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STEVIE SMITH


was born in Hull in 1902, but when she was three she moved with her parents and sister to Avondale Road in Palmers Green – an address now immortalised in her own writings, the recent Hugh Whitemore stage play, Stevie, and its highly acclaimed film version, starring Glenda Jackson. Here she stayed for over sixty years, after her parents’ death, living with and devoted to her beloved ‘Lion Aunt’.


Born Florence Margaret, nicknamed Stevie after Steve Donoghue the jockey, she went to Palmers Green High School and the North London Collegiate School for Girls and worked until retirement as private secretary to Sir George Newnes and Sir Neville Pearson, the magazine publisher. She first attempted to publish her poems in 1935 but was told to ‘go away and write a novel’. Novel On Yellow Paper (1936) was the result. This and her first volume of poems, A Good Time Was Had By All (1937), established her reputation as a unique poetic talent and she published seven more collections, many of them illustrated by her own drawings. An accomplished and very popular reciter of her verse, both on the radio and at poetry readings, she won the Cholmondeley Award for Poetry and, in 1969, the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry.


She wrote only two more novels, both published by Virago – Over The Frontier (1938) and The Holiday (1949).


Stevie Smith died in 1971. In 1975 her Collected Poems were published, a selected Penguin edition appearing in 1978.
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INTRODUCTION


This is a novel about war. It comes from a surprising hand. Its author was an idiosyncratic woman and a highly original poet, but – as she was the first to admit – no soldier. Pompey very very bad soldier,’ she mused, as her jovial doctor injected her arm. ‘There I knew it, and never had it occurred to me in reason that I should at any time be a soldier either good or bad’, she wrote in this book published a year before the outbreak of the Second World War.


Stevie Smith lived all her life in the same tranquil London suburb; she worked for thirty years in a publishers office unshattered by shells. The nearest she got to the theatres of battle was in the holidays she enjoyed some years before their European locations came under the pressure of war. (She took what she called the ‘first last train’ out of Berlin after one such sojourn in 1931.)


Yet in this book the unmistakably Stevie-centred Pompey Casmilus, whom we have already met in its predecessor Novel on Yellow Paper, finds herself thrust into a tough and terrifying life of military espionage: nocturnal reconnaissance rides on horseback; daring acrobatics for eavesdropping and observation; homicide in the course of duty; and the achievement of a position of massive human responsibility in the confidence of certain unpleasant characters who are stage-managing a European war.


This extraordinary adventure story succeeds the novel’s first half, whose subject-matter is as dear and familiar as home to lovers of Stevie Smith’s poetry and earlier prose. It is the continued saga of Pompey Casmilus’s life and mind: Pompey at home with her beloved aunt in Bottle Green; Pompey in the last agonies of rupture in her friendship with Freddy; Pompey in London art galleries, peculiar parties, office longeurs; at gossipy lunches and in country weekends.


Pompey, in delicate health and vulnerable post-Freddy tristesse, takes off on a recuperative holiday with her friend Josephine to a Schloss somewhere on the Baltic coast. Under its therapeutic and nanny-strict régime she sails, swims, converses, and gets bored to death. Whereupon the inner and outward ramblings of this familiar Pompey suddenly flow into the dramatic excursions of a new one, in an adventure story that has something of the quality of a dream. Perhaps it really is a dream. We know that Pompey is a great and vivid dreamer. ‘Often when I am dreaming asleep I look at myself in a mirror, and I think. Why I might be real it’s so good it’s just like you could touch it.’ (Novel on Yellow Paper). And the dreamlike happenings of this book’s second half indeed fulfil a real dream in the first.


Still safe in her dull, irritating, ordinary world on the day she arrives at the Schloss, Pompey dreams that she is with Freddy, her lover whom she does not love, and she is in uniform. He notices it, she denies it: she shouts and swears by Christ’s blood and cross that she is not in uniform, she has no commission, she is under no orders. But some weeks later, the dream returns, and soon after that, it becomes reality.


