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Once more, for Francis









 




J’ai rêvé tellement fort de toi,


J’ai tellement marché, tellement parlé,


Tellement aimé ton ombre,


Qu ’il ne me reste plus rien de toi.


— Robert Desnos
“Le Dernier Poème”
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By nightfall the headlines would be reporting devastation.


It was simply that the sky, on a shadeless day, suddenly lowered itself like an awning. Purple silence petrified the limbs of trees and stood crops upright in the fields like hair on end. Whatever there was of fresh white paint sprang out from downs or dunes, or lacerated a roadside with a streak of fencing. This occurred shortly after midday on a summer Monday in the south of England.


As late as the following morning, small paragraphs would even appear in newspapers having space to fill due to a hiatus in elections, fiendish crimes, and the Korean War—unroofed houses and stripped orchards being given in numbers and acreage; with only lastly, briefly, the mention of a body where a bridge was swept away.


That noon a man was walking slowly into a landscape under a branch of lightning. A frame of almost human expectancy defined this scene, which he entered from the left-hand corner. Every nerve—for even barns and wheelbarrows and things without tissue developed nerve in those moments—waited, fatalistic. Only he, kinetic, advanced against circumstances to a single destination.


Farmers moved methodically, leading animals or propelling machines to shelter. Beyond the horizon, provincial streets went frantic at the first drops. Wipers wagged on windshields, and people also charged and dodged to and fro, to and fro. Packages were bunged inside coat-fronts, newspapers upturned on new perms. A dog raced through a cathedral. Children ran in thrilling from playgrounds, windows thudded, doors slammed. Housewives were rushing, and crying out, “My washing.” And a sudden stripe of light split earth from sky.


It was then that the walking man arrived at the path, and stood. Above him, four old houses were set wide apart on a high curve of hill: holding down, like placed weights, the billowing land. He had been given their names in the village—the names, not of masters but of dwellings. Brick walls were threadbare, tawny; one showed a side of ivy, green as an upturned lawn. The farthest and largest house stood forward from a wood, claiming supremacy.


The man observed from a decisive turn of his own stillness, as if on some great clock he saw the hand fall to the next stroke before his eyes. He turned off the road on the first wave of rain and gale, put his suitcase down, took off his soaked cap, beat it on his side, and stuffed it in a pocket. His hair sprang up like the crops between the gusts and, like them, was quickly, wetly flat. He climbed the hill in the rain, steadily and with no air of wretchedness. Once he paused to look back at the valley—or vale, it might be sweetly, tamely called. Peal on peal of thunder swept it, up and down, until the pliant crops themselves reverberated. On an opposing hill there was a castle—grey, tumid, turreted, and not unsuited to the storm.


Approaching the farthest house, he paused again, looking with as much plain interest as if the weather had been fine. Water ran in his collar from his tilted head. The house darkened, but stood firm. Through two or three centuries of minor additions, Peverel had held to scale and congruity like a principle; consistent except for one enlarged high window—an intentional, frivolous defect like the piercing of an ear for an ornament.


Mud was streaming over gravel and beaten clay. Ledges of clipped privet were shaking all over. The man waded up into the entrance of the house as if from the sea, and pulled a bell. Quick footsteps were perhaps his own heartbeats. The woman who opened the door was old, he thought. Had he himself been a few years older, he might have promoted her to middle age. Age was coiled in smooth grey hair, was explicit in skin too delicate for youth and in a tall if unmartial stance. She drew him in over the paving of what had been a fine hall. Her eyes were enlarged and faded with discovering what, by common human agreement, is better undivulged.


How calmly they exchanged names, ignoring the surf at his back and his saturated clothes. The cheap suitcase oozed orange on the black and white floor while Ted Tice took off his raincoat and hung it on a stand, as directed. A smell of wet wool, of socks and sweat was pungently released in the coldly soaped and well-waxed void.


All these slow matters had taken seconds, and in that time it could be seen, too, that the hall was circular, that a bowl of roses stood on a table beside a usual newspaper, beneath a dark picture framed in gold. Under the curve of a stair, a door was open on a corridor of Persian runner. And above, on the arc of stairs, there was a young woman, standing still.


Tice looked up to her. It would have been unnatural not to. He looked up from his wet shoes and his wet smell and his orange blotch of cheap luggage. And she looked down, high and dry. He had an impression of her body in its full dimensions—as if he had passed at her back and seen her strong spine, the black hair parting on the prominent cord of the nape, the fragile crease behind the knee. Her face was in shadow. In any case it would have been too pat, too perfect, if she had been seen to be beautiful.


“I was looking for Tom,” she said, and went away.


Ted Tice took up his dissolving suitcase: a new arrival who must keep his counsel among initiates. Who would soon himself look for Tom, or know why others sought him.


“My husband,” said Charmian Thrale, “is so much better, and will be down to lunch.” Ted Tice was to work with Professor Sefton Thrale, who was so much better, for the months of July and August. In the meantime he was being led by Mrs. Thrale down the Persian carpet, past old photographs and a framed letter with a gold crest, and a series of engravings of the ports of Britain. Now Mrs. Thrale would say, “This is your room,” and he would be alone.


She remained in the doorway as he crossed his new floor to put the suitcase where it would do least harm.


“Those double doors at the end of the passage, that is the room where we sit. If you wait in there when you’re ready, one of the girls will look in.” As if he minded being left when, at all times, he welcomed it.


She also mentioned the bathroom. She then said she would go and set the table. Eventually he would learn this too—to speak confidently and leave a room.


In the single low window there were blurred, divergent shrubs and a glimpse of wet palings—all aslant, truncated in the window frame, like an inept photograph. Scabs of blackout paint remained on the glass. The bedroom was plain, and might have done once for an upper servant. Tice thought these words, upper servant, without knowing what they had signified in their time. He had been sent here to help an eminent, elderly, ailing scientist write an opinion on the site of a new telescope, and for all he knew might be himself an upper servant. He was young and poor and had the highest references—like a governess in an old story, who marries into the noble family.


He spread crumpled clothes about the room and rummaged for a comb. Even his wet hair gave off an auburn smell. On the table where he put his books there was an inkstand made of brass and porcelain, and two wooden pens. He hummed as he sat changing his shoes, occasionally substituting for the hum the words of an old song:




“Blow the wind southerly, southerly, southerly,
Blow the wind south o’er the bonny blue sea.”





Then he put his fist to his mouth and thought, and stared as if he would only slowly believe.


The room with double doors was as cold as the passage. Chairs of ugly comfort, a rigid, delicate sofa, books elderly rather than old, more flowers. The wind shuddering in a frozen chimney, the storm a waterfall on the bay window. Ted Tice sat in one of the elephantine, shabby chairs and rested his head on the stale extra piece of plush; rapt with newness and impending newness. The room would have been a study at one time, or a morning-room—the expression “morning-room” belonging to the same vague literary category as upper servant. Somewhere there was a larger room, blatantly unheatable, closed up for the duration. The wartime phrase came readily, even in peace; even as you wondered, the duration of what.


In the fireplace, below the vacant grate, there was a row of aligned fragments, five or six of them, of toasted bread smeared with a dark paste and dusted with ashes.


