


There was a small commotion of greeting, and Western men were seating themselves at a table. Finding a place on the long bench, Leith was relieved at the sight of a burly scholar he had met in Nanking, a historian named Calder – who, changing place, came to sit beside him, perhaps with a similar sense of deliverance. A short taste of Driscolls engendered solidarity.


Calder said, ‘So you got here.’


‘And just in time, I’m told.’


Someone murmured, ‘We don’t wait,’ and there was clandestine laughter, like school. At each end of the longish table, a Driscoll kept watch. As Gardiner had said, the Driscolls were disquieting as a symptom of new power: that Melba and Barry should be in the ascendant was not what one had hoped from peace. It did not even seem a cessation of hostilities.


They had grasped, eagerly enough, at a future as yet unrevealed to Leith and to what they would have called his kind.


There was beer, and sake in tiny cups. Dishes had been set out, tea was poured, and flowers floated in a bowl. Two women in kimonos, possibly mother and daughter, slipped about, providing and removing. The girl was extremely slight, in body nearly a child; her unobtrusiveness so notable that one watched to see how it was done. The older woman’s face was a tissue of wrinkles, expressionless. There was also a young man in dark Japanese dress, who came and went and was seemingly in charge.


Calder told Leith that the youth had been partly educated in England, son of an ambassador or a minister of legation. Brought here to act as interpreter, he had become a sort of maggiordomo: ‘God knows what he’s thinking.’


Opposite, there had arrived a boy of indeterminate youth, a Westerner to whom the serving women gave soft attentions – he in turn addressing them in unpractised words of their language, little beak aloft; then looking around the company with bright dispassionate eyes. Beneath a rick of fair hair, the face was triangular. In sunless skin, the lips, unexpectedly full, made strokes of mobility and colour. There was special food for him, and difficulty in eating it. The boy, hunched and angular, was afflicted by some abnormality. On this theme, too, Leith recalled the words of Gardiner.


Gardiner who, yesterday at that hour, had been alive, awaiting him. Who was proving himself indispensable.


Down the table, a civil engineer from Bradford or Leeds was recounting an experience at Kagashima – one of those tales in which the traveller is the clever one, the indigenous inhabitant venal or infantile. He said, ‘I’m just giving facts,’ mistrustful of anything that might be called a story. Leith, half-turned, half-listening, was looking along the reddish flowers and red lacquer, the ceramic cups and Western cutlery. He could see a hand at rest. It was extended on the tabletop, where it lay like silence. He waited for the other hand to appear, as a watcher of birds awaits the arrival of the mate, the pairing. And soon the right hand came, shifting a disc of sauce before settling alongside its fellow, while the soldier looked with pleasure.


‘Mr Leith.’


Across the table, the boy, smiling, might have seen it all.


‘Is it true . . .’ Voice neither fully broken nor childish. Except for bright eyes, the lifted face was mask-like: apertures – of eyes and nostrils – so precise and close as to recall the little muzzle of a cat. As with a cat, too, some charm of clairvoyance.


The boy stretched his hand. Leith had to rise, in order to clasp it.


‘Benedict Driscoll.’


So this was the son of those.


‘Why did you walk across China?’


‘I wanted to do it, and it was proposed to me.’ To answer candidly, with no indulgent smile, was to exorcise the gratuitous suspicion that stood sentinel at either end of the table. ‘But I can’t say that I walked across. I had to bear south, due to the civil war. I’d hoped to take the northern route of an Italian traveller of long ago, but it wasn’t workable.’ What had been possible for the monk Carpini in 1245, in heroic old age, was no go in 1946 for a modern man in prime of life. ‘And I wasn’t always on foot. In trains, often, or waggons, or carts, or on a mule. Or by river.’


‘It was the large idea, though.’ The boy looked down, shy about what moved him.


‘Which is perhaps necessarily formless, except in the traveller’s mind. I mean that it can’t be comprehensive, like a single objective, or done conclusively.’