On a night ride desperate with troubled thoughts, Pompey breaks the mask of stupidity of Tom Satterthwaite, the British intelligence officer; some days later she crosses with him the frontier that divides the worlds of peace and war. ‘Oh war war is all my thought. And suddenly I am very alert and not dreaming now asleep at all.’ Pompey dresses reluctantly to make that journey, and sees in the firelight the mirrored reflection of clothes that are not her riding habit. ‘The flames on the hearth shoot up and their savage wild light is reflected at my collar, is held reflected and thrown back with a light that is more savage, but completely savage, with the flick of a savage quick laughter the light is tossed back again from the stars upon my collar and the buckle at my waist.


‘I am in uniform.’


The stunning image is at the heart of this book. It curiously recurs in another book published in this year by another woman whose gently bred but ruthlessly investigative mind penetrated deeper into the mysteries of war than many a bemedalled general’s. Within the delicately-wrought polemic of Three Guineas Virginia Woolf revealed ‘the figure of a man.…


‘His eyes are glazed; his eyes glare. His body, which is braced in an unnatural position, is tightly cased in a uniform. Upon the breast of that uniform are sewn several medals and other mystic symbols. His hand is upon a sword … And behind him lie ruined houses and dead bodies – men, women and children.’


And now Pompey is in uniform: the gentle, humane, remorselessly analytical Pompey. Pompey, that strong spirit on the other side of the frontier from the rising mania of Germany, has in all her awareness been drawn across it. ‘I grind my teeth to think of Germany and her infection of arrogance and weakness and cruelty that … has set on foot this abominable war, has brought us all to this pass, and me to a hatred that is not without guilt, is not, is not a pure flame of altruism; ah, hatred is never this, is always rather to make use of this grand altruistic feeling, to bring to a head in ourselves all that there is in us of hatred and fury.…’


Pompey-Stevie was ever remarkable in self-knowledge, in admitting her community with ignoble humanity. She put it in a poem –






Do not despair of man, and do not scold him.


Who are you that you should so lightly hold him?


Are you not also a man, and in your heart


Are there not warlike thoughts and fear and smart?


Are you not also afraid and in fear cruel …








In prose, Pompey has always monitored the blackest specks in her soul. In Novel on Yellow Paper there was something – not antisemitism, no – but something that felt elation at a Jewish party – ‘Hurrah to be a goy!’ – and that later felt the tweak of a link between that and the horrors in Germany, ‘as if that thought alone might swell the mass of cruelty working up against them’. Now in the Schloss Tom Satterthwaite craftily touches Pompey on the same nerve over the tinkling teacups, and casts her into ‘despair for the racial hatred that is running in me in a sudden swift current, in a swift tide of hatred … Do we not always hate the persecuted?’


Pompey is us: we are Pompey. And Pompey is in uniform. Not just when she crosses over the frontier, but throughout this book, she explores and experiences the world of war. Long before she leaves her sideline, she ‘frets at every bit … longing to be off’: full of that ‘nervous irritability that has in it the pulse of our time. For we have in us the pulse of history and our times have been upon the rack of war. And are, and are …’


Stevie Smith lived all her life on the safe side of the frontier. Yet with that extraordinarily unlimited consciousness that vitalises all her writing, she was also the victim, prophet and antenna of everything that happened in the world beyond it. The gentle and non-combatant Stevie was also Pompey, her pride and ambition, fury and hatred, ‘rising like a high wind’ as she gallops into the war, fatigue forgotten in its excitement. ‘I laugh and laugh with delight … and thank the God of War to be rid of the tea-cups and tattle …’ She knows, and shows, what the pacifist Vera Brittain recognised as ‘this glamour, this magic, this incomparable keying up of the spirit in a time of mortal conflict’ (Testament of Youth).


Yet at the last Pompey is herself still: nobody’s fool. Not the war god’s; not even her own. ‘How apt I was for this deceit, how splendid a material, that recognising the deceit must take commission under it … I may say I was shanghaied into this adventure, forced into a uniform I intuitively hated. But if there had been nothing of me in it … should I not now be playing, in perhaps some boredom, but safely and sanely enough, with those who seem to me now beyond the frontier of a separate life?’


