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      Elizabeth Taylor (1912-1975) is increasingly being recognised as one of the best writers of the twentieth century. She wrote
         her first book, At Mrs Lippincote’s, during the war while her husband was in the Royal Airforce, and this was followed by eleven further novels and a children’s
         book, Mossy Trotter. Her short stories appeared in publications including Vogue, the New Yorker and Harper’s Bazaar, and have been collected in five volumes. Rosamond Lehmann considered her writing ‘sophisticated, sensitive and brilliantly
         amusing, with a kind of stripped, piercing feminine wit’ and Kingsley Amis regarded her as ‘one of the best English novelists
         born in this century’.
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      INTRODUCTION

      Elizabeth Taylor did not receive very much attention from the public during her lifetime, although she was much appreciated
         by her peers – notably Elizabeth Bowen and Ivy Compton-Burnett. Reviewers never tired of comparing Taylor with Bowen and here
         is a letter from Miss Compton-Burnett to Elizabeth Taylor that must have pleased her.
      

      
         Dear Elizabeth, I have just read the last word of A Game of Hide and Seek. I never see books in terms of other books, or writers in terms of other writers, and I want simply to congratulate you on
            your achievement, and thank you for the admiration that it is so good to feel, and for the pleasure you have given me.
         

      

      Elizabeth Bowen, in the best and most interesting review that was written of the novel when it came out calls it ‘a story
         whose theme is love’. She goes on to say that
      



         Two masterpiece love stories in our language, Persuasion and Wuthering Heights, have been written by women, but long ago: they await successors in our day. Still more, they await a successor; a single book which shall merge the elements in those two. To suggest that A Game of Hide and Seek fills this gap might both embarrass the author and, by making an exaggerated claim for it, injure the novel. Soberly speaking,
            however, it is not too much to say that A Game of Hide and Seek has something of the lucid delicacies of Persuasion, together with, at moments, more than a touch of the fiery-icy strangeness of Wuthering Heights. The characters are of less high voltage than Emily Brontë’s; on the other hand, they dare and envisage much that Jane Austen’s
            could not.
         

      

      In spite of such professional acclaim, Elizabeth Taylor did suffer from lack of general notice. Her subject matter – the middle
         classes in the country – was just beginning to be unfashionable about the time when she began publishing in the forties; she
         had little – almost nothing – to do with the literary world; her nature was fastidious and reserved; in public, with people
         whom she did not know, she was definitively shy. I remember that the first time I met her was when I had to interview her
         on a television book programme when her novel In a Summer Season was published. The interview was supposed to last about eight minutes; of course I had read the book and very much admired
         it, and I had prepared some thirty questions to ask her about her writing – to be on the safe side. It wasn’t: we got through
         those questions in about a minute and a half, since Mrs Taylor, looking like a trapped and rather beautiful owl, answered everything with two of the
         shortest words in the English language. It was years later that I met her again and gradually got to know and to love her,
         but a – mutual, I suppose it must have been – reserve meant that we never talked about writing. Her life was a very quiet
         one, centred upon her marriage and her children and grandchildren: her work – like Miss Austen’s – quietly put aside for family
         or household requirements. This is not to say that her work was incidental to her life; I think it was central, but she was
         a very private person and guarded what was most precious to her with sensitive and successful care. She had great stamina
         and no arrogance.
      

      A Game of Hide and Seek is her fifth novel, and in many ways I think it one of her best. Certainly, by then, she had found her voice, and this book
         displays the full spectrum of her gifts – the economy with which she can present a character, the skill with which she builds
         the environment and daily lives of her people so that you feel you know exactly what they might be doing even when they are
         not on the scene, her delicious funniness which is born of her own unique blend of humanity and razor-sharp observation that
         enables her to be sardonic, devastating, wry and sly, but mysteriously without malice, and – notably in this book – her capacity
         for romantic feeling and situation that never spills over into sentiment.
      

      This is the love story of Harriet and Vesey, beginning when they are still children and enduring through long separation and
         other vicissitudes into middle age. Both are only children: Harriet’s mother was one of the early feminists and it is a source
         of not quite covert enough disappointment to her that her daughter is without professional ambition – is apparently content to be the mother’s help to her mother’s friend Caroline.
         Vesey is also an only child: his mother works in a beauty clinic, so that in holidays he is left in a pale, satiny flat in
         London with nothing to do but frighten the housekeeper:
      

      
         His way of beginning always with ‘For instance’ or ‘However’, as if some sort of conversation had gone on before, trapped
            her again and again.
         

         ‘Nevertheless, should you find yourself passing Madame Tussaud’s the woman with the hook through her stomach is quite an unusual
            little tableau …’
         

         Before she could shut the door, he would manage to add, flicking over the pages of a magazine: ‘For those, of course, who
            like that sort of thing,’ as if he merely catered to her own sick fancies or love of the bizarre.
         

      

      Vesey goes regularly to stay with his Aunt Caroline in the country, and it is there that he and Harriet have met since they
         were young. The novel begins when they are both eighteen. Here they are on their first walk together.
      

      
         For the first ten minutes they were explaining to one another why they had chosen to go for this walk together. Boredom had
            driven them to it, they decided; a fear, on Vesey’s part, lest he should be asked by Hugo to mow and mark the tennis-lawn;
            a wish, on Harriet’s part, to collect wild-flowers for the children to draw. If the walk turned out badly, it could be the
            fault of neither, for neither had desired it nor attached importance to it … They had not yet learned to gush. Their protestations were of an oafish kind.
         

      

      The walk, however, sets the scene – their pioneering with worldliness moves into a nervous, gentle exploration of love. Harriet
         is entirely absorbed in him: ‘In her diary, she walked right round Vesey and viewed him from every angle and in every light’.
         Vesey
      

      
         needed Harriet for his own reasons, to give him confidence and peace. In the shelter of her love, he hoped to have a second
            chance, to turn his personality away from what he most hated in himself, to try to find dignity before it was too late. Playing
            the fool bored him. With the failure of school behind him, he hoped to shake off the tedious habit.
         

      

      In one sense, there is nothing particularly unusual about Harriet or Vesey, but as Mrs Taylor presents them, there are no
         two people exactly like them either. The subtle and seldom dealt with paradox of the ordinary and the original, the universal
         and the unique is something that this novelist really understands; it could indeed be said to be her hallmark. So many writers
         strain for original characters, or pose them in the dull and awkward stance of the ordinary man or woman, achieving in either
         case no more than a series of prototypes that illuminate nothing. We read those books and forget them, much as we forget the
         innumerable people we encounter in life with whom we have had no communication beyond the exchange of opinions, or facts,
         or of our habitual emotional responses. Mrs Taylor presents the reader with the opportunity of suspending judgement, of altering responses, of discovering
         more than they knew before: reality, after all, – at least in this context – is no more than each of us can believe. One reason
         that I re-read Elizabeth Taylor’s novels is because she increases my sense of reality.
      

