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Rosamond Lehmann (1901–1990) was born in Buckinghamshire. She was educated privately and was a scholar at Girton College, Cambridge. She wrote her first novel in her twenties, the best-selling Dusty Answer, and married Wogan Philipps, the artist, in 1928. Her reputation was firmly established with the publication of A Note in Music in 1930, and the subsequent Invitation to the Waltz and its sequel, The Weather in the Streets. During the war she contributed short stories to the notable book-periodical New Writing which was edited by her brother, John Lehmann. Rosamond Lehmann remains one of the most distinguished novelists of this century, and was created a CBE in 1982.


Also by Rosamond Lehmann

Dusty Answer

A Note in Music

Invitation to the Waltz

The Weather in the Streets

The Ballad and the Source

The Gipsy’s Baby

The Echoing Grove

The Swan in the Evening

A Sea-Grape Tree



‘But the present, like a note in music, is nothing but as it appertains to what is past and what is to come.’

W. S. LANDOR





TO WOGAN


Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-405-52684-5

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © The Estate of Rosamond Lehmann 1930

Introduction copyright © Janet Watts 1982

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


INTRODUCTION

Rosamond Lehmann herself calls A Note in Music ‘a totally forgotten book’. She adds: ‘It was even forgotten by me.’ It stands separate and alone in the body of her work, and to its author herself, when she re-read it after fifty years, ‘It seemed so not-in-the-canon that I could hardly believe I had written it.’

A Note in Music came out in 1930, some three years after Rosamond Lehmann’s brilliantly successful first novel, Dusty Answer. By this time, as she recalls, ‘a number of people were saying that Dusty Answer must have been my autobiography and that I’d never write anything else’. She was herself convinced that she was essentially a writer of fiction rather than fact – ‘though the background of Dusty Answer was a good deal my own, that book was not my life’ – and she set out to prove it in A Note in Music.

The background of this second novel was, however, also her own. Not long before she wrote Dusty Answer, Rosamond Lehmann had (like her first heroine) experienced the delights and passions of an Edwardian young womanhood in a charming riverside house; when she sat down to write A Note in Music, she had (like her second heroine) recently endured the melancholy and frustration of transplantation to the provincial north of England and an unhappy first marriage. But at this point, in the second as in the first novel, a new reality began to develop and depart from the one she had experienced herself: and an unknown story to emerge.

Miss Lehmann recalls: ‘I wanted to get away from any sort of self-identification, and when I began to write about Grace Fairfax, I couldn’t identify her with anyone I knew, and particularly not with myself – though later I grew very fond of her and felt very sorry for her.’ As she points out, Rosamond Lehmann got away from her own hated northern exile, and her marriage. Grace Fairfax stays.

Dusty Answer had dropped upon the reading public as a bolt from the publishing blue, a succès fou from a young unknown. This second novel appeared in quite a different context. Rosamond Lehmann was now a recognised figure in the literary world: respected (but also suspected) for her outstanding first achievement; known as a clever Cambridge scholar, a social success, and a beautiful young woman. All these advantages helped to increase her vulnerability, and – true to publishing custom – reviewers who had been adulatory about her first novel responded dustily to its successor. For a reason Miss Lehmann cannot now recall or explain, the reviews for this book are the only ones she has preserved, though they were mixed, and included some of the harshest criticism she was to receive in her writing career. ‘A disappointing second novel,’ sighed The Times Literary Supplement; ‘Dusty Answer was a terminus, its very charms announcing, No road this way,’ intoned The Nation.

There was, nevertheless, significant praise from distinguished quarters. E. M. Forster wrote a personal letter to say that although he had not particularly enjoyed Dusty Answer, he considered A Note in Music ‘an enormous advance’, and especially commended its treatment of homosexuality. Harold Nicholson, reviewing the second novel in the Daily Express, expressed fears for its popularity for the same reason that he admired it – ‘Miss Lehmann has now left the “thorny companionship of youth” and embarked on the forest of humanity.’ Having written first of the tragedies of youth, she was now setting out to convey the tragedies of middle age; and while ‘it is easy enough to awake an emotional response by the apt portrayal of young men and women bathing by moonlight’, as Nicholson urbanely noted, ‘it is difficult to succeed with the neutral tints of the unassuaged.’

Rosamond Lehmann is a writer of colour, passion and delight. Her language is lavish, graceful, rich with words; her subjects are large ones – the pleasures and pains of life. A Note in Music is no exception to these rules. Yet it is also singular within her work.