He was used to cold and sat as much at his ease as if the room had been warm. He could not physically show such unconcern in the presence of others because the full-grown version of his body was not quite familiar to him; but was easy in his mind, swift and unhurried. From all indications, his body had expected some other inhabitant. He supposed the two would be reconciled in time—as he would know, in time, that the smeared toast was there to poison mice, and that Tom was the cat.


A book beside his chair was closed on a pencil that marked a place. He took it up and read the spine: “Zanoni. A Novel By The Right Honourable Lord Lytton.” Such a book might well have appeared on the shelves of such a room. That it should be out, open, and read was more improbable.


For an instant he thought it was the same girl who now came in, the girl from the stairs. The reason for this was that they were sisters, although the present one was fair, and shorter.


She said, “I am Grace Bell.”


The young man stood and again gave his hand and name. She had a very good new woollen dress, colour of roses. They both knew—it was impossible not to—that he saw her beautiful. But both, because of youth, feigned ignorance of this or any other beauty.


“You’ve been left in here a long time.”


“I didn’t realize.” Though no fault on his part was involved.


“The lights have gone out. I was sent to bring you.”


He had been sitting there in the dark because of the storm.


“It’s this way.” She spoke in brief announcements. Assurance showed she had been pretty since childhood. “What a lovely little girl”; and then: “Grace is turning into—turning out—quite a beauty.” Beauty had turned inward, outward. There had also been classes in deportment.


He admired her ability to walk smoothly with him at her heels. She was not at all plump but gave a soft impression, yielding. The dress was a rarity to him—the cloth, the cut. It was the first time Ted Tice had noticed the way a dress was made, though he had winced often enough for a brave showing in the clothes of the poor.


The rose-red dress had come from Canada by surface mail, having been posted by the son of this household, a government official to whom Grace Bell was engaged. He was bringing another dress to her when he returned to Britain from the Ottawa conference, and after that they would be married.


A little curled chrysanthemum of a dog was in heaven at her approach. “Grasper, Grasper.” The dog jumped up and down, speechless. Someone was shaking a bell. Grace was opening a door. And the lights went up by themselves, as on a stage.
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You could see the two sisters had passed through some unequivocal experience, which, though it might not interest others, had formed and indissolubly bound them. It was the gravity with which they sat, ate, talked and, you could practically say, laughed. It was whatever they exchanged, not looking at one another but making a pair. It was their eyes resting on you, or on the wall or table, weighing up the situation from a distance of events and feelings: their eyes, which had the same darkness if not the same distinction.


Because they were alike in feature, the contrast in colouring was remarkable. It was not only that one was dark and one fair, but that the one called Caro should have hair so very black, so straight, heavy and Oriental in coarse texture. Grace was for this reason seen to be fairer than she was—as she was judged the lighter, the easier, for the strength of Caro. People exaggerated the fairness, to make things neat: dark she, fair she.


Wearing a cardigan that had perhaps been blue, Caro was pouring water from a jug. You deferred to her future beauty, taking it on trust. In looks, Caro was as yet unfinished, lacking some revelation that might simply be her own awareness; unlike Grace, who was completed if not complete. Grace was smiling and handing corned beef and potatoes, innocently rehearsing a time when the meat and vegetables would be hers indeed. Ted Tice saw then that on her left hand she wore a ring set with diamonds. But had been loyal to Caro before he noticed this.


Caro did not necessarily belong here: Caro would decide at which table she belonged. She was young to have grasped the need for this. Her other discovery of consequence was also not original: that the truth has a life of its own. It was perhaps in such directions that her energies had flowed, leaving her looks to follow as they might.


What she had read had evidently made her impatient of the prime discrepancy—between man as he might be, and as he was. She would impose her crude belief—that there could be heroism, excellence—on herself and others, until they, or she, gave in. Exceptions could arise, rare and implausible, to suggest she might be right. To those exceptions she would give her whole devotion. It was apparently for them she was reserving her humility.


Some of this might be read in her appearance. Having not yet begun to act, she could indulge a theory. At the same time, her lips were parted, tender, impressible, as they might have been in sleep.


They had not yet addressed each other at table, the girls and the young man. He, with impenetrable simplicity, was listening to the old astronomer at the head of the table, the eminent scientist. Your eminence: a jutting crag on which a collar and tie, and spectacles, had been accurately placed. Together, the youth and the old man were to read the world’s horoscope. Engrossed in listening, as was only suitable, Ted Tice nevertheless quickly learned that the two girls were from Australia, that Caro was staying here while awaiting a government job in London, and that the son at the Ottawa conference had the name of Christian.


Despite angina, the father had fast, definite gestures—taking up his water-glass with a sort of efficiency and setting it down with a hard little snap. Pressing a napkin quickly to his sculpted mouth, not to waste time. Snap snap, snap snap snap. He might have been at a desk rather than a dining-table. He talked with abrupt velocity, also, and had already reached the end of the world.


“Your generation will be the one to feel it. Some form of social structure existed until now. Say what you like about it. Now we’re at the end of all that. You’ll be the ones to bear the brunt.”


With rapid satisfaction he pointed out, to Ted and the girls, their almost culpable bad luck. In the same way, arrivals at a rainy resort will be told, “We’ve had fine weather until today.”


“There has been global order of a kind. Say what you like.”


That of course they could not do.


When Sefton Thrale said the word “global” you felt the earth to be round as a smooth ball, or white and bland as an egg. And had to remind yourself of the healthy and dreadful shafts and outcroppings of this world. You had to think of the Alps, or the ocean, or a live volcano to set your mind at rest.


Professor Thrale did not much care for the fact that Grace came from Australia. Australia required apologies, and was almost a subject for ribaldry. Australia could only have been mitigated by an unabashed fortune from its newly minted sources—sheep, say, or sheep-dip. And no fabled property of so many thousand acres or square miles, no lucky dip, attached itself to Grace. On the contrary, Grace came encumbered with a sister; and even with a halfsister, happily absent on holiday at Gibraltar. Sefton Thrale would explain, “Christian has got himself engaged”—implying naïve bungling—”to an Australian girl.” And with emphatic goodwill might add that Grace was a fine young woman and that he himself was delighted, “Actually.”


The storm had drawn off for a breather. By daylight Ted Tice’s face was seen speckled and flaked, artless as the face reflected in the salty mirror of a seaside kiosk in summer. His forehead was divided by a slight vertical groove. He had an injury to one eye—a brother had done it when they were children, playing in the yard with a stick: a light streak like the scratch of a fingernail on new paint.


“Mustard, Mr. Tice?” Professor Thrale was thinking it was downright fashionable these days to be a poor boy from a grimy town, a clever boy who got himself—the phrase implying contrivance this time—to a great university and made his impression there. Such persons went forward quickly, having nothing to relinquish; and might well attach themselves, as in this case, to new aspects of astronomy developed from radar techniques of the last war. It all hung together. Sefton Thrale recalled a paper, like a twinge of his illness, on which Ted Tice’s precocious achievement was set out against all the odds; where willfulness was not disproved by aberrant undertakings—studies of radiation in postwar Japan, and an intention of spending the coming winter in Paris at work with a controversial physicist.


Sefton Thrale said to himself that Ted Tice would wind up in America: “That is where he will wind up”—a young man’s ambition envisaged as a great winch on which abilities might be deftly and profitably coiled.