      Harriet and Vesey take the two much younger children to the neighbouring Market Town for the day, which includes lunch in
         a Tudor café. In spite of the fact that the children have been brought up as vegetarian, Vesey orders chops.
      

      
         [Joseph] became very loud and swaggering and took up the too-large knife and fork and began to cut his meat, which was on
            a level with his shoulders. Vesey took off his own jacket and folded it neatly for a cushion. Perched on this, Joseph wobbled
            insecurely. ‘Blood comes out’, he said, looking uncertainly at his plate …
         

         ‘We can get bread any day,’ Joseph explained to the waitress who handed him a basket of rolls. His elbows stuck up like wings
            as he tried to cut his meat. When Vesey leant over to do this for him, Harriet whitened – she felt her face blanching – with
            an extreme tension of love, with a momentary awareness of his personality so sharp that her own seemed to be nothing. She
            was only eyes looking at Vesey and heart recording her confusion.
         

      

      But back at Caroline’s, the deceit creates tensions; Vesey feels Harriet’s disapproval – unbearable to him – and he lashes
         out at her and at the children.
      


      
         ‘When you are hurt, you lay waste all around you,’ Harriet said quietly. ‘No one is safe.’

         She was dismayed at loving someone imperfect. She tried to think of Vesey that day at lunch cutting Joseph’s meat for him.
            She could not believe that anyone so loved could be flawed by spitefulness, the quality above all others which distressed
            her, or that tenderness and cruelty could inhabit the same person, dwell side by side, one sometimes intensifying the other.
         

         ‘Hurt?’ Vesey repeated. It was the one charge he would not have brought. ‘Bored you mean, perhaps?’

         ‘Yes, I expect you are bored as well,’ said Harriet sadly.

         All through the long winter and the spring, she would not have him near her; yet, now, standing so close beside him, the moment
            which should have been so precious was worse than useless: it shrank, and stopped and curdled. These blue flowers she carried
            in her hand she would surely hate for the rest of her life.
         

      

      Vesey is sent home in disgrace to London. Having shaken hands with him formally in Caroline’s hall, Harriet walks on the common.

      
         Deep in the bitter smell of the bracken she lay down and closed her eyes … With her face in her hands, her body hidden in
            the bracken, she began to weep. She did not so much indulge herself in this great torrent of weeping as become passive while
            the weight of tears was cleared from her.
         

         A year is too long to wait for someone beloved. In the morning, she would set about living that year, comforting herself across the great waste of days.
         

      

      Vesey drops completely out of her life, and unable to bear the same routine without him, Harriet gets herself a job in a gown
         shop (one of the funniest sequences in the book). She meets Charles, a lawyer, ‘an elderly man of about thirty-five’, who
         comes to live in the neighbourhood. Vesey puts in one or two brief appearances – once while he is at Oxford when Harriet asks
         him to join her at a local dance she is going to with Charles – but he does not turn up. Then there is a memorial service
         for Caroline during the war and he appears, looking clumsy and desolate in his battledress – by now Harriet has married Charles
         and has a daughter. And then one night he turns up – many years later – at the same dance place – by now he is an actor in
         a small touring company – he and Harriet have their dance, watched by Charles for whom Vesey – even from the beginning of
         the marriage – has always been a shadowy, unacknowledged threat. Here are the married couple at home later that night.
      

      
         When Charles came back, she took the hot-water-bottle gratefully, for her teeth were chattering. She went over on her side
            in a ball, curled round its warmth. When Charles got into bed he tried to unclench her, as if she were a hedgehog rolled up
            for protection. She went tighter and tighter.
         

         ‘My darling Harriet,’ he said, lying on his back, away from her, resigned. ‘No one there tonight was as beautiful as you.
            I always know that, wherever I go, no other woman will be as lovely.’ But he could not uncurl her with flattery either.
         

         He put out his hand for hers. She grasped it hurriedly as if to stave him off. Tears ran silently out of her eyes, slanting
            across her face into the pillows. He knew by her quietness that she was weeping. ‘Habit teaches me nothing,’ he said. ‘All
            these years can’t prove to me that you are mine. The disbelief dies hard.’ He ran his arm along under her shoulder and kissed
            her, careful to avoid her tears.
         

      

      The disbelief never does die. Harriet has carried Vesey in her heart for so long, and Charles has known so little and imagined
         so much about Vesey that the marriage has always been undermined, and now, with Vesey’s reappearance, it is covertly in danger.
         Charles, like many angry and frightened people, cannot prevent himself from making matters worse …
      

      The novel has an ending which manages to be enigmatic and very moving, but indeed much of it is moving and this is partly
         because Elizabeth Taylor is wonderfully good at implying love. Harriet and Vesey do not protest or declare their feelings: the love is chiefly implicit – their constant need to be
         with each other permeates the book. I can think of very few love stories that have this quality in a form so pure and so credible.
      

      Elizabeth Jane Howard, London, 1985






      
      PART ONE






      
      
      1

      
      Sometimes in the long summer’s evenings, which are so marked a part of our youth, Harriet and Vesey played hide-and-seek with
         the younger children, running across the tufted meadows, their shoes yellow with the pollen of buttercups. They could not
         run fast across those uneven fields; nor did they wish to, since to find the hiding children was to lose their time together,
         to run faster was to run away from one another. The jog-trot was a game devised from shyness and uncertainty. Neither dared
         to assume that the other wished to pause and inexperience barred them both from testing this.
      

      
      At first, the younger children were pleased to foil them, but soon grew bored, sitting up in the branches of oak-trees, or
         crouching among bales of scratchy hay. Their whispers and giggles would grow into talk and laughter; they would examine their
         gnat bites, pick at their scratches and soon begin to sing taunting songs and cry out in mockery. Though they did not care
         to be caught, they were vexed when after so long nothing happened. Sometimes they would see Harriet and Vesey coming across the fields, their long shadows going before them. Then they would quicken with excitement and call out
         in disguised voices or imitate a cuckoo. But mostly they were silent. They watched the shadows thinning and lengthening and
         the cows moving indifferently through the grasses.
      

      
      ‘One should go one way and one the other,’ Joseph would say, but Deirdre knew that they would never part.

