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      Mary Renault (1905–1983) was best known for her historical novels set in Ancient Greece with their vivid fictional portrayals of Theseus, Socrates, Plato and Alexander the Great.

      Born in London in 1905 and educated at the University of Oxford, she trained as a nurse at Oxford’s Radcliffe Infirmary where she met her lifelong partner, fellow nurse Julie Mullard. Her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published in 1939. In 1948, after her novel Return to Night won an MGM prize worth £150,000, she and Mullard emigrated to South Africa.

      It was in South Africa that Renault was able to write forthrightly about homosexual relationships for the first time – in her last contemporary novel, The Charioteer, published in 1953, and then in her first historical novel, The Last of the Wine (1956), the story of two young Athenians who study under Socrates and fight against Sparta. Both these books had male protagonists, as did all her later works that included homosexual themes. Her sympathetic treatment of love between men would win Renault a wide gay readership.
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        At a white-tiled table a young girl was sitting, sucking a bullseye and sewing a shroud… She was nineteen, pretty, undersized and Welsh; hideously dressed in striped cotton, a square-bibbed apron that reached her high collar, black shoes and stockings and a stiff white cap.

        … the child who presently would wear the shroud was lying with a pinched, waxy face, breathing jerkily through a half-open mouth. An apparatus of glass and rubber tubing was running salt and water into her veins to eke out the exhausted blood. It was all that could now be done… The little nurse stitched doggedly away… She had made plenty of shrouds; the first few had made her feel creepy, but they were just like the rest of the mending and darning now.

      

      Mary Renault was in her early thirties when her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published. That quiet but dramatic opening was also a mischievous one. Neither the young nurse nor the child would make it past page two. Instead, the story is thrown down a staircase, along with a heap of soiled laundry, into the hands of Vivian, a trainee nurse, whose experience both of hospital life and an intense relationship with Mic, an assistant pathologist, make up the core of the book. So far, so hospital romance conventional. But it isn’t long before a fellow female nurse seduces Vivian and we discover that Mic has had an affair with her brother. By anyone’s lights, such a book, coming out in 1939, marked the arrival of a bold new voice.

      For those who, like me, grew up gorging themselves on Mary Renault’s historical stories of ancient Greece, it may come as a surprise that for the first twenty years of her career she wrote only contemporary novels. For others more attuned to the homosexual subculture that the Greek novels explored, or having read The Charioteer, published in the 1950s, it will be less a revelation to learn that even as a fledging popular novelist she was interested in issues of sexuality and sexual orientation, writing with a directness that made some people, including an early reviewer of Purposes of Love, wonder if the author’s name might be a mask for a man.

      In fact, Mary Renault was a pseudonym, but not one designed to protect her gender. She was born Eileen Mary Challans, the first daughter of a middle-class doctor, in 1905 in London’s East End. Her early memories show an intelligent, strong-willed child with an independent streak, no doubt exacerbated by her ringside seat on an unhappy marriage. ‘I can never remember a time… when they seemed to me to even like each other,’ she wrote later in life to a friend. Though her fiction often takes the knife to frustrated, resentful mothers – both classical and contemporary – she could also be understanding. In her third novel, The Friendly Young Ladies (the euphemistic title refers to two women in a sexual relationship), she dramatises elements of her own childhood, but not without sympathy for the wife who, though she is intrusive and manipulative, is also clearly unloved.

      Mary’s escape from her parents came through education: at the insistence of her university-educated godmother, Aunt Bertha, she was sent to boarding school in Bristol and then went on to St Hugh’s College, Oxford, subsidised by her aunt, as her parents considered the expense wasted on a daughter. An early love for history and literature would colour her whole life, allowing her later to meet the challenge of immersion in Greek history. She became involved in theatre, another passion that was to persist, but in other ways Oxford University in the 1920s was a conservative establishment, especially for the few women who went there, and there was no hint from her friendships with both men and women of the more radical way her life was to develop.

      Her first attempt at serious writing came in 1928, when, during her last term at Oxford, she began work on a novel set in medieval England. J. R. R. Tolkien was perhaps an influence, as Mary had attended his lectures and clearly admired him. She was later to destroy the manuscript, dismissing the story as ‘knights bashing about in some never-never land’, but she was still working on it at twenty-eight when, looking for a way to support herself independently from her parents, she started to train as a nurse at the Radcliffe Infirmary.

      It was to be another defining experience. Nursing was extremely hard work, but it offered the burgeoning writer a richness of experience that would have been well nigh impossible for a woman of her class elsewhere at that time. While others were marrying and starting families, she was deep in the business of life and death, meeting people from all backgrounds. It also gave her first-hand knowledge of the human body, both in its wonder and its fragility. All her fiction would drink deeply from these experiences. When she turns her hand to Greek myth and history she will confidently inhabit its overwhelming masculinity, celebrating athletic, erotic male beauty side by side with the heroism and agonies of battles and death. Meanwhile, the dramas of medicine and illness would permeate all her early novels.

      Purposes of Love, not surprisingly, draws heavily on the training she has just come through; even the novel’s title is taken from the prayer that the nurses recited every morning. Peopled by a beautifully observed cast of minor characters (‘Sister Verdun was a little fretted woman with an anxious bun, entering with a sense of grievance into middle age’), it plunges the reader into the gruelling physicality of hospital life, contrasting the drama of sickness and injury with relentless rules and routine. Near the end of the book we sit with a nurse in night vigil over the mangled body of a dying, but conscious, young man. The scene is rich with the authenticity of detail, but it is clever as well as upsetting, since we know the man much better than the nurse does, which makes her mix of professional care and natural compassion even more affecting. The novel was an impressive debut, and became a bestseller, attracting fine reviews both sides of the Atlantic.

      Kind are Her Answers was published the following year. Mary was under considerable pressure to write it quickly, as both publishers, especially Morrow in America, wanted it delivered before the outbreak of hostilities. In the end, it came out the week of the evacuation of Dunkirk, in 1940, which meant that it was largely critically ignored. Perhaps for Renault’s long-term reputation that was no bad thing as Kind are Her Answers is a much more conventional love story. It has its moments, though. Kit Anderson is a doctor locked in an unhappy marriage, who meets the woman with whom he will have an affair on a night visit to her seriously ill aunt. For a modern audience, the sexual passion is the most convincing part of the story. Their hungry young bodies make a painful contrast with the old woman’s ageing, fading one and the adrenaline of risk and proximity of death adds to their abandon; during his unofficial night visits they must keep their voices down when they make love in case they are heard.

      Return to Night (1947), which won Mary the MGM prize, a whopping £150,000, is a doctor–patient romance, though it cunningly inverts the stereotype by putting a woman, Hilary, in the white coat. The book opens with a riding accident and the time-bomb of internal bleeding inside the brain, which Hilary must diagnose in order to save a handsome young man’s life. Renault had done a stint working on head injuries and the drama of the diagnosis and the tussle of wills between the complacent matron and the woman doctor is expertly played out.

      In her fifth novel North Face (1949) nursing becomes character rather than plot. Inside a love story between two guests in a Yorkshire boarding house after the war, Renault uses two women in their thirties as a kind of spatting Greek chorus, ruminating on the morality (or not) of the affair. Already very much professional spinsters, one is a desiccated prissy academic, while the other is a blowzy, more down-to-earth professional nurse. Though the satire is at the expense of them both (at times they are more entertaining than the rather laboured love story), the nurse at least feels in touch with life. If Mary Renault had ever considered academia, this is surely her verdict on the choice she made.

