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Daphne du My Cousin Rachelaurier (1907-89) was born in London, into a family with a rich literary heritage. Her father, Sir Gerald du Maurier, was a prominent actor and theatre manager, while her grandfather, George du Maurier, was a renowned author and illustrator. A voracious reader, she developed a love of storytelling and imaginary worlds from an early age, including creating a male alter ego for herself. She began writing short stories and articles in 1928, and achieved widespread recognition in 1931 with her first novel, The Loving Spirit. A biography and three other novels followed, including Jamaica Inn, but it was her 1938 novel Rebecca that catapulted du Maurier into international fame. An instant bestseller, it made her one of the most popular authors of her day and was adapted into an acclaimed film by Alfred Hitchcock. Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, most famously The Birds and Don’t Look Now, plays and biographies, many of which have been adapted for film, television and the stage, and in 1969 she was awarded a DBE.


In 1932, she married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, which provided the atmospheric setting for many of her books. When she died in 1989, she left behind a remarkable literary legacy, and remains one of the most influential and beloved authors of the twentieth century.
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After Midnight: An Appreciation


By Stephen King


‘Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again.’


It’s one of the most well-known first lines ever written in a novel. Certainly the most memorable; I used it myself as an epigram in my novel, Bag of Bones. Daphne du Maurier (1907–1989) also wrote what may be the best first line in a tale of the uncanny and outré. Her classic story ‘The Birds’ opens with this: ‘On December the third the wind changed overnight and it was winter.’ Short, chilly and to the point. It could almost be a weather report.


It works so well at the outset of the gripping tale that follows, in which every species of bird attacks humankind, because it’s flat, declarative and realistic. Du Maurier can gin up horror when she wants – see ‘The Doll’, ‘The Blue Lenses’ and the shocking final two pages of ‘Don’t Look Now’ – but knows that what’s wanted here to instil belief (and suspense) is a tone that’s closer to reportage than narration.


The film version of ‘The Birds’, overloaded with a love- match between Hollywood pretty people (Rod Taylor as Mitch, Tippi Hedren as Melanie) to go with the bird attacks, bears almost no resemblance to du Maurier’s story. The setting is sunny Bodega Bay instead of cold and overcast Cornwall, and the number of characters has been expanded. (Only notable among these is ornithologist Ethel Bundy, who explains to Melanie that birds would never attack because ‘their brain pans are not big enough’.) Du Maurier’s story is, by contrast, almost claustrophobic, focusing on Nat Hocken and his family, who take refuge from the air assault in their cottage. It’s more like The Siege of Trencher’s Farm by Gordon Williams (which became the movie Straw Dogs).


The only real similarity between the story and the movie lies in their endings. In the film, Mitch and Melanie escape while thousands of roosting birds are resting between attacks. What happens later is up to the viewer to guess. The conclusion of the du Maurier story is even more chilling in its flat narration. After smoking his last cigarette, Nat tries the wireless and finds it silent. ‘He threw the empty packet on the fire, and watched it burn.’


This final line is as quietly terrible, yet as matter-of-fact, as the one that opens the story. What happens to Nat, his wife and his children? We don’t know. Du Maurier doesn’t care, and she’s right not to care. What she gives us is that last cigarette, which carries its own freight of firing-squad symbolism, and the burning packet. She tells us, in effect, decide for yourself. This is the essence of her unsettling genius, and here are twelve other examples of that genius.


I am impatient with the idea of ‘spoilers’, a term that’s come into vogue along with other unpleasant side-effects of the internet in general and social media in particular. I find ‘You spoiled it!’ to be, in general, the cry of spoiled people. I’d argue you can rarely spoil a good story, because the joy is in the journey rather than the arrival.


The stories in After Midnight are a notable exception to that rule. In an afterword I could discuss the startling resolutions of certain stories in detail, having made the fair assumption that you have read them on your way to my essay. In a foreword, that won’t work – not with these tales. To talk about any of them at length would destroy their effect. Suffice it to say that you are in the hands of a master storyteller. A diabolical one, at that.


The line-by-line quality of du Maurier’s writing is astonishing, given how prolific she was: seventeen novels, six biographies, three plays and dozens of short stories. Those which follow are among her best. She is particularly good at quick-sketch characterisation. Midge, from ‘The Apple Tree’, is a masterpiece of passive-aggressive behaviour, a woman whose chief talent seems to be making her husband’s life miserable. Not in any big way – she’s not a thief, drug-addict or adulterer – but in a series of small nips that draw trickles of blood. She may or may not be aware of what she’s doing. Either way, consciously or unconsciously, she is exerting control.


The narrator of ‘The Apple Tree’ (unnamed, like so many of du Maurier’s characters, including the second Mrs de Winter of Rebecca) is a gentleman who gives his wife the newspaper first. She returns it crumpled and folded and out of order. The birth of a child to mutual friends is noted by Midge with dismay, whether a boy or a girl; she sees the drawbacks to both sexes. Although the couple has a maid, Midge ‘would labour past him, stooping under the weight of the laden tray’. Stooping ostentatiously, one assumes – ‘Look at me, how I must bear my woman’s burden.’


The sighing, martyred Midge passes away, but her widowed husband remains in her thrall, associating an ugly apple tree with ‘poor Midge’, and the smaller, more shapely apple tree in its shadow with a laughing, cheerful farm girl named May, who Midge’s husband once kissed (and who died in a motorbike accident). Du Maurier describes the ‘Midge-tree’ this way: ‘The moon shone upon the withered branches, and they looked like skeleton’s arms raised in supplication. Frozen arms, stiff and numb with pain.’


Poor Midge, indeed!


Is the ugly apple tree, with its sour, mealy fruit, a kind of revenant, or does the narrator – a bit of a fussbudget, far from perfect himself – simply find it psychologically impossible to escape his dead wife’s influence? Du Maurier doesn’t say. She is deft enough to have it both ways, which is the case with many of these stories.


A few, like ‘Monte Verità’, feature doomed romance; at least one (‘The Breakthrough’) deals with telepathy, telekinesis and even envisions our current fixation with AI; the best of them inhabit a murky borderland between what may be supernatural or could be no more than overactive imaginations stressed into malignancy. The best of these ‘twilight zone’ stories are probably ‘The Blue Lenses’ and ‘The Pool’.


In the former, following an eye operation, Marda West begins seeing people with the heads of animals which reflect the personalities of the people to whom those heads belong; the revelation that her husband has the head of a vulture is especially creepy.


In the latter, a young girl believes she sees a whole other plane of existence, guarded by a woman commanding a turnstile at the bottom of a scummy woodland pool. Deborah longs to visit that world, which almost leads to her death. Her glimpses of this underwater alternate reality, visited by streams of people, end with her delicately described first menstrual period (‘Have you got a pain? It’s usual, the first time’). This marks her entry into adulthood, where vivid imagination – or possibly that actual other world – is no longer allowed or accessible. There is an exquisite specificity to Deborah’s imaginings, which makes the story particularly haunting.


Why is this an appreciation rather than a scholarly foreword? The answer is simple: I love these stories, and love defies scholarly analysis. I love their clarity, I love their often grim view of human nature, I love du Maurier’s prodigious talent and narrative ability.


There is a reason why collections of short stories are, as a rule, less popular than novels. With a novel, you settle in with a cast of characters for what may be a day or two (if you’re a fast reader like my wife) or a week or more (if you’re a slow reader, like me). When it comes to short stories, even novellas like ‘Monte Verità’, the reader has to create a fictional world in his or her imagination, then disassemble it, move on to the next fictional world and build that one. That can be hard work. It’s not with these stories.


I found myself enjoying each one – immersing myself in them – yet eager to discover the next. Because I trust the storyteller and know that while each story may vary in tone and cast of characters, I will certainly find much to enjoy and think about. Entering these worlds is a pleasure rather than an effort. Sometimes the build-up can be slow, but ‘there are violins’, as some critic or other said about Robert Bloch’s Psycho. (That is certainly true of Bernard Herrmann’s music for the film version, which is almost all violins.) Meaning that even when things seem relatively innocuous, you sense the shadows gathering. This is a gift few writers have.


‘Ganymede’ deals with latent homosexuality – ‘the love that dare not speak its name’, in the words of Lord Alfred Douglas. Du Maurier approaches this subject with appropriate tact, of course; when the story was published in The Breaking Point (1959), homosexuality between consenting adults was still illegal in Great Britain. The narrator, a self-proclaimed classical scholar, is a prissy naif who can’t bear the idea of vulgarity, or what he terms unsavouriness. He thinks, ‘The word unsavoury suggests a lack of personal cleanliness: unchanged linen, bed-sheets hanging to dry, the fluff off combs, torn packets in waste-paper baskets.’ Is this perfect, or what?


The narrator’s love object turns out to have a mind that’s a bad match for his classical beauty. When the narrator asks Ganymede what he would buy if he could have anything connected with the English language, he is expecting – hoping, at least – that the youth might pick something like the plays of Shakespeare (or at least the sonnets). Instead, this beautiful boy, after giving the question due consideration, says he would like a long-playing record by Elvis Presley or Johnnie Ray. Perhaps this doesn’t qualify as ‘unsavoury’, but it’s certainly vulgar.