      
      At the beginning of the holidays Harriet played with the children to humour them, hiding always in the loft as though it would
         please them to have the game made easier. Vesey would not play at all. He sat on his bed writing a story. Then one evening
         he decided to join in. He became robust, avuncular, patronising. He and Harriet would lead them a fine dance, he said. As
         usual, Harriet hid in the loft and Vesey squeezed down behind the old swede-mincer in the barn. But more recently, Deirdre
         noted, they had both been hiding in the loft. She wondered why she continued the game, which had become, for her, so unexciting.
         She, at ten, was not so innocent as Harriet and Vesey at eighteen. She imagined a guilty but simple intimacy up there in the
         loft; her childish mind could not envisage the confusions of shyness, pride, self-consciousness, fear of rebuff or misunderstanding,
         which between childhood and maturity cloud and complicate that once so simply-imagined act. So Vesey and Harriet sat in that
         dusty stuffiness, among old pots of paint, boxes of bulbs, stacks of cobwebbed deck-chairs, rather far apart and in silence.
         Harriet would peep from the smeared window; Vesey would sit, hunched up, his hands round his knees, staring at a leaning tower
         of flower-pots. The only interruption was when one of them timidly swallowed an accumulation of saliva. The ticking of each heart, which they believed the other must hear, was
         like a pendulum rocking in a hollow case. What they thought was heaven, would seem like hell to them in later life.
      

      
      Harriet, seeing Deirdre cross the yard below, would whisper ‘They are coming,’ her face quite strained as it could not have
         been, at her age, over a game. Vesey would move his eyes towards her, as if to move his head, too, would betray them. Without
         breathing almost, they would await the appearance of Joseph’s head above the ladder; (for, though Deirdre knew where to find
         them, she sent little Joseph up to do the hauling in).
      

      
      A different hiding-place would have prolonged the search and their exquisite stay in heaven or hell; but neither could suggest
         what might mean their betrayal to one another. Both upheld the pretence that they played the game for the children; they could
         not reveal what they had scarcely acknowledged in secret, their real reasons or their need.
      

      
      Vesey’s aunt, the mother of Joseph and Deirdre, was Harriet’s mother’s closest friend. As young women (a smudged photograph
         recorded this) they had once been hustled, gripped above the elbows by policemen, up the steps of a police-station. In the
         background, shop windows showed great holes like black stars. Harriet, not able to bear this picture nor to ignore it, heedless
         of former sacrifice, as history makes all of us, saw only that her mother had exposed herself to mockery and ridicule, that
         she looked ugly, wild, a little mad, her mouth darkly open, her hat sideways. And Vesey’s Aunt Caroline the same. She had
         no inkling of what had flowered there in that police-station, the hating eyes of the women outside, the laughter of the men, at last excluded. The doors swinging shut obliterated the street. Harriet’s mother began
         to cry softly. She had not slept for two nights, contemplating her first, dreaded act of violence. Caroline’s look of compassion
         and encouragement across that dingy room steadied and emboldened her. It was a look which went from one to the other many
         times in the years which followed: years during which history gave in. They wondered sometimes if their courage had been wasted;
         if time would not despite them have floated down to them casually what they had almost drowned in struggling to reach. Soon
         feminism became a weird abnormality; laughter was easily evoked at the strange figures of suffragettes with their umbrellas
         raised, their faces contorted and, one supposed, their voices made shrill with fury and frustration.
      

      
      Lilian, Harriet’s mother, married early and was soon widowed. Harriet herself fulfilled none of the ambitious desires of the
         older women. An only child, she spent much of her energy in filling in the gaps of her life with imaginary characters. She
         showed no inclination to become a doctor or a lawyer, still less to storm some still masculine stronghold, the Stock-Exchange
         or holy orders. Through inattention, she lagged behind at school; facts she only feebly retained; loneliness, and the imagination
         needed to combat it, tired her. She could not pass an examination. ‘What brilliant career to choose for her’ became ‘what
         to do with her at all’, when she left school. The famous look passed from Caroline to Lilian. Although they never mentioned
         that room at the police-station, it was not forgotten and they were always closer because of it.
      

      
      Until they could think of something better, Harriet would go to Caroline each day, to help with her committee work and give lessons to the children. Only a couple of miles lay between
         the two houses and bicycling to and fro Harriet felt sometimes like a shuttle being passed from one to the other; felt, as
         she had often been made to feel, that she was nothing very definite herself. She worried about her future, for she knew that
         she was only marking time, teaching Joseph to read, mending Deirdre’s clothes, brushing the dogs, clacking out on the old
         typewriter with two fingers badly-spaced letters (the carbon round the wrong way so that at the end the letter would be on
         both sides of the paper), waiting for Vesey to pass the window.
      

      
      She took refuge even more in day-dreaming, in flamboyant situations which she mastered. Her inclination at this time was only
         to lie and think of Vesey at night before sleep, but day-dreaming of an exhausting and routine kind must set to some sort
         of rights the world from which she might approach him. Until she had (although only imaginarily) made a place for herself
         in which she was no longer alien, useless, she could not go to meet him even in her dreams, and before she had solved that
         first problem she would fall asleep. So Vesey was seldom reached. She did not come to the point of enhancing those still scenes
         in the loft, nor did she put any words to them.
      

      
      Vesey was an only child, too. His mother was not widowed, as Harriet’s was. She was merely too busy to have more children.
         She did much more like to go out to work and, sitting at her lacquered desk beside perfectly arranged flowers and two white
         telephones, received, although without rising, clients at a salon for beauty treatment.
      

      
      
      Vesey meanwhile slid about London, swung on to buses, hung about railway-stations, trying to stave off boredom. He found a
         way of passing time by frightening the housekeeper, would lie on the sofa in the pale, satiny flat trying to detain her while
         he described anything horrid he could remember or invent. ‘For instance, when people are flayed,’ he would begin, as she stood with a tray at the door … ‘Ah, yes, flayed’ … dreamily he lengthened the vowel of this word
         … ‘a small incision at the roots of the hair, say …’
      

      
      ‘How dare you think up such wickedness!’

      
      His way of beginning always with ‘For instance’ or ‘However’, as if some sort of conversation had gone before, trapped her
         again and again.
      

      
      ‘Nevertheless, should you find yourself passing Madame Tussaud’s the woman with a hook through her stomach is quite an unusual
         little tableau …’
      

      
      Before she could shut the door, he would manage to add, flicking over the pages of a magazine: ‘For those, of course, who
         like that sort of thing,’ as if he merely catered to her own sick fancies or love of the bizarre.
      

      
      But when she had gone, the clock began to tick again. The light through the organdie curtains seemed stifled. The blond furniture
         and carpet (for rooms of that kind were all off-white in those days) could, when viewed through half-closed eyes, suggest
         dust-sheets and drugget and everyone gone away. If a petal fell from a flower, he was startled, as if he had seen something
         which, like the progress of the clock’s hands, should be accomplished when no one is looking.
      