Benedict said, ‘There might be a danger in doing one thing well. People get waylaid into the single segment of knowledge.’


Calder said, ‘And why not?’ Was a don again, snubbing a cheeky freshman. ‘If one has given, devoted, a life, one’s energies. Easy to talk of erudition as if it were limiting, pass judgement out of sheer ignorance. I myself would not judge people by their knowledge of Erasmus; but have possibly earned the right to do so.’


‘Erasmus?’ The boy’s bright eyes resting on Calder. People were listening. ‘Erasmus of Rotterdam was born in 1466, not at Rotterdam as one might suppose, but at Gouda. Real name possibly Geert. Studied at Paris, and entered the priesthood with reluctance in the momentous year 1492. In 1499, was welcomed at Oxford. Taught Greek at Cambridge, but wrote mainly in Latin. Died at Basel in 1536, unattended by any priest. Is paradoxically remembered for his translation of the New Testament.’


Calder grinned. ‘Fair enough.’ Leith was laughing outright. Benedict, satisfied, was fatigued by his little performance. The young manservant came to stoop over him, and helped him away. The table was disbanding.


Calder said, ‘Well, I’ll be blowed.’ He would have liked a smoke, a chat. But Leith told him, ‘I’ve been hoping for an hour to look into the garden.’


Mrs Driscoll, materialising, said, ‘We lock up here now. The staff has to clear away.’


‘Closing time in the gardens of the East,’ said Calder.


*


Leith started on the path that led down to his quarters, a walk overhung by low, knotty pines angled by weather – for this slope was ultimately exposed, beyond some undulations, to the sea. He saw that Benedict was being helped along ahead of him, and hung back in order not to interfere.


Melba Driscoll had come after him. ‘You’ve seen our tragedy.’


Leith said, ‘You have a remarkable son.’


‘It’s been diagnosed. We’ve never been sure, but now a specialist in London . . .’ She said, ‘We’ve been through so much.’


He said, ‘A cruel disease.’ He could not hold out against her, but felt disloyal to the boy. Aware of it, the mother nevertheless led with the trump card of her son’s affliction.


‘People have no idea. And so hard on his father, who was a champion.’ She came close to him, lowering her voice. ‘A mother can stand it better. Women are given special strength. We are very strong, Aldred.’


He disliked, of course, his name on her lips; and she knew it.


Driscoll came to her side. ‘We have to take our medicine. He’s seen the best bloke. No stone unturned.’ Solemnity was directed at Leith, as people will speak to foreigners with affected formality. ‘No expense spared.’


Conscious of another presence, Leith turned his head in hope of release.


Melba said, ‘Our little girl. Helen, say how-do.’ She told Leith, ‘You’ve missed our eldest.’


Ginger had mentioned, You’ve been lucky there.


The girl was quiet, shaking hands.


He said, ‘I was wondering to whom it belonged, this hand.’


Withdrawing it; and smiling, she touched her bodice.


Melba would not stand for it. ‘You see the likeness. Everyone does.’ She meant, To herself.


‘I do, yes. Remarkable.’ It might be less surprising that this youngest Driscoll should so resemble her brother than that she should share his unlikeness to the parents. Most striking was the girl’s well-being. It was as if, in this child, Benedict had been re-created in radiant health, the hair made glossy, the skin vital, the form sound. With a second try, Nature had pulled it off. The eyes were of the same uncommon clarity, and rounder.


She fingered the blue buttons.


He said, ‘Like a caricature of a beautiful hand.’


She might have liked, now, to look at her hand, in order to see it in that light. But the pleasure would keep, and was best enjoyed alone.


She said, ‘I should go. Ben and I are going to read.’


Barry deplored. ‘When I was her age, try to keep me indoors.’