Du Maurier’s horrors – and some of these stories are quite nasty – are described with a calm rationality that makes them true nightmare fuel. In ‘The Alibi’, Mr Fenton has a sudden, terrible epiphany when he is ‘seized with the overwhelming, indeed appalling impression that … all the other people walking along the Embankment or crossing the bridge were minute, dangling puppets manipulated by a string’. He decides to murder one or two of these puppets, chosen almost at random. ‘I have come to strangle you,’ he thinks about Anna Kaufman, his new landlady, at the same time taking off his hat (as a gentleman should). ‘You and your child.’ The outcome is particularly awful for both Fenton and the woman he means to murder. When I finished, I could almost hear the gruesome host of the Tales from the Crypt series cackling, ‘Irony, kiddies! It’s good for your blood!’


Every story here possesses what I call the gotta, meaning yougotta keep going. Gotta find out what happens next, from Nat Hocken nailing up his windows to keep out the rampaging birds to Mrs Ellis, who goes out for a brief walk and finds another family living in her house when she returns (this particular chiller, titled ‘Split Second’, was originally published in Today’s Woman for Young Wives). Better you discover each gotta for yourself.


Some stories have a sexual tingle. The most overtly sexual is ‘The Doll’, where a woman named Rebecca (That Rebecca? Who is to say it’s not?) fascinates another of du Maurier’s unnamed narrators. Rebecca is frightening, with her ‘great wide fanatical eyes like a saint, the narrow mouth that hid [her] teeth, sharp and white as ivory, and [her] halo of savage hair, electric, dark, uncontrolled’. I am particularly taken with that halo of savage hair, which should not work (hair cannot be savage, any more than waves can be angry) but somehow does.


Rebecca has a secret lover named Julio. The narrator describes Julio, who seems to be about sixteen, this way: ‘His face was the most evil thing I have ever seen. It was ashen pale in colour, and the mouth was a crimson gash, sensual and depraved. The nose was thin … the eyes were cruel, gleaming and narrow, and curiously still. They seemed to stare right through one – the eyes of a hawk.’


Du Maurier doesn’t come right out and say that Rebecca is having a sexual relationship with Julio, but it’s strongly implied … and the narrator clearly believes it. What makes this particularly perverse is the fact that Julio is not human (at least probably not), but a mannequin.


There. I have given away, at least in this story, a secret that should have been Daphne du Maurier’s to impart, but only because the title allows the reader to see it coming. I will give away no more, and I only told this one because knowing doesn’t affect readers admiring the story’s careful construction … and its daring. Written in 1928, ‘The Doll’ was for many years presumed lost. Because of the subject matter, du Maurier, then just twenty-one years old, may have been persuaded to hold it back, lest it damage her reputation at a time when sexual matters were best left sub rosa. It was finally published in a book of previously rejected stories, aptly titled The Editor Regrets.


I have said quite enough. It’s time for you to take Daphne du Maurier’s hand and let her lead you into the dark. Her talent is a bright light that will guide you. These remarkable stories await. I envy your discoveries.


And your discomfort.















The Blue Lenses
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This was the day for the bandages to be removed and the blue lenses fitted. Marda West put her hand up to her eyes and felt the crêpe binder, and the layer upon layer of cotton-wool beneath. Patience would be rewarded at last. The days had passed into weeks since her operation, and she had lain there suffering no physical discomfort, but only the anonymity of darkness, a negative feeling that the world and the life around was passing her by. During the first few days there had been pain, mercifully allayed by drugs, and then the sharpness of this wore down, dissolved, and she was left with a sense of great fatigue, which they assured her was reaction after shock. As for the operation itself, it had been successful. Here was definite promise. A hundred per cent successful.


‘You will see,’ the surgeon told her, ‘more clearly than ever before.’


‘But how can you tell?’ she urged, desiring her slender thread of faith to be reinforced.


‘Because we examined your eyes when you were under the anaesthetic,’ he replied, ‘and again since, when we put you under for a second time. We would not lie to you, Mrs West.’


This reassurance came from them two or three times a day, and she had to steel herself to patience as the weeks wore by, so that she referred to the matter perhaps only once every twenty-four hours, and then by way of a trap, to catch them unawares. ‘Don’t throw the roses out. I should like to see them,’ she would say, and the day-nurse would be surprised into the admission, ‘They’ll be over before you can do that.’ Which meant that she would not see this week.


Actual dates were never mentioned. Nobody said, ‘On the fourteenth of the month you will have your eyes.’ And the subterfuge continued, the pretence that she did not mind and was content to wait. Even Jim, her husband, was now classed in the category of ‘them’, the staff of the hospital, and no longer treated as a confidant.


Once, long ago, every qualm and apprehension had been admitted and shared. This was before the operation. Then, fearful of pain and blindness, she had clung to him and said, ‘What if I never see again, what will happen to me?’ picturing herself as helpless and maimed. And Jim, whose anxiety was no less harsh than hers, would answer, ‘Whatever comes, we’ll go through it together.’


Now, for no known reason except that darkness, perhaps, had made her more sensitive, she was shy to discuss her eyes with him. The touch of his hand was the same as it had ever been, and his kiss, and the warmth of his voice; but always, during these days of waiting, she had the seed of fear that he, like the staff at the hospital, was being too kind. The kindness of those who knew towards the one who must not be told. Therefore, when at last it happened, when at his evening visit the surgeon said, ‘Your lenses will be fitted tomorrow,’ surprise was greater than joy. She could not say anything, and he had left the room before she could thank him. It was really true. The long agony had ended. She permitted herself only a last feeler, before the day-nurse went off duty – ‘They’ll take some getting used to, and hurt a bit at first?’ – her statement of fact put as a careless question. But the voice of the woman who had tended her through so many weary days replied, ‘You won’t know you’ve got them, Mrs West.’


Such a calm, comfortable voice, and the way she shifted the pillows and held the glass to the patient’s lips, the hand smelling faintly of the Morny French Fern soap with which she washed her, these things gave confidence and implied that she could not lie.


‘Tomorrow I shall see you,’ said Marda West, and the nurse, with the cheerful laugh that could be heard sometimes down the corridor outside, answered, ‘Yes, I’ll give you your first shock.’


It was a strange thought how memories of coming into the nursing-home were now blunted. The staff who had received her were dim shadows, the room assigned to her, where she still lay, like a wooden box built only to entrap. Even the surgeon, brisk and efficient during those two rapid consultations when he had recommended an immediate operation, was a voice rather than a presence. He gave his orders and the orders were carried out, and it was difficult to reconcile this bird-of-passage with the person who, those several weeks ago, had asked her to surrender herself to him, who had in fact worked this miracle upon the membranes and the tissues which were her living eyes.


‘Aren’t you feeling excited?’ This was the low, soft voice of her night-nurse, who, more than the rest of them, understood what she had endured. Nurse Brand, by day, exuded a daytime brightness; she was a person of sunlight, of bearing in fresh flowers, of admitting visitors. The weather she described in the world outside appeared to be her own creation. ‘A real scorcher,’ she would say, flinging open windows, and her patient would sense the cool uniform, the starched cap, which somehow toned down the penetrating heat. Or else she might hear the steady fall of rain and feel the slight chill accompanying it. ‘This is going to please the gardeners, but it’ll put paid to Matron’s day on the river.’


Meals, too, even the dullest of lunches, were made to appear delicacies through her method of introduction. ‘A morsel of brill au beurre?’ she would suggest happily, whetting reluctant appetite, and the boiled fish that followed must be eaten, for all its tastelessness, because otherwise it would seem to let down Nurse Brand, who had recommended it. ‘Apple fritters – you can manage two, I’m sure,’ and the tongue began to roll the imaginary fritter, crisp as a flake and sugared, which in reality had a languid, leathery substance. And so her cheerful optimism brooked no discontent – it would be offensive to complain, lacking in backbone to admit, ‘Let me just lie. I don’t want anything.’


The night brought consolation and Nurse Ansel. She did not expect courage. At first, during pain, it had been Nurse Ansel who had administered the drugs. It was she who had smoothed the pillows and held the glass to the parched lips. Then, with the passing weeks, there had been the gentle voice and the quiet encouragement. ‘It will soon pass. This waiting is the worst.’ At night the patient had only to touch the bell, and in a moment Nurse Ansel was by the bed. ‘Can’t sleep? I know, it’s wretched for you. I’ll give you just two and a half grains, and the night won’t seem so long.’


How compassionate, that smooth and silken voice. The imagination, making fantasies through enforced rest and idleness, pictured some reality with Nurse Ansel that was not hospital – a holiday abroad, perhaps, for the three of them, and Jim playing golf with an unspecified male companion, leaving her, Marda, to wander with Nurse Ansel. All she did was faultless. She never annoyed. The small shared intimacies of night-time brought a bond between nurse and patient that vanished with the day, and when she went off duty, at five minutes to eight in the morning, she would whisper, ‘Until this evening,’ the very whisper stimulating anticipation, as though eight o’clock that night would not be clocking-in but an assignation.


Nurse Ansel understood complaint. When Marda West said wearily, ‘It’s been such a long day,’ her answering ‘Has it?’ implied that for her too the day had dragged, that in some hostel she had tried to sleep and failed, that now only did she hope to come alive.