“The vegetables,” said Mrs. Thrale, “are from our garden.”


Over the braised celery Sefton Thrale indulged a rather reckless distaste for Ted Tice’s clothes, curls, and accent, and for the fault in his eye. Tice’s future ascendancy could not, like Caro’s beauty, be taken on faith: some sign was needed as to whether he would win or fail—both possibilities being manifestly strong in him. Even if he were at last to carry all before him, it was hard to imagine him properly illustrious in age, like the Professor himself. It was hard to foresee that a name like Tice might carry weight, or that a streaked eye could become a distinction.


In fact Edmund Tice would take his own life before attaining the peak of his achievement. But that would occur in a northern city, and not for many years.


Sefton Thrale’s own important work had been accomplished in youth, before the Great War. Later on he became a public figure by writing a small, lucid book that bridged, or claimed to bridge, a gulf or gap. He had stood with his unbudging foot on the fireguard and his hand in his pocket, and talked of the future; and had kept this up so long and so publicly that persons of all kinds now recognized him at sight in the Sunday papers—”Still going strong, eh, you have to hand it to him.” Unwieldy old geezer in a blazer of black-and-white vertical stripes. The blazer—pulled down at one side by his hand jammed in the pocket, gripping the presumed pipe—gave the effect of a sagging, half-timbered house.


He used outworn idiom: “Lombard Street to a china orange,” “All round China to get to Charing Cross”; “The Old Lady”—even—“of Threadneedle Street”: phrases outdated before his time, which he cultivated and kept going if not alive. Still spoke of Turkey as “the sick man of Europe,” though the entire Continent was a casualty ward long since. His sympathies were with the manageable distances of the past rather than the extravagant reach of the future. The future had been something to talk about, one foot safely on the fender.


It was easy for youth to scent this out and condemn. Less easy to feel for what was human in it, let alone pitiful.


In the main Professor Thrale was allowed to hold forth, as now, in quick orations that supposed no disagreement. But, if challenged, lost his sure grip on pipe and future. A cloud of confused indignation would then rise from him, like dust from an old book whose covers have been banged together for cleaning. In private matters he had not been clever and had dissipated his wife’s fortune, like his own potential, in naïve investments. A knighthood, now forthcoming, had been long delayed. But his name was public, and weighed in a public and political affair such as siting a telescope.


Ted Tice took mustard. It came out that he had been on holiday these past two weeks, walking in the West Country. He had an interest, furthermore, in prehistoric monuments, and had spent the solstice at an excavation near Avebury Circle. It was not difficult to imagine lofty stones as his companions.


Mrs. Thrale said they sometimes received, at Peverel, vibrations from the missile base near Stonehenge. Though considerately fired away from the monument, the rockets were not without local danger. A window had once shattered in a guest’s bedroom, luckily causing no injury.


“Ah yes,” said Sefton Thrale. “But Paul Ivory carries his luck with him.” Plucking the unknown guest out from the glass shards and flourishing him, in order to exclude Ted Tice; and, with this need to impress, offering Tice the advantage. “What news of Paul, by the way? Any news of Paul?”


Ted Tice was aware that men already hoped for his good opinion. And that, if balked of it, they might try condescension.


Palliating the Professor’s misdemeanour, the three women quickly testified to an absence of news. And Ted Tice perceived that women’s indulgence had been indispensable to Sefton Thrale’s fame. As was expected of her, Mrs. Thrale made known that Paul Ivory was her godson, who would shortly come to stay. Ted might have heard of plays by Paul Ivory, in university productions; but had not. Well, in any case, a young person of promise who was soon to have a work produced on the London stage.


“Paul has all the qualities,” said Sefton Thrale, and might have been making some contrast.


“Is he related to the poet?”


“In fact, the son.”


Ted Tice could hardly know the subtle disturbance generated by his question—love for the Georgian poets being the remnant of Sefton Thrale’s best self, which in turn derived, like his best work, from an earlier period. He would bring them in, forgotten or disparaged poets of his youth, with loyal calculation—the poignant quotation, the interviewer asking, “Now who said that?” and Thrale’s retort: “A fine poet who died about the time you were born, young man” (the Professor having all the benign and practised public tricks); then the identification—of Bridges, Drinkwater, Shanks, or Humbert Wolfe; Thomas Sturge Moore; even Rupert Brooke on days when dander was up. Or Rex Ivory.


Mrs. Thrale remarked, “Rex Ivory was not a great poet. But he was a true poet.” She felt it was an odd misconception that scientists had no taste for literature: “I have known many examples to the contrary.”


Ted smiled. “I think we’re permitted to be musical.”


On occasion, Caroline Bell’s eyes were as kind as her sister’s. “They are also supposed to be taciturn.”


“I may grow less articulate as I get older.”


Charmian Thrale pointed out a photograph above the sideboard. Three young men in a garden, two of them seated in cane chairs, one standing with hands raised and spread. The standing figure, in open shirt and white trousers, declaimed to the others, who were conventionally dressed in their clothes of 1913. Heads of pale hair were helmets, were crowns or halos. A larger nimbus arched the garden, where trees were massed above larkspur and a long lawn was methodically streaked with rolling. It seemed to be near dusk. And the magical youths on the grass were doomed by coming war, even the survivors.


Charmian Thrale said, “Like an eve in a sinless world.”


The remnant of the Sefton Thrale seated in that sinless photograph would have wished to make fellowship with Edmund Tice because of his improbable inquiry. Again the women knew it, and sighed in their thoughts over the old man’s curt answer: “In fact, the son.”


The Professor proceeded to elaborate his preference, deftly aligning fork and knife. “Paul Ivory has already established some place for himself in literature. And is rising so swiftly that there is no telling where he may yet go.”


Ted Tice grinned, by no means defenceless. “Like Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle. Impossible to measure speed and position simultaneously.”


It seemed that Caroline Bell could giggle like other girls.


“And is all but engaged”—the Professor was determined to prevail—”to the daughter of our neighbour at the castle.”


Ted wondered what “all but engaged” might mean, and saw Caro smile with the selfsame thought. Whatever heresy had existed in this house had come from upper servants.


He recalled the castle, its grey walls discouraging even to lichens.


Seeing into their souls, the Professor told them, “It’s a brave man these days who’ll marry the daughter of a lord. With all you radicals around.” This was meant for Ted and Caro, since Grace’s way of quietly stacking plates exonerated her. Yet it was Grace who looked up and said, “Perhaps he loves her.”


“Perfectly right. Young people should follow their fancy. Why not? Caro here would marry a mechanic if she was so minded.”


They looked at Caro, who said, “I am not mechanically minded.”


Sefton Thrale always felt worsted when there was laughter.


The girl went on, “It’s true. I’m not only ignorant but have no affinity for mechanical things. Or for science either.”


“You owe your existence to astronomy, young woman.” Young man, young woman; yet they could not say, old man, old woman. The Professor was preparing to explain, when Caro said, “Do you mean, the transit of Venus?”


It was not the first time she had spoiled things.


He continued as if she had neither spoiled nor spoken. “Why did James Cook set sail in H.M.S. Endeavour for undiscovered Australia if not to observe, en route, at Tahiti, the planet Venus as it crossed the face of the sun on the third of June 1769 and thus to determine the distance of earth from sun?” He was teaching them a lesson.