‘Thank you,’ she said. The words must have been for Leith. Her voice had that lightness, not quite of childhood, that precedes female experience. Since love, like influenza, leaves a huskiness. She walked off composedly enough, but, as the man saw, ran the last steps to her brother’s side.


Melba said, ‘They’re never apart. Not since Helen could crawl.’


‘Not a good life for a kiddie.’ This was Barry, with complacency.


‘But they’re company for one another. There’s nothing here for young people.’ With a gesture, Melba implicated the entire archipelago as far as the Kuriles. ‘Even if my poor boy was able.’


Brother and sister had been abroad since Christmas, in the custody of a British friend. A diagnosis had been made. There had then been the long voyage out. Their apprehension of the imminent landfall might be imagined: reunion, curtailment. Leith saw that the Driscolls used the daughter for the care of their son. And also that this abuse was as yet her sole salvation.


In his room, he found letters on the table and sat on the bed to read them. He forgot the Driscolls, in favour of other discoveries of the day: the ascent coiled around green-combed terraces, and the last white sight of Ginger’s ship; and his good, pleasant, irresolute driver.


There was a brief letter from his father, which he put aside for reply. A notice from his bank was on excellent paper, ivory-coloured and headed by raised lettering in coal-black cursives: the first fine stationery he had handled in years. A scattering of postcards was a signal of dwindling correspondence – he had, for some people, been away too long. A good letter had been posted from Bombay by an army friend now sailing towards Hong Kong. A single sheet, from a woman who would soon join the postcard category, enclosed photographs: ‘I was in Szechuan at the beginning of spring.’ The snows blotched above, the blossoming below, and the steep village stepping to the river’s edge. The quilted men and women at their work, smiling at the photographer with resigned surprise.


If he were minded to feel homesick, it would have been for that.


Leith’s greatest preoccupation at this time was his work, the medium through which he conceived a future life. He had set himself to render consequences of war within an ancient and vanishing society. That visionary or preposterous undertaking had engrossed him for two years, and would in some degree influence the remainder of his days. His theme – of loss and disruption – was pervasive now throughout the world. With the sombre choice, there had come much happiness in far communities. There had been the singular, transcendent encounters. He had no wish to explicate or control. The collective scramble of soldiering had confirmed a need of solitude – a measure of which could be created at will, even among others. From events of war he had wrested the lonely elements of maturity. He wanted, now, discoveries to which he sensed himself accessible; that would alter him, as one is altered, involuntarily, by a great work of art or an effusion of silent knowledge.


Aldred Leith had developed stoicism that might have been a temporary condition of his war, of his task and travels. He knew, however, that the capacity for affection must be kept current if it is not to diminish into postcards. And that responsiveness in youth is no guarantee against later dispassion. His father, in this, was something of a caution. In Oliver Leith, an intense, original lode of high feeling had been depleted: he was working, now, from a keen memory of authentic emotion. The son knew himself more resilient and less egotistical than the father – even if possessed, as he had always been given to understand, of less genius.


When he had replied to everything but the good letter from Bombay, he went out and walked up the path to a shed that had been pointed out as a common room from which mail might be despatched. From that rise, one could look up to the original house on its screened plateau. He saw that it was by no means closed, and that one or two figures moved, in the late light, across its partitions. Aware that persistence would lead to nothing good, Leith nevertheless branched off uphill, sighting, beyond a mass of iris, the little lake, a catchment area, in which the Brigadier had that morning taken the waters. With his back to the raw cottages and unsightly common room, Leith again remembered Ginger, who had said, Quite beautiful. It was true: the place itself, had it been de-Driscolled, was a paradise. But that, of course, applied to all the world.


At first, he did not connect the voice with the house. Someone was screaming, not for help, but in a paroxysm, a seizure. Not with a woman’s voice, although it might seem so, but in a high keening recognisable from scenes of other violence. A man, hysterical. The man was Barry Driscoll, who was shrieking into the face of the young Japanese who had been described, at table, as his maggiordomo. Though menaced by Driscoll’s body, the youth did not flinch or retreat, except perhaps from a shower of saliva that, visible in a shaft of light, appeared as punctuation. Nor could it be said that he was impassive. The word, rather, would have been ‘incalculable.’