It was with a special secret sympathy that she would announce the evening visitor. ‘Here is someone you want to see, a little earlier than usual,’ the tone suggesting that Jim was not the husband of ten years but a troubadour, a lover, someone whose bouquet of flowers had been plucked in an enchanted garden and now brought to a balcony. ‘What gorgeous lilies!’, the exclamation half a breath and half a sigh, so that Marda West imagined exotic dragon-petalled beauties growing to heaven, and Nurse Ansel, a little priestess, kneeling. Then, shyly, the voice would murmur, ‘Good evening, Mr West. Mrs West is waiting for you.’ She would hear the gentle closing of the door, the tip-toeing out with the lilies and the almost soundless return, the scent of the flowers filling the room.


It must have been during the fifth week that Marda West had tentatively suggested, first to Nurse Ansel and then to her husband, that perhaps when she returned home the night-nurse might go with them for the first week. It would chime with Nurse Ansel’s own holiday. Just a week. Just so that Marda West could settle to home again.


‘Would you like me to?’ Reserve lay in the voice, yet promise too.


‘I would. It’s going to be so difficult at first.’ The patient, not knowing what she meant by difficult, saw herself as helpless still, in spite of the new lenses, and needing the protection and the reassurance that up to the present only Nurse Ansel had given her. ‘Jim, what about it?’


His comment was something between surprise and indulgence. Surprise that his wife considered a nurse a person in her own right, and indulgence because it was the whim of a sick woman. At least, that was how it seemed to Marda West, and later, when the evening visit was over and he had gone home, she said to the night-nurse, ‘I can’t make out whether my husband thought it a good idea or not.’


The answer was quiet yet reassuring. ‘Don’t worry. Mr West is reconciled.’


But reconciled to what? The change in routine? Three people round the table, conversation, the unusual status of a guest who, devoting herself to her hostess, must be paid? (Though the last would not be mentioned, but glossed over at the end of a week in an envelope.)


‘Aren’t you feeling excited?’ Nurse Ansel, by the pillow, touched the bandages, and it was the warmth in the voice, the certainty that only a few hours now would bring revelation, which stifled at last all lingering doubt of success. The operation had not failed. Tomorrow she would see once more.


‘In a way,’ said Marda West, ‘it’s like being born again. I’ve forgotten how the world looks.’


‘Such a wonderful world,’ murmured Nurse Ansel, ‘and you’ve been patient for so long.’


The sympathetic hand expressed condemnation of all those who had insisted upon bandages through the waiting weeks. Greater indulgence might have been granted had Nurse Ansel herself been in command and waved a wand.


‘It’s queer,’ said Marda West, ‘tomorrow you won’t be a voice to me any more. You’ll be a person.’


‘Aren’t I a person now?’


A note of gentle teasing, of pretended reproach, which was all part of the communication between them, so soothing to the patient. This must surely, when sight came back, be forgone.


‘Yes, of course, but it’s bound to be different.’


‘I don’t see why.’


Even knowing she was dark and small – for so Nurse Ansel had described herself – Marda West must be prepared for surprise at the first encounter, the tilt of the head, the slant of the eyes, or perhaps some unexpected facial form like too large a mouth, too many teeth.


‘Look, feel …’ and not for the first time Nurse Ansel took her patient’s hand and passed it over her own face, a little embarrassing, perhaps, because it implied surrender, the patient’s hand a captive. Marda West, withdrawing it, said with a laugh, ‘It doesn’t tell me a thing.’


‘Sleep, then. Tomorrow will come too soon.’ There came the familiar routine of the bell put within reach, the last-minute drink, the pill, and then the soft, ‘Good night, Mrs West. Ring if you want me.’


‘Thank you. Good night.’


There was always a slight sense of loss, of loneliness, as the door closed and she went away, and a feeling of jealousy, too, because there were other patients who received these same mercies, and who, in pain, would also ring their bells. When she awoke – and this often happened in the small hours – Marda West would no longer picture Jim at home, lonely on his pillow, but would have an image of Nurse Ansel, seated perhaps by someone’s bed, bending to give comfort, and this alone would make her reach for the bell, and press her thumb upon it, and say, when the door opened, ‘Were you having a nap?’


‘I never sleep on duty.’


She would be seated, then, in the cubby-hole midway along the passage, perhaps drinking tea or entering particulars of charts into a ledger. Or standing beside a patient, as she now stood beside Marda West.


‘I can’t find my handkerchief.’


‘Here it is. Under your pillow all the time.’


A pat on the shoulder (and this in itself was a sort of delicacy), a few moments of talk to prolong companionship, and then she would be gone, to answer other bells and other requests.


‘Well, we can’t complain of the weather!’ Now it was the day itself, and Nurse Brand coming in like the first breeze of morning, a hand on a barometer set fair. ‘All ready for the great event?’ she asked. ‘We must get a move on, and keep your prettiest nightie to greet your husband.’


It was her operation in reverse. This time in the same room, though, and not a stretcher, but only the deft hands of the surgeon with Nurse Brand to help him. First came the disappearance of the crêpe, the lifting of the bandages and lint, the very slight prick of an injection to dull feeling. Then he did something to her eyelids. There was no pain. Whatever he did was cold, like the slipping of ice where the bandages had been, yet soothing too.


‘Now, don’t be disappointed,’ he said. ‘You won’t know any difference for about half an hour. Everything will seem shadowed. Then it will gradually clear. I want you to lie quietly during that time.’


‘I understand. I won’t move.’


The longed-for moment must not be too sudden. This made sense. The dark lenses, fitted inside her lids, were temporary for the first few days. Then they would be removed and others fitted.


‘How much shall I see?’ The question dared at last.


‘Everything. But not immediately in colour. Just like wearing sunglasses on a bright day. Rather pleasant.’


His cheerful laugh gave confidence, and when he and Nurse Brand had left the room she lay back again, waiting for the fog to clear and for that summer day to break in upon her vision, however subdued, however softened by the lenses.


Little by little the mist dissolved. The first object was angular, a wardrobe. Then a chair. Then, moving her head, the gradual forming of the window’s shape, the vases on the sill, the flowers Jim had brought her. Sounds from the street outside merged with the shapes, and what had seemed sharp before was now in harmony. She thought to herself, ‘I wonder if I can cry? I wonder if the lenses will keep back tears,’ but, feeling the blessing of sight restored, she felt the tears as well, nothing to be ashamed of – one or two which were easily brushed away.


All was in focus now. Flowers, the wash-basin, the glass with the thermometer in it, her dressing-gown. Wonder and relief were so great that they excluded thought.


‘They weren’t lying to me,’ she thought. ‘It’s happened. It’s true.’


The texture of the blanket covering her, so often felt, could now be seen as well. Colour was not important. The dim light caused by the blue lenses enhanced the charm, the softness of all she saw. It seemed to her, rejoicing in form and shape, that colour would never matter. There was time enough for colour. The blue symmetry of vision itself was all-important. To see, to feel, to blend the two together. It was indeed rebirth, the discovery of a world long lost to her.


There seemed to be no hurry now. Gazing about the small room and dwelling upon every aspect of it was richness, something to savour. Hours could be spent just looking at the room and feeling it, travelling through the window and to the windows of the houses opposite.


‘Even a prisoner,’ she decided, ‘could find comfort in his cell if he had been blinded first, and had recovered his sight.’


She heard Nurse Brand’s voice outside, and turned her head to watch the opening door.


‘Well … are we happy once more?’


Smiling, she saw the figure dressed in uniform come into the room, bearing a tray, her glass of milk upon it. Yet, incongruous, absurd, the head with the uniformed cap was not a woman’s head at all. The thing bearing down upon her was a cow … a cow on a woman’s body. The frilled cap was perched upon wide horns. The eyes were large and gentle, but cow’s eyes, the nostrils broad and humid, and the way she stood there, breathing, was the way a cow stood placidly in pasture, taking the day as it came, content, unmoved.


‘Feeling a bit strange?’


The laugh was a woman’s laugh, a nurse’s laugh, Nurse Brand’s laugh, and she put the tray down on the cupboard beside the bed. The patient said nothing. She shut her eyes, then opened them again. The cow in the nurse’s uniform was with her still.


‘Confess now,’ said Nurse Brand, ‘you wouldn’t know you had the lenses in, except for the colour.’


It was important to gain time. The patient stretched out her hand carefully for the glass of milk. She sipped the milk slowly. The mask must be worn on purpose. Perhaps it was some kind of experiment connected with the fitting of the lenses – though how it was supposed to work she could not imagine. And it was surely taking rather a risk to spring such a surprise, and, to people weaker than herself who might have undergone the same operation, downright cruel?


‘I see very plainly,’ she said at last. ‘At least, I think I do.’


Nurse Brand stood watching her, with folded arms. The broad uniformed figure was much as Marda West had imagined it, but that cow’s head tilted, the ridiculous frill of the cap perched on the horns … where did the head join the body, if mask it in fact was?


‘You don’t sound too sure of yourself,’ said Nurse Brand. ‘Don’t say you’re disappointed, after all we’ve done for you.’


The laugh was cheerful, as usual, but she should be chewing grass, the slow jaws moving from side to side.


‘I’m sure of myself,’ answered her patient, ‘but I’m not so sure of you. Is it a trick?’