The sideline observer who becomes the committed warrior cannot escape a final, cold, and certain awareness of the truth beyond the deceptions on both sides of the frontier. Pompey saw the cruelty and the ‘dotty idealismus’ that ‘upon this side of the frontier marches with the enemy’; against it her hatred and fury rose, and she believed ‘we shall win … we are right’. But at the peak of her military career she discovers a more appalling reality. Finally, coldly, and certainly, she perceives the identity of the warring spirits, the ineluctable baseness of all power and privilege, personal and national, on either side of the frontier. ‘I have been mistaken.’ The heart and the knowledge of Pompey-Stevie were indeed no soldier’s.


Janet Watts, 1979




He certainly is the funny man; why he certainly has a funny angle on life, why certainly there is this very cynical and malicious laughter that goes echoing round this elegant picture-gallery. Among all the picture-galleries of London this picture-gallery has all of the laughter that is not just simple happy fun, why not that at all, no, in this elegant gallery in the best part of the picture-gallery parts of London, why for instance there is Ballyhoo and the Cahiers d’Art and Aristotle opposite to this gallery and is not this all very high-class and slap-up?


And by-and-by if you go round the corner there is that flight of stairs which has Venus at the top of it, and once there was a man that had got funny in his head with drinking a lot of Schnaps, and by-and-by he got up those steps and was stroking this Venus in a very deep-going and affectionate manner, he certainly had a strong natural affection for Venus and what more like than he should go to stroking this classical plasteret to show how he was feeling this very deep-going affection that was so right and natural and at the same time so simply free and outpouring? But by-and-by the man that stood there in uniform, he was a very formal character, very hardened in the emotional arteries, well, see if he must not go and give him a great push that sent him falling falling down that flight of stairs where at bottom he fell a victim to a horrible whore.


This is the truth of Jack’s tale, that I told you before, that he told me a few days ago, and thinking quietly of this tale I came through the portals of this elegant picture-gallery. My mind was full of art and I had a nostalgie to be looking at these high-up and elevating canvases and there was especially the one that is called ‘Haute École’.


Now this one I will tell you about. So. There is this very classical animal, this horse, that has a vivid plastique tail and his front leg is raised up to do the high step. His colour is a light and beautiful brown colour that hardly serves to cover the canvas, so ethereal and noble is this animal and his nostrils are spread wide. Very elegant indeed and high-born is this horse with his wide open eyes his wide-spread nostrils his sleek coat and his wide wide eyes that have that look in them that is a warning to the people that know about horses like me. But oh how splendid is this high and elegant horse that has in him and in his limpid and ferocious eye all the sense of that ‘Hohe Schule’ and all of the centuries of traditional comportment. On this horse’s back sits a man that is perhaps not so entirely classique as this noble animal, because I am thinking now there is something about this man that is a little fin de siècle, for instance he is long and slim but though this is how the long lines of his body lie there is also at the same time about him that feeling of plumpness that is a little feminine and his face is so plump as the faces of some of the slim full faced pouting degenerate people that you have in the drawings of Beardsley. So. He has no hair on his head at all he is absolutely bald and his head has a pink plump covering of soft flesh and his lips are pursed and pouting and his eyes beneath puffed eyelids are looking downwards. Very sly very supercilious are the lineaments of this man’s face. His long slim body is clad in black, it is a sort of ‘smoking’ he is wearing. He has no hat and there is no hat in the picture, so if he falls if he falls well shall I say that he will not fall a victim to a horrible whore, but if that malicious and indignant horse if he prances sideways and makes suddenly to shy then off will come the man, pitching forward on to the hard floor of the riding school and with nothing between his plump pink hairless head and the hard hard floor it will go hard with him I guess it will be all up with that hatless rider.


Oh the colour in this canvas how lovely it is how beautiful how lightly touched in with what skill and what wisdom so to leave the canvas bare with such precision with such significance to express so much to be so entirely necessary inevitable so never to be thought of until it is done and then how else could it ever have been thought of for one moment to be done.