      
      He read a great deal. He wrote stories in the styles of Wells and Tchekhov, Kipling and Edgar Allan Poe. He was bored at school, bored at home, bored on his country-holidays with Aunt Caroline and Uncle Hugo. His stories of flaying, of stomach-hooks,
         were here suppressed. Joseph and Deirdre may not be told stories of buryings-alive: ghosts, Caroline said, were not frightening,
         only silly; in the way that some words were not clever, but silly; and some anecdotes not funny, not in the least rude, only
         silly. Vesey and the children did notice that ‘silliness’ was what made Caroline’s neck redden most of all; more perhaps than
         rudeness or obscenity; but that they could never prove, for nothing was obscene or rude. ‘Sensible’ was Caroline’s favourite word. ‘There’s a sensible girl’ was the highest praise Deirdre received.
         To be silly was to be not sensible. As time went on, Deirdre began to wonder if her mother had been altogether sensible on
         all occasions, to suspect that she herself had come into the world because of silliness. Try as she would, Deirdre could not
         regard the sexual act, with which she was at this time rather taken up, as sensible. As she had observed it in animals, it
         seemed at best ridiculous, at worst daunting and frantic. She could regard it in either light. Relating it to her own parents,
         as children must and will, she did not retract in horror; but laughed. Strictly utilitarian as she believed the act to be,
         she limited Caroline’s occasions of being not sensible (in fact, of being utterly and frivolously and fantastically silly)
         to twice – herself and Joseph. It was strange that the very thing her mother hated most – not being sensible – had given her
         what she loved the best; her two children. Deirdre did not doubt that she and Joseph were loved most. She had a happy childhood
         and when she grew up she had many a happy surprise.
      

      
      Caroline was rather torn in two about Vesey’s mother’s attitude to her son. That women should be emancipated she had fatigued herself in her youth and endured mockery; but Vesey
         had not grown up a robust or happy child and she could not but lay blame for his paleness on the London flat, or his boredom
         and restlessness, upon lack of attention. ‘If it were for something worth while …!’ she hedged. As far as she could imagine,
         nothing could be less worthwhile than pandering to the vanity of rich London women, the idle, the predatory (who had once
         cut her, or laughed at her as she marched in processions). Picturing the smooth flattery of Vesey’s mother, she could only
         think the child (even her own ideals) sacrificed for nothing. But, white-skinned, even in the country he never tanned or coloured.
         Early in September he would return to London like a ghost, faintly mauve across his brow and his sharp shoulders; (for, stripped
         to the waist, as Caroline would have him, he would only, week after week, become more and more gnat-bitten: his chest remained
         white; the bones showed in rows). She never managed to send him back looking like a reproach.
      

      
      In the flat, while the housekeeper was out shopping, he made one or two experiments at his leisure. Every opened bottle in
         the cupboard he had tried from time to time. He would smoke with his head out of the bedroom window. In his mother’s room
         one day he put on her jewellery, sniffed at her scent, varnished his nails, read a book on birth control, took six aspirins,
         then lay down like Chatterton on the window-seat, his hand drooping to the floor.
      

      
      When the housekeeper returned, he had half-opened his eyes. ‘I am doing away with myself,’ he had said. ‘I have supped my
         full of horrors.’ When she had rushed out for salt-and-water, he had turned his head to the pillow to stifle his giggles; but, strangely, some tears had fallen upon the oyster satin.
      

      
      His love of teasing and sensationalism was thwarted somewhat in the country. Caroline and Hugo scorned such nonsense themselves
         and were vigilant over their children. Harriet alone was susceptible, but only to more literary or romantic horrors. The stomach-hook
         made her laugh, but the story of Mrs Rossetti’s exhumation she listened to chin in hand.
      

      
      They – she and Vesey – had known one another since early childhood; but his return this summer of their eighteenth year brought
         to her own knowledge her love for him. His personality had for long influenced hers, as the moon influences the sea, with
         an unremitting and inescapable control. Her mother had seen that influence and thought it not always for the good. She found motives for Vesey’s exuberances and, threaded through these motives, disquieting traces of cruelty and cynicism.
      

      
      Caroline’s house was Victorian and nondescript, surrounded by worn lawns, ramshackle outbuildings, lurching rose arches. Inside,
         although threadbare rugs lay crooked on rather dusty floorboards and curtains were bleached by sun and rain, the first impression
         was of comfort and friendliness, that people mattered more than houses, that children were more important than the covers
         of the chairs, that dogs were, too. Spaniels flopped up and down the stairs; lay on beds and turned bloodshot and reproachful
         eyes as doors were opened; stretched out and suckled their young across the hearthrug.
      

      
      Hugo Macmillan had still much of that poetic ebullience which distinguished so many young men just before the 1914 war. He suggested in middle-age, a type of masculinity now perhaps
         vanished to the world; the walking-tours in perfect spring weather, Theocritus in pocket: an aesthetic virility. He had gone
         on being Rupert Brooke all through the war – a tremendous achievement – and was only now, much later, finding his enthusiasms
         hardening into prejudices and, sometimes, especially with Vesey, into a tetchy disapproval of what he did not understand.
         His old-fashioned liberalism now contained elements of class-hatred; his patriotism had become the most arrogant nationalism.
         His love and sympathy for the women of his youth, his support in their fight for a wider kind of life, made him unsympathetic
         to the younger women who had come after. Every feminality these young girls (he even called them Flappers) felt free enough
         to adopt (and they were fewer than usual at that time) he openly despised.
      

      
      The time before the war had been so idyllic to him that he measured everything against those days; he could not feel at home
         among so much that seemed spurious. If we do not alter with the times, the times yet alter us. We may stand perfectly still,
         but our surroundings shift round and we are not in the same relationship to them for long; just as a chameleon, matching perfectly
         the greenness of a leaf, should know that the leaf will one day fade.
      

      
      Hugo saw little change in himself, could beat Vesey at tennis and swim faster, took his cold bath each morning, loved his
         wife as dearly now as at the beginning of their marriage, on their honeymoon in the Forest of Fontainebleau after that First
         World War. (He had taken her to see some battlefields.)
      

      
      Vesey constantly irritated and surprised him: his lack of gallantry towards Harriet, his laziness, his cynicism, the gaps in his knowledge. ‘Who in the world is Edward Carpenter?’
         he had asked, lolling as usual on the sofa with the wireless on too loud, and had not seemed impressed by Hugo’s exasperated
         answer.
      

      
      On the other hand, Hugo did not know that to Vesey he seemed more old-fashioned than his grandfather. His grandfather would
         certainly not have spoken of taking a glass of ale at an inn, and those Chestertonian phrases had, to Vesey, such a period
         flavour as to seem deliberately affected.
      

      
      The antagonism Hugo felt for his nephew, although it was in reality impatience with another person’s youth heightened by nostalgia
         for his own, was fogged by nobody’s having a good word for Vesey. Caroline, Lilian, Vesey’s own father all combined to disapprove.
         Even Harriet, Hugo noticed, turned her head when he came in and affected to read her book.
      