‘Is what a trick?’


‘The way you look … your … face?’


Vision was not so dimmed by the blue lenses that she could not distinguish a change of expression. The cow’s jaw distinctly dropped.


‘Really, Mrs West!’ This time the laugh was not so cordial. Surprise was very evident. ‘I’m as the good God made me. I dare say he might have made a better job of it.’


The nurse, the cow, moved from the bedside towards the window and drew the curtains more sharply back, so that the full light filled the room. There was no visible join to the mask: the head blended to the body. Marda West saw how the cow, if she stood at bay, would lower her horns.


‘I didn’t mean to offend you,’ she said, ‘but it is just a little strange. You see …’


She was spared explanation because the door opened and the surgeon came into the room. At least, the surgeon’s voice was recognizable as he called, ‘Hullo! How goes it?’, and his figure in the dark coat and the sponge-bag trousers was all that an eminent surgeon’s should be, but … that terrier’s head, ears pricked, the inquisitive, searching glance? In a moment surely he would yap, and a tail wag swiftly?


This time the patient laughed. The effect was ludicrous. It must be a joke. It was, it had to be; but why go to such expense and trouble, and what in the end was gained by the deception? She checked her laugh abruptly as she saw the terrier turn to the cow, the two communicate with each other soundlessly. Then the cow shrugged its too ample shoulders.


‘Mrs West thinks us a bit of a joke,’ she said. But the nurse’s voice was not over-pleased.


‘I’m all for that,’ said the surgeon. ‘It would never do if she took a dislike to us, would it?’


Then he came and put his hand out to his patient, and bent close to observe her eyes. She lay very still. He wore no mask either. None, at least, that she could distinguish. The ears were pricked, the sharp nose questing. He was even marked, one ear black, the other white. She could picture him at the entrance to a fox’s lair, sniffing, then quick on the scent scuffing down the tunnel, intent upon the job for which he was trained.


‘Your name ought to be Jack Russell,’ she said aloud.


‘I beg your pardon?’


He straightened himself but still stood beside the bed, and the bright eye had a penetrating quality, one ear cocked.


‘I mean,’ Marda West searched for words, ‘the name seems to suit you better than your own.’


She felt confused. Mr Edmund Greaves, with all the letters after him on the plate in Harley Street, what must he think of her?


‘I know a James Russell,’ he said to her, ‘but he’s an orthopaedic surgeon and breaks your bones. Do you feel I’ve done that to you?’


His voice was brisk, but he sounded a little surprised, as Nurse Brand had done. The gratitude which was owed to their skill was not forthcoming.


‘No, no, indeed,’ said the patient hastily, ‘nothing is broken at all, I’m in no pain. I see clearly. Almost too clearly, in fact.’


‘That’s as it should be,’ he said, and the laugh that followed resembled a short sharp bark.


‘Well, nurse,’ he went on, ‘the patient can do everything within reason except remove the lenses. You’ve warned her, I suppose?’


‘I was about to, sir, when you came in.’


Mr Greaves turned his pointed terrier nose to Marda West.


‘I’ll be in on Thursday,’ he said, ‘to change the lenses. In the meantime, it’s just a question of washing out the eyes with a solution three times a day. They’ll do it for you. Don’t touch them yourself. And above all don’t fiddle with the lenses. A patient did that once and lost his sight. He never recovered it.’


‘If you tried that,’ the terrier seemed to say, ‘you would get what you deserved. Better not make the attempt. My teeth are sharp.’


‘I understand,’ said the patient slowly. But her chance had gone. She could not now demand an explanation. Instinct warned her that he would not understand. The terrier was saying something to the cow, giving instructions. Such a sharp staccato sentence, and the foolish head nodded in answer. Surely on a hot day the flies would bother her – or would the frilled cap keep insects away?


As they moved to the door the patient made a last attempt.


‘Will the permanent lenses,’ she asked, ‘be the same as these?’


‘Exactly the same,’ yapped the surgeon, ‘except that they won’t be tinted. You’ll see the natural colour. Until Thursday, then.’


He was gone, and the nurse with him. She could hear the murmur of voices outside the door. What happened now? If it was really some kind of test, did they remove their masks instantly? It seemed to Marda West of immense importance that she should find this out. The trick was not truly fair: it was a misuse of confidence. She slipped out of bed and went to the door. She could hear the surgeon say, ‘One and a half grains. She’s a little overwrought. It’s the reaction, of course.’


Bravely, she flung open the door. They were standing there in the passage, wearing the masks still. They turned to look at her, and the sharp bright eyes of the terrier, the deep eyes of the cow, both held reproach, as though the patient, by confronting them, had committed a breach of etiquette.


‘Do you want anything, Mrs West?’ asked Nurse Brand.


Marda West stared beyond them down the corridor. The whole floor was in the deception. A maid, carrying dust-pan and brush, coming from the room next door, had a weasel’s head upon her small body, and the nurse advancing from the other side was a little prancing kitten, her cap coquettish on her furry curls, the doctor beside her a proud lion. Even the porter, arriving at that moment in the lift opposite, carried a boar’s head between his shoulders. He lifted out luggage, uttering a boar’s heavy grunt.


The first sharp prick of fear came to Marda West. How could they have known she would open the door at that minute? How could they have arranged to walk down the corridor wearing masks, the other nurses and the other doctor, and the maid appear out of the room next door, and the porter come up in the lift? Something of her fear must have shown in her face, for Nurse Brand, the cow, took hold of her and led her back into her room.


‘Are you feeling all right, Mrs West?’ she asked anxiously.


Marda West climbed slowly into bed. If it was a conspiracy what was it all for? Were the other patients to be deceived as well?


‘I’m rather tired,’ she said. ‘I’d like to sleep.’


‘That’s right,’ said Nurse Brand, ‘you got a wee bit excited.’


She was mixing something in the medicine glass, and this time, as Marda West took the glass, her hand trembled. Could a cow see clearly how to mix medicine? Supposing she made a mistake?


‘What are you giving me?’ she asked.


‘A sedative,’ answered the cow.


Buttercups and daisies. Lush green grass. Imagination was strong enough to taste all three in the mixture. The patient shuddered. She lay down on her pillow and Nurse Brand drew the curtains close.


‘Now just relax,’ she said, ‘and when you wake up you’ll feel so much better.’ The heavy head stretched forward – in a moment it would surely open its jaws and moo.


The sedative acted swiftly. Already a drowsy sensation filled the patient’s limbs.


Soon peaceful darkness came, but she awoke, not to the sanity she had hoped for, but to lunch brought in by the kitten. Nurse Brand was off duty.


‘How long must it go on for?’ asked Marda West. She had resigned herself to the trick. A dreamless sleep had restored energy and some measure of confidence. If it was somehow necessary to the recovery of her eyes, or even if they did it for some unfathomable reason of their own, it was their business.


‘How do you mean, Mrs West?’ asked the kitten, smiling. Such a flighty little thing, with its pursed-up mouth, and even as it spoke it put a hand to its cap.


‘This test on my eyes,’ said the patient, uncovering the boiled chicken on her plate. ‘I don’t see the point of it. Making yourselves such guys. What is the object?’


The kitten, serious, if a kitten could be serious, continued to stare at her. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs West,’ she said, ‘I don’t follow you. Did you tell Nurse Brand you couldn’t see properly yet?’


‘It’s not that I can’t see,’ replied Marda West. ‘I see perfectly well. The chair is a chair. The table is a table. I’m about to eat boiled chicken. But why do you look like a kitten, and a tabby kitten at that?’


Perhaps she sounded ungracious. It was hard to keep her voice steady. The nurse – Marda West remembered the voice, it was Nurse Sweeting, and the name suited her – drew back from the trolley-table.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘if I don’t come up to scratch. I’ve never been called a cat before.’


Scratch was good. The claws were out already. She might purr to the lion in the corridor, but she was not going to purr to Marda West.


‘I’m not making it up,’ said the patient. ‘I see what I see. You are a cat, if you like, and Nurse Brand’s a cow.’


This time the insult must sound deliberate. Nurse Sweeting had fine whiskers to her mouth. The whiskers bristled.


‘If you please, Mrs West,’ she said, ‘will you eat your chicken, and ring the bell when you are ready for the next course?’


She stalked from the room. If she had a tail, thought Marda West, it would not be wagging, like Mr Greaves’s, but twitching angrily.


No, they could not be wearing masks. The kitten’s surprise and resentment had been too genuine. And the staff of the hospital could not possibly put on such an act for one patient, for Marda West alone – the expense would be too great. The fault must lie in the lenses, then. The lenses, by their very nature, by some quality beyond the layman’s understanding, must transform the person who was perceived through them.


A sudden thought struck her, and pushing the trolley-table aside she climbed out of bed and went over to the dressing-table. Her own face stared back at her from the looking-glass. The dark lenses concealed the eyes, but the face was at least her own.


‘Thank heaven for that,’ she said to herself, but it swung her back to thoughts of trickery. That her own face should seem unchanged through the lenses suggested a plot, and that her first idea of masks had been the right one. But why? What did they gain by it? Could there be a conspiracy amongst them to drive her mad? She dismissed the idea at once – it was too fanciful. This was a reputable London nursing-home, and the staff was well known. The surgeon had operated on royalty. Besides, if they wanted to send her mad, or kill her even, it would be simple enough with drugs. Or with anaesthetics. They could have given her too much anaesthetic during the operation, and just let her die. No one would take the roundabout way of dressing up staff and doctors in animals’ masks.