Oh there is a very great genius in this picture and oh now how greatly I am wishing to possess it. So I say to the man who is in this elegant picture-gallery, he is a little short of breath, I ask him to tell me how much is this beautiful picture for which I have so great a tendre and this acquisitive feeling that possess it I must. Oh it is nothing says the short-of-breath man it is nothing just forty guineas that is what it is and is. O heart of pain and empty purse how come to forty guineas that is so much of what I have not got. So he says: Very witty this painter is he not? Oh yes, he certainly is the funny man. But oh I have a tendre for this horse and rider so I must look at the other pictures and forget and forget. I know this artist very well I know his black-and-white work, but never before have I seen his paintings and never before should I have thought for one moment that he could have projected this thought of this ferocious and captive animal and his degenerate rider. Oh hush now hush and remember to be reasonable and to look here and there, and to judge and to discriminate and not to make a fuss-up about this ha-ha horse that never can be yours. So. There are a lot of still lifes, no they are not anything so good, no I will say now that I am not partial to Mr. Grosz’s still lifes. Very often have they been painted by painters before to be hung in galleries, they are, this is what I should say, the still lifes of to-day in the current mood, that is to say there is that seashell Gefühl about them and the superficial incongruity of selection that is not contributing anything that is fresh but is only just superficially incongruous like I mean like a bad Bernard Shaw. So. But then there are some very cynical and malicious black-and-whites and colour-washes that take me right off again right off my heart of pride to say No he is not so good. But there is quickly now I will tell you there is ‘The Assignation’, that is certainly very funny: the girlie is rather fat and has on those funny 1928 clothes very short in the skirt and very high in the hat and so looking like a bolster that has short fat legs that go bulging over the cheap thin shoes. There is a sugar daddy that is looking at the girlie he is thinking he is thinking Well is she worth it, chaps, is she worth this famous RM 20 note that is at the present moment safe in my elegant pigskin pochette? And on the whole you guess the answer will be, I will knock her down to RM 10. I said I’ll knock her down to RM 10. I said RM 10 is my limit. I said. There is also number 79 that is called ‘Girl Guides’ that I think will certainly not have at all a great appeal for Lady Baden-Powell. There are these girl guides, there are these two girls sitting on the ground and the curve of their plump thighs comes out of the too tight elastic band of their directoire knickers. So. One is playing a mouth-organ, very arch is the look in the eyes of this one, and the other sits and sings and sings with her mouth wide open and her little teeth, too small too small for the English taste, so very much too small too sharp and too white. There is something vicious about these sharp small white teeth that is offensive to the English taste that has always a fundamental but often unarticulated and even unrecognized preference for teeth that are long and strong and looking rather yellow. No. 77 is ‘On the Beach’. This made me laugh and there I stood laughing and laughing, with the man who is perhaps only rather short of breath standing beside me. ‘On the Beach’ goes like this. There is a beachbasket like they have at Swinemünde and all along the flat coastline of the Ost-See bathing resorts. In this beachbasket is sitting an old girl who is really so extremely ugly and so extremely amorous that it is something to give you a good laugh. Three cheers for the old girl in the beachbasket that is peering round the corner of the beachbasket that is looking this way. She has a sharp pointed nose and little eager pig eyes and a hat raked on her head that has wisps of hay-hair rioting out from underneath this so-smart toque. And what is she looking at what is she looking at oh? Well, chaps, she is sitting looking at a fine nordic specimen that is full to the brim with masculine buck and that has such a cast in his eye that. Oh Strandkorb shield me from the strange man with the cast in his eye. But no, she must have her love and affection and also he is holding a camera. Oh scintillating vanity of unsatisfied desire, oh what a pity it is that the beach is so jam full of girls and boys and bathing attendants and ice-cream vendors that never for one moment can they be alone, oh certainly it is punk for those two that never can they be alone to obtain eine seelische Entlassung and a nice holiday snap to set on the mantelshelf beside the artificial roses. And looking and laughing and thinking of all this my thoughts turn again to a darker memorial I have of Georg Grosz that is this dark memorial that is called A Post-War Museum where all of the ignobility and shameful pain of war suffering is set down with the precision of genius and the bitterness of a complete experience, oh here in this portfolio are such things as our security cannot conceive, cannot bear for one moment to contemplate. People say, Why, such things cannot be true, no it is a neurosis, why this George Grosz he is just a war neurotic, it is sad but he should certainly be shut up and prevented, why it is not at all a good thing that he should be let run round to infect with his neurosis his defeatism his anti-sozialismus the healthy unthinking happiness of our sheltered infant adults.