      
      Hugo was fond of Harriet. Although not clever, she was not meretricious. Her silky brown hair was tucked back with childish
         artlessness behind her ears, her face was innocent of make-up, her clothes were boyish and practical. When she walked, as
         she sometimes did, with him and the children, she knew the old English names of the wild-flowers; she shut gates; carried
         waste paper home from picnics. Vesey, on the other hand, had been seen walking across a field of winter wheat and was always
         careless of other people’s property; had left a copy of The Roadmender (moss-green suede) out on the lawn in a thunderstorm, had found the book, he explained, too little worth reading to warrant
         carrying it indoors.
      

      
      Sometimes Hugo was so annoyed that he was fearful of losing his composure and took up the bellows and began blowing steadily at the wood fire. This was a sign that he was on edge and did not wish to hear what was being said; but it
         was unfortunately a sign which only Caroline heeded. Vesey was not interested: Harriet thought what a nuisance wood fires
         were.
      

      
      When she arrived in the mornings, Vesey was still in bed. She would listen for sounds of his rising, watch for him to pass
         the window. Once, leaving Joseph and Deirdre while she went to fetch painting water, she met him in the hall. He was reading
         a newspaper and was still in his dressing-gown. The dressing-gown flurried her dreadfully. She had never seen him with so
         many clothes on. He seemed muffled up; his black hair was unbrushed. Going back through the hall, slopping the cups of water,
         she would not glance in his direction.
      

      
      ‘Harriet!’ He left it till she got to the door, till she was nearly away, as if he were a cat with a mouse.

      
      ‘Yes? Yes, Vesey?’

      
      Still reading the Manchester Guardian with close interest, in a vague voice he said: ‘Shall we go for a walk this evening?’
      

      
      With her back to him, she answered, joy unsteadying her voice: ‘Yes. I think that would be all right.’

      
      ‘Oh, if you don’t care to, you need only say.’

      
      ‘No, I think it will be quite all right.’

      
      She pushed the door open with her foot, as her hands were full. He did not attempt to help her. Joseph and Deirdre looked
         up from the table inquisitively, as if it were not only painting water she was bringing in. She sat down in her chair, her
         arms through the bars at the back of it, braced stiff, her fingers locking her hands together, excitement broken loose in
         her.
      

      
      
      ‘The sign of a good painter,’ Deirdre said, ‘is not going over the edges.’ She drove yellow to the very edge of a petal and
         no farther. ‘Or letting it run,’ she added. But Joseph had let it run badly. Bluebells ran into celandines and the sky into
         the grass. His page was so wet, so rucked up, that he pushed it all aside. Vision or nothing, he seemed to declare, kicking
         at the table-leg. Harriet could not coax him back to work. Neat Deirdre looked up in smug surprise.
      

      
      For the first ten minutes they were explaining to one another why they had chosen to go for this walk together. Boredom had
         driven them to it, they decided; a fear, on Vesey’s part, lest he should be asked by Hugo to mow and mark the tennis-lawn;
         a wish, on Harriet’s part, to collect wild-flowers for the children to draw. If the walk turned out badly, it could be the
         fault of neither, for neither had desired it or attached importance to it. In a few years’ time, they would be dissembling
         the other way; professing pleasure they did not feel, undreamed of eagerness. They had not yet learned to gush. Their protestations
         were of an oafish kind.
      

      
      When they had established their lack of interest in being together, they became silent. Harriet gathered a large bunch of
         quaking-grass from under a hedge. Vesey kicked a stone down the middle of the road.
      

      
      ‘If only,’ Harriet thought, ‘there were no women at universities! If only they still were not allowed!’ (Her mother once had
         taken tea at Girton with Miss Emily Davies. It had seemed to her well worth going to prison to have been so rewarded.)
      

      
      But Harriet saw Vesey lying in a punt, his fingers trailing in the water as he watched through lids half-closed against the sun a young woman who was reading Ernest Dowson to him. Her imagination
         excused Vesey from any exertion, as probability did also. The boat drifted as if by magic past Bablock-Hythe and under Godstow
         Bridge towards the Aegean Isles. And all this time, Harriet herself sat at the schoolroom-table typing Caroline’s letters;
         for pocket money.
      

      
      Vesey, whose next steps would take him over the threshold of a new and promising world, wished to go without any backward
         glances or entanglements. He was not one to keep up friendships, never threw out fastening tendrils such as letters or presents
         or remembrances; was quite unencumbered by all the things which Harriet valued and kept: drawers full of photographs, brochures,
         programmes, postcards, diaries. He never remembered birthdays or any other anniversary.
      

      
      Although he was ambitious at this time to become a great writer, he saw himself rather as a literary figure than as a man
         at work. At school, he had often turned to the index of a History of Literature and in his mind inserted his own name – Vesey
         Patrick Macmillan – between Machiavelli and Sir Thomas Malory.
      

      
      ‘Everything seems so certain for you,’ Harriet said, as they toiled up the side of a hill towards a wood. ‘So uncertain for
         me.’
      

      
      ‘In what way?’

      
      He stopped with a hand against his lower ribs, out of condition as his Uncle Hugo never had been in his life.

      
      ‘That you are going to Oxford, and can pass exams.’

      
      ‘Exams are nothing,’ he said. (‘They do not seem to be,’ Harriet thought, ‘to those who pass them.’)

      
      
      Both wanted to sit down in the shade at the edge of the woods: neither would suggest it.

      
      ‘And then you’ll be a schoolmaster and have a great deal of money,’ Harriet said without irony, her mind on her own pittance.

      
      ‘A schoolmaster?’

      
      Vesey stopped dead, holding back a long springing branch so that she could go by. ‘Why do you say that?’

      
      ‘It is what I heard Caroline say.’

      
      He had not held the branch quite long enough and Harriet now disentangled it from her hair.

      
      ‘She would! These old-time suffragettes!’ Vesey said tactlessly. ‘They are only happy if they can see men in a subservient
         position.’
      

      
      Harriet could not see that it was in the least a subservient position. She could scarcely imagine more authority or scope.

      
      ‘Then what will you do?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I have never told anybody, but I mean to be a writer.’

      
      Harriet flushed; both at the confidence and at the nature of it. She bent down hastily and began to tug at some bracken to
         add to her bunch.
      

      
      ‘To write novels?’ she asked.

      
      He preferred the more oblong shapes of books on literary criticism, belles lettres. To become a man of letters, he would make
         special to himself one smallish aspect of literature, read all the books about it, add another of his own. Anything later
         encroaching on his territory, he would himself review.
      

      
      ‘The novel is practically finished as an art form,’ he replied.

      
      ‘I suppose it is,’ said Harriet.

      
      ‘Virginia Woolf has brought it to the edge of ruin.’

      
      
      ‘Yes,’ said Harriet.

      
      ‘But it was inevitable,’ he added, laying no blame.