She would try one further proof. She stood by the window, the curtain concealing her, and watched for passers-by. For the moment there was no one in the street. It was the lunch-hour, and traffic was slack. Then, at the other end of the street, a taxi crossed, too far away for her to see the driver’s head. She waited. The porter came out from the nursing-home and stood on the steps, looking up and down. His boar’s head was clearly visible. He did not count, though. He could be part of the plot. A van drew near, but she could not see the driver … yes, he slowed as he went by the nursing-home and craned from his seat, and she saw the squat frog’s head, the bulging eyes.


Sick at heart, she left the window and climbed back into bed. She had no further appetite and pushed away her plate, the rest of the chicken untasted. She did not ring her bell, and after a while the door opened. It was not the kitten. It was the little maid with the weasel’s head.


‘Will you have plum tart or ice cream, madam?’ she asked.


Marda West, her eyes half-closed, shook her head. The weasel, shyly edging forward to take the tray, said, ‘Cheese, then, and coffee to follow?’


The head joined the neck without any fastening. It could not be a mask, unless some designer, some genius, had invented masks that merged with the body, blending fabric to skin.


‘Coffee only,’ said Marda West.


The weasel vanished. Another knock on the door and the kitten was back again, her back arched, her fluff flying. She plonked the coffee down without a word, and Marda West, irritated – for surely, if anyone was to show annoyance, it should be herself? – said sharply, ‘Shall I pour you some milk in the saucer?’


The kitten turned. ‘A joke’s a joke, Mrs West,’ she said, ‘and I can take a laugh with anyone. But I can’t stick rudeness.’


‘Miaow,’ said Marda West.


The kitten left the room. No one, not even the weasel, came to remove the coffee. The patient was in disgrace. She did not care. If the staff of the nursing-home thought they could win this battle, they were mistaken. She went to the window again. An elderly cod, leaning on two sticks, was being helped into a waiting car by the boar-headed porter. It could not be a plot. They could not know she was watching them. Marda went to the telephone and asked the exchange to put her through to her husband’s office. She remembered a moment afterwards that he would still be at lunch. Nevertheless, she got the number, and as luck had it he was there.


‘Jim … Jim, darling.’


‘Yes?’


The relief to hear the loved familiar voice. She lay back on the bed, the receiver to her ear.


‘Darling, when can you get here?’


‘Not before this evening, I’m afraid. It’s one hell of a day, one thing after another. Well, how did it go? Is everything OK?’


‘Not exactly.’


‘What do you mean? Can’t you see? Greaves hasn’t bungled it, has he?’


How was she to explain what had happened to her? It sounded so foolish over the telephone.


‘Yes, I can see. I can see perfectly. It’s just that … that all the nurses look like animals. And Greaves, too. He’s a fox terrier. One of those little Jack Russells they put down the foxes’ holes.’


‘What on earth are you talking about?’


He was saying something to his secretary at the same time, something about another appointment, and she knew from the tone of his voice that he was very busy, very busy, and she had chosen the worst time to ring him up. ‘What do you mean about Jack Russell?’ he repeated.


Marda West knew it was no use. She must wait till he came. Then she would try to explain everything, and he would be able to find out for himself what lay behind it.


‘Oh, never mind,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you later.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he told her, ‘but I really am in a tearing hurry. If the lenses don’t help you, tell somebody. Tell the nurses, the Matron.’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘yes.’


Then she rang off. She put down the telephone. She picked up a magazine, one left behind at some time or other by Jim himself, she supposed. She was glad to find that reading did not hurt her eyes. Nor did the blue lenses make any difference, for the photographs of men and women looked normal, as they had always done. Wedding groups, social occasions, débutantes, all were as usual. It was only here, in the nursing-home itself and in the street outside, that they were different.


It was much later in the afternoon that Matron called in to have a word with her. She knew it was Matron because of her clothes. But inevitably now, without surprise, she observed the sheep’s head.


‘I hope you’re quite comfortable, Mrs West?’


A note of gentle inquiry in the voice. A suspicion of a baa?


‘Yes, thank you.’


Marda West spoke guardedly. It would not do to ruffle the Matron. Even if the whole affair was some gigantic plot, it would be better not to aggravate her.


‘The lenses fit well?’


‘Very well.’


‘I’m so glad. It was a nasty operation, and you’ve stood the period of waiting so very well.’


That’s it, thought the patient. Butter me up. Part of the game, no doubt.


‘Only a few days, Mr Greaves said, and then you will have them altered and the permanent ones fitted.’


‘Yes, so he said.’


‘It’s rather disappointing not to observe colour, isn’t it?’


‘As things are, it’s a relief.’


The retort slipped out before she could check herself. The Matron smoothed her dress. And if you only knew, thought the patient, what you look like, with that tape under your sheep’s chin, you would understand what I mean.


‘Mrs West …’ The Matron seemed uncomfortable, and turned her sheep’s head away from the woman in the bed. ‘Mrs West, I hope you won’t mind what I’m going to say, but our nurses do a fine job here and we are all very proud of them. They work long hours, as you know, and it is not really very kind to mock them, although I am sure you intended it in fun.’


Baa … Baa … Bleat away. Marda West tightened her lips.


‘Is it because I called Nurse Sweeting a kitten?’


‘I don’t know what you called her, Mrs West, but she was quite distressed. She came to me in the office nearly crying.’


Spitting, you mean. Spitting and scratching. Those capable little hands are really claws.


‘It won’t happen again.’


She was determined not to say more. It was not her fault. She had not asked for lenses that deformed, for trickery, for make believe.


‘It must come very expensive,’ she added, ‘to run a nursing-home like this.’


‘It is,’ said the Matron. Said the sheep. ‘It can only be done because of the excellence of the staff, and the cooperation of all our patients.’


The remark was intended to strike home. Even a sheep can turn.


‘Matron,’ said Marda West, ‘don’t let’s fence with each other. What is the object of it all?’


‘The object of what, Mrs West?’


‘This tomfoolery, this dressing up.’ There, she had said it. To enforce her argument she pointed at the Matron’s cap. ‘Why pick on that particular disguise? It’s not even funny.’


There was silence. The Matron, who had made as if to sit down to continue her chat, changed her mind. She moved slowly to the door.


‘We, who were trained at St Hilda’s, are proud of our badge,’ she said. ‘I hope, when you leave us in a few days, Mrs West, that you will look back on us with greater tolerance than you appear to have now.’


She left the room. Marda West picked up the magazine she had thrown down, but the matter was dull. She closed her eyes. She opened them again. She closed them once more. If the chair had become a mushroom and the table a haystack, then the blame could have been put on the lenses. Why was it only people had changed? What was so wrong with people? She kept her eyes shut when her tea was brought her, and when the voice said pleasantly, ‘Some flowers for you, Mrs West,’ she did not even open them, but waited for the owner of the voice to leave the room. The flowers were carnations. The card was Jim’s. And the message on it said, ‘Cheer up. We’re not as bad as we seem.’


She smiled, and buried her face in the flowers. Nothing false about them. Nothing strange about the scent. Carnations were carnations, fragrant, graceful. Even the nurse on duty who came to put them in water could not irritate her with her pony’s head. After all, it was a trim little pony, with a white star on its forehead. It would do well in the ring. ‘Thank you,’ smiled Marda West.


The curious day dragged on, and she waited restlessly for eight o’clock. She washed and changed her nightgown, and did her hair. She drew her own curtains and switched on the bedside lamp. A strange feeling of nervousness had come upon her. She realized, so strange had been the day, that she had not once thought about Nurse Ansel. Dear, comforting, bewitching Nurse Ansel. Nurse Ansel, who was due to come on duty at eight. Was she also in the conspiracy? If she was, then Marda West would have a showdown. Nurse Ansel would never lie. She would go up to her, and put her hands on her shoulders, and take the mask in her two hands, and say to her, ‘There, now take it off. You won’t deceive me.’ But if it was the lenses, if all the time it was the lenses that were at fault, how was she to explain it?


She was sitting at the dressing-table, putting some cream on her face, and the door must have opened without her being aware; but she heard the well-known voice, the soft beguiling voice, and it said to her, ‘I nearly came before. I didn’t dare. You would have thought me foolish.’ It slid slowly into view, the long snake’s head, the twisting neck, the pointed barbed tongue swiftly thrusting and swiftly withdrawn, it came into view over her shoulders, through the looking-glass.


Marda West did not move. Only her hand, mechanically, continued to cream her cheek. The snake was not motionless: it turned and twisted all the time, as though examining the pots of cream, the scent, the powder.


‘How does it feel to see yourself again?’


Nurse Ansel’s voice emerging from the head seemed all the more grotesque and horrible, and the very fact that as she spoke the darting tongue spoke too paralysed action. Marda West felt sickness rise in her stomach, choking her, and suddenly physical reaction proved too strong. She turned away, but as she did so the steady hands of the nurse gripped her, she suffered herself to be led to her bed, she was lying down, eyes closed, the nausea passing.