This novel is the most spare, sober, and severe of all Rosamond Lehmann’s books: the starkest in theme, the most sombre in colour and mood. Its subject is the least remarkable, though not the least wretched, of the tragedies of middle age: loveless, lifeless marriage. Its setting is a northern provincial town where spring comes late in May; where the tidy paths of the municipal park offer meagre relief from a complex of streets, houses, factories and offices; where sickly prostitutes lend poor comfort to tired fat businessmen, and a wallow in a novel or a tram-ride to a film afford the only solace available to unhappy women with nothing but time on their hands.

Out of the shadows of this bleak world, a handful of people emerge. They look ordinary enough – positively dull, in fact. Yet as they come into the light of this book, they astonish us with the delicacy of their drawing, and they shock us with the tenderness of the characters they conceal. On a cold January night we steal upon Grace Fairfax and her husband, Tom, as they drag on their dinner clothes to consume a stodgy supper. Who could think, in this first glimpse of a clumsy, overweight, and dispirited couple (‘slipshod’ is Grace’s own word for them), that by the end of this short novel our hearts would flicker with every hint of the odd smile that haunts the corners of Grace Fairfax’s mouth? Or that Tom’s portly pleasantries, as the pair of them take a wintry turn around that same town park, would cheer us into hope – and hope not only for our couple, but for, ourselves? Yet so it is.

Compromise and resignation have become unconscious in the lives of Grace and Tom Fairfax, and of Norah and Gerald MacKay. Tom, the corpulent businessman, and Gerald, a nervy provincial professor, would have nothing to say to each other; but their wives – who meet only rarely – share a curious, intangible, powerful friendship. Both have been married for ten years; for both, it has been something of a decade of death. Dreams, hopes, longings, illusions, gaiety have receded almost imperceptibly from their outlooks and their lives. Grace’s baby died, and so did her mongrel puppy; and the soft southern countryside and climate that she loved as a girl are as good as dead to her. So too, for Norah, is her sparkling young womanhood as a debutante in London; and the joy with which she hugs her two plain little boys does not close the wound of another death in the war, still rawly alive in her heart.

The two husbands wrestle in semi-blindness with their own private heartaches, and cannot comfort their unconsciously mourning wives. All four people are deeply isolated, and more or less unaware of their own and the others’ unhappiness.

Yet glints of sunlight break through even the pall of clouds that sags over the gloomy north: and so does a catalyst visitor from the south. Hugh Miller is the great-nephew of the old man whose company employs Tom Fairfax, and he comes to try his hand at the family business as a last available scion. Hugh Miller has a certain grace of appearance, gesture and action that makes people feel glad to know him and sorry to see him depart. He also has a sister, Clare: polished, beautiful, a friend of Norah’s youth and a covert fellow-sufferer of her old passion. She too, on her way to a Scottish sojourn, lights on our huddle of provincials like a bright butterfly on a damp clump of weeds.

The provincials turn to the southerners like shadowed primroses to the sun. Everyone – even the irritable Gerald MacKay – falls at least a little in love with one of them. Hugh Miller makes a string of silent and invisible conquests, which neither he nor anyone else ever notices. Grace, Norah, the little prostitute Pansy, even Norah’s venerable old cousin Christopher Seddon – all are touched into feeling; the past passion of Oliver Digby, now separated in bitterness from Hugh, casts a long shadow; even the clerks in his office brighten in the radiance of his charm. To Grace, Hugh always seems unaccountably familiar: she cannot think where she has met him before. At the end of the book, she finds her answer, and the grace to share it with him: ‘You were the person who was going to mean so much to me.’

Everyone we meet in this novel (and the company is limited, if rewarding) contains a world of pain, usually imperceptible to everyone else, and most of the time, to the sufferers themselves. Norah’s stifled sorrow, Grace’s loneliness and inertia, Gerald’s tortured anxieties, Tom’s disappointment – they are such ordinary pains, as they are such ordinary people; and who is middle-aged and not in mourning for something or someone or another? Hugh Miller is himself in pain, in his way, incapable of feeling the love he evokes in others. Only his sister is different. ‘She was all right,’ as Hugh notes with relief and approval. ‘Not sad, not poor, not aged or altered.’ If Clare’s broken marriage has bequeathed her a legacy of distress or regret, it is part of her life’s sentence to be allowed to share it with no one. ‘She had perfected her art, if art it were; and continued triumphantly to present to the world the uncertain nature of her reality, to keep as her secret the nature of her honesty.’