      
      ‘I suppose it was,’ Harriet said, in a slow, considering way. The novel – headstrong parvenu – seemed headed for destruction.
         No one could stay its downward course and, obviously, it did not deserve that Vesey should try. Virginia Woolf with one graceful
         touch after another (the latest was Mrs Dalloway) was sending it trundling downhill. She had been doing this unbeknown to Harriet who had never even heard of her.
      

      
      She had wished to include her own future in their discussion and he had not given it a glance. She sighed theatrically, but
         he failed to ask her why. Plunging through dead leaves, they were obliged to walk in single file, twigs snapped under their
         feet, briars tripped them. Cool and vast, the wood seemed a whole world; the light was aqueous; when a cuckoo gave its broken,
         explosive cry it echoed like a shout in a closed swimming-bath – for some reason, chilling and hysterical as those sounds
         are.
      

      
      Vesey now had a blister on his heel. He sat down on the fine, transparent grass that grows beneath trees and took off his
         sandal. His foot was white and veined and rather dirty. He rested it in the cool grass and leaned back against the trunk of
         a tree. Harriet stood awkwardly before him, feeling too tall.
      

      
      ‘Have you a handkerchief?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No.’ He smiled. He looked rather fagged, as if this evening stroll had been too much for him.

      
      If only her own handkerchief were of the finest cambric, smelling of flowers! She took out a crumpled cotton one left over
         from schooldays, with ‘Harriet Claridge’ printed clumsily along the hem.
      

      
      
      ‘Why “Harriet”, I wonder,’ Vesey asked, reading it. ‘Though it is quite a pretty name.’

      
      ‘It was after Harriet Martineau.’

      
      ‘Ah, yes, of course.’ He smiled again.

      
      ‘I could tie it for you.’

      
      ‘I cannot bear anyone to touch my feet.’

      
      She rearranged her bunch of flowers and held them out at arm’s length to consider them.

      
      ‘None the less, sit down beside me,’ he presently said.

      
      Surprised, she hesitated, then sat down rather round the tree from him so that they must talk slightly over their shoulders.
         Her hands, at her side, pressed into dry twigs, the empty cases of last year’s beech-nuts.
      

      
      ‘I hope you will be very happy, very famous,’ she said. To say this more easily she laid an edge of mockery to her voice.

      
      Her brown, ink-smudged hand pressed down into the dead leaves drew his attention. Looking sideways, he examined it carefully.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said, and his voice, too, sank into mockery. She could not allow to him the same motive as her own and, imagining
         he had wished to rebuke her, pointed out that it was time to go home. ‘Or you will be late for supper,’ she said, as if he
         were intolerably preoccupied with meals.
      

      
      Nervously, tenderly, he put his own hand over hers.

      
      ‘You will be late too,’ he said, as if nothing had happened.
      

      
      ‘My mother …’ she began; but she could not continue. She seemed to have stepped over into another world; confused, as though
         the demarcation had been between life and death, she imagined herself swimming, floating, in a strange element where hearing
         and sight no longer existed.
      

      
      
      ‘Your mother what …?’ he asked. He slid his hand up her arm and into her sleeve.

      
      She could not remember what she had been about to say. Watching a velvety grey spider crossing her ankle, she was surprised
         that she did not experience her usual fear and disgust.
      

      
      Vesey had turned to face her and the tree. She had never seen his face so close to her own, nor dared to look at him as she
         looked now. He drew her away from the tree into his arms and rested his head against her, and still she could not move but
         was locked up in amazement and disbelief. Only when he loosened her, as he soon did, sensing her constraint, did she begin
         to relax, to tremble. She raised her hands stiffly. Pieces of twig, small stones, were pressed into the creased and reddened
         palms. She brushed them on her skirt and stared about her. Then a great silence, of despair, ennui, disappointment with herself,
         widened in her, like a yawn. The trees seemed to march away from her into the darkness; the wood was a chilly vault, the birds
         had stopped calling. Vesey sat beside her still, prising bits of white flint out of the mossy earth with a stick which kept
         snapping. Absorbed, he did this. Fatally, she covered her face with her hands.
      

      
      ‘What is wrong?’ he asked gently.

      
      He drew her hands away and kissed her cheek. In spite of his seeming assurance, he was not really sure.

      
      ‘Harriet?’

      
      ‘Yes, Vesey?’

      
      ‘Have I done wrong?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      The yawn, the disappointment was contagious. Touching her again, his excitement undiminished, he was at the same time reminded of the dullness of consequences. The tears which
         she had not let fall cautioned him. He began to wonder if violent embraces are not often induced by not knowing what to do
         next, of losing one’s nerve as much as losing one’s control. He put his sandal on again, easing it with elaborate care over
         the bandage, frowning, as he buckled it.
      

      
      ‘It is only …’ she began unpromisingly (that daunting opening to long complaints, long confessions) ‘only that sometimes I
         worry about the future. And hearing you tonight … so sure … there is nothing for me to do, as there is for you. I wonder what will happen to me …’
      

      
      Relief made him robust.

      
      ‘Someone will marry you,’ he cruelly said. He stood up and brushed leaves away, then he put out his hand to help her to her
         feet.
      

      
      ‘I do think,’ Caroline was saying in her most reasonable voice, ‘that another time … of course, it doesn’t matter in the least
         while we are alone … obviously, it’s of no importance to me that you take the last rissole … I’m not the faintest bit hungry,
         and, if I were, could have had more cooked … but perhaps it would be a bad example to the children if they were here for you
         just to – without offering it, I mean – to take it as a matter of course. I hate having to say this, but it is a question, I suppose, of principle … after all, we were always agreed that this isn’t one
         of those houses where the man is lord and master and boss and bread-winner, taking everything for granted …’
      

      
      ‘He could certainly not do that,’ Hugo said, tipping the nut-rissole on to Caroline’s plate.

      
      
      She flushed. ‘My dear Hugo, surely you have not taken offence because I spoke frankly?’

      
      ‘It is what people do take offence at.’

      
      ‘You know I couldn’t eat another thing.’

      
      She returned the rissole to his plate.

      
      ‘And now I could not either,’ he said, abandoning some spinach as well and putting his knife and fork together. The rissole
         was back on the dish where it had begun, among the shapes of the other rissoles which had been outlined by cold fat.
      

      
      As the meal continued with rhubarb-pie Caroline’s explanation also continued. What she simply hated saying she always said
         for a long time.
      

      
      Hugo said little. He knew that she was a good wife, though a bore. But even her moral code had its less tiresome side.

      
      When at last she had finished, ‘Vesey is late,’ he said.

      
      ‘I have put some cold food on one side for him.’

      
      ‘I should have thought that he need not put you to such trouble.’

      
      ‘But meals are made for people, not people for meals,’ Caroline said with smooth serenity.