‘Poor dear, what have they been giving you? Was it the sedative? I saw it on your chart,’ and the gentle voice, so soothing and so calm, could only belong to one who understood. The patient did not open her eyes. She did not dare. She lay there on the bed, waiting.


‘It’s been too much for you,’ said the voice. ‘They should have kept you quiet, the first day. Did you have visitors?’


‘No.’


‘Nevertheless, you should have rested. You look really pale. We can’t have Mr West seeing you like this. I’ve half a mind to telephone him to stay away.’


‘No … please, I want to see him. I must see him.’


Fear made her open her eyes, but directly she did so the sickness gripped her again, for the snake’s head, longer than before, was twisting out of its nurse’s collar, and for the first time she saw the hooded eye, a pin’s head, hidden. She put her hand over her mouth to stifle her cry.


A sound came from Nurse Ansel, expressing disquiet.


‘Something has turned you very sick,’ she said. ‘It can’t be the sedative. You’ve often had it before. What was the dinner this evening?’


‘Steamed fish. I wasn’t hungry.’


‘I wonder if it was fresh. I’ll see if anyone has complained. Meanwhile, lie still, dear, and don’t upset yourself.’


The door quietly opened and closed again, and Marda West, disobeying instructions, slipped from her bed and seized the first weapon that came to hand, her nail-scissors. Then she returned to her bed again, her heart beating fast, the scissors concealed beneath the sheet. Revulsion had been too great. She must defend herself, should the snake approach her. Now she was certain that what was happening was real, was true. Some evil force encompassed the nursing-home and its inhabitants, the Matron, the nurses, the visiting doctors, her surgeon – they were all caught up in it, they were all partners in some gigantic crime, the purpose of which could not be understood. Here, in Upper Watling Street, the malevolent plot was in process of being hatched, and she, Marda West, was one of the pawns; in some way they were to use her as an instrument.


One thing was very certain. She must not let them know that she suspected them. She must try and behave with Nurse Ansel as she had done hitherto. One slip, and she was lost. She must pretend to be better. If she let sickness overcome her, Nurse Ansel might bend over her with that snake’s head, that darting tongue.


The door opened and she was back. Marda West clenched her hands under the sheet. Then she forced a smile.


‘What a nuisance I am,’ she said. ‘I felt giddy, but I’m better now.’


The gliding snake held a bottle in her hand. She came over to the wash-basin and, taking the medicine-glass, poured out three drops.


‘This should settle it, Mrs West,’ she said, and fear gripped the patient once again, for surely the words themselves constituted a threat. ‘This should settle it’ – settle what? Settle her finish? The liquid had no colour, but that meant nothing. She took the medicine-glass handed to her, and invented a subterfuge.


‘Could you find me a clean handkerchief, in the drawer there?’


‘Of course.’


The snake turned its head, and as it did so Marda West poured the contents of the glass on to the floor. Then fascinated, repelled, she watched the twisting head peer into the contents of the dressing-table drawer, search for a handkerchief, and bring it back again. Marda West held her breath as it drew near the bed, and this time she noticed that the neck was not the smooth glow-worm neck that it had seemed on first encounter, but had scales upon it, zig-zagged. Oddly, the nurse’s cap was not ill-fitting. It did not perch incongruously as had the caps of kitten, sheep and cow. She took the handkerchief.


‘You embarrass me,’ said the voice, ‘staring at me so hard. Are you trying to read my thoughts?’


Marda West did not answer. The question might be a trap.


‘Tell me,’ the voice continued, ‘are you disappointed? Do I look as you expected me to look?’


Still a trap. She must be careful. ‘I think you do,’ she said slowly, ‘but it’s difficult to tell with the cap. I can’t see your hair.’


Nurse Ansel laughed, the low, soft laugh that had been so alluring during the long weeks of blindness. She put up her hands, and in a moment the whole snake’s head was revealed, the flat, broad top, the tell-tale adder’s V. ‘Do you approve?’ she asked.


Marda West shrank back against her pillow. Yet once again she forced herself to smile.


‘Very pretty,’ she said, ‘very pretty indeed.’


The cap was replaced, the long neck wriggled, and then, deceived, it took the medicine-glass from the patient’s hand and put it back upon the wash-basin. It did not know everything.


‘When I go home with you,’ said Nurse Ansel, ‘I needn’t wear uniform – that is, if you don’t want me to. You see, you’ll be a private patient then, and I your personal nurse for the week I’m with you.’


Marda West felt suddenly cold. In the turmoil of the day she had forgotten the plans. Nurse Ansel was to be with them for a week. It was all arranged. The vital thing was not to show fear. Nothing must seem changed. And then, when Jim arrived, she would tell him everything. If he could not see the snake’s head as she did – and indeed, it was possible that he would not, if her hypervision was caused by the lenses – he must just understand that for reasons too deep to explain she no longer trusted Nurse Ansel, could not, in fact, bear her to come home. The plan must be altered. She wanted no one to look after her. She only wanted to be home again, with him.


The telephone rang on the bedside-table and Marda West seized it, as she might seize salvation. It was her husband.


‘Sorry to be late,’ he said. ‘I’ll jump into a taxi and be with you right away. The lawyer kept me.’


‘Lawyer?’ she asked.


‘Yes, Forbes & Millwall, you remember, about the trust fund.’


She had forgotten. There had been so many financial discussions before the operation. Conflicting advice, as usual. And finally Jim had put the whole business into the hands of the Forbes & Millwall people.


‘Oh, yes. Was it satisfactory?’


‘I think so. Tell you directly.’


He rang off, and looking up she saw the snake’s head watching her. No doubt, thought Marda West, no doubt you would like to know what we were saying to one another.


‘You must promise not to get too excited when Mr West comes.’ Nurse Ansel stood with her hand upon the door.


‘I’m not excited. I just long to see him, that’s all.’


‘You’re looking very flushed.’


‘It’s warm in here.’


The twisting neck craned upward, then turned to the window. For the first time Marda West had the impression that the snake was not entirely at its ease. It sensed tension. It knew, it could not help but know, that the atmosphere had changed between nurse and patient.


‘I’ll open the window just a trifle at the top.’


If you were all snake, thought the patient, I could push you through. Or would you coil yourself round my neck and strangle me?


The window was opened, and pausing a moment, hoping perhaps for a word of thanks, the snake hovered at the end of the bed. Then the neck settled in the collar, the tongue darted rapidly in and out, and with a gliding motion Nurse Ansel left the room.


Marda West waited for the sound of the taxi in the street outside. She wondered if she could persuade Jim to stay the night in the nursing-home. If she explained her fear, her terror, surely he would understand. She would know in an instant if he had sensed anything wrong himself. She would ring the bell, make a pretext of asking Nurse Ansel some question, and then, by the expression on his face, by the tone of his voice, she would discover whether he saw what she saw herself.


The taxi came at last. She heard it slow down, and then the door slammed and, blessedly, Jim’s voice rang out in the street below. The taxi went away. He would be coming up in the lift. Her heart began to beat fast, and she watched the door. She heard his footstep outside, and then his voice again – he must be saying something to the snake. She would know at once if he had seen the head. He would come into the room either startled, not believing his eyes, or laughing, declaring it a joke, a pantomime. Why did he not hurry? Why must they linger there, talking, their voices hushed?


The door opened, the familiar umbrella and bowler hat the first objects to appear round the corner, then the comforting burly figure, but – God … no … please God, not Jim too, not Jim, forced into a mask, forced into an organization of devils, of liars … Jim had a vulture’s head. She could not mistake it. The brooding eye, the blood-tipped beak, the flabby folds of flesh. As she lay in sick and speechless horror, he stood the umbrella in a corner and put down the bowler hat and the folded overcoat.


‘I gather you’re not too well,’ he said, turning his vulture’s head and staring at her, ‘feeling a bit sick and out of sorts. I won’t stay long. A good night’s rest will put you right.’


She was too numb to answer. She lay quite still as he approached the bed and bent to kiss her. The vulture’s beak was sharp.


‘It’s reaction, Nurse Ansel says,’ he went on, ‘the sudden shock of being able to see again. It works differently with different people. She says it will be much better when we get you home.’


We … Nurse Ansel and Jim. The plan still held, then.


‘I don’t know,’ she said faintly, ‘that I want Nurse Ansel to come home.’


‘Not want Nurse Ansel?’ He sounded startled. ‘But it was you who suggested it. You can’t suddenly chop and change.’


There was no time to reply. She had not rung the bell, but Nurse Ansel herself came into the room. ‘Cup of coffee, Mr West?’ she said. It was the evening routine. Yet tonight it sounded strange, as though it had been arranged outside the door.


‘Thanks, Nurse, I’d love some. What’s this nonsense about not coming home with us?’ The vulture turned to the snake, the snake’s head wriggled, and Marda West knew, as she watched them, the snake with darting tongue, the vulture with his head hunched between his man’s shoulders, that the plan for Nurse Ansel to come home had not been her own after all; she remembered now that the first suggestion had come from Nurse Ansel herself. It had been Nurse Ansel who had said that Marda West needed care during convalescence. The suggestion had come after Jim had spent the evening laughing and joking and his wife had listened, her eyes bandaged, happy to hear him. Now, watching the smooth snake whose adder’s V was hidden beneath the nurse’s cap, she knew why Nurse Ansel wanted to return with her, and she knew too why Jim had not opposed it, why in fact he had accepted the plan at once, had declared it a good one.