But oh the tearing seering suffering of Germany after the war, the disintegration and diminution the backward journeying the fear the cringing corroding terror of poverty and hopelessness, The Old Men of 1922, the old broken shamefully broken body of the shattered soldier drawn up lifted up crucified upon his crutches lifted up above the old-young child, and over it all and undertoning it all is shame and loss and flight into darkness. Oh no no no, for us there is now not this Post-War Museum at all it is not in our experience we do not wish to understand or to think about it at all, it is for us somebody else’s cup of tea that we do not even say: May it pass from us, that we do not have anything at all to do with. So a victory has given us at least this that we do not have to taste this cup of tea. No. For us there is this funny-ha-ha Georg Grosz that has his witty drawings and paintings in this elegant picture-gallery I was telling you. So Georg Grosz is out of Germany now he has made an escape to America and I am glad that he has done so. So now he can forget, or with the will not to remember he can have his American citizenship, and he can be still perhaps a little bitter and have his cynical laughter go echoing round the picture-galleries of London and New York, but it is only, Very funny, very clever, is it not? So he has created this laughing and ferocious horse, this so classical animal with his wide wide eyes that are so full of passion and integrity, oh this high-stepping horse that is so high up and arrogant, how very pure is his colouring how plastic and precise the draughtsmanship this picture that is forty guineas, and what is there still to say about the rider? He is perhaps rather a nigger in the woodpile, there is perhaps something a little enigmatical about this rider, after all what is he doing? I think he is doing this, with great application and concentration this is what he is doing, he is forgetting to remember the shame and dishonour the power of the cruelty the high soaring flight of that earlier éclaircissement, that was that pale éclair dans une nuit profonde, that rakehell of a beam of light that went showing up the very sad bones of that earlier situation, this he is very actively forgetting and instead he will think of the easy generous light-running laughter of the English and Americans, and he is thinking of that American nationality that shall come dropping down dropping like a curtain to shut off from him for ever that sad sad situation, that already perhaps he is a little ashamed to have seen once and for all time so top to bottom, so round and about and within, so in its flesh and bones and skeleton its sinews nerves and muscles, to the very last outposts of the black heart of despair of the situation.






Even manly hearts may swell


At the moment of farewell …








How true the poet’s sentiment, benign, how noble. And if the manly heart, what of the heart feminine, may not that swell and fail and tear and burst for the sadness of a mismanaged love-situation, that is so much at this moment the situation between my departed Freddy and myself.


Yes, no. What of the heart of Pompey that lay down to die with the tigress Flo, to decline upon her paws, to give up a life that was so hateful. See my last book, Reader, where it says about Pompey and Flo.


And coming out of this picture-gallery I must think of my own situation that is so heavy upon me. And I think: I will be so sad and, Nothing shall save me. For me there shall be no curtain, no curtain at all, to come dropping dropping down, to be in this way my America, my New-found-land, my sanctuary, my salvation and escape. And I think, I will keep my eyes to a low place of funeral, and no woman and no man, indeed no man ever again, shall scour the heart of Pompey that is now numb and ripe for death.


And enjoying and turning upon myself in my great disturbance à l’égard de cet ineffable Freddy, I am thinking, Now my whole life is about to end, and everything is penultimate, and all these days are penultimate, and so now what is left of my life shall be a voyage autour de ma chambre.


Oh Pompey, think and count the flowers on your wallpaper, and remember to be sad, and remember and remember.


So now of course I was getting rather ill. And the doctor said, You must take some Glaxo-Glucose D, and you must take This, and with your meals you must take This, and at night-time you must take this sleeping tablet, and when you wake up in the morning you must take another.


So I was thinking, It is funny to take a sleeping tablet in the morning when I have immediately to go to my office, to be this grand private secretary to Sir Phoebus Ullwater Baronet, and also I was thinking, There will not be time to take all these medicines. So it was getting rather funny. For if I was not swallowing pills that were so large you might hardly come to swallowing them, then it was a liquid medicine that I was drinking, or these sleeping tablets that were not so large, but dissolved very quickly to give to the drink-water a flavour that was very funny-peculiar indeed, very deathlike. So my life although penultimate became rather a burden. These days, Reader, were sad, and a great exasperation and irritation, but hardly to be borne.