Again they looked at Caro, established as a child of Venus.


Tice said, “The calculations were hopelessly out.” Siding with the girl. “Calculations about Venus often are.”


Sefton Thrale said, “There were distortions in the disc of Venus. A phenomenon of irradiation in the transit.” It might have been his own expedition, or experience, he defended. “We call it the Black Drop.”


The girl marvelled. “The years of preparation. And then, from one hour to the next, all over.”


The young man explained that there were stages. He said, “There are the contacts, and the culmination.”


They both blushed for the universe.


Professor Thrale said, “Now you are speaking of eclipse. Venus cannot blot out the sun.” He flicked crumbs from his cuff. One could not relate in the presence of two virgins how, at Tahiti on that blazing day of June 1769, Venus had been busy in other matters. While their officers were engrossed with James Short’s telescopes, the crew of the Endeavour had broken into the stores at Fort Venus to steal a heap of iron spike-nails—with which they procured for themselves the passing favours of Tahitian women; and the permanent infection of a venereal disease no subsequent floggings could cure.


Ted Tice said, “Another astronomer crossed the world to see that same transit, and was defeated.” The inward tone in which men speak, casually, of what moves them. Tice could not teach a lesson, but would pay tribute. “A Frenchman had travelled to India years before to observe a previous transit, and was delayed on the way by wars and misadventure. Having lost his original opportunity, he waited eight years in the East for that next transit, of 1769. When the day came, the visibility was freakishly poor, there was nothing to be seen. There would not be another such transit for a century.”


He was telling this to, and for, Caroline Bell. At that moment he and she might have been the elders at the table, elegiac. She said, “Years for Venus.”


“His story has such nobility you can scarcely call it unsuccessful.” Ted Tice was honouring the faith, not the failure.


Professor Thrale had had enough of this. “And the poor devil returned to France, as I recall, to find himself declared dead in his absence, and his property dispersed.” If that wasn’t failure, nothing was.


The girl asked Ted Tice: “What was his name?”


“Legentil. Guillaume Legentil.”


Mrs. Thrale had made custard. A mottled Irish maid brought dishes on a tray. Mrs. Thrale had been brought up to believe, on pain of losing her character, that her back must never touch the chair: never, never. This added to her air of endurance, and made it seem also that she looked you in the face more than is usual. It was she who had thought of the summer seaside in regard to the quality of Ted Tice—the speckled mirror dangling among the tags for deck-chairs and the keys for bath-houses, all vibrant with a warm padding of sandy feet. On the other hand, there were his nights spent among primitive stones.


Charmian Thrale’s own reclusive self, by now quite free of yearnings, merely cherished a few pure secrets—she had once pulled a potato from a boiling pot because it showed a living sprout; and had turned back, on her way to an imperative appointment, to look up a line of Meredith. She did not choose to have many thoughts her husband could not divine, for fear she might come to despise him. Listening had been a large measure of her life: she listened closely—and, since people are accustomed to being half-heard, her attention troubled them, they felt the inadequacy of what they said. In this way she had a quieting effect on those about her, and stemmed gently the world’s flow of unconsidered speech. Although she offered few opinions, her views were known in a way that is not true of persons who, continually passing judgment, keep none in reserve.


The girls’ curved necks were intolerably exposed as they spooned their custard: you could practically feel the axe. Upright Mrs. Thrale could never be felled in the same way, at least not now. The young man and the girls remarked among themselves on the delayed season—“the late summer,” as if it were already dead. They were like travellers managing an unfamiliar tongue, speaking in infinitives. Everything had the threat and promise of meaning. Later on, there would be more and more memories, less and less memorable. It would take a bombshell, later, to clear the mental space for such a scene as this.


Experience was banked up around the room, a huge wave about to break.


While the girls were clearing the table, the Professor led the young man to the windows, saying, “Let me show you.” A rub of his dry, decisive hand on the damp glass only increased the blur, and he turned away, sulky: “Well, you cannot see it now.” Not saying what new lesson would be taught on this blackboard.


Ted Tice knew it was the road he had come.
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In the previous year Christian Thrale, who was then in his twenties, unexpectedly had an evening free from weekend work at a government office. In retrospect it seemed to have been an evening free, also, of himself. He did not often go alone to a concert or anything else of the cultural kind. On your own, you were at the mercy of your responses. Accompanied, on the other hand, you remained in control, made assertive sighs and imposed hypothetical requirements. You could also deliver your opinion, seldom quite favourable, while walking home.


As to pleasure, he was suspicious of anything that relieved his feelings.


The concert, on that particular evening, was furthermore too easy to get into. Yet, passing in light rain, he saw posters and bought a seat on the aisle.


He was scarcely in place when he had to stand again to let two women into the row. He lifted the folded mackintosh, the hat, and damp umbrella he had dumped on the empty seat alongside; and the younger woman, having stood back for the elder, now sat there. He had noticed her large-eyed good looks at once when she glanced up saying Sorry. But as the struggling out of coats went on, and the drawing off of stubborn gloves, he lost interest.


It was the other woman he next became aware of.


The older woman was small and dark and wore a red felt circlet on her head, trimmed with navy ribbon. Around her shoulders there was looped a swag of sharp little furs—the mouth of one fur fastened, peglike and with needle teeth, on the paw of the other. In her lap a handbag was crammed squat, and she dried this with rustling paper. That she was in some way related to the girl, though not of an age to be her mother, was evident from their manner together.


It was hard to summarize, even in guesses, even in his mind, the relation of girl to woman. Until, as the musicians started to appear and more arrivals pushed along the rows, the phrase came to him: she is in her power.


The older woman had been coaxed for an outing, in the desperation of an interminable Sunday. That she expected nothing of the music was apparent from her turning this way and that, providing her own discordant tuning-up. “How people rig themselves out, will you just look at that one. I ask you.” “They might’ve done the place up a bit by now. Wouldn’t you think. They mean to use the war as an excuse forever.” The girl sat quietly, an evasion she would not be allowed to get away with.


“You’re cheery I must say. First you tell me I’m depressed, and then you don’t have a solitary word to say for yourself.”


Now that he knew the association was founded in fear, he still wondered whether they were cousins, perhaps, or aunt and niece. When she turned his way, the wide, high slope of the little woman’s bright cheeks recalled the girl’s.


“Not a breath of air in here.” She flapped the furs on her breast, and the pronged fox-face snapped up and down. “That’s the way you catch things. Remind me to gargle when we get home.”


The lights lowered. Throughout the first work Christian was aware of the woman simmering there, a boiling turned low. The girl between them was impassive, hands lightly clasped, slim knees aligned under dark skirt. At the interval the little woman, murmuring to the girl, got up and went out to the ladies’.


She was no sooner down the aisle than Christian spoke. He had never done such a thing in life, but knew there was no time to lose. They got swiftly through some piffle about Sibelius, and by the time the duenna returned Christian had written a phone number and suggested Saturday. All this, which should have seemed extraordinary to him, appeared inevitable and entirely right.


He got to his feet, and Grace said, “Dora, this is Mr. Thrale.” He saw Dora’s face flash with the realization they had stolen a march on her, and with an impulse to spoil things. Dora saw a sandy man, quite tall, who could easily present a threat. Christian had discovered they were half-sisters and from Australia. When the concert was over, he put them in a cab.