      
      Harriet strove to measure, to assess, Vesey’s consciousness of her: not so much to find out what was his attitude towards
         her; but if he had an attitude. Her diary, once full of blank pages, became cramped and congested on the days when she saw
         him. Reading it later, when she was lonely, it did not seem that she had quite told the truth. She stored up all his sayings
         against the long winter when she would not see him; but the very ink she wrote them in seemed to lay emphasis which did not belong. Some days had only one line: ‘I went to Caroline’s. I did not see V.’ But the next day might spill back
         upon that page. (‘Vesey mowed the lawn. Vesey looked tired. Vesey is reading Walter Pater.’ Vesey’s opinions of Walter Pater
         would then appear. Two days later, Harriet was reading Walter Pater. She did so agree with Vesey and, should he ask her, would
         say so, but he did not ask her.) In her diary, she walked right round Vesey and viewed him from every angle and in every light.
      

      
      On the days when she did not see him, she was sometimes tempted back after supper and would bicycle slowly along the tarred
         road and past Caroline’s house, suddenly staring ahead when she drew level, as if hateful scenes were being enacted on those
         smooth lawns. Relieved, she would bicycle on in the darkening evening, the air cool against her, her tyres swerving on the
         gravelly road. Before she reached home, lights would be on in the cottages she passed and she would duck her head seeing the
         bats slanting, darting between the hedges. Insects would strike her: she feared especially the flying beetles. All anticipation
         gone, she would be glad to be back. She could not think why she had set out in the first place.
      

      
      Her mother worked in the garden until late, and the cottage had a deserted stuffy air with no lamps lit. The fires had been
         laid so long that the paper was sooty and the twigs covered with cigarette-ends and bits of cotton.
      

      
      The cottage, like most of them in this small hamlet, which house-agents called an artists’ paradise, was a labourer’s cottage
         neatly prettified, with diamond panes and new thatch. Geraniums were planted trustingly outside the hedge. The stones in the
         front path had been cracked to accommodate clumps of thrift. All of these cottages showed their past usefulness by the names painted in Gothic script on little swinging
         boards – The Old Bakehouse, The Old Malthouse, Cobbler’s, Shepherd’s Cottage. Lilian and Harriet were at Forge Cottage: across
         the road at The Old Vicarage, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson had once stayed for a fortnight.
      

      
      Lilian Claridge had, in middle-age, a soft prettiness and transparency. Her fine, thin skin was like crumpled tussore, darker
         than her prematurely white hair and deeply shadowed under her eyes. If she were brave, she was brave with a tautness she could
         not for long sustain: if she were angry, she was angrier than she intended. She, not Caroline, had wept at the police-station;
         but she had dealt the first blow: nervousness hastened her. At Harriet’s age, she had kept a diary, too; but more evenly and
         consistently. It had been a five years’ diary, thick as a Bible, with brass corners to the covers and a little key. Turning
         the pages now, she could not see that the key had been necessary. In the years when it might have been, she was too busy for
         diary-writing. But then, the days had gone innocently by: Miss Brown had scolded, had exhorted, had kissed her goodbye when
         she left school. She went to tea with old ladies; she pasted scraps on to a screen: she trimmed her hats and sewed insertion
         round her camisoles. Once, it was recorded, she had tried to make a great fruit cake with eight eggs and crystallised cherries;
         but when she took it from its tin the middle had fallen out and she had shut herself in her room in tears. Always in tears.
         Tears with the family when she threw in her lot with Mrs Henry Fawcett, tears with Mrs Henry Fawcett when she left her for
         the Pankhursts and prison, tears every night in prison. Her face had not stood up to so much crying: crumpled and bruised, it begged her friends to beware, betrayed her to her enemies.
      

      
      She and Harriet lived uneasily together: they were more intimately placed than suited either. Harriet’s failures at school
         had been a matter of agonised embarrassment for both. Success is always less awkward. It does not make claims upon pity or
         tact: congratulations are easier to give than condolences. Her mother’s timid smile, her way of saying ‘It doesn’t matter’
         had the opposite effect to what had been intended. ‘I have failed as a daughter, too,’ Harriet would think.
      

      
      In her last term at school, she had concentrated all her hopeless confusion upon the examination papers. The clock ticked,
         the time went and the confusion grew tighter, denser. Waiting after school on the day the results were pinned to the notice-board,
         she could not run to see, as the other girls did; eagerly and excitedly. Numbly, she approached the edge of the semicircle.
         Under a thick ruled line her name was isolated. ‘Oh, bad luck!’ the smiling girls paused to say, pushing out of the crush to hurry home. She dreaded her own moment of entering the
         house. Her mother, drawn time after time to the window, was caught there looking out as Harriet opened the gate. She tried,
         having seen her daughter’s face, to fade back into the room. She put on a careless look, her embarrassed smile, and went with
         a quick light tread and a dismayed heart into the hall.
      

      
      ‘Oh, mother!’

      
      ‘But it doesn’t matter. We didn’t truly expect, and we truly don’t care. You are so late home that I must make fresh tea.’
      

      
      With her quick and casual manner, she thrust back Harriet’s tears which would have been much better shed.

      
      Now, later, she was paying for her mistakes. Harriet was sealed off completely; not only by good manners, self-control, reserve; but also by lies. She told lies about meeting Vesey
         and her habit of staying late at Caroline’s. She made excuses and gave wrong reasons.
      

      
      Lilian did talk to Caroline. Both disapproved of Vesey. They thought him callous and affected. His lazy cynicism was an irritation
         to them. He had been badly brought up and was not to be trusted.
      

      
      ‘But I think she doesn’t much like him,’ Caroline said. ‘We see no sign of it here: rather the reverse.’
      

      
      Although Lilian was not confided in, she could not ignore the evidence of Harriet’s excitement and all the bicycling about.
         She felt a desperation in the girl’s behaviour and as fast as she tried to comfort herself, could only see that she knew nothing
         about her: neither how far she would commit herself; nor what she would be likely to feel. Unlocking her old diary, Lilian
         found no clue there. She found only floods of tears, and there was no proof that Harriet ever cried.
      

      
      Harriet’s own diary, which had no lock and key, would have told her mother all she did not want to know; but a woman who has
         been to prison for her principles does not discard them so easily, and the thought, which did go so far as to enter her head,
         retreated immediately in shame. Harriet had not described her love in writing; but Vesey’s most trivial doing or saying, crammed
         up and down the margins, obliterating headings about Pheasant Shooting and the Phases of the Moon, would have plainly revealed
         to her mother the pitiful and one-sided truth.
      