But now my so-good and kind friends, who had not at this time read my book, they become very staunch and true, and I was every Friday catching a train somewhere. It was, one weekend it was Anna and Ian who have a nice house in Essex, but it is rather cold, and another weekend it was my dear friend Harriet, and another weekend it was Mary of Oxford, and another weekend it was William.


So at last the weekend came when I was to go down and see chère Josephine. So I packed my case, and very distraught and wild in the head, I go down to see Josephine in her little town by the sea.


How hot that train was I can remember. How it was like it was an oven. But everybody at the same time was complaining of draughts. And particularly hot and foetid was it in the restaurant car, that never had a window open, but was smelling of human beings and biscuit crumbs that have been scattered a long time ago, and now even the mice will not have them, No, thank you very kindly, we are passing the biscuit crumbs this time.


So at the station Josephine met me in the car, so almost at once we come to Josephine’s bungalow that lies a long way back from the road. And there with a cocktail ready for miserable Pompey is kind Uncle Ivor.


So I am telling you about this weekend because now it was that the great idea came to Josephine that I should go with her and with the beautiful little girl Reine to Schloss Tilssen. There is nowhere on earth (I thought then) I would rather go than to Schloss Tilssen, so already after dinner, thinking about this splendid idea of Josephine’s that we should all go together to Tilssen-beyond-Pillau, I began to feel lighter in my heart, and thinking hopeful-absurd thoughts about this grand destination I said: Yes certainly that was a good thought of Josephine’s, and she is a darling, and I will go with her, and it shall be for us both an amusement and an escape.


So when the time came to go to bed I kissed goodnight to Uncle Ivor, who is now looking very old and frail. But I did not kiss goodnight to Josephine, because presently I knew Josephine would come to my room.


And presently when I had had my bath I went into my bedroom where the fire was burning brightly in the open fireplace and the logs falling softly together as the fire burned them up to fine ash, and presently Josephine came in to sit on the hearthrug and talk.


But only she should have had a great deal of long hair to brush and brush while she was talking, so that would have been 1910 and la vie heureuse before the war came to put another thought into the feminine head, that only before then had to think of love and the trials and pleasures that make up the temperate hairbrushing confidences of that period.


But now it is all very different from that, and there is a great burden of stress and strain, and only with Josephine sitting on the hearthrug brushing her hair in the firelit room can I recapture the outward semblance of that earlier reminiscence.


But Josephine’s voice is going on and on, and it is very pleasant to lie here in bed and listen and not listen. And to think and to think, that peace comes dropping slowly, slowly. So slowly you would not notice. Why it certainly is not pouring. Why certainly you will not need an umbrella. Peace is dropping slowly, very slowly, it will hardly leave an outward rime on your coat of magic mail that wraps you round from sorrow.


‘What are you taking, Pompey? What is in those tablets that you are swallowing?’


‘Why these are the tablets that clever doctor gave me. I take them to sleep. They are just two tablets that I take every night.’


(Sweet Josephine is getting a little pop-eyed at this. What alluring vision of drug-fiend friend to be rescued with nobility of patience from a toil.)


‘But Pompey, you want to be very careful. Now what is in these tablets?’


‘Well what is in them is what is in them is luminol and chloroform and valerian.’


That is enough to keep a tiger quiet. You must think that this tiger that had taken this luminol and chloroform and valerian could only just so much as stretch his claws, stretch his claws every twenty-four hours and turn over again to sleep and be at peace in his head.


The next day we took the car into the New Forest and walked there in the sunshine, and in the afternoon I went down alone to the seashore and sat there for a long time. It was warm and damp in the late afternoon. And I sat on the shingle and watched the sun setting over towards Swanage. It was very blood red and shone a golden light on to the wide sea, that was the colour of a bright warm rich dark paint, that shines, that is neither yellow nor green, but between the two colours, very tawny, very shining. It is like the paint in Harriet’s flat.