The vulture opened its blood-stained beak. ‘Don’t say you two have fallen out?’


‘Impossible.’ The snake twisted its neck, looked sideways at the vulture, and added, ‘Mrs West is just a little bit tired tonight. She’s had a trying day, haven’t you, dear?’


How best to answer? Neither must know. Neither the vulture, nor the snake, nor any of the hooded beasts surrounding her and closing in, must ever guess, must ever know.


‘I’m all right,’ she said. ‘A bit mixed-up. As Nurse Ansel says, I’ll be better in the morning.’


The two communicated in silence, sympathy between them. That, she realized now, was the most frightening thing of all. Animals, birds and reptiles had no need to speak. They moved, they looked, they knew what they were about. They would not destroy her, though. She had, for all her bewildered terror, the will to live.


‘I won’t bother you,’ said the vulture, ‘with these documents tonight. There’s no violent hurry anyway. You can sign them at home.’


‘What documents?’


If she kept her eyes averted she need not see the vulture’s head. The voice was Jim’s, steady and reassuring.


‘The trust fund papers Forbes & Millwall gave me. They suggest I should become a co-director of the fund.’


The words struck a chord, a thread of memory belonging to the weeks before her operation. Something to do with her eyes. If the operation was not successful she would have difficulty in signing her name.


‘What for?’ she asked, her voice unsteady. ‘After all, it is my money.’


He laughed. And, turning to the sound, she saw the beak open. It gaped like a trap, and then closed again.


‘Of course it is,’ he said. ‘That’s not the point. The point is that I should be able to sign for you, if you should be ill or away.’


Marda West looked at the snake, and the snake, aware, shrank into its collar and slid towards the door. ‘Don’t stay too long, Mr West,’ murmured Nurse Ansel. ‘Our patient must have a real rest tonight.’


She glided from the room and Marda West was left alone with her husband. With the vulture.


‘I don’t propose to go away,’ she said, ‘or be ill.’


‘Probably not. That’s neither here nor there. These fellows always want safeguards. Anyway, I won’t bore you with it now.’


Could it be that the voice was over-casual? That the hand, stuffing the document into the pocket of the greatcoat, was a claw? This was a possibility, a horror, perhaps, to come. The bodies changing too, hands and feet becoming wings, claws, hoofs, paws, with no touch of humanity left to the people about her. The last thing to go would be the human voice. When the human voice went, there would be no hope. The jungle would take over, multitudinous sounds and screams coming from a hundred throats.


‘Did you really mean that,’ Jim asked, ‘about Nurse Ansel?’


Calmly she watched the vulture pare his nails. He carried a file in his pocket. She had never thought about it before – it was part of Jim, like his fountain pen and his pipe. Yet now there was reasoning behind it: a vulture needed sharp claws for tearing its victim.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘It seemed to me rather silly to go home with a nurse, now that I can see again.’


He did not answer at once. The head sank deeper between the shoulders. His dark city suit was like the humped feathers of a large brooding bird. ‘I think she’s a treasure,’ he said. ‘And you’re bound to feel groggy at first. I vote we stick to the plan. After all, if it doesn’t work we can always send her away.’


‘Perhaps,’ said his wife.


She was trying to think if there was anyone left whom she could trust. Her family was scattered. A married brother in South Africa, friends in London, no one with whom she was intimate. Not to this extent. No one to whom she could say that her nurse had turned into a snake, her husband into a vulture. The utter hopelessness of her position was like damnation itself. This was her hell. She was quite alone, coldly conscious of the hatred and cruelty about her.


‘What will you do this evening?’ she asked quietly.


‘Have dinner at the club, I suppose,’ he answered. ‘It’s becoming rather monotonous. Only two more days of it, thank goodness. Then you’ll be home again.’


Yes, but once at home, once back there, with a vulture and a snake, would she not be more completely at their mercy than she was here?


‘Did Greaves say Thursday for certain?’ she asked.


‘He told me so this morning, when he telephoned. You’ll have the other lenses then, the ones that show colour.’


The ones that would show the bodies too. That was the explanation. The blue lenses only showed the heads. They were the first test. Greaves, the surgeon, was in this too, very naturally. He had a high place in the conspiracy – perhaps he had been bribed. Who was it, she tried to remember, who had suggested the operation in the first place? Was it the family doctor, after a chat with Jim? Didn’t they both come to her together and say that this was the only chance to save her eyes? The plot must lie deep in the past, extend right back through the months, perhaps the years. But, in heaven’s name, for what purpose? She sought wildly in her memory to try to recall a look, or sign, or word which would give her some insight into this dreadful plot, this conspiracy against her person or her sanity.


‘You look pretty peaky,’ he said suddenly. ‘Shall I call Nurse Ansel?’


‘No …’ It broke from her, almost a cry.


‘I think I’d better go. She said not to stay long.’


He got up from the chair, a heavy, hooded figure, and she closed her eyes as he came to kiss her good night. ‘Sleep well, my poor pet, and take it easy.’


In spite of her fear she felt herself clutch at his hand.


‘What is it?’ he asked.


The well-remembered kiss would have restored her, but not the stab of the vulture’s beak, the thrusting blood-stained beak. When he had gone she began to moan, turning her head upon the pillow.


‘What am I to do?’ she said. ‘What am I to do?’


The door opened again and she put her hand to her mouth. They must not hear her cry. They must not see her cry. She pulled herself together with a tremendous effort.


‘How are you feeling, Mrs West?’


The snake stood at the bottom of the bed, and by her side the house physician. She had always liked him, a young pleasant man, and although like the others he had an animal’s head it did not frighten her. It was a dog’s head, an Aberdeen’s, and the brown eyes seemed to quiz her. Long ago, as a child, she had owned an Aberdeen.


‘Could I speak to you alone?’ she asked.


‘Of course. Do you mind, nurse?’ He jerked his head at the door, and she had gone. Marda West sat up in bed and clasped her hands.


‘You’ll think me very foolish,’ she began, ‘but it’s the lenses. I can’t get used to them.’


He came over, the trustworthy Aberdeen, head cocked in sympathy.


‘I’m sorry about that,’ he said. ‘They don’t hurt you, do they?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘no, I can’t feel them. It’s just that they make everyone look strange.’


‘They’re bound to do that, you know. They don’t show colour.’ His voice was cheerful, friendly. ‘It comes as a bit of a shock when you’ve worn bandages so long,’ he said, ‘and you mustn’t forget you were pulled about quite a bit. The nerves behind the eyes are still very tender.’


‘Yes,’ she said. His voice, even his head, gave her confidence. ‘Have you known people who’ve had this operation before?’


‘Yes, scores of them. In a couple of days you’ll be as right as rain.’ He patted her on the shoulder. Such a kindly dog. Such a sporting, cheerful dog, like the long-dead Angus. ‘I’ll tell you another thing,’ he continued. ‘Your sight may be better after this than it’s ever been before. You’ll actually see more clearly in every way. One patient told me that it was as though she had been wearing spectacles all her life, and then, because of the operation, she realized she saw all her friends and her family as they really were.’


‘As they really were?’ She repeated his words after him.


‘Exactly. Her sight had always been poor, you see. She had thought her husband’s hair was brown, but in reality it was red, bright red. A bit of a shock at first. But she was delighted.’


The Aberdeen moved from the bed, patted the stethoscope on his jacket, and nodded his head. ‘Mr Greaves did a wonderful job on you, I can promise you that,’ he said. ‘He was able to strengthen a nerve he thought had perished. You’ve never had the use of it before – it wasn’t functioning. So who knows, Mrs West, you may have made medical history. Anyway, sleep well and the best of luck. See you in the morning. Good night.’ He trotted from the room. She heard him call good night to Nurse Ansel as he went down the corridor.


The comforting words had turned to gall. In one sense they were a relief, because his explanation seemed to suggest there was no plot against her. Instead, like the woman patient before her with the deepened sense of colour, she had been given vision. She used the words he had used himself. Marda West could see people as they really were. And those whom she had loved and trusted most were in truth a vulture and a snake …


The door opened and Nurse Ansel, with the sedative, entered the room.


‘Ready to settle down, Mrs West?’ she asked.


‘Yes, thank you.’


There might be no conspiracy, but even so all trust, all faith, were over.


‘Leave it with a glass of water. I’ll take it later.’


She watched the snake put the glass on the bedside table. She watched her tuck in the sheet. Then the twisting neck peered closer and the hooded eyes saw the nail-scissors half-hidden beneath the pillow.


‘What have you got there?’


The tongue darted and withdrew. The hand stretched out for the scissors. ‘You might have cut yourself. I’ll put them away, shall I, for safety’s sake?’


Her one weapon was pocketed, not replaced on the dressing-table. The very way Nurse Ansel slipped the scissors into her pocket suggested that she knew of Marda West’s suspicions. She wanted to leave her defenceless.


‘Now, remember to ring your bell if you want anything.’


‘I’ll remember.’