There is pain in these people, pain in their lives. But is it real? How bad is it? Does it matter? These are the profound questions of this book. When Grace was a girl being courted by Tom, she fluttered between horror and comfort in his presence, and ‘lazily wondered if all emotional truths were impermanent, only a matter of changing moods and circumstances.’ Her creator seems to wonder, too. Her book’s title is taken from a line of Walter Savage Landor: ‘But the present, like a note in music, is nothing but as it appertains to what is past and what is to come.’

Rosamond Lehmann does not stop there. She investigates that nothing. A Note in Music is a study in nothingness: Grace Fairfax is its remarkable example, and the word echoes through the book like a refrain. Grace Fairfax has nothing to do all day, and she does nothing; embedded ‘thick and flat’ in her life, she feels as if ‘nothing mattered, nothing would ever happen to her again’. She fears and shuns the prophesy of a fortune-teller who might say: ‘A most curious case. There is nothing here: nothing in your past, nothing in your future’; and indeed, in the sharp focus of a single afternoon of beauty and happiness, her married life shrivels into ‘ten years of nothingness’. (She is not alone in her plight. Poor Tom too fleetingly senses that ‘there was nothing before him really – no one who cared about his troubles’.)

Nothing can come of nothing, and by the end of the book, almost nothing has happened. Two bright creatures have perched for a moment in an alien habitat and flown away again, their feathers more or less intact. Two middle-aged women have fallen a little in love, felt a little worse about their marriages. Two provincial husbands have felt the breath of freezing winds from the desert wastes beyond their comfortable cages.

Grace Fairfax is still struggling into her old black crepe-de-chine and planning a supper of stodge for her comfort. Her husband is still dozing off in his chair. Norah and Gerald MacKay are still fighting their way out of the constricting tangle of emotions at the heart of their alliance. The northern landscape buttons itself tight in its winter uniform, as pinched and drab as if the bright south had never visited it with its warmth.

Almost nothing has happened. But something has. Within her life’s perpetual nothing – and even on her holiday, Grace Fairfax (officially) did ‘Nothing at all’ – she has loved, and lost: for the first and undoubtedly the last time. Other things have moved and changed too. A needle of light has pierced the wadding around Tom Fairfax’s head and heart, and his darkness will never be so complete again. Norah and Gerald have released their demons and faced them, and in their shared perception of the divide yawning between them is the hope that its space will be bridged.

It is the conquerors that have gained least. Clare Osborne disappears over the horizon as opaque and unreal as when she came; and Hugh Miller, the pirate of hearts we have come to cherish, inspires our last wave of compassion. In this book we sense one young man touch the cold centre of the loneliness of life: but Hugh Miller has to face its frightening presence at his own centre.

There is no chance that he will ever have ears to hear the thunder he has sounded in one woman’s life, that will continue to echo there until it ends. Yet a whisper has come through: which may in time become a voice of awareness. And Hugh Miller – who is, on his own admission, hopeless – has also the optimism that often accompanies that despairing condition. He will hear in the gulls’ cries the reverberation of his final failure; he will think, ‘Why live?’ But he will also in the next moment involuntarily attend the first gusts of conviviality from below deck; and will note, quite without meaning to, that it is time for a drink and a chat.

There is laughter beyond the pain in this book; and it is not only Hugh Miller that hears it. Grace Fairfax absorbs her love and loss with an inward laugh, curious and remarkable as her outward smile: and her smile can linger in the air when there is nothing else left there at all. After Grace’s summer of rapture, there will be new life in her house next spring – though it comes from an unexpected source; and that blossoming idyll has borne in her a rich fruit – of knowledge, humour, affection, compassion, quietness. After the rhapsody, one note lingers with a lasting resonance:

Passing the open door of the kitchen one evening on her way to bed, Grace saw them all three sitting together in silence at the table. Empty plates and cups were set before them; and the light of one candle modelled the human group in tender masses of light and shade, and illumined their calm and empty faces. She was moved by the simplicity of their wants, the pathos of their elementary possessions … The child was on her lap asleep. There was not a sound, or a movement. Out of the luminous obscurity emerged the domestic union of their figures …


The same note sounds through Norah, striking out of her pain with a remorseless instinct for life.