The shingle was shifted high up by the Christmas tides, and stripped brushwood lay round about, and the cliffs behind were bright red clay, and very wet and dangerous to walk upon. There had been a landslide, and there lay all the rust and rubble of the red clay, and the damp turf still sticking to it, right down and across the beach to the white surf that curded up the steep shingle bank.


I had on my feet a large pair of nanny’s wellingtons that came right up above my knees. And I ran down the steep shingle bank into the Christmas sea that came hissing and curding round my ankles, covering them over and splashing up to my knees, and whirling and scooping back again and out to sea, to leave the green seaweed climbing upon my feet.


Here I was enjoying myself very much, with the wind blowing in my face from the open sea. And so the time passed quickly, and it was time to remember that it was time to go home to Josephine and to run into Josephine’s bedroom and say: ‘Wake up, Josephine, it is tea-time.’ And Uncle Ivor must come too, and Josephine from her hot-water bottle, and Reine from the nursery fire. And old Mrs. Job, that is Josephine’s cookie, brings the crumpets and the cake and the teapot. And now it is suddenly all very animated, and we are talking and laughing a lot. And Uncle Ivor is telling a great many animated stories in French, and these animated stories are getting very extremely bawdy. But Reine, who is five, listens, and her blue eyes are very dark and wide open, and she says: ‘Auntie Pompey, I am having French lessons now.’ So that is rather a rift in the lute of the animation of Uncle Ivor.


But when Josephine is taking Reine to bed, Uncle Ivor rallies and tells me tales of the Malay Peninsula, where, as a young man, he was stationed for a time. But these tales, they are funny, but they are not perhaps funny enough and that is a fault. There is nothing worse than the not perhaps quite funny enough. For this, Reader, is what the young man said to me when I sent him a poem. And then I felt, There is certainly nothing worse than to be not funny enough. Indeed it is better to be serious. And I thought, In future I will just write little delicate and sad pieces that are full of unshed tears, and at the same time noble, and not only thinking of the funeral paths, and of the dead man lying in the grave beneath, or of the church that stands out, a darker shadow against the dark shadows of the storm-swept midnight moonless sky, but that is waiting for the chords that will come, that are coming now, in Beethoven’s funeral sonata, to bear up with them on their mighty wings the spirits of the redeemed.


But what is Uncle Ivor saying, saying sitting there in the firelight, twisting and turning in his thin old hand the stem of the glass that so worthily bears Uncle Ivor’s special cocktail? (This is a very potent drink, rather like Kirschwasser with a dash of absinthe, the recipe for which he will not give me, the recipe for which he has culled in the far far East, remote in space and time, the Far East of Shanghai, Hongkong, Malaya, Somerset Maugham and Mr. Wu.)


But what is he saying, what is this kind Uncle Ivor saying? Well then, he is telling me how he has ridden a polo pony. No, it is ridden a polo pony and led two unridden polo ponies, along the corridor of the mezzanine floor of the Hotel Lord Mounsel at, well where is it, I forget. And I am wondering what I can say when the pause comes to cap this famous exploit. And he is telling me the bawdy story, ‘J’ai touché le bouton à …’ that is at the same time, perhaps I have got it wrong, not Uncle Ivor’s story at all, but the story of the bawdy friend that he told me to pass the time of day. And pray what can I say, when the pause comes, as it must, however it comes, to cap this famous bawdy tale? Then: ‘Come quickly, mama, cookie is buying a policeman’ and, or, and ‘Look what the black protestants have done to Father O’Reilly’ that is Freddy’s story. Ah how nervously irritating are the imminences of these pauses in the flow of the raconteur. Ah it is extremely unquiet this sort of a talkie, that has these pauses coming on. It is a spiritual irritation, yes, it is very disturbing to me. Oh how bored I am when people will tell these funny stories, with the expectation of a something that is to come from you when the pause comes that is to be filled.


This was the last night that I spent at Josephine’s. So in the late evening she came again to my hearthrug to brush her hair and to talk. And she said: ‘Pompey, I notice a great change in you; you are very sad. I feel it is about Freddy. But that will pass; but I know it is not easy, but to say: That will pass is not at the moment comforting at all, but it is true. When I think of you now Pompey I see something that is sad and stormy and I am very anxious for you. Your whole life Pompey is very sad.’
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