      But nursing did more than fire her fiction. It also changed her life. It was while training at the Radcliffe, living inside a set of rules to rival the most oppressive girls’ boarding school, that Mary met twenty-two-year-old Julie Mullard. The coming together of their fictional equivalents after an evening tea party in one of the nurse’s rooms is one of many perfectly realised scenes in Purposes of Love. Mary Renault and Julie Mullard were to be a couple until Mary’s death. In England they mostly lived apart, often working in different hospitals, snatching precious weeks in holiday cottages or visiting each other under the radar of the rules. Then, in 1948, helped by the money Mary had won for Return to Night, they moved to South Africa.

      Despite the fact that they would live openly and happily together for the next thirty-five years, neither would refer to herself as lesbian, nor talk publicly about their relationship (though elements of it are there to be read in Mary’s fiction: the character of Vivian is clearly a mix of both of them, even down to the dramatisation of the short affair that Julie had with a hospital surgeon soon after they met). Some of their reticence can be explained by Renault’s own personality: private and contained, with success she became more so. Some of it was no doubt a throwback to the difficult moral climate in which they began their relationship; the only contemporary public example of lesbian culture had been Radclyffe Hall’s provocative Well of Loneliness and both of them found it ‘self-pitying’. But it was more nuanced than that.

      In 1982, a year before her death, Renault was the subject of a BBC film directed by the late writer and poet David Sweetman, who later went on to write a biography of her. I was a good friend of David’s at the time and, like many gay men I knew, he was eloquent about the place Renault’s novels had played in his life. When he asked her about the sexuality in her work, she had this to say: ‘I think a lot of people are intermediately sexed. It’s like something shading from white to black with a lot of grey in the middle.’

      The words describe perfectly much of the shifting sexual territory Renault fictionalised in her first five novels. For the sharp-eyed, The Friendly Young Ladies, published in 1944, is a portrait of a sexual relationship between Leo(nora), writer of cowboy novels – Mary herself loved cowboy fiction – and Helen, a lovely and talented nurse who has the odd dalliance with men. We meet them first through the eyes of Leo’s young sister, who runs away from home to stay with them. Suffused with Mills & Boon sensibility, she sees only what she wants to see; Leo’s tomboy manner and clothes, the shared bedroom and the domestic familiarity are all taken at platonic face value. A young doctor, full of his own psychological insights, is equally blinkered, trying his hand with both women (and being turned down more because of his personality than his gender). It makes for playful story-telling as it divides not only Renault’s characters, but presumably also her readership. In the end, this cosy set-up is broken apart by the rugged American writer Joe, who has a night of passion with Leo that results in what feels like a conventional but unconvincing happy ending.

      Interestingly, in 1982, when, on the recommendation of Angela Carter, Virago reissued the novel, Mary herself wanted to alter the ending. In a letter to the publisher, written barely a year before her death, she said: ‘You will see I have marked a cut of several pages near the end, and will I am sure agree that this was a thoroughly mushy conclusion… far better leave Leo’s choice in the air with the presumption that she stays with Helen. The ending I gave it looks now like a bow to convention, which it wasn’t, but it was certainly an error of judgement.’ A compromise was reached, and instead of changing the text she wrote a new afterword, which is reproduced again now.

      The same criticism of an imposed happy ending might also be levelled against Return to Night, where the heroine doctor falls in love with Julian, the young male patient she saves. Breathtakingly beautiful, emotionally quixotic and under the thumb of a domineering mother, Julian yearns to be an actor and a halo of sexual ambivalence hovers over him throughout the novel. Hilary meanwhile, eleven years older, in a man’s job with what could be a man’s name, finds herself cast as half lover, half mother. As they head towards the happily-ever-after of marriage you can’t help thinking that they would both benefit from more wriggle-room to experiment.

      Mary Renault was eventually to find that wider sexual and imaginative freedom in her Greek novels, but not before one last, extraordinary, contemporary book. Freed from the grey British skies of post-war austerity and culture, in 1951 she wrote The Charioteer, an explicit portrait of homosexuality during the war. Its rich backdrop is drawn from her experience nursing soldiers in a hospital partly staffed by conscientious objectors, and it tells the story of Laurie, an intelligent, introspective young man, who comes to understand his sexuality through a platonic but profound encounter with Ralph, an older prefect at his public school. Injured at Dunkirk, he goes on day release from hospital and is introduced into a homosexual subculture, in which Ralph, now a naval officer, is a player. The hot-house atmosphere of this hidden society is brilliantly, though not always flatteringly, observed (Renault had had experience of such a world in her early years in South Africa).

      Laurie’s continued self-analysis and his struggle as to how to live as a gay man, dramatised as a choice between his love for Ralph, who he learns had saved him at Dunkirk, and the growing connection with a young conscientious objector working at the hospital and yet to realise his own homosexuality, make up the rest of the book.

      Reading The Charioteer now is to be blown away by its intensity and bravery. In 1953, when it came out in Britain, it was a cultural thunderbolt (in America it took another six years to find a publisher); reviews were overwhelmingly positive and Mary received scores of letters from appreciative readers. By then, though, she had moved on and was submerged in two years of research for her next book, which was to be something altogether different.

      From the opening sentence of the The Last of the Wine (1956), ancient Greece and the male voices through which she enters it burn off the page with an immediacy and power that will characterise all her historical fiction. Homosexual love, sacrifice, companionship and heroism abound in a culture which accepts, encourages and celebrates sexual diversity. At nearly fifty, Mary Renault had at last found her world.

      Sarah Dunant, 2014 

       

      
        
          
             

            Morn like a thousand shining spears

            Terrible in the East appears.

            O hide me, leaves of lovely gloom,

            Where the young Dreams like lilies bloom!

            What is this music that I lose

            Now, in a world of fading clues?

            What wonders from beyond the sea

            And wild Arabian fragrances?

            In vain I turn me back to where

            Stars made a palace of the air.

            In vain I hide my face away

            From the too bright invading Day.

            That which is come requires of me

            My utter truth and mystery.

            Return, you dreams, return to Night:

            My lover is the armèd Light.

             

            
              LAURENCE BINYON
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      The cocks were crowing in the cool glassy darkness before the dawn. Their cry, thinned by long silent distances, crept faintly through the early chill; ghostly, menacing, full of danger and of promise. From its grey tower half-way up the hill-side, the clock of a village church struck five.

      Hilary pulled off her white coat, saw that it was splashed with blood, and tossed it into a corner of the floor. On second thoughts, she stirred it with her foot till the bloodstain came uppermost. This, she hoped, might indicate to someone that she did not want to see it again on her next call.

      The little changing-room had a high Gothic window, almost filling one of the walls, for the place had been adapted from one of the huge impracticable rectories of the 1860s. Hilary flung up the sash and leaned out into the soft cold Cotswold air. It smelt of dewy grass, of arbutus, and of pine. The heaviness of interrupted sleep had been cleared from her brain by concentration, urgency, and a strong cup of the night sister’s tea. She continued, for a few moments, to think about the lacerated arm she had just been suturing, and to speculate on its chances of getting back full mobility; then tossed it all away, like the white coat, into a dim background consciousness of a sound job done. The hills were growing black against the eastern skyline. Birds began to chitter, and then, on a note of happy and hesitant surprise, to sing.

      Below her the garden, which the Cottage Hospital’s lack of funds had preserved unspoiled in a tangled peace, sloped away downhill, bushes and trees emerging in faint intimations of shape from the thinning night. Under the window where Hilary stood, another window, lit more brightly, sent a pale yellow pathway streaming across the grass of the half-tended lawn. It belonged to the duty-room, where, in the last of the lull before the scramble of the morning work began, the night nurses were drowsing over their tea. Carried by the silence, their low voices threw upward, now and again, an audible word or phrase.