Leith, entering, stood at a distance from Driscoll’s back. The youth of course saw him, but made no sign, his eyes remaining fixed on Driscoll’s. Leith began to understand that the young man had taken the key and come back to the locked house at an unauthorised hour. That was his offence. Driscoll’s imprecations were all that the worst could desire; and Leith already looked to a future in which he might forget them.


He supposed that the young man had come up here with a purpose graver but similar to his own: to be, for an hour, alone and ageless.


Realisation had taken seconds, before Driscoll whipped round shouting, with no change of tone, ‘And what in hell are you doing here?’ – as if outrage had been compounded. Like a boxer or dancer, he rocked from one foot to another, almost stamping. The disengagement of the two men watching both maddened and cooled him: the presence of a witness generally has this twofold effect. Shrewdness returned, and a heavy sweat, and the instinct for vindication.


He and Leith stared at and, in that moment, detested one another.


To gain time, Driscoll repeated, ‘Why are you here?’


There was no responding to this, or to anything that Driscoll might later have to say. In his mind’s eye, Leith saw the three of them standing in the slit sunlight, in disparate versions of manliness. After some moments, he started to where, across the long table, the Japanese youth stood, exactly as before – except that they looked, now, into one another’s eyes.


Leith turned and left the house. Driscoll had in his fist a bunch of sharp new keys, which would have made a savage weapon if dashed in someone’s face; but he was no longer dangerous in that way, and had set to thinking how to cover the exposure. There might be other incidents, recorded or obscured, beside which the present outbreak would not look well.


When Leith reached the common room and looked back, he saw that the young Japanese had also come away and was walking in a different direction: a thin figure soon screened by trees and seeking, no doubt, other forms of shelter.


Leith was at the door of his own cottage when it occurred to him that the grassed verge on which he stood must be the rim of the valley of which Gardiner had spoken. (He was getting used to these promptings from Ginger, and found them comforting.) There would be, here below, the temple, the spring, the little cataract; and somewhere nearby, in tangled growth, an access to the path that led to them. Following the scene with Driscoll, he didn’t fancy the excursion, nor did he want to infringe on it for some better occasion. Thinking only that he would scout out the track, he skirted the rim of the descent. Looking into the sunset, he was shading his eyes with his hand.


He was full of the incident up at the Japanese house, not quite going over it but seeing it, as before, in his mind’s eye: the three men standing, silent as geometry. At this hour, all three of them, dispersed about these hills, were reviewing it also, in some weird and dissimilar communion. He recalled Calder’s words about the ascetic Japanese: ‘God knows what he thinks of us,’ and wondered what he might do for this youth beyond the look exchanged.


He had scarcely gone fifty yards when he again heard voices. They were speaking in English, and he realized that he was near the last cottage and that the speakers were known to him. Moving forward, he could see through shrubbery the crude exterior of this larger house and an undraped window framing brother and sister: the girl, intent, and turned away from his view; the boy’s head and shoulders quite plainly resting on the tall back of an invalid’s chair. Absorbed as lovers, and paired, too, in the attitudes of giving and receiving.


Having evidently exchanged some words, they both laughed – a subdued, simultaneous laugh, like an audible smile. (Here was Ginger again: ‘The only laughter in the place.’) All were quiet then: the girl and boy, and the man on the path who feared to disturb them. Within moments, the girl’s voice was heard again – and on a note of resumption, for she was reading: ‘The funeral of the late emperor was decently performed, the capital was silent and submissive.’ She was accustomed to reading aloud, and did so with no faltering or false effects. Recounting the last delusions of Byzantium, she paused. But the brother made no comment, and she completed the ancient story.
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