He did not, during that week, tell himself I must have been besotted, even though besotted was one of his words. He knew that something out of the ordinary had been set in motion. But did wonder if it would survive reunion with Grace, whose attraction could well decline at an address of furnished rooms. One would then be faced with the process of coming to one’s senses. To do him justice, Christian Thrale feared rather than hoped for this.


On the Saturday he went to W. 11 by taxi, to take off the pall. The stairs were freshly painted white and had a scarlet carpet. There was a glass jar of yellow flowers on a landing.


It had not occurred to him, he himself might have brought.


As he went up he was shamed by a sense of adventure that delineated the reduced scale of his adventures. After the impetuous beginning, he would puzzle them by turning out staid and cautious. In a gilt mirror near the door he surprised himself, still young.


Grace’s beauty was a vindication. He had relied on it, and it did not let him down. She was calm, as before, and smiled. There were the gold flowers again, on a table. Christian sat on a furnishedlooking settee. No, no difficulty at all finding the address and knew the area quite well, actually, from once having had a dentist nearby. A kettle whistling in a kitchenette was swiftly muzzled by, he assumed, Dora.


Caro brought in the tray. My sister. A place was cleared for cups and plates. Christian sat again, and Caro opposite, with Grace bent between them: Is that too strong, these are from Fortnum’s. With a silver blade she laid open a quadrant of cake. A little furrow of concentration between her eyes was beguiling as the grooved brow of a kitten. On the sofa Christian was a man on a river-bank, not so much gazing at the other side as aware of a current into which he must plunge. He saw Grace shining and rippling over afternoon stones. She leadeth me beside the still waters.


Opposite, Caro’s still waters ran deep.


Unfortunately Dora has had to go to Wigmore Street to pick up her new glasses. Thank God. It was clear that Dora battened on the girls’ occasions, might be absent from necessity but never from tact. As in the concert hall, it was evident they must make the most of the time before she returned, get things to a pitch where she could not reverse them. In relief at no Dora, Christian sat easy, had a second cup, and was pleased. Into the furnished staleness there came cool air from a window, and a scent of bath salts or cologne.


Against the light, Caro’s head and shoulders were remarkable. Once or twice he made her laugh. But when he leaned for biscuits felt her eyes on him as if. As if, for instance, she knew about the sense of adventure on the stairs.


He found these women uncommonly self-possessed for their situation. They seemed scarcely conscious of being Australians in a furnished flat. He would have liked them to be more impressed by his having come, and instead caught himself living up to what he thought might be their standards and hoping they would not guess the effort incurred. Quickness came back to him like a neglected talent summoned in an emergency: as if he rose in trepidation to a platform and cleared his throat to sing.


The room itself appeared unawed by him—not from any disorder but from very naturalness. A room where there had been expectation would have conveyed the fact—by a tension of plumped cushions and placed magazines, a vacancy from unseemly objects bundled out of sight; by suspense slowly dwindling in the curtains. This room was quite without such anxiety. On its upholstery, the nap of the usual was undisturbed. No tribute of preparation had been paid him here, unless perhaps the flowers, which were fresh and which he himself if he had only thought.


It was a high room that Grace said had seen better days.


Christian said, “I can’t imagine a better day than this.”


A few objects, and the books, evidently their own. There was a warped picture of a woman’s head painted on wood.


“Caro got it in Seville.”


“It’s an angel.”


Caro had been three months in Spain for the language. To do this she had gone as nursemaid to an English family, who had afterwards taken her to France and to Italy. Caro was now working—serving was what she said—in a bookshop while studying for a government examination.


It was even worse with Grace, who was in the Complaints Department at Harrods.


There could be no outcome to such activities but marriage. He knew all about Caro’s examination and she would never pass it. It had only recently been opened to women, and he had never heard of a woman passing it. “It is stiff,” he said. It did not even lead to prospects, you came in at the lower level, it was a way of having people with languages without giving them career service.


“An exploitation, if you like,” he concluded.


Caro said, “I don’t like,” and took a cream wafer. “Peek Frean’s,” she read, before biting the lettering in half.


“I shall confine myself to saying,” he began again, and stopped. He did not know where he got these expressions, I confine myself, I shall refrain from, I withhold comment upon—as if he had placed himself under house arrest. It might be from his father. He asked with whom had she dealt, where was she to present herself. And over the officials and bureaux of her answers assented with knowing confirmation—as a Greek will sagely nod at the mention of Hesiod or Pindar even if he has never read a line of them.


The situation of Grace was more pointed still, an abeyance. What could she possibly learn in a Complaints Department?


“I,” said Grace Bell, “have learned that a soft answer does not turn away wrath.” The girls fell to laughing together, their bodies slightly inclined each to each even across a tea-table.


Caro told him, “London is our achievement. Our career, for the time being.” As if she read through his forehead like glass. “Having got here is an attainment, being here is an occupation.”


Like a creature whose lair has been observed, he shifted to new cover. “Very sensible not to plan too far ahead.”


They would talk about him afterwards, and Caro would adjudicate. He did not know if Grace would abide by the verdict or not. Caro would bite him in half like a biscuit. He wondered how Caro stood up to Dora, and for a moment would have been curious to see them together. When Caro got to her feet, when she brought hot water or closed a window, she moved with consequence as if existence were not trivial.


When these girls were small their parents had drowned in a capsized ferry. Christian was to refer to this as “a boating accident” for the rest of his life.


“And do you then,” to show his independence of their futures, “mean to try out life here, and return to—was it—Sydney?”


Caro laughed. “Life doesn’t work that way.”


As if she knew, and he did not.


A plate on which biscuits had lain was old, chipped, Italian, and had a border of rustic lettering. Caro had brought it from Palermo. Saying “May I?”, Christian took it up and read aloud, turning the disc to decipher: “Chi d’invidia campa, disperato muore. Who lives—if I’m right?—in envy, dies in despair.” He put it back on the table. The angel had been charming; the plate had a sharper edge.


How happy he was, all the same. Christian, who often feared to find himself in obscure conditions, in a monochrome where his colours might not prove fast. Given the present circumstances—the furnished room, the brute fact of Sydney, the desk at Harrods, and the examination already as good as failed—this should now have been overwhelmingly the case. But was not, by any means.


These women provided something new to Christian—a clear perception unmingled with suspiciousness. Their distinction was not only their beauty and their way with one another, their crying need of a rescue for which they made no appeal whatever; but a high humorous candour for which—he could frame it no other way—they would be willing to sacrifice.


Christian was happy. Grace had done that for him. She will make you very happy.


The degree of good faith being required of him amounted to a mild abandon, but he did not want to botch this afternoon. His chances in life seemed bound up with the colours of girls’ dresses, the streaks of curtain at windows, a painted angel; and even with a tea-cosy of crocheted orange, felted with handling, that said everything about the landlord. Turned to him, there were the two long figures in light. He would have liked to think, Sargent; but feared something more disruptive, like Vermeer.


There were intervals when he knew that he was the one in need of rescue, that Grace might easily do better than take up with him, and that Caro would pass the examination ahead of all the rest. But health was hard to maintain: self-importance flickered up like fever.