      
      After their walk in the woods, Harriet faced the day’s page uncertainly. There was either far too much space or only one-hundredth
         part enough. Time had expanded and contracted abnormally. That morning and all her childhood seemed the same distance away.
         ‘I cannot put down what happened this evening,’ she wrote mysteriously. ‘Nor is there any need, for I shall remember all my
         life.’ And, although she was so mysterious, she was right. Much in those diaries would puzzle her when she turned their pages
         in middle-age, old age; many allusions would be meaningless; week after week would seem to have been wiped away: but that
         one entry, so proudly cryptic, would always evoke the evening in the woods, the shadows, the layers of leaves shutting out
         the sky, the bronze mosses at the foot of the trees, the floating sound their voices had, and that explosive, echoing cry
         of the cuckoo. She would remember writing the words in the little candlelit bedroom. Outside, her mother trundled the wheelbarrow
         laden with weeds down the gravelled path. Harriet closed the diary and shut the window against the moths. Later, when she
         was in bed she tried to return to the wood where Vesey had kissed her, but doubt and disappointment overtook her again. She
         could not believe that caution and uncertainty could have so wickedly crippled her happiness at such a time. She longed for
         a second chance, to have the moment at her disposal again. The story began to be how she imagined having behaved. But the
         recollection of that walk back in single file through the trees, shuffling in the dead leaves, stiff, self-conscious, hinted
         that they had reached some stubbornness in one another, that they had broken the past in such a way that nothing could repair
         it. In despair she lay awake wondering about the morrow. With one of her few flashes of perception she imagined Vesey peacefully
         asleep.
      

      
      *

      
      
      Another day is another world. The difference between foreign countries is never so great as the difference between night and
         day. Not only are the landscape and the light changed, but people are different, relationships which the night before had
         progressed at a sudden pace, appear to be back where they were. Some hopes are renewed, but others dwindle: the state of the
         world looks rosier and death further off; but the state of ourselves and our loves and ambitions seems more prosaic. We begin
         to regret promises, as if the influence of darkness were like the influence of drink. We do not love our friends so warmly:
         or ourselves. Children feel less need of their parents: writers tear up the masterpiece they wrote the night before.
      

      
      So Harriet met Vesey bravely in a more sober world. While she was propping her bicycle against the wall of the house, he called
         to her from an upstairs window. She waved with what she thought was a beautiful negligence and disappeared into the house.
      

      
      Because he realised how Harriet tumbled the same thoughts about and about in her head, Vesey had regretted his experiment
         of the evening before. He had lost no sleep over it, though. He could not make a fuss in his mind about such triviality. He
         had his life before him, he assured himself. ‘After all,’ he thought this morning, watching himself in a mirror as he combed
         his hair, ‘we are children: no more.’ He did not know that at his age most youths believe that they are men.
      

      
      The streak of cruelty which Lilian had perceived in him was real enough, but used defensively. He would not have wished to
         be cruel to Harriet, who had not threatened him. Indeed it had begun to seem to him that only she was set against the great
         weight of disapproval he felt upon him. His mother treated him, at best, with an amused kindliness. Among her friends she drew attention to him as if he were a beloved
         marmoset on a chain, somehow enhancing her own originality, decorating her. After her day’s work, while she bathed, he brought
         her drinks, carried messages to and from the telephone. In later years, the word ‘mother’ brought to his mind the steamy bathroom,
         the picture of her creamy-yellow body with its almost navy-blue hair, the hands and feet with their darkly varnished nails.
         This was his only time alone with her. As soon as she was dressed, she belonged to other people. He was the quaint little
         monkey handing round olives and cigarettes, sipping gin to amuse them. His father always went straight to his study when he
         arrived home. His appearance in the drawing-room was a signal for his wife’s friends to scatter. With his own especial remote
         geniality, he would drink his one sherry and speed them all on their way: large and formidable, he underlined their flimsiness,
         and ‘Poor Barbara!’ they would laugh, bundling into their little cars, sitting on one another’s knees. ‘What a bloody old
         bore he is!’ In search of a gayer host, they would drive away.
      

      
      When Vesey went to school, he realised at once that this background was better not mentioned, but he felt – for he was quick
         to atmosphere – that its influence upon him was not unnoted: certainly not by masters who seemed to be waiting for him to
         commit some outrage, to manifest some unwholesomeness; and not even by the boys, who were dubious and suspicious. He suffered
         very much at school occasions when his mother came looking like an elder sister, and still more when, which was more often,
         she did not come at all.
      

      
      He did not make any close friends, for he had too much to hide. Since he could not have affection, he thought he would have admiration. His laziness was assumed, to hide his dislike
         of small failures. What he could not have, he did not care to have. Disruptive, cheeky, he provoked tired sarcasm from masters.
         The best he ever had from anyone was callous applause, laughter at his antics, and he became the same sort of little monkey
         that he had been at home.
      

      
      Caroline and Hugo, so sound, so moral and so earnest, tried to do something for him, but he reacted to their charity with
         rudeness. Only Harriet showed approval. She had always shown it and now, at a time when he most needed some success with personal
         relationships, her approval had grown warmer and more positive. What Caroline could not see and Harriet tried to hide, he
         had begun to perceive. He needed Harriet for his own reasons, to give him confidence and peace. In the shelter of her love,
         he hoped to have a second chance, to turn his personality away from what he most hated in himself, to try to find dignity
         before it was too late. Playing the fool bored him. With the failure of school behind him, he hoped to shake off the tedious
         habit.
      

      
      Against this need he had for her were set the feelings he had about Harriet herself. He knew her almost too well to be able
         to realise her clearly; but he began to see that she was brave and candid, oppressed by the ideals of an older generation,
         enduring boredom and an enforced childishness and loneliness. She would have been surprised that he should find her beautiful,
         and it was a colourless and wavering beauty that he observed: fleeting, from day to day. Every sign of fatigue showed under
         her thin skin, in her rather lank pale hair. Set against the smartness of his mother’s friends, he found her clothes (still school ones, improvised, altered), her untidy eyebrows, her rough little hands, very touching and delightful;
         and her voice, too, which was clear and light with, in moments of agitation, a hurried stammer.
      

      
      Cruelty had, in him, its other side of appalled tenderness. When his nature betrayed him into this tenderness, he would violently
         retract and cover up in cruelty. Knowing his weakness, he had meant to shield Harriet from both. Having failed once, he was
         determined not to fail again, was set on helping her out with gaiety and friendliness. Full of a jauntiness he did not feel,
         he went downstairs this morning to meet her.
      

      
      Caroline was sitting among a litter of fruit-peelings and letters, dictating. Harriet, with a cup of coffee beside her, scribbled
         madly on a pad, for she did not know shorthand. She wore a faded blue shirt tucked into a tweed skirt; her bare feet with
         rather broken nails looked narrow and frail in clumsy, handmade sandals. Her straight hair fell in separate strands over her
         shoulders. On both wrists thin silver bracelets hung loosely.
      

      
      Vesey sat at the table and began to shake cornflakes out of a packet, but Harriet did not look up. Only when Caroline had
         finished dictating did Harriet reach for her coffee, and then, as she began to drink, her eyes turned towards Vesey: he saw
         her timid glance above the rim of the cup – and smiled. She went on drinking: but her eyes narrowed in response.
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