      ‘… in Dr Dent’s time… bit sharp sometimes, but ever such fun… Well, in a way… have to get used to it. But you know… seems dead-alive somehow… Now you know what I mean, don’t be… always get that with women doctors… no, I know they can’t, but…’

      Hilary pulled in her head from the window and unhooked, mechanically, her tweed driving-coat from behind the door. She shrugged into it and stood still for a minute, her well-kept sensible hands pushed into her deep pockets, standing back a little in her crêpe-soled shoes. The shoes, her suit and overcoat, had the casual rightness which age stamps upon good clothes; her face, with its unstressed breeding, impatience, and humour, had a kind of allied quality, which promised to become more marked before so very long. She was thirty-four, and, because she had set out in a hurry and without regard for appearances, looked a few years older.

      The voices sank to a sleepy blur, and died away in a yawn. Hilary smiled to herself, and got out her cigarette-case and lighter. She became conscious of the slight hollowness and sinking which nicotine induces when combined with fatigue and an empty stomach, but continued, obstinately, to smoke and to smile. She recalled to mind, for supplement, a few broad jokes with which she and her fellow students, confident in their numbers, their enthusiasm, and their youth, had decorated this familiar theme. But the jokes needed someone to cap them; or perhaps it was the wrong hour of the morning.

      Even here, she thought. For the last thirty years, to my certain knowledge, and since the place was opened to the best of my belief, the casualty work here has been done by crusted, dyed-in-the-wool GPs. When they get a middling good general surgeon you might imagine that someone, one solitary human soul, would remark on some kind of impalpable difference. Well, what did I expect? She remembered at this point another hospital story, a simple but unprintable classic about a woman surgeon and a saw. Even in solitude and at five in the morning it made her grin faintly. She shut the window, and went downstairs in search of her car.

      She found it without the help of her torch, for the darkness had yielded to a grey glimmering twilight. A small, keen wind was stirring; she felt cold, and thought with dejection of the two hours, an interval too short for sleep, but far too long before breakfast, which stretched ahead. She lived in two rooms of a house which, though friendly, was not her own, and had the usual female taboo against invading someone else’s kitchen even in time of need. Reflecting that such occasional inconveniences were more than balanced by daily comfort and freedom from domestic fuss, she was about to push in the starting-button when she noticed a foreign object on the seat. It turned out to be a thermos flask in a canvas bag. She uncorked it; the incense of good, strong coffee rose from the narrow neck like a benevolent djinn.

      Hilary drank it, slowly and luxuriously. Her estimate of human nature, and more particularly of her own sex, went up as the coffee went down. However many nights, she wondered, has Mrs Clare been doing this, and quietly removing it in the morning? My last night-call was a week ago. After all, I’m only a glorified lodger. The telephone probably disturbs her, too.

      There was a thick rug in the back of the car. Deciding that she might as well wait, now, till there was light enough to drive by, she wrapped it round herself and curled up comfortably, sideways on the seat. The outer and the inner warmth made her body drowsy, while the action of the coffee kept her thoughts stirring. It would be pleasant, she thought, to watch the dawn come up over the valley; a very good reason for staying out here instead of sitting in an arm-chair in the night sister’s office, by a warm fire. Quite good enough. She recalled the politeness of the night sister, the politeness of other night sisters in her house-surgeon days; the cups of coffee (always with saucers); the conversation, so well-intentioned, only so very slightly strained; the sudden warming and loosening of the atmosphere when one of the men strolled in to dawdle after a late party or an emergency call. All these things she had accepted impersonally, having no wish to expend useful energy in battle with biological or social laws, or with the tradition of centuries. She had, perhaps, dismissed them with too much haste, like dust swept into a corner or under the edge of a carpet, which any disturbance of the room stirs up again. Since she had broken with David they had become irritatingly noticeable.

      Angrily she twitched at her mind, to disengage it from the too-smooth channel into which it still slipped so easily; but this morning it all seemed distant and unreal and hardly worth an effort, so after all she let it run.

      She had met him three months after her finals, when she had still scarcely got over her pleasure and self-satisfaction at having been offered a house-appointment in her own hospital, the only woman kept on. David, who had qualified elsewhere only six months before her, had arrived trailing some kind of hearsay reputation for promise, which he lost no time in confirming. It had flattered her when he sought her advice, in preference to anyone else’s, about local etiquette and procedure and the fads of the more difficult powers, such as the housemen’s butler, the matron, and the registrar. (Now, in drowsy and indifferent retrospect, she reflected that he must of course have counted on this reaction, and at the same time gained among the men a reputation for natural acumen, thus killing two birds with one stone.) Having found his feet, he had been less in evidence for a while; but later on there had been an outstandingly good leaving-party, at which his approach had suddenly become much more personal. Within a few more weeks they were lovers.

      The affair had gone on for more than a year. They had had nearly everything – community of interest, physical compatibility, good spirits, and the same jokes. The compound of affection and zest which these elements produced they had accepted – for they prided themselves on being realists – as an intelligent manifestation of love. Through the accident of their circumstances, the streak of emulation in them had seemed as natural as all the rest; they did not examine its quality in themselves, or in one another, or recognise the implication of David’s careless confidence in his own erratic brilliance, Hilary’s dogged determination to succeed in a field where successful women were challengingly few. Their enjoyment of life, and Hilary’s reserve, made them serious only in abstract discussion, flippant in speaking of their own ambitions, and apt to take conversational colour from one another.

      Their work happened never to overlap. Hilary was house-surgeon on the neuro-surgical firm, which was thought to be an enviable chance; David proceeded from paediatrics to gynaecology with conscientious efficiency and a boredom which he concealed perfectly from his successive chiefs. Looking back with the fairness of perspective she found herself admitting that the knowledge of being half a step ahead of him had added something to her fondness on more occasions than one.

      It had been Sanderson, the neuro-surgeon, who had told her, before it got about, that Ossian Bradford would soon be looking for a new second assistant. It was the best appointment in the hospital which anyone without a Fellowship could hope to expect; Bradford was a chest surgeon, a bold and successful innovator, who would undoubtedly lead his branch in a few years, and to have worked with him was already something of a hall-mark. Sanderson was his personal friend. Hilary knew that he had liked her work; and the significance with which he had spoken had conveyed something stronger than a hint.

      She said nothing about it to anyone: partly because she wanted to surprise David, partly from a superstition that premature brag would spoil her luck, partly because it meant too much. Another reason, and the strongest, she had not recognised; she could not tolerate the thought of admitting to him that she had tried for it and failed. Theirs was the kind of relationship in which people pride themselves on a certain toughness; and, because for her it was also the first, she had never asked herself whether she was following her own instincts or David’s lead. It could scarcely be said of him that he had a horror of sentimentality; he regarded it rather as a remote kind of mental slum, of which one had vaguely heard, as a dweller in Mayfair might hear of West Ham. Her training and surroundings had made her ready to accept these values without a struggle, and without asking herself whether her definition of sentimentality was becoming more wholesale than her temperament had meant it to be.

      It was just a month later that David strolled into her room and said, ‘Hallo, poppet. Did I once hear you say you’d bought Ossie’s book?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Hilary. She picked it up from the table – she had spent all her spare time on it for weeks – and shook out her notes from between its pages. ‘What do you want to look up?’

      David helped himself to a cigarette.

      ‘What I really want to do, if you can spare it for a couple of days, is to read the darn thing. He’s just offered me Creighton’s job, so I feel it may be expected.’ He bent his stooping aquiline head over the pages; he had the knack of reading, not line by line, but in blocks and paragraphs at a time. ‘If you’re using it for anything,’ he added, ‘I dare say I could run over it to-night.’