There was something else now, with the three of them in that room, some event or at least a moment. Whatever this was, the excitement in it was displacing the calm, the charm. It was quickly past. Christian knew that Grace was as much as he could manage; she was already a departure, though of his own unexpected choosing. Caro was beyond his means. He was like a cabinet minister faced with a capital decision. On the brink of the sofa he renounced any possibility of Caro. There was deliverance in this, and a flow of propitiatory emotion towards Grace.


Now that Caro had proved too much for him, he almost disliked her.


Grace was telling about a customer who had sent back a dead canary in a box, for refund. Christian must soon make himself clear. A third meeting would be commitment of a kind, to a chain of new circumstances.


“And got it back stuffed, from Taxidermy, with a bill for five guineas!”


Christian was laughing out loud with relief. He could hear this laughter of his that showed what he could do when given a chance. In his laughter it was as if he already took Grace in his arms.


She came downstairs to see him out. Dora, now in sight along the street, performed her usual function of bringing matters to a head. He asked Grace to dine with him during the week, and she made an arrangement for Wednesday. They repeated time and place like vows, safe forever from the sharp heels of Dora on the path.


Christian quite strongly did not want to see Dora, but waited to greet her and hoped for credit from Grace. Dora’s hair was netted in a veiling cap, like thatch under wire. She dropped her key, and bumped her head on Christian’s as they both bent down for it. This in turn gave rise to false little gasps of overdone apology. Christian knew the type. She was one of those persons who will squeeze into the same partition of a revolving door with you, on the pretext of causing less trouble.


By the time he got home he had forgotten Caro. It was years before he seriously considered her again, or before she became the object of another cabinet-level review. Long before Wednesday he began to wish for Grace, and when the evening came was more charming to her than he had ever been to anybody in his life.
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“Have we missed it?”


Ted Tice was staring up the country road for the bus. Caroline Bell was looking round at roadside trees and tangling gardens that no Australian could take for granted. Signs of last month’s storm were difficult to find: however hard you might look, the earth insisted there was nothing wrong. Tice stood ungainly, his character loose on him that day like clothes he must grow into. His question did not wake her.


They had little to say under the heavy trees. It was when the bus trundled and they got on board that they began to speak, starting up along with the ancient snorting engine and the metal shudder of flanks and the raised voices of other passengers. The bus enclosed them like social obligation. Or it was departure that loosened their tongues, a reminder, as they wound down the valley of the River Test. Caro, though leaning back, arm extended to brace herself against the seat in front, showed no desire to be mistress of the situation. Ted Tice looked down her profile of eyelid and lip, down her blue shoulder and breast and her bare arm to where her hand grasped the rusted metal of a seat-back. Her body had a more distinct outline when she was parted from her sister.


An hour had already passed, of this day they were to spend together. Ted Tice was glad of each additional mile, which would at least, at last, have to be retraced. Every red and noticeable farmhouse, every church or sharp right turn was a guarantee of his time with her. He said, “Are you thinking how tame it is, all this?” He meant the floral English summer, but could have been understood otherwise. In fact he was not bold enough to touch her, but made his gesture to her head. “What are you thinking?”


Caro had been watching out the window, and turned the same look of general, landscaped curiosity on him. This man was no more to her then than a callow ginger presence in a cable-stitch cardigan. The country bus lurched over an unsprung road. The girl thought that in novels one would read that he and she were flung against each other; and how that was impossible. We can only be flung against each other if we want to be. Like rape, men say.


“I was thinking the summer is violent, rather than tame.” It was her second summer of the northern kind, an abundance that overwhelmed—as did the certainty that it could be dismantled and remounted indefinitely: Nature in a mood impassive, prodigious, absolute. “Australian summer is a scorching, without a leaf to spare. Out there, the force is in the lack, in the scarcity and distance.” Remembering distances of ageless desolation, she wondered if she was defining frailty. “For colours like these, you need water.” But, even with water, in Australia the pigment might not be there. It was doubtful that pinks or blues lay dormant in Australian earth; let alone the full prestige of green.


She looked again out the window, full face like a child, and thought that here the very fields seemed intended for pleasure. As to the multiplication and subtraction of seasons, she had of course known perfectly, beforehand, how leaves fall in deciduous England. But still been unprepared for anything extreme as autumn—more, in its red destruction, like an act of man than of God.


They left an abbey afloat on a swell of trees, and passed through a town of overhead wires and small discouraged shops.


“Great Expectations,” said Caro, who could read the billboard at the far-off picture-house. The bus halted, and retrundled. The regularity of suburban streets had been shorn back for a highway: the new road fanned out across a rise, houses splayed back like buttons released over a paunch. In a blighted field a capsized merry-go-round was turning to rust; a strung-up sign had lost its introductory F, and read, in consequence, UNFAIR. A barn squatted by the roadside like an abandoned van. The bus plunged forward. At its roaring, a small car withdrew into a hedge: an animal bayed.


Ted said, “It used to be, in England, that you were never far from countryside. Now you are always near a town.” He had begun to look with antipodean eyes, because of Caro.


“I’ll be living in a city ever after.” Caroline Bell was soon to start work in the government office. “I have to wait until there is the post.”


He thought, She already has the jargon then—but she went on, “Post, post. Like being tied to a stake in a field. Like a gibbet at a crossroads.”


They smiled at this moonlit image of dangling Caro: Caro would swing for it. Whatever they said mattered to him. Instead of making phrases about towns and offices they might have been asking, “What will become of us?” or “Do you believe in God?” The girl felt a man’s breath speaking on her neck. A river trailed willows at her side; a pale spire appeared, scarcely mineral. The bus plunged and bucked, determined to unseat them. We are flung against each other.


Where they got down, wrought-iron gates were folded back like written pages. Guarding this calligraphy there was a white-haired man, one arm missing and the ribbons of old battles on his chest.


“You’re just in time.” A notice gave hours of visiting, as if the great house beyond were a patient in hospital. The guard called after them, “Better look lively.” And they laughed and did so.


Caro had taken up a song from Ted Tice and sang “Southerly, southerly” in a high voice, light and none too tuneful, as she lifted both hands to shade her eyes. For that instant at least, these two were no more than the world took them for—young, hopeful, and likely to become lovers.


“Of course we never saw any of this.” It was the great house in which Ted Tice had once been a child evacuee from the blitz. “It doesn’t even seem to be the same house.” Resplendent indoor colours of silk and velvet and porcelain might themselves have been a prerogative of ruling classes.


Caro said, “Perhaps we took the wrong bus.” They were laughing and looking out the windows. The house was all of stone. Outside, below the broad sill, there was a mass of mock orange; there were Buddleia bushes, purple and full of bees; roses as a matter of course, and sweet peas. The clippings of ornate hedges were being gathered up by gardeners—all England being trimmed and snipped, shorter and shorter.


“Does the Rape of the Sabines mean anything to you?”


The guide was reaching up with a white rod. Her voice was also on English tip-toe, though heard by the obedient crowd. They saw the picture, hugely Italian, swirl with outraged limbs; the red lips parted on the painted cry. Caro and Ted were laughing by the windows. The Rape of the Sabines meant nothing to them.