The secret was to look to the present chiefly, to the future a little, to the past scarcely at all; to let old days depart in peace, to break the last threads of irrecoverable associations, to give up trying to alter people who would be to their lives ends unalterably themselves …


Do such words represent sound commonsense? Are they the counsel of despair? Might they even express a truth unalterable by what comes before and after? This quiet book makes us, unanswerably, wonder.

A Note of Music is written in a minor key. It is a story of human pain: it speaks of ennui, disappointment, grief; of loneliness, absurdity, failure. Yet a smile plays around its edges, like the smile at the corners of Grace Fairfax’s mouth; and the note that it sounds is ultimately neither sorrowful or sad. In the shadows of this story there is something luminous; in its emptiest nothing, there is something alive. Within the veils of its loneliness and pain, there is love: a world of love. In the silence between what has been and what is to come, its note sings.

Janet Watts. London 1981


PART I






SHE was dressing for dinner. Next door, she heard Tom splashing in his bath, and singing over and over again the refrain of one of his three tunes:

‘Oh, lucky Jim,

HOW … WI … EN-VY--HIM.’

Each time she heard the mournful bellow, the same memory cut across her exasperation. She remembered August, and her home, hundreds of years ago; and the garden fete on the sunny lawn. She saw the Parish Ladies sitting on the imported cane Parish Room chairs, and sinking too far into the grass, for it had been a wet summer. She saw her father the vicar standing upon a platform and booming: ‘Oh, lucky Jim …’ She had watched from her secret perch in the apple tree; and suddenly, seeing that melancholy black figure, mild brow, open mouth, she had blushed painfully for him, had known he was being ridiculous, and wanted to giggle, to implore him to stop, to protect him from the Parish Ladies.

Since those days she had come a long way; yet where were the milestones, or the turning-places? There seemed nothing to look back on save a few freakish and capricious gleams assailing her at unexpected moments; and certainly, she thought (pulling on her stockings), there was nothing before her.

At the Rescue and Preventive Bazaar last year, Norah had laughingly urged her to consult the fortuneteller, saying: ‘She’s too uncanny, my dear. She’s told me the most astounding things. All my past.’ She had refused with a scoff and escaped from Norah, and gone back quickly to her cake stall: for the truth was she was afraid of the fortune-teller. She had had a vision of the woman, scrutinizing her palm and saying finally:

‘This is a most curious case. There is nothing here: nothing in your past, nothing in your future. As for character—lazy—greedy—secretive—without will or purpose.’

That was a year ago. And to-day she would be even more afraid … infinitely more afraid of one to whom the secrets of the heart might be laid bare. She paused in the buttoning of her old-fashioned cambric petticoat, and bit her nail, pondering this.

The song from the bathroom ceased, and she heard the tremendous roar, gurgle and bump which meant that Tom had heaved himself from the water and landed with a swoop upon the bath-mat.

He would be late as usual. Tom’s unpunctuality was a curious phenomenon, considering how closely, in nearly all other ways, he conformed to type. She thought of his daily agonized, and sometimes vain struggle not to be late for the office, and her mouth relaxed in contemptuous indulgence. To the end of his life he would never cease to wrestle half-heartedly with his unpunctuality, and be vanquished by it.

They were a couple of slipshod characters, she thought, opening the cupboard and taking down her old black crêpe-de-chine from its peg. He hid behind precise attention to detail, behind unimpeachable personal tidiness, and the saving of brown paper and bits of string, and an engagement-book, and the multiple-column account book in which not even the weekly twopence to the pavement artist could blush unseen, but was carefully set down every Friday night under Charities. … And this dressing for dinner every evening—that was his idea. ‘Keeps one up to the mark,’ he would say.