      Hilary said quite naturally, ‘Keep it as long as you like, I’ve done with it. Nice work, David.’ Realisation filtered in gradually, and was not complete till she had finished speaking. ‘Very nice work.’

      ‘Hard work,’ said David, ‘is what it looks too much like to me. However, like breaking the ice on the Serpentine, it’s a thing to have done, I suppose.’ She knew he was not posing; if this had not fallen at his feet he would have been sure of its equivalent elsewhere.

      Peering at a diagram he went on indifferently, ‘I hope a couple of years will about see me shot of surgery, and getting on with something. A century from now, of course, surgeons will be almost period survivals. All this glamour surrounding the theatre is just a temporary breakdown in proportion. Atavistic, really. The physician, the biologist, and the chemist will be where they always belonged, and tucked away somewhere in decent obscurity, like the mortuary, will be a sordid little hole, still known by courtesy as the theatre, in which a seedy breakdown gang will slice up the few failures in the minimum of publicity. “Old So-and-so’s getting past it. Don’t say I told you, but two of his cases have gone to the theatre in less than six months.” That’s how it will be… What’s the name of that Swede who does the fancy pneumonectomies, doesn’t seem to be here.’

      ‘I can’t remember,’ said Hilary. She had little concentration to spare from the sudden, inescapable knowledge that she had never loved him; that, at the moment, to keep from hating him was exacting from her her last reserves of decency and control.

      She would have done better to have kept this intimation in sight; but, imperfectly knowing herself (she had always been busy) she had dismissed it with shame as the temporary effect of disappointment and shock. So the internal pressure had risen without vent; and the decisive quarrel, when it came, had sprung from a trifle, a bathetic business about some slides which neither had remembered to put away and which had, in consequence, been broken; a squalid bickering, not leaving even the satisfaction of a large gesture behind.

      ‘It’s typical of a man,’ Hilary had brought forth, to her own shocked surprise, from the boiling within her, ‘to crash through to every objective by plain selfishness, and take for granted it’s just superior ability.’

      David had learned early the art of keeping his temper, not out of charity, but because he had recognised its usefulness. He looked at her with his eyebrows raised, paused for effect, and spoke. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I always supposed you were competent to hold your own as a human entity, without having resort to the squalling apologetics of feminism. You make me feel rather at a loss.’

      It had been as if a nerve in her had been touched with something red-hot. The rest of the conversation had not signified. From that moment they were finished.

      They had avoided a crisis on major issues; both would have felt it to be embarrassing and melodramatic. They had behaved with restraint and with what had seemed, at the time, to be economy of emotion. Their friends had no opening for gossip, only for occasional surmise. It had never become impossible to invite both of them to the same party. If they met in the group at the head of the main corridor, where the housemen loitered at ten o’clock waiting to pick up their chiefs, they had spread no awkwardness around them. Hilary had approved of this, as she had believed she approved of their undemonstrativeness while they were still together. She was not analytical of herself. There had never been much time.

      Her intellect and abilities were another thing. These she had studied with the attention she gave to other tools of her calling. She examined her failure, and drew, impartially, as she believed, the unpalatable conclusions. Determination, industry, good organisation of a good second-class brain, had done their best for her. She was now at the level where they had to be set against the male powers of intellectual and imaginative endurance, the male reserve of stamina for a mental sprint; and she recognised the difference, fully, for the first time. It shocked her with a sense of fundamental injustice. Her relationship with David, which might have resolved everything, had lacked the single essential ingredient; but she did not reflect on this. She merely left the hospital.

      In a kind of spite against herself and life, she had thrown herself away on this country practice in a small Cotswold market town. It carried a fair-sized panel, a sprinkling of private patients in the neighbourhood, and, one week in a rota of three, emergencies at the Cottage Hospital. By the time she had been there three months, she found herself counting the days to the third week, which sometimes passed without any emergency at all. The cut tendon had been the most interesting event since her arrival.

      Her body muffled in the thick plaid rug, her brain spinning these thoughts into a confused web, she drowsed with half-closed eyes till a thrush, made unconcerned by her long stillness, whistled with startling suddenness in a bush a yard or so from her ear. She looked up to find that the sun had risen; its great pale disc, cool and chaste in the white mists, hung already over the valley, and, on the hill-tops, light and shadow were beginning to separate into golds and blues. The birds had ceased their experimental tuning-up, and begun their concert-pieces. The grass glittered, and in the arbutus-bush from which the thrush had sung, a fine radiating cobweb was defined in crystal beads. The sky was already coloured above her head.

      Hilary stretched herself out of the rug, and, after half an hour’s sheltered inactivity, at once shivered with cold. It became suddenly obvious to her that the only possible time-filler was a walk. She let in the clutch; the noise of the accelerating engine seemed shattering in the stillness. She imagined the night sister raising her eyebrows at it, and, with the instant reaction of her kind to unconformity, remarking irritably, ‘Is that Dr Mansell going now? Whatever has she been doing here all this time?’

      The car twisted downhill, between hedges in which the scent of the may was still quenched by dew and the chill of dawn; dropped into shadow in the valley, and climbed again. She turned off from her homeward road, and, slowing to an easy twenty, began to meander over the hills, looking about for a place to park.

      She found it at a white, five-barred gate into a larch-wood, whose trees, thinly spaced, let in the sun. The breeze dandled their tender green tassels. The gate gave on to a ride, evidently private land; but it was too early to feel very serious about trespassing, and, having had a country childhood, she could judge that the place was not heavily preserved. If she did meet a keeper she knew how to talk to him. She opened the gate, closing it conscientiously behind her.

      The grass of the ride had the extreme velvety fineness which generations of rabbits create about their ancestral homes. It was a good morning for them; their sentinel ears pointed her approach, their white scuts bounced before her, and their jaunty young, losing their heads, took the longest way across the track before popping down into the green. Between padded mats of needles under the larches, bluebells lay in cloudy lakes and streams. Exercise was already making her warm; her self-questionings seemed morbidities of the night, needing no answer but morning. She swung on, through patches of strengthening sunshine, feeling simple, self-sufficient, and free.

      The ride gave out in a clearing, stubbled with cut bracken; through the rusty stalks the hard new shoots were uncurling in fantastic crooks and croziers and little fans, mixed with sparse hardy bluebells, deeper coloured than the lush ones under the trees. The sky, growing to full day, had reached the same shade, and the sun was beginning to have heat in its brightness. Hilary let herself down on to a heap of old bracken, and sighed with animal content. Her tweeds melted into the landscape like the protective colouring of a partridge or a hare; she felt, like one of them, comfortably and inconspicuously at home. The warmth, after her broken night, began to make her healthily sleepy. She shut her eyes.

      It might have been after five minutes, or thirty-five, that she opened them again with a start. Among the light rustlings and cracklings of small life in the undergrowth, a new noise, rhythmic and strong, was growing louder, the thud over turf of a cantering horse. It came from the ride she had left, facing her now across the clearing. She did not disturb herself about it; she was too drowsy and at ease for embarrassment or exertion. Besides, the wood was too dense behind her for anyone to ride that way, and, sunk in her form of bracken, it was unlikely that she would be seen. The hoof-beats slowed to a walk; a stick cracked sharply and quite near. In a dim curiosity to know whose solitude she was sharing, she raised herself a little on one arm.

      They came out into the lake of sunlight in the clearing, a big light dun, and a rider sitting loosely and at ease. Hilary stared, forgetting her trespass and the apologies she might need to improvise. She felt a little detached from reality. The light, the setting, the hour, seemed a theatrical extravagance, exaggerating, needlessly, what was already excessive, the most spectacularly beautiful human creature she had ever seen. Because her habit of mind had made her hostile to excess, she thought irritably, It’s ridiculous. It’s like an illustration to something.