The tour shuffled. There was a restraining loop of twisted cord and a notice: VISITORS ARE KINDLY REQUESTED. Emotions were roused by a cascade of painted decoration falling from an immense height. There were goddesses, there were fantastic garlands, urns and balustrades, and any amount of gold. In such a room the house was felt to be harbouring some other, too lavish nation; and barely escaped treachery.


“These walls were boarded up in the war. And are by Rubens.” The crowd became intent, not seeing the paintings now so much as the interesting and ingenious planking that had once obscured them. “The battle theme of the west wall merits special attention, if you consider the Second Front was planned in this room.” Yes, it was true: commanders had sat here in battle dress and the map of France had hung, in its turn, over the boarded canvas of flung drapery and glistening flesh; and Mars in truth had covered Venus. A bald general had practised putts on the underfelt, while a prime minister, not to be outdone, had painted a picture of his own.


The crowd had not realized. They had been thinking the house long past its serious phase. And wanted to know, how was the table placed, and what about Montgomery.


“Yes, they were here.” The dove-coloured guide had laid her rod on a table and was showing with her hands, like an artist. “All the architects of the invasion.” As if war, too, were some stately edifice. She had removed her glasses and, with a small red impress each side of the nose, was a bird delicately marked. She was happy to please with her important information—the general’s putts, the statesman’s placed easel. And was glad, also, for the family in their great possession.


The tour shifted along to another loop of cord. A notice once more asked, or kindly requested, that they do or refrain from doing; and went on to say that the library was lined with books to within ten feet of the ceiling (which itself depicted the story—pastel, concave, and none too decent—of Deianira and Hercules). Far below, the carpet was figured in pale colours like reflections. On polished tables photographs stood at angles, in silver frames, and were signed. You could see, time and again, the great R after the name.


“Queen Alexandra, Princess Pat.” The crowd picked them out, expert certainly in this. They prowled among chiffoniers and credenzas, and no one had the heart to deny. The dead and executed, the Russian and Prussian princes, struck no pity or terror: it was part of their privileged destiny, all one with the magnificence, the tiaras, the stars and garters, and long ropes of pearl.


A man in herringbone said, “That’s the bleeder.” Heads turned sharply, but were soon nodding for the affliction of the little doomed Tsarevich.


“Note the unusual group of the generations. And the Duke of Kent shortly before he was killed by Cecil Beaton.” There was no lack of appreciation. A woman in paisley print was asked, most reasonably, not to touch.


“Indeed it is the very same house,” said Ted Tice. Where there was a sign, THIS WAY, they went downstairs together.


From outside, the house was seen to be sculpted. There was no imagining ribs, beams, architraves, or stages of laborious construction. Virginia creeper reached the flaking windows of the room where generals had charted death; and a great wistaria strangled columns in a silent portico. The house prepared for mouldering as for another phase of life.


Ted Tice sat with Caro on the lawn. The girl hugged her knees and said, “The creators of such a house should themselves be beautiful.”


“Probably the house was as much as they could manage in the way of beauty.” The ginger man lay back on turf, arms beneath his head, and recited in his regional voice:




“That they,


Bitter and violent men, might rear in stone


The sweetness that all longed for night and day.”





Caro’s dress moulded a blue kneecap. “Do you suppose anyone anywhere is longing, or rearing the evidence now?”


“If so, they’d best keep it dark, or they’ll cop hell.” By now, longing itself might be an admission of failure. Ted said, “Beauty is the forbidden word of our age, as Sex was to the Victorians. But without the same power to reassert itself.” He might have been echoing Sefton Thrale: You’ll be the ones to bear the brunt.


Ted Tice sat with Caro on the lawn. A silence can easily fall between those who do not consider themselves a topic. And in any case the air was filled with the blunt sounds and green smells of the pruning and cropping. England was being cut back to the roots for its own good; that is the way you build character. The gardeners in grey shirts moved to put a stop to growth, or to hold it in check. Green fell in every form, and was carried off in baskets.


“They are cutting down the very colour.” Caroline Bell leaned forward and smiled to see her long belief justified. “The green we only knew about from books.”
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“Grey Winter hath gone, like a wearisome guest,


And, behold, for repayment,


September comes in with the wind of the West


And the Spring in her raiment.”





You might recite it in Elocution Class, but could hardly have it in English poetry. It was as if the poet had deliberately taken the losing, and Australian, side. He had grasped the nettle. But a nettle grasped remains a nettle, and grasping it an unnatural act. What was natural was hedgerows, hawthorn, skylarks, the chaffinch on the orchard bough. You had never seen these but believed in them with perfect faith. As you believed, also, in the damp, deciduous, and rightful seasons of English literature and in lawns of emerald velours, or in flowers that could only be grown in Australia when the drought broke and with top-dressing. Literature had not simply made these things true. It had placed Australia in perpetual, flagrant violation of reality.


Little girls sang, sing-song:


“Come down to Kew in lilac-time (it isn’t far from London!).”


Involving themselves in a journey of ten thousand miles. For a punishment you might, after school, write one hundred times:




Self-reverence, self-knowledge, self-control:
These three alone lead life to sovereign power.





The little girls licked nibs of tin and fingered pigtails, preparing for sovereign power.


History was the folding coloured view of the Coronation that had been tacked on the classroom wall—the scene in the Abbey, with the names printed beneath. The Duke of Connaught, the Earl of Athlone, the slender King in ermine. Dora bought a coronation mug at Woolworth’s: Long May They Reign. That was History, all of a piece with the Black Prince and the Wars of the Roses. Grace and Caro had been allowed to stay up one summer night to hear the Abdication crackle over the short-wave. Something you’ll remember always.


Australian History, given once a week only, was easily contained in a small book, dun-coloured as the scenes described. Presided over at its briefly pristine birth by Captain Cook (gold-laced, white-wigged, and back to back in the illustrations with Sir Joseph Banks), Australia’s history soon terminated in unsuccess. Was engulfed in a dark stench of nameless prisoners whose only apparent activity was to have built, for their own incarceration, the stone gaols, now empty monuments that little girls might tour for Sunday outings: These are the cells for solitary confinement, here is where they. Australian History dwindled into the expeditions of doomed explorers, journeys without revelation or encounter endured by fleshless men whose portraits already gloomed, beforehand, with a wasted, unlucky look—the eyes fiercely shining from sockets that were already bone.


That was the shrivelled chronicle—meagre, shameful, uninspired; swiftly passed over by teachers impatient to return to the service at the Abbey. The burden of a slatternly continent was too heavy for any child to shift. History itself proceeded, gorgeous, spiritualized, without a downward glance at Australia. Greater than Nature, inevitable as the language of morning prayers: O God, who art the author of peace and lover of concord, in knowledge of whom standeth our eternal life, whose service is perfect freedom.


Sentiments of a magnitude to which only a very affected, bold or departing Australian might aspire.


In the true, and northern, hemisphere, beyond the Equator that equalized nothing, even bath-water wound out in the opposite direction. Perhaps even the records gyrating on the gramophone. Australians could only pretend to be part of all that and hope no one would spot the truth.


Once in a while, or all the time, there was the sense of something supreme and obvious waiting to be announced. Like the day the boys at the junction were tormenting the swaggie and a man from nowhere told them, “E’s a yooming being.”


When fiery December sets foot in the forest . . .