His favourite word, she thought (plunging clumsily into her frock and hearing the shoulder-seams crack), was gentleman. A dinner-jacket, however tight and unbecoming, was the mark of a gentleman, and proclaimed nightly that he was a public-school man, had played cricket, was fond of a day’s fishing; and that but for these hard times since the war, and not being so young as he was after four years’ service, he would now be in a very different position. The Fairfaxes had never been in business, he would say. But the family estates had passed most unfairly to another branch. He often said this when he met a stranger. The war had beggared all the old families, he would add: no money nowadays to fight a law-suit. Otherwise …

His pedigree was assuming alarming proportions in his conversation, she thought (hitching up her petticoat where it dropped at the back). Her petticoats were always too long; and yet, goodness knows, her skirts were long enough. She had ignored the short-skirt fashion when it came in, partly because she always did ignore the fashion, partly out of dislike for her legs; but mostly because she could not be bothered to shorten her petticoats. These stout cambric ones with a border of broderie anglaise had been part of her trousseau.’ Nobody wore petticoats nowadays, Norah was always severely telling her—but that did not trouble her. Her lips twisted again into a half-smile, as she remembered how Norah had been forced to admit, at her suggestion, that a petticoat of this type was an integral part of her old-fashioned physical personality: just as, she thought, flesh-coloured silk stockings were necessary to Norah’s contemporary form.

‘A couple of slipshod characters,’ she muttered, half aloud; and noted that the habit of talking to herself was growing on her—just as all Tom’s habits were growing on him. … How, without being both rude and incomprehensible, did one stop one’s husband talking about gentlemen?

As for her, she thought, attempting vaguely to hook her cuffs, she was a muddler, she cooked her housekeeping accounts, she mended neither her stockings nor his socks, she had forgotten for the past two days to ring up the plumber about the plug that would not pull (and Tom would be justifiably annoyed); she wallowed in novels instead of taking exercise … but … but … and she looked at herself in the glass … she was not weak; no, she was not weak. She saw her neck springing strongly up from wide shoulders; her deep bosom, her firm thick ankles. Motherly, she thought, smiling her crooked faint smile—solidly planted as a tree-trunk, imperturbable. She would not look so uncomely dressed in some peasant costume—round-necked, short-sleeved white muslin vest, black velvet laced bodice fitting snugly into the waist, bright-coloured ample skirts swinging out from her hips. It was these four-guinea crêpe-de-chines, with jumper tops accentuating her breadth at top and bottom, which were so fatal. She wished she were a peasant woman toiling all day long in the fields of some far country. When evening came the men and women would cry out her beautiful, mysterious, many-syllabled name, telling her to cease from her labours and come home; and one would smile at her, and slowly walk beside her in the dusk, matching his long step to hers.

She took a deep breath and tightened the muscles in her arms. … No, she was not weak, and Tom knew it. Somewhere inside her there was power.

Her hat fell out of the cupboard, and she gave it a kick before picking it up. … With a shawl over her head, or a wide-winged bonnet, instead of these tight, counter-attractive felts—no, she would not be so uncomely.

She muttered: ‘Oh fool, fool.’ There was nothing to look forward to. Why could she not feel it as indubitably as she thought it, and so be done with this restlessness? ‘Skittish,’ she said, quite loud this time, in her deep, rough voice.

Tom broke a prolonged pause in the bathroom by roaring ‘Wi-i-ill ye gang …’ and then was silent again.

Part the hair, brush it, do the side-bits, then put on powder; then coil the back hair into the nape. The side-bits were short. She had experimented with them one day when the periodical hatred of her hair assailed her; but the result had not inspired her with sufficient zest to remove the remainder. As it was, it looked merely common, with those straight flaps over the ears. The truth was, Tom made too much fuss about short hair to make it worth while to put the matter to the test. He was that sort of husband. The Daily Mirror had once been full of letters about shingled wives from husbands just like Tom … A Woman’s glory. … He had quoted the passage at her a hundred times; for he was not sensitive about repeating himself, and brought out the stalest quotation, especially from Scripture, again and again in his loud, self-satisfied reciting voice; as if he had thought of it himself, and were saying it for the first time.

And she went on letting herself look …—letting herself go, that was it—because every effort had become irksome. She was fairly comfortable, she told herself (putting in the last hairpin)—quite comfortable really, embedded thick and flat now in her life. Nothing mattered, nothing would ever happen for her again.

She wished for a moment that she were very unhappy—a piercing pain, she thought, or better still, a blinding sin: to feel as she had felt in her tenth year when she had violently wished to discover, in order to commit, the sin against the Holy Ghost; or when she had called the garden-boy Raca because he teased her: to feel the sense of being set apart, alone beneath the shadow of the appalling dignity of certain doom.

But why not wish rather to be piercingly happy, transported with pure ecstasy; or merely, gay as a lark? How far indeed from gay was this life! Contentment came in a warm sluggish tide of wellbeing when Annie drew the curtains, heaped the fire, and left her with a great cup of coffee and a toasted bun, and a new novel from the library; or dreamily, wistfully, shot through with points of question and flickers of regret when Norah took her in her little car for a drive in the country.