      He had not seen her; both he and the horse were tall, and he was looking the wrong way. If he came nearer she would find that distance had been playing tricks. When he passed near enough for her to hear the creak of leather she still did not quite believe in him, though her eyesight was excellent and the air brilliantly clear. His boots and breeches, which were old and good, were topped off with a blue cotton shirt open at the neck; a carelessness natural to the hour, but transformed by the wearer to something traditional, the basic costume of equestrian romance. He was slender, but strongly boned. His hair was so black that the brightening sun did not touch it with brown; his face had the hard, faintly hollow planes in which art seems to have lost interest between the fourteenth century and the twentieth, unless life ceased for seven centuries to reproduce them; the lines which invite not paint or marble, but stone or bronze. But sculpture would have missed the contrast of a fair skin and grey eyes with the blue-black hair, the slanted brows, and lashes which were emphatic even from that distance away. His grace in the saddle, flexible and erect, was something separable from good horsemanship, as if it would have cost him a deliberate effort to make any movement which was ugly or out of line. His head was up – he and the horse were getting their breath – and this chance pose gave him a look of medieval challenge and adventure which went with all the rest. It was fantastic that anyone unselfconscious and alone could look so faultlessly arranged.

      He seemed quite unaware of himself, and happy. His long mouth had the rare mingling of sweetness and arrogance, which can last only for a few years while youth holds them in suspension; for he was very young, perhaps twenty or so, perhaps not out of his ’teens. It was hard to say; his beauty was of that mind-arresting kind which silences other questions. Now his face reflected only movement and the morning. Two magpies, scared up from the edge of the wood, flew suddenly out against the trees. He lit with a flash of pleasure as vivid as their flight, then touched his horse with his knee, and trotted away into an open aisle of the larches. The fallen needles muffled the sound, so that he seemed to vanish like a legend, leaving, as with all transitory splendours untempered by the common touch, the sadness of mortality in his wake.

      Hilary sat up and brushed bits of bracken smartly from her tweeds. With amused impatience she dusted off also the impression from her mind. She naturally distrusted, and felt ill at ease with, physical perfection in either sex; not from envy – for she seldom troubled to improve on her own moderate good looks – but because she found it a confusing irrelevance, camouflaging the personality which interested her more. Within her own observation the principal function of beauty had been to make a fool of intelligence; in one or two instances, a tragic fool; she heartily approved Shaw’s legendary postcard to Isadora Duncan. The way to enjoy it was like this, impersonally, at a distance, for what it was worth; and she felt grateful for the absence of introductions, which had doubtless preserved her from hearty, illusion-shattering banalities about the clemency of the morning and the prospects of golf.

      These reflections, with a few remembered illustrations, carried her back to her car. As she drove home the air was still sweet and cool, but the early magic had dispersed; it was not sunrise, but day, and already there was white dust on the road. Her mind began to travel on to the day’s work, and the glimpse in the larch-wood only remained there as an incidental part of the pleasures of early rising, like dew and young rabbits, which in general cause one to say, ‘Why don’t I do this more often?’ while knowing that one will not. She wondered what there was for breakfast, hoped that in any case there would be a good deal of it, and reminded herself to say something nice about the coffee to Mrs Clare.
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      Hilary sat at the cottage table, holding a little glass pipette like a fountain-pen filler, and gazing down into a cardboard shoe-box. In the box was cotton-wool, lined with a clean handkerchief of her own, and, embedded in the handkerchief, a tiny waxen face, no bigger than the palm of her hand. The face was full of an ancient ennui; the eyes were closed, showing infinitesimal reddish lashes; the mouth was shut too, in remote obstinacy, passively resisting the pipette which Hilary was trying stealthily to introduce to it. With her finger-tip she drew down the lower jaw, revealing a cavity much the size of the moon on a thumb-nail. A few drops of brandy and water trickled in. The mouth sketched a grimace of languid, but definite, resentment, and out of it came a cry, thinner than the mew of a new-born kitten. Moving out from under the handkerchief in undirected protest, a hand, perfect and slender like an adult’s in miniature, closed round one of Hilary’s fingers, scarcely making the span, and let go again in fastidious distaste.

      From the bed against the wall a dim voice said, ‘Was that her crying?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Hilary cheerfully. ‘And about time, too.’

      ‘I couldn’t hardly hear it.’

      ‘Give her time. She’s not much over three pounds, by the look of her.’

      ‘Will I rear her, Doctor?’

      ‘I hope so. But not here, you know. She’ll need everything rather special. Nurse has gone to ring for the ambulance to take both of you to hospital.’

      ‘Oh, dear, oh, Doctor. Whatever will my husband say?’

      ‘Your husband has been very sensible about it. He wants to do what’s best for both of you.’ Or if he doesn’t, she added to herself, recalling with some satisfaction their recent interview, he can be learning.

      ‘And what’s to become of the children, that’s what I can’t see, and Mother with her leg bad again.’

      ‘We’ll fix something. You’ve just got to concentrate on this one now. Would you like to see her?’

      The woman on the bed gave a harassed sigh; but her head craned a little over the worn sheet. Hilary carried the shoe-box over and tilted it. ‘We musn’t uncover any more of her. They feel the cold.’

      Between the folds of the handkerchief the tiny unmoving mask in the box lay with closed mouth and eyes, withdrawn and refusing. It had nothing to say to the life that had been thrust on it seven weeks too soon. Its arms and legs were folded in its pre-natal posture; its whole grain of being seemed bent on affirming that the unpleasant fact of birth had not happened, or, if it had, could be decently ignored. Its composure made Hilary’s efforts towards its survival feel gauche and intrusive.

      The mother’s face puckered, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      ‘The little love,’ she whispered. ‘You do what’s best, Doctor. Anything so’s I don’t lose her, bless her heart.’

      Hilary put down the box on the table and went over to the window, in which tall geraniums excluded half the small available light and air. Looking out, she reflected that Mrs Kemp had three small children already, one of them ‘backward’, and a husband who did little for her beyond ensuring that events like this were frequent and regular. She had tried to stop this one, as Hilary knew, by every means short of the criminal, and now… How on earth, she wondered, does Nature manage to pull this trick?

      The rattle of a parked cycle sounded outside; the district nurse, panting a little, for she was elderly and stout, came up the path and into the room.

      ‘The ambulance will be along in a few minutes, Doctor. It was Matron herself I spoke to.’ She had a fat gossipy voice, which professional etiquette tinged unnaturally with primness. ‘She was ever so pleased to know you were here, because she was just going to ring you. Would you be able to come straightaway, she said, because there’s an urgent casualty just come in, a head injury, she said, and the patient’s unconscious.’

      ‘Thank you, Nurse. I’ll go along now, if my instruments are boiled.’ Hilary stood up briskly, shocked next moment by her own feelings of pleasure and excitement. In the days when she had worked for Sanderson this would have been simply a typical moment in a packed unremitting routine. Grumbling mechanically, she would have picked up the internal telephone – any scalp lacerations, any bleeding from the nose or ears, any response to painful stimuli? She almost turned to ask the district nurse these questions, but, sourly amused, stopped herself in time.

      Her instruments were ready. On her way out through the kitchen she stopped for a few parting admonitions to the husband, by way of striking while the iron was hot. He glowered at her in sullen resentment – exactly, Hilary thought, as if I were responsible. By this time he has probably convinced himself that I am. Really, these men.

      The Cottage Hospital was in a flutter, with the Matron and Sister in violent circulation; Hilary, who liked smooth-running machinery, felt her irritability increased. The Matron was competent enough in her sphere, but the rare advent of something both acute and complex was apt to go to her head. Probably, Hilary thought, it gets under my skin because I’m going the same way. In reaction, she affected an easy social manner, which put the Matron on her dignity and produced a certain amount of simmering-down.