They were living in a house with a tower and a view of the Heads. They had embroidered chairs, crystal dishes that chimed when flicked with a fingernail, and a fragment of oak from Nelson’s flagship in a small velvet box. At school Caro was up to the Spanish Armada and the sad heart of Ruth, when the ferry called the Benbow turned over in Sydney harbour and hideously sank. Grace was on a blue chair in the kindergarten and still had Miss McLeod, who had come out after the Great War and would be superannuated at Christmas.


Miss McLeod played the organ for the school at morning prayers. “Hush’d was the Evening Hymn,” “For All the Saints,” and, in season, “Once in Royal David’s City.” Everyone was C of E or something like it, except Myfanwy Burns and the Cohen girl. Religion was the baby in the manger, the boy with the slingshot, the coat of many colours.


Caro and Grace knew what had happened to them was drastic. They could tell by flattering new attentions that had nothing to do with incredulous, persistent loss. They were slow to give up hope of miraculous reversal, and each morning woke disbelieving to the weather of death. It would have been hard to have weather appropriate or consoling, but this heat did not seem neutral.


Full fathom five thy father lies. Mrs. Horniman in the house with the English lawn said there was nothing she would not do. And on Christmas Day they sweltered beside the Hornimans’ celluloid tree while a bushfire broke out over at Clontarf. Grace got a threepenny-bit in the plum pudding, but afternoon grew awful. The children were forbidden to swim because of the turkey, and Athol Horniman hit Caro with a cricket ball.


A few days later Dora told them, “It is 1939.”


Dora struck them both as unfamiliar. They scarcely recognized her from before, when she had been part of a family of five. The present Dora seemed not to have shared in the life before the Benbow. There was only one thing—a memory, not yet defined as such, of Dora shrieking beyond a closed door and Father saying, “Look what a daughter.”


It was hard to think where Dora might have been, for instance, on mornings of the great past when Grace and Caro were driven into town for new school clothes. Father dropped them off, the mother and two girls, in the important haze where metallic smells of town flowed along with the cars, sluggish between narrow ranks of buildings. A toast-rack tram, discoloured yellow, rocked them on wooden benches glossed with human passage. There were office girls with rolled hair and sailor hats of felt or straw; but there was no Dora, surely. The men sat in the open compartments at each end of the tram, their heavy waistcoats unbuttoned in the heat; flinging tobacco butts on slatted floors and leaning out to spit. In the rain, a canvas blind drew down for them on a rod. In the inside compartment Grace stood between her mother’s knees and Caro swayed against an assortment of standing thighs. One and two halves, like the fare; and no Dora.


Dora’s own mother had died when she was born, as happened in stories. Dora was twenty-one, but had given up Teachers’ College.


Where they got down from the tram there were windows brilliant with coloured gloves and handbags and silk shoes, and shopping arcades lit like rainbows. The women passing along Pitt Street or Castlereagh had cooler faces and wore hats of violets or rosebuds, with little veils. Kegs of ale were nonetheless drawn on drays right past the best shops by pairs or teams of Clydesdales: chestnut necks straining in collars of sweated leather, great hooves under ruffs of streaked horsehair. And the driver collarless, frayed waistcoat open, no jacket, with his leather face and stained mop of horsehair moustache. Manure underfoot, and a bruised smell of dropped cabbage trodden by blinkered ponies harnessed to vegetable carts. Along the curb, barrows of Jaffas and Navels, or Tasmanian apples. All this, raffish and rural, at the fashionable conjunction of Market and Castlereagh streets.


At the same corner they would come upon the spectres dreaded by Caro and by Grace; and, from the looking and the looking away, by all who passed there. Apparitions of the terrible kind were dispersed throughout the city and might be expected at any shopping centre of the suburbs. For a dead and atrocious certainty they awaited you at this particular and affluent corner, which for that reason seemed not to be a street at all, but a pit or arena.


Some of them stood, including those with only the one leg. The legless would be on the ground, against shop-windows. The blinded would have a sign, to that effect, around the neck—perhaps adding SUVLA or GALLIPOLI. Similarly, on the placard GASSED that hung beside pinned medals, might appear the further information, YPRES or ARRAS. Or the sign might say MESOPOTAMIA, quite simply, as you might write HELL.


They took up separate places, perhaps having a dog with them or a child, or a gaunt woman silently holding out the cap. More usually, each alone. Who or what they had singly been, however, was sunk in the delved sameness of the eyes. Nothing more could be done to them, but their unsurpassable worst would be sustained forever and ever. Stillness was on the eyes even of the blind, closed on God knew what last sighting.


What music they made, and how they sang, that ghastly orchestra in lopped and shiny serge, with unstrung fiddles and wheezing concertinas and the rusted mouth-organ grasped in the remaining and inexpert hand; the voices out of tune with everything but pitched extremity. How cruelly they wracked, for Depression pennies, an unwilling audience with their excruciating songs—“The Rose of No Man’s Land,” and “The Roses of Picardy,” and “The Rose of Tralee,” and “Oh My, I don’t want to die, I want to go home.” The war of the roses, roses, and smile, smile, smile.




“Ighty-tiddly-ighty,


Carry me back to Blighty,


Blighty is the place for me!”





Even children—children who had not yet experienced virtue and might be ruthless in tormenting playfellows—were struck adult in pity: the Great War being deeply known to them, learned before memory, as infants know the macabre from dreams. Nothing would have truly surprised them, not if they had been explicitly told of the exploded horses, exploded men, the decomposing gestures of the dead, the trench-foot, trench-mouth, the starshells, the terror. The bully of a sergeant-major howling about clay piping to those as good as dead, the visiting statesman jocose behind the lines. They knew about Wipers and Plug Street and the Line. They had found it all out somehow from the speechless instruction at street corners and the songs of the roses and “Inky Pinky Parlay-Voo.” Uncovered it in defiance of the brittle brown wreaths at cenotaphs, two minutes’ silence, and the pools of remembrance where beer bottles lolled, and the monuments to war’s sweetest symbols—the soldier, bronze rifle rested, supporting his decorously felled comrade, the marshal cleanly victorious on his flawless mare.


How long they were, how immensely long: the four years that would go on forever.


On Anzac or Armistice Day, Grace and Caroline Bell had been let through the crowd to watch thin-faced men walk in rows, in the decent suit if they had one, pin-stripe, with scraps of braid aligned in small rainbows on the breast, the poppy of red paper in the lapel, the sprig of rosemary. Being little children, Caroline and Grace Bell had been brought to the front of the crowd to see this, as having the greater need.


In the wringing of their hearts, knowledge had entered. Knowledge stood formidable and helpless in their small rib-cages as, glancing aside, they dropped tuppence in the extended cap, or ground the rosemary to death between their fingers for the smell.


The house to which they now moved with Dora was smaller, with camellia trees on the lawn but too many hydrangeas. At the back it was buffalo grass and spiked shrubs, and a rockery hewn from the sandstone slope. Indoors, the responsive crystal, the splinter of the true cross from H.M.S. Victory had become museum pieces, relics of another life. At each side of their own brief horizontal, the long streets dropped to the sea. They might almost, had they known it, have been at Rio or Valparaiso. Night followed night, nights of oceanic silence not even broken now by the screams of bandicoots in traps on the Hornimans’ English lawn.
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