And yes,—she had felt happy once looking after a mongrel puppy with weak eyes and a tender, foolish furry face bought for five shillings in the market. That puppy had been gay. His tiny spark of life had warmed her heart, and he had taught her to play games with him, and lain in very sudden sleeps along her shoulder, with his ice-button nose on her neck. But in spite of all her care he had not thrived. Within a month he had sickened; and after lying in her lap for a day and a night, dressed in a little flannel jacket, had died with unbearable resignation. It had been worse, more of a heartache than when the baby was born dead eight years ago. She had taken his death for a sign that nothing would ever come right for her now; that whatever she touched would wither without blossoming. She had been, she supposed, very morbid. He had made everything worse, not better for her. His small person, stamped with the early neglect, disease, and suffering against which her love had been powerless, had become the symbol for the whole colossal ignorance and brutality of the town. Tom had not comforted her, and she could never confess to him her unconquerable dread of the streets on market-days—the men with an armful of puppies for sale, and all the anguish assailing her afresh. Tom had not comforted her; but then she had not given him the chance. She had made herself like stone. She imagined Tom’s face if she had said to him:

‘I shall never get over this, Tom. I shall never try for anything for myself again.’

It was true; but she could no more have said it, she thought, stabbed for one moment with a memory, than she could have asked him what he had done with that small form when he took it away, still clad in its unavailing jacket.

She shook out her powder-puff. … It was the only thing left worth doing, she thought—to be like stone before the world; to tell no one ‘I also suffer,’ and by that admission be exposed to pity and the easy exchange of confidences. She was friendless, she supposed, except for the single odd relationship with Norah, who chaffed her and made rude personal remarks and looked in on her way to or from shopping; and treated her with something of the same brusque affection she bestowed on her two plain little boys.

Tom had no friends either, she thought: only people he went fishing with on Saturdays, or played golf with on Sundays. Mercifully he hardly ever brought them back to the house now: they were so boring. During the first year or so he was always bringing them. He had liked the feeling of keeping open house—of being the sort of chap people dropped in on without ceremony. And she herself, she supposed, had found them less boring in those days. There had generally been some trifle to laugh at, something one could say without much effort. Nowadays she could not be bothered with people to meals.

She supposed Tom felt the same. Or if not …

Do I make Tom happy? she thought, and paused for a second at her dressing-table while the words flashed through her mind and were gone again, leaving no tremor of question, but only a passing faint surprise; as if a trivial memory long buried had returned to her for a moment.

She brushed a ridge of powder off her chin. It fell on her skirt, and she left it there. Tom had views about powder too—declared he preferred a healthy shine. Not that her face ever shone, she thought, scrutinizing it in her ivory hand-mirror. She had one of those rather thick skins that always looked cool and dry, and of an even pallor. No colour ever came into it save when she blushed; and that, she told herself with irritation, was all too frequently. One could not be like stone before the world with such a flush creeping up uncontrollably to betray a secret confusion or shame. At thirty-four, it was too ridiculous.

Now she was ready. She looked in the long glass, but, as usual, without seeing herself, because her figure, especially in this black shiny case, made her feel depressed and uncomfortable.

Seven-thirty. Fish pie and chocolate shape for supper. She had been looking forward to chocolate shape ever since ordering it this morning. There was no sound from Tom. He must be struggling with his collar.

She parted the curtains and leaned against the window, looking out. The January full moon stared down upon a back street, a row of back yards, blank windows and irregular patterns of roofs and walls. Nothing but town and moon petrified in the frozen night.

She thought suddenly of a smooth hillside crowned with a coppice of young beeches, and moonlight drenching the turfy slope; but where or when, if ever, she had seen this, she could not remember.

The country haunted her still, she said to herself: not a day passed without bringing some picture remembered or imagined. Dawn and sunset were not in these skies, behind the slate roofs and red brick chimneys of the residential quarter—but in her mind’s eye, over country spaces; and spring and autumn still made her sick for home. How many times had she not thought of the summer evening when a bird had sung in the poor lilac tree in the front patch? … But that would never happen again, now that the trams came to the end of the avenue.

She let the curtain drop, and stood listening. A stillness had dropped suddenly upon everything. There was not a sound in the house, or from the streets.