      It emerged that the history of the patient’s injury was unknown, for he had been found lying in the road and had not since recovered consciousness. She gathered that signs of gross damage to the brain were so far absent. ‘Nurse Jones,’ the Matron added, ‘has just finished undressing him.’

      Hilary stopped herself from saying, ‘Well, I hope she hasn’t been rolling him about.’ Since her rustication she had trained herself out of many exigencies; but Nurse Jones, a plump, china-eyed blonde, still seemed to her less intelligent than any citizen at large had a right to be. This opinion she had concealed less perfectly than she imagined; with the result that in her presence Nurse Jones was shaken out of what simple wit she had. Hilary knew this; found it shaming and infuriating; and began every fresh encounter with good intentions.

      The Matron led her to a small single-bedded ward on the ground floor, one generally reserved for the dying. The door stood open, a screen across it inside. Nurse Jones came out of it, a large enamel bowl of soapy water in her hands. Seeing Hilary and the Matron, she pulled up sharply, and the water slopped over the edge of the bowl.

      ‘I don’t think,’ said Hilary with studied reasonableness, ‘that I should have bathed him just yet, Matron. Is there much shock?’

      The Matron, who had not ordered a bath but had forgotten to be explicit, said, ‘Nurse, you should have known better than to have bathed this patient. I left that to your common sense. Don’t you realise that cases like this are very shocked?’

      With the bowl wobbling in her hands Nurse Jones began to stammer, ‘I didn’t do much, Matron. I thought, as I was admitting him ... in case his feet were dirty or anything, you know. But he was quite clean. I didn’t do much. I’ll just go and get him a bed-gown.’

      ‘You should have had it ready, Nurse, before you prepared to bath him.’

      ‘Yes, Matron. I…’

      ‘Well, get it now.’

      ‘Yes, Matron.’

      ‘That will be all right for the moment,’ Hilary said. ‘I shall want him stripped to go over his reflexes.’ Seeing the Sister bearing down urgently upon them she added, thankfully, ‘Don’t let me keep you if you’re busy, Matron, I’ll come and talk him over with you when I’ve had a look.’

      Nurse Jones had set down her bowl. Eager to restore her status with a display of zeal, she darted ahead of Hilary into the room, and flung back the bath-blanket which lay loosely on the bed. Hilary, following her, noted with speechless exasperation the open window, and the long motionless form of the patient lying in its draught, exposed down to the loins.

      With slow, careful control Hilary said, ‘I meant undressed, Nurse, not stark naked. Shall we have that window shut? And then perhaps you’ll bring a couple of hot-water bottles.’

      Nurse Jones flushed – her fair skin made the process painfully conspicuous – and hurried away. Hilary stood for a moment tapping one foot on the floor, filled with irrational and conflicting sensations of satisfaction and guilt. They coalesced into a general irritation. She turned sharply towards the bed; took hold of the blanket to twitch it upward; and stood still, with its fold suspended in her hand.

      Lying flat and straight on the cotton sheet, in a marmoreal peace, was the young rider of the larch-wood. A narrow first-aid bandage, covering a cut on his forehead, bound his dark hair like a fillet; his head was turned a little to the left, as if in sleep. As if in sleep, one arm lay on his breast, the other slackly at his side. His body was as strictly cut and as faultless as his face. The black iron bed on which he lay seemed odd and incongruous; he looked like the flower of Sparta brought back from Thermopylae on a shield.

      For a few moments the normal processes of professional routine in Hilary’s mind were wholly arrested. Her reaction was purely human and aesthetic. She felt, not compassion, for there was no suffering to awake it, but a sense of cosmic tragedy and a kind of awe. Drawing up the blanket, she looked again at the quiet face. On one of the cheekbones the skin had been grazed, and picric dabbed on the place; it jolted her mental mechanisms; the wheels began to go round again. She felt the skin temperature, and noted signs of a fractured collarbone. On the same side, the right, the palm of his hand was scraped. She flicked back her cuff from her wrist-watch and took his pulse.

      It was slow, but not to the point of danger; and the wound on his head, when she examined it, proved to be superficial and without sign of deeper injury below. Naturally there would have to be an X-ray; a portable, he had better not be moved. She proceeded to pick up a fold of chest-muscle, and, twisting it expertly, noted in relief a faint flinching, indicative of some response to pain. The leg and foot reflexes were normal. Just as she had ascertained this, Nurse Jones reappeared with two hot-water bottles, looking like a schoolgirl who, sent on an errand to the headmistress’s study, has hoped against hope to find it empty. To her own surprise Hilary smiled at her and explained the salient points of the case in simple terms. In her haste to be off before the weather took a turn for the worse, Nurse Jones nearly upset the screen; but Hilary never noticed it.

      The Matron presented a problem. She was a competent and practical person; but her notions on the treatment of head injuries were archaic, and the powder of instruction would have to be mixed with liberal coatings of jam. It proved unexpectedly easy, for other preoccupations were keeping her dignity in check.

      ‘That’s very interesting, Dr Mansell. I’m afraid my nurses get a bit behind with some of the new methods here; it will be good experience for them. Now with regard to his condition; you think his relatives ought to be here?’

      Hilary considered. The question was a strictly technical one.

      ‘I don’t see any need, if you can get at them easily. These cases do queer things, but we ought to get some warning of any deterioration. They’ll only be a nuisance to you, camping about; and if he starts recovering consciousness, that’s just when we’ll have to keep them away. I should leave it, provided they know his condition and can get here in reasonable time if they’re sent for.’

      ‘That’s just what I thought you’d say, Dr Mansell. I was wondering, if he’s a stranger about here, how soon the police would be able to trace them.’

      ‘Do you mean,’ said Hilary, startled, ‘that you don’t know who he is?’

      ‘Only the surname. That was on his underwear. Of course, when he comes round…’

      ‘He may come round with complete aphasia. Or, of course, just possibly never.’ She listened to her own voice, hard and incisive, and thought, Do I always talk like this?

      ‘Where was he picked up?’ she asked. ‘Surely someone knew him there?’

      ‘He was found by some people motoring from Birmingham. Of all the silly things, they didn’t ’phone for the ambulance, just bundled him into their car and brought him here because they’d noticed the sign driving by. You’d think, with a head injury, anyone would have more sense.’

      Hilary had no such expectations of the lay intelligence. She further suspected that these rash Samaritans had been responsible for the accident, which would explain their leaning to informality. No one, of course, would have taken their number. She said, absently:

      ‘What about his horse?’

      The Matron was impressed.

      ‘Why, Dr Mansell, you’re quite a detective, aren’t you? I did mean to have told you he was picked up in riding things, but it quite slipped my memory.’

      ‘Oh, well,’ said Hilary casually, ‘the injuries were typical.’ She found herself, for some reason (conceit, she supposed, at this tribute to her deductive powers) unwilling to explain. ‘You’ve been through his pockets, of course?’

      ‘Yes; I’ve got everything on my desk, to go over it, but really it doesn’t tell you much. Do come in, Doctor, and take a cup of tea with me – I see the maid’s just bringing it in – and then perhaps you can do some more of your detecting.’

      Hilary laughed politely.

      On the Matron’s desk, looking slightly sacriligeous against its daily polish and the geometrical symmetry of its equipment, a heap of oddments strewed the speckless sheet of the blotter. Hilary turned them over. Seventeen-shillings-odd in loose silver; a key-ring without a name-tag; a crushed postage stamp; part of an electric plug; a twist of fuse-wire; matches; a silver cigarette-case, empty, with the initials J.R.F. in one corner; an ancient square of wrapped toffee; and a dirty scrap of paper of the sort which, drifting into the corner of a pocket, lies there till it is reduced to debris. The little handful suddenly struck her as rather moving. She said, curtly, ‘Not much help,’ and unfolded the paper, which had been used as a spill and burned at one end. Through the creases and rubbings she managed to decipher, ‘Dear Julian, I shan’t be in Hall to-night, so if by any chance…’ The other side of the paper was blank, and there was no date; but she knew the college crest, having been at Oxford herself.

      ‘That ought to do,’ she said. ‘It’s the vac, but someone will be there. A first-year man, I should think; he can’t be more than twenty.’

      The Matron, to whom the crest conveyed nothing, and who lacked the happy self-effacement of a Watson, waited aloofly.

      ‘There can’t be two J.R.F.’s in one college, I suppose.’

      With some self-satisfaction the Matron said, ‘If you remember, Doctor, we have the surname. From the underwear. It was at the top of his chart, but perhaps you overlooked it. Fleming was the name.’

      ‘Julian Fleming,’ said Hilary, and laughed. ‘No, really…’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      A little annoyed with herself, Hilary said, ‘I only meant that by all the laws of human compensation he ought to be called Henry Pratt, or something of that sort, don’t you think?’

      ‘You mean he reminds you of someone called Pratt?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Hilary desperately. ‘I expect that’s it.’

      The trunk call was through before they had finished tea. After listening nostalgically, over the wire, to the muted noises of an Oxford street, she learned that Mr Fleming had gone down in the previous year. In spite of this – which put her guesswork some three years out – the porter sounded, when he heard her business, quite personally upset. He gave the address as Larch Hill, near Lynchwyck, Gloucestershire, and begged that she would convey to Mr Fleming his best wishes. As soon as she had disengaged the line the telephone rang again; she left it for the nurses, and went back to the Matron’s room with her news.

      The Matron in the meantime had decided that she herself ought to have taken the call, and had to be thawed out with pains. Just as the operation could be said to have succeeded, and the milk was going into the second cups of tea, there was a knock at the door.

      ‘I’m so sorry to disturb you, Matron. But I thought you’d like to know that the mother of the new patient, Fleming, has just rung up. She says his horse has come home without him, and she thought this would be the best place to inquire. She seems very much upset. What would you like me to say to her?’

      ‘I’ll speak to her myself, Sister.’ The Matron rose with conscious poise. At the door she turned, with a geniality under which prickles were faintly discernible. ‘Well, fancy, Dr Mansell; after all that clever detecting of yours. What a waste, wasn’t it?’

      Hilary suppressed an offer to pay for the call to Oxford, and smiled nicely. Left alone, she experienced an odd sense of flatness. Helpless, nameless, and defenceless, he had given her a feeling of proprietorship which, when she noticed it, struck her as singularly silly. He hardly looked the kind of property to be lying about unclaimed for long. She had better look him over again, and make good her escape, leaving the Matron – who would enjoy it – to cope with the swarm of loving relations, fiancées, and candidates on the waiting-list with whom, of course, the place would presently teem.

      Meeting the Sister in the hall, she said, ‘How is he now? Any sign of consciousness yet?’

      ‘He did seem to be coming round for a minute. He was sick. But now he’s gone off again.’

      The Matron, who disliked to miss anything, had suspended her journey to the telephone. Hilary turned to her quickly.

      ‘Oh, Matron. I think you could be reassuring to the family, within reason. But if anyone comes round, I don’t want them let in to see him on any account. He’s just at the stage when fuss and excitement will do him a lot of harm. Relatives are usually disastrous to cases like this.’

      She opened the door of the little room, and went in.

      Almost total darkness greeted her. For a moment bewildered, she then recalled hearing, at a lecture, that this treatment had obtained at some remote pre-Cushing era of the past. She groped her way towards the window.

      Her hand was on the blind-cord when she was arrested by a sound behind her; a smothered, labouring breath which, perhaps because of the gloom, gave the impression not only of struggle but of acute fear. As she turned to listen again, a voice which was no more than a whisper said, ‘No.’

      Hilary twitched the blind; it shot upward, letting in a clear evening glow of reflected sun. His eyes were open, and turned, it seemed, in her direction, though it might only have been towards the light. They were wide and fixed; before, she had pulled back the lids to examine the pupils, but she seemed to be seeing them now for the first time. Their Celtic grey was startling against his black lashes and brows. Whether he saw her at all it was impossible to say. His face was set in a stiff mask of suffering, but the eyes and forehead were not contracted as if physical pain had been behind them. She thought that he must be experiencing some kind of hallucination; but the sight of his distress conquered her professional instinct to observe more. She sat down on the edge of the bed, and, finding his good hand under the blanket, took it firmly in both her own.

      ‘It’s all right,’ she said, leaning over him. ‘Everything’s all right. There’s nothing there.’

      He drew in a long, gasping breath; she saw the iris of the eyes contract, trying to focus, then relax into blindness again. His fingers, at first loose and unresponsive, closed round hers and tightened, slowly, into a crushing grip. She could feel the bones of her hand grinding together, and began seriously to wonder if he would succeed in fracturing one of them. Too much interested to be fully conscious of the pain, she sat watching his face. The fixed stare was leaving it (the hard clearness of the bone-structure, followed so closely by the flesh, made the least loosening of the muscles clearly evident) and his breathing was easier. Presently his grip on her hand became something that could be comfortably tolerated. She was about to withdraw herself – for his disrupted thought would, no doubt, already have forgotten its former images – when she saw that he was trying to speak. He parted his lips twice, and, defeated by the effort of organisation, closed them again.

      At last he said, with difficulty, ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Here. Can’t you see me now?’

      ‘Yes.’ But his eyes were looking through and beyond her. She had known people before (but they had been children) who would not admit that they could not see.

      ‘I’ve opened the window,’ she said. ‘Look, it’s light.’

      He narrowed his eyes for a moment as if aware that some endeavour was expected of him; then he closed them, and tightened his hand a little on hers. She saw that his face was damp with sweat, and wiped it with the towel that hung on the locker. He turned towards her, and appeared to sleep.

      Time was passing, and she had a good deal to do; but she thought she would stay a little longer. In this twilight phase, which might be short, observation might be interesting, and there was no trained observer to take her place; it would be Nurse Jones, as likely as not. His face had lost the look of sculptured impersonality it had had when his unconsciousness had been complete, and had now a kind of forlorn peace, like an exhausted child’s. They had dressed him in faded flannel pyjamas, rebandaged his head, and slung up his arm to fix his collar-bone. He looked very neat and clean and young.

      A spasm crossed his eyes and forehead, so sudden and sharp that the pain seemed to move visibly over them. She thought that to slacken the bandage might help, and unpinned the end. He reached up a hand in fumbling resistance; she put it firmly aside.

      ‘What the hell are you playing at,’ he muttered, ‘mucking about?’ And, more irritably, when she continued, ‘Don’t shift that, you fool, I’m on in two minutes.’

      Her attention elsewhere, she said, ‘I’ll only loosen it; it’s too tight.’

      ‘What’s the idea? I always do myself. If he wants it done straight he can put in someone else. I tell you —’

      ‘Sh-sh. It’s all right. Quiet now.’ She had finished, and laid her hand restrainingly on his forehead.

      His face relaxed. ‘It’s you,’ he said; and then, with the exaggerated feeling of delirium, ‘I’m very, very sorry. Terribly sorry. Stay with me now. I lost you. I’m very sorry. Let me stay here. I’ll hold you, can I? Don’t go away.’