She thought ‘I shall soon be middle-aged’; and it seemed as if some one beside her had broken the silence to whisper, the words in her ears.

The gong sounded. She opened his dressing-room door and looked in. He was cutting his nails.

‘Ready in a moment,’ he said. ‘Go on down and begin.’

But she lingered at the door.

‘I forgot about the plug,’ she said.

‘Mm. I reminded you three times this morning, I think.’

‘I know.’

He gathered up money and watch-chain from the dressing-table.

‘I might have known it wouldn’t be done,’ he said, ‘I ought to have seen to it myself. But I should have thought you might have … Nothing to do all day and yet … However, it’s always the same.’

‘I’ll ring up in the morning,’ she said, thinking with loathing of the telephone.

She left him and went out along the passage. He caught her up on the stairs, and they went on down together, side by side, two strangers.

For ten years he had made a point of keeping up appearances by conversation on general topics whenever Annie was in the room. As a rule, when Annie went out, silence fell; but to-night he talked on, and she saw that with his usual aptitude for forgetting grievances, he was trying to put the evening upon an agreeable footing.

She thought how this facility, so admirable a quality in itself, did but make him contemptible to her. Everything that was difficult or disagreeable slipped off his consciousness. He would be clouded for a moment, and then shake himself and come back smiling, a little apologetic, appealing: ‘Let’s all be comfortable and jolly again.’

And she would go on sulking, sulking—unresponsive, knotted inwardly like a skein of grey, harsh, tangled wool.

He said:

‘There’s a new chap come into the office. The old man’s nephew, or rather grand-nephew. Come to learn the business for a bit, I believe. I should say he was just down from the ‘Varsity by the look of him. Long hair and some queer sort of tie. More like an artist.’ He laughed heartily, and added: ‘Seems a decent sort of chap, though. I had a word with him: just shook him by the hand and told him I’d be glad to tip him the wink if anything stumped him. He thanked me very civilly.’

‘Civil,’ she thought: another of the words that did not match old family estates. She glanced at him—at the thick commonplace shape and texture of him, crowned with sparse oiled hair, and wondered for a moment how he had looked to the eyes of the old man’s nephew, the artistic young man from the University. She wondered if Tom had already told him that his father’s financial misfortunes had obliged him to renounce Oxford at the last moment, and start in business at the age of seventeen.

He told her he had had a slack day, and trade looked worse than ever. He told her he had arranged to play billiards with Potter to-morrow evening. He remarked that Annie made a jolly good fish pie.

How this room could still depress her! Though the curtains were drawn, the blank brick wall which was the view oppressed her to-night, as if it were visible.

The last tenant had papered the walls in dead blue with an orange frieze. The electric light over the table glared out hideously beneath a contrivance of steel hoops, salmon-coloured frills, and beaded fringe. She had meant to change it all long ago; but she had forgotten, or never had the money, or the energy.

‘I wouldn’t have made it any nicer,’ she told herself.

Norah put on an overall and painted cheap chairs and tables in pretty colours; other women redecorated their rooms with their own hands, for ninepence-halfpenny, they told you smugly; adding that of course the only way to get the colour you wanted was to mix the distemper yourself. If she were to try she would only make a thorough mess of it. But at least, she thought, even if her house was dreary and impersonal—at least she knew it. She did not have a mauve and gilt drawing-room and rejoice in it, as some of them did. She did not express herself in royal blue with a frieze, or orange and black stripes, and feel aesthetic. It was only that … only that she could not express herself at all, in any way—least of all through possessions; through walls and pieces of furniture and ornaments, and all the incredible paraphernalia of household things. She hated possessions: so she did what was easiest, and then forgot about them. Besides, she was not here really … no, she was not here: not in this cage.

Annie brought in the chocolate shape and set it down in front of her. She came with her gentle, slow step, and lingered as usual, waiting for a word.

‘Jolly good fish pie, Annie,’ said Tom heartily.

‘Thank you, sir,’ she said softly. But it was never for Tom she lingered.

The eyes of the two women met over his head, and they smiled. They understood each other without speech.

Annie’s gaze said soothingly:

‘There. Cheer up. Your favourite pudding. Eat a nice big helping, and you’ll feel better, poor dear.’

She knew that she was the object of an obscure pity and solicitude from Annie—she was not sure why: perhaps because of her childlessness. She thought that Annie was the only person in the world whose sympathy she could bear. Annie had the gift of a perfect animal tenderness in her ample form, her voice, her gestures.

She had two helpings; and after that it was not so hard to unlock her tongue and answer quite agreeably when Tom asked:

‘What about a movie? Feel like going out? No—too cold, I expect. Or would you?’

In his anxiety not to say the wrong thing he floundered, poor wretch, and contradicted himself.

‘There’s a new film at the Imperial,’ she said. ‘We might see that.’

‘Sure you feel like it?’

On the point of replying ‘If I didn’t, I wouldn’t go,’ she checked herself and merely nodded; then went upstairs to put on the ancient fur-lined grey cloth coat that had been his wedding-present to her.

As she pulled a hat painfully over the great knob of her hair, she thought that shingling might improve her temper. After all, Tom would probably never notice if she shaved off every hair on her head, or wore it in a reckless frizz. He never looked at any one much: only slight, unseeing, almost furtive glances. It must be years since he had looked at her.

And still, she thought, going downstairs again and seeing him below her in the hall, massive, red-necked, buttoning his overcoat—still she went on watching him, his presence remained a constant paradox: still, though she had taken him and marriage and all for granted long, long ago, she could not quite get used to living with this man.

They sat through the film in silence. He bought her some chocolates, and she steadily ate through them while she watched; and, lost at once in the illusion, felt the familiar tide of well-being creep sluggishly over the mud-flats of her daily life. The heroine’s fair wild crest, dramatic eyes and lips, slender limbs ravished and absorbed her. Tom faded in the darkness and became blent with the rest of the mass of dimly-seen forms, and with the fumes of tobacco smoke, and all the unreality of the cavernous pillared hall.

The lights went on, and at once the sphere of illusion crumbled beneath her feet and vanished, leaving scarcely a memory. She dragged herself to her feet as the tinted portrait of King George appeared on the screen, and the violins started to rasp out the National Anthem. Immediately Tom caught her arm and began to fuss and push, trying to get out before the rest of the crowd. As usual, she resisted, making herself a lump.

Suddenly he nudged her.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘that’s young Miller.’

‘Who’s young Miller?’

‘The new chap in the office—the one I told you about. In the middle of the row there, sitting down. Funny, he must have been just behind us all the time.’

She looked, and by the dirty pinkish glare of the lights saw the solitary figure of a young man. She saw thick, untidy locks of light hair falling over a head thrown back and still. His face was in shadow. His hands were laid out on his knees, his body sunk deep in the chair; and he seemed in a deep abstraction.

‘Wonder what he’s waiting for. … Shall we go up and have a word with him?’ whispered Tom, trying as he passed to catch his eye.

‘No,’ she said sharply.

But he was not convinced.

‘Don’t suppose he knows a soul up here,’ he said. ‘Not much fun going alone to a movie your first night. I think I’ll just go up and say we’d have asked him to join us if we’d seen him before. It ’ud seem civil, wouldn’t it?’

He looked dubious and self-conscious. She thought: ‘He wants to make a good impression on the old man’s nephew.’

‘Let him alone,’ she muttered. ‘He’s all right.’

What had that imperturbable looking head to do with a provincial couple such as they? He was deliberately ignoring his surroundings, and he would resent any intrusion with cold politeness. She felt herself begin to blush, and she hurried Tom forward.

At the exit she glanced back and saw that he had risen and was lounging along the empty row towards another door. She noticed his height and his very broad shoulders, and it flashed across her for a second that she had seen him before. … Had he merely been waiting till the gangways emptied, and he could walk out at his ease; or (more probably), had he seen her and Tom, and deciding that she looked even worse than he, stayed behind in order to avoid them? The idea filled her with a sudden sense of humiliation. She had been all right once—her father had been at Oxford, he had taken her there several times, and she had seen how he harmonized with it, bore its stamp. The last time had been just after her engagement, when they two and Tom had made an expedition from London. That day had been a failure. Tom had looked quite out of place in Oxford, and she had suddenly felt that she did not want to be identified with him in any way—that the idea of marrying him had arisen in some state of mental distortion only now perceived … But when they got back to London the angle had shifted again, and he, piloting them both over the crossings with manly and stern encouragement, had seemed more or less in perspective. She had lazily wondered if all emotional truths were impermanent, only a matter of changing moods and circumstances; and then drifted on.
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