      His hand wandered over the counterpane. She put hers into it; he groped at her sleeve and tried to drag himself towards her. She supported his head quickly, laid him down again, and to quiet him sat with his hand clasped in hers. Someone had turned on a radio for the patients’ tea-hour. It was Purcell; far too loud; in a minute she must see about it. He went on murmuring, under his breath. She could only hear a word here and there. ‘It’s all right now. Don’t let me fall,’ and something that sounded like, ‘The pool’s low to-day.’ Then, after a longer pause which gave her time to disapprove again of the radio, in quite a different voice and so strong that it startled her, ‘Art thou afeared? Be not afeared, the isle is full of noises, sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not. Sometimes… sometimes…’ To her own surprise – she had not known that she remembered it – she said gently, ‘And I awake, and cry to sleep again.’ He smiled, shut his eyes, and lay still. But, just as she was making up her mind to go, he opened them again. She knew at once, by the accommodation of the pupils, that now they were linked with the brain. He was looking, with trustful incurious acceptance, into her face.

      She became cautious; if he was becoming rational, he must be left in quiet. Getting out her note-book, she framed quickly the routine questions which would tell her what she had to know.

      ‘How are you feeling now?’

      ‘Fine.’ She saw, while he was speaking, the pain move across his brows.

      ‘What else do you feel?’

      ‘A bit sick. It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘Tell me your name.’

      ‘Julian.’ He sounded dimly surprised. She made an entry.

      ‘Yes? Julian what?’

      ‘Oh, sorry. Julian… Richard… Fleming.’ He gave it the blank obedience of a lesson.

      ‘Do you know where you are?’

      ‘Not really.’ He moved his head, flinched, and shut his eyes. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      ‘It’s a hospital. But don’t worry, you’re doing quite well. Do you know why you’re here?’

      He looked at her appealingly. She could see that he was in pain, and thought, Of course he wonders why I’m badgering him with stupid questions. One takes things so much for granted. He has speaking eyes, as they say.

      ‘I shan’t have to bother you much more. In a moment I’ll leave you in peace.’

      ‘No, please.’ His hand, which she had relinquished for the note-book, stirred under the clothes. ‘I’m sorry, please don’t go.’

      His voice had sharpened painfully. She said, ‘Don’t move, it will hurt you. I’m not going yet.’

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said again.

      ‘Do you know why you’re in hospital?’

      ‘I took a toss,’ he said slowly, ‘I suppose.’

      ‘Do you remember it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Now don’t worry. Take your time. Just try and tell me the last thing you remember.’

      ‘Do you live here?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said soothingly. ‘I live quite near. Do you remember starting out from home?’

      ‘I said I’d be back for tea.’ She checked his movement, and settled his head.

      ‘Where did you go?’

      ‘The usual way.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Down the bridle-path… and – and out on the Lynchwyck road.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘There’s a gate lower down.’

      ‘Did you open it?’

      ‘I heard a car coming.’

      ‘And then?’

      He shut his eyes. ‘I don’t know. You came then.’

      Hilary wrote: ‘Period of amnesia uncertain. No witnesses. Replies suggest clear recollection to within few seconds of accident. Period of unconsciousness, no history, evidence vague, ?40 to 60 mins.’

      She looked up from the note-book; he was enjoying the relief of silence, with closed eyes. It seemed cruel to disturb him again; but it might be important, later on, to have assessed any mental impairment now.

      ‘I’ve nearly finished. Tell me where you live?’

      He gave her, with gentle weariness, the correct address.

      ‘How many brothers and sisters have you?’

      He drew his brows together. He was, she saw, growing irritable. This did not surprise her; his evident attempt to conceal it did. She repeated the question.

      ‘Not any. Just the two of us.’

      ‘You and…?’

      ‘My head aches rather.’

      ‘I know. I’m going to give you something for it. Do you know who I am?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’ For a moment he seemed about to smile.

      This would not do. To test his alertness she took the stethoscope out of the pocket of her white coat and hung it by the ear-pieces round her neck.

      ‘Tell me,’ she repeated with patient clear insistence, ‘who you think I am.’

      He lifted his dark lashes. A kind of reproach was mixed, in the look he gave her, with a confidence which changed, presently, to bewildered effort.

      ‘Why, you… you’re…’ It was plain that his own doubt both distressed and shocked him. Strain was the last thing she wanted. She said, ‘I’m a doctor.’

      He turned his face away on the pillow, like a refusing child who will not hear.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you any more questions. You can go to sleep now.’

      He had still the look of someone seeking for a known word which remains absurdly elusive. Presently, however, something more urgent took its place. He was getting to the stage when people begin to think of sending messages. Very likely, she thought, he’s just remembered his girl; sometimes it happens that way. It suddenly occurred to her that she had had a long day and was feeling tired.

      ‘Yes?’ she said encouragingly.

      ‘Look out. I’m going to be sick.’

      ‘Here.’ She caught up the enamel bowl from the locker and steadied his head. Movement and disturbance made things worse, and he was very sick indeed. She took his weight on her shoulder, protected his injured arm, and felt under her hand the loose, boyish softness of his black hair. When he had finished, and she had put the bowl out of the way, he made no attempt to move; probably he was exhausted. She put her arm behind him and settled him back on the pillow again.

      He said, confidingly, ‘How good you always are.’

      ‘Now keep quiet, or it will start again.’

      ‘Yes, I will, I’ve been sick twice already. You have to get properly tight once, to see. It’s a bit overrated, I think. The only thing I…’

      ‘Sh-sh. Go to sleep.’ He was getting to the excitable stage, which must not be allowed to develop. Picking up the case-sheet, she wrote him up for an intramuscular injection of luminal.

      ‘You can have one more pillow, now.’ She got it from the other side of the room and fixed it correctly under his shoulder. It seemed that he had composed himself for sleep; but when she stood up, he caught at her sleeve.

      ‘You’re not going away?’

      ‘Not far. Talking’s bad for you, so soon.’

      ‘Stay with me. I won’t talk.’

      ‘Another time. You’re going to sleep now. I’ve ordered you an injection; you’ll feel better when you’ve had it.’

      ‘I don’t want to go to sleep.’ His eyes had opened, widely, and fixed themselves imploringly on her face.

      ‘All right,’ she said, humouring him. ‘You needn’t till you feel like it. But you simply must rest.’

      ‘I’d rather go back with you.’ His fingers had clenched themselves on the white drill. ‘I called, and she wouldn’t answer. She went away.’

      Good heavens, thought Hilary, where does this place get its nurses? ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see that doesn’t happen again.’

      ‘It was bound to happen. If I’d known you were there…’

      He must be sat with all night, she thought, and no bones about it. I’ll see the Matron. Or the next thing anyone knows, he’ll be getting out of bed.

      ‘That’s all over now. It was only a bad dream. But I’ll stay a little if you’ll promise to be good.’

      He murmured, hazily, ‘Like we were before,’ and turned over on his side.

      She decided to ring for the luminal and give it herself, so as not to disturb him. Long before it had had time to act he had fallen asleep.

      She remained a few minutes longer, looking down at him and wondering what, in a normal state, he was really like. By the standards of her experience he had behaved with commendable restraint; patients with this degree of concussion had, as a rule, few inhibitions. They wept, they shouted, they were explicit about the unmentionable. He must have a nice, innocent little subconscious, she thought.

      His hand had loosened in hers; she slid her fingers gently away and tucked in the bedclothes behind his back. As she bent over him he murmured, ‘Good night, dear.’

      She did not answer; he had spoken almost in his sleep. When she looked back at the door his head was half buried in the pillow, but she could see the last trace of a smile fading from his face into a dreamless calm.
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