The voice that had once seemed tender was over-smooth and false. How deceptive are ears, thought Marda West, what traitors to truth. And for the first time she became aware of her own new latent power, the power to tell truth from falsehood, good from evil.


‘Good night, Mrs West.’


‘Good night.’


Lying awake, her bedside clock ticking, the accustomed traffic sounds coming from the street outside, Marda West decided upon her plan. She waited until eleven o’clock, an hour past the time when she knew that all the patients were settled and asleep. Then she switched out her light. This would deceive the snake, should she come to peep at her through the window-slide in the door. The snake would believe that she slept. Marda West crept out of bed. She took her clothes from the wardrobe and began to dress. She put on her coat and shoes and tied a scarf over her head. When she was ready she went to the door and softly turned the handle. All was quiet in the corridor. She stood there motionless. Then she took one step across the threshold and looked to the left, where the nurse on duty sat. The snake was there. The snake was sitting crouched over a book. The light from the ceiling shone upon her head, and there could be no mistake. There were the trim uniform, the white starched front, the stiff collar, but rising from the collar the twisting neck of the snake, the long, flat, evil head.


Marda West waited. She was prepared to wait for hours. Presently the sound she hoped for came, the bell from a patient. The snake lifted its head from the book and checked the red light on the wall. Then, slipping on her cuffs, she glided down the corridor to the patient’s room. She knocked and entered. Directly she had disappeared Marda West left her own room and went to the head of the staircase. There was no sound. She listened carefully, and then crept downstairs. There were four flights, four floors, but the stairway itself was not visible from the cubby-hole where the night nurses sat on duty. Luck was with her.


Down in the main hall the lights were not so bright. She waited at the bottom of the stairway until she was certain of not being observed. She could see the night-porter’s back – his head was not visible, for he was bent over his desk – but when it straightened she noticed the broad fish face. She shrugged her shoulders. She had not dared all this way to be frightened by a fish. Boldly she walked through the hall. The fish was staring at her.


‘Do you want anything, madam?’ he said.


He was as stupid as she expected. She shook her head.


‘I’m going out. Good night,’ she said, and she walked straight past him, out of the swing-door, and down the steps into the street. She turned swiftly to the left, and, seeing a taxi at the further end, called and raised her hand. The taxi slowed and waited. When she came to the door she saw that the driver had the squat black face of an ape. The ape grinned. Some instinct warned her not to take the taxi.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I made a mistake.’


The grin vanished from the face of the ape. ‘Make up your mind, lady,’ he shouted, and let in his clutch and swerved away.


Marda West continued walking down the street. She turned right, and left, and right again, and in the distance she saw the lights of Oxford Street. She began to hurry. The friendly traffic drew her like a magnet, the distant lights, the distant men and women. When she came to Oxford Street she paused, wondering of a sudden where she should go, whom she could ask for refuge. And it came to her once again that there was no one, no one at all; because the couple passing her now, a toad’s head on a short black body clutching a panther’s arm, could give her no protection, and the policeman standing at the corner was a baboon, the woman talking to him a little prinked-up pig. No one was human, no one was safe, the man a pace or two behind her was like Jim, another vulture. There were vultures on the pavement opposite. Coming towards her, laughing, was a jackal.


She turned and ran. She ran, bumping into them, jackals, hyenas, vultures, dogs. The world was theirs, there was no human left. Seeing her run they turned and looked at her, they pointed, they screamed and yapped, they gave chase, their footsteps followed her. Down Oxford Street she ran, pursued by them, the night all darkness and shadow, the light no longer with her, alone in an animal world.


‘Lie quite still, Mrs West, just a small prick, I’m not going to hurt you.’


She recognized the voice of Mr Greaves, the surgeon, and dimly she told herself that they had got hold of her again. She was back at the nursing-home, and it did not matter now – she might as well be there as anywhere else. At least in the nursing-home the animal heads were known.


They had replaced the bandages over her eyes, and for this she was thankful. Such blessed darkness, the evil of the night hidden.


‘Now, Mrs West, I think your troubles are over. No pain and no confusion with these lenses. The world’s in colour again.’


The bandages were being lightened after all. Layer after layer removed. And suddenly everything was clear, was day, and the face of Mr Greaves smiled down at her. At his side was a rounded, cheerful nurse.


‘Where are your masks?’ asked the patient.


‘We didn’t need masks for this little job,’ said the surgeon. ‘We were only taking out the temporary lenses. That’s better, isn’t it?’


She let her eyes drift round the room. She was back again all right. This was the shape, there was the wardrobe, the dressing-table, the vases of flowers. All in natural colour, no longer veiled. But they could not fob her off with stories of a dream. The scarf she had put round her head before slipping away in the night lay on the chair.


‘Something happened to me, didn’t it?’ she said. ‘I tried to get away.’


The nurse glanced at the surgeon. He nodded his head.


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you did. And, frankly, I don’t blame you. I blame myself. Those lenses I inserted yesterday were pressing upon a tiny nerve, and the pressure threw out your balance. That’s all over now.’


His smile was reassuring. And the large warm eyes of Nurse Brand – it must surely be Nurse Brand – gazed down at her in sympathy.


‘It was very terrible,’ said the patient. ‘I can never explain how terrible.’


‘Don’t try,’ said Mr Greaves. ‘I can promise you it won’t happen again.’


The door opened and the young physician entered. He too was smiling. ‘Patient fully restored?’ he asked.


‘I think so,’ said the surgeon. ‘What about it, Mrs West?’


Marda West stared gravely at the three of them, Mr Greaves, the house physician and Nurse Brand, and she wondered what palpitating wounded tissue could so transform three individuals into prototypes of an animal kingdom, what cell linking muscle to imagination.


‘I thought you were dogs,’ she said. ‘I thought you were a hunt terrier, Mr Greaves, and that you were an Aberdeen.’


The house physician touched his stethoscope and laughed.


‘But I am,’ he said, ‘it’s my native town. Your judgement was not wholly out, Mrs West. I congratulate you.’


Marda West did not join in the laugh.


‘That’s all right for you,’ she said. ‘Other people were not so pleasant.’ She turned to Nurse Brand. ‘I thought you were a cow,’ she said, ‘a kind cow. But you had sharp horns.’


This time it was Mr Greaves who took up the laugh. ‘There you are, nurse,’ he said, ‘just what I’ve often told you. Time they put you out to grass and to eat the daisies.’


Nurse Brand took it in good part. She straightened the patient’s pillows and her smile was benign. ‘We get called some funny things from time to time,’ she said. ‘That’s all part of our job.’


The doctors were moving towards the door, still laughing, and Marda West, sensing the normal atmosphere, the absence of all strain, said, ‘Who found me, then? What happened? Who brought me back?’


Mr Greaves glanced back at her from the door. ‘You didn’t get very far, Mrs West, and a damn good job for you, or you mightn’t be here now. The porter followed you.’


‘It’s all finished with now,’ said the house physician, ‘and the episode lasted five minutes. You were safely in your bed before any harm was done, and I was here. So that was that. The person who really had the full shock was poor Nurse Ansel when she found you weren’t in your bed.’


Nurse Ansel … The revulsion of the night before was not so easily forgotten. ‘Don’t say our little starlet was an animal too?’ smiled the house doctor. Marda West felt herself colour. Lies would have to begin. ‘No,’ she said quickly, ‘no, of course not.’


‘Nurse Ansel is here now,’ said Nurse Brand. ‘She was so upset when she went off duty that she wouldn’t go back to the hostel to sleep. Would you care to have a word with her?’


Apprehension seized the patient. What had she said to Nurse Ansel in the panic and fever of the night? Before she could answer the house doctor opened the door and called down the passage.


‘Mrs West wants to say good morning to you,’ he said. He was smiling all over his face. Mr Greaves waved his hand and was gone, Nurse Brand went after him, and the house doctor, saluting with his stethoscope and making a mock bow, stepped back against the wall to admit Nurse Ansel. Marda West stared, then tremulously began to smile, and held out her hand.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘you must forgive me.’


How could she have seen Nurse Ansel as a snake! The hazel eyes, the clear olive skin, the dark hair trim under the frilled cap. And that smile, that slow, understanding smile.


‘Forgive you, Mrs West?’ said Nurse Ansel. ‘What have I to forgive you for? You’ve been through a terrible ordeal.’


Patient and nurse held hands. They smiled at one another. And, oh heaven, thought Marda West, the relief, the thankfulness, the load of doubt and despair that was swept away with the new-found sight and knowledge.


‘I still don’t understand what happened,’ she said, clinging to the nurse. ‘Mr Greaves tried to explain. Something about a nerve.’


Nurse Ansel made a face towards the door. ‘He doesn’t know himself,’ she whispered, ‘and he’s not going to say either, or he’ll find himself in trouble. He fixed those lenses too deep, that’s all. Too near a nerve. I wonder it didn’t kill you.’


She looked down at her patient. She smiled with her eyes. She was so pretty, so gentle. ‘Don’t think about it,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be happy from now on. Promise me?’


‘I promise,’ said Marda West.


The telephone rang, and Nurse Ansel let go her patient’s hand and reached for the receiver. ‘You know who this is going to be,’ she said. ‘Your poor husband.’ She gave the receiver to Marda West.


‘Jim … Jim, is that you?’


The loved voice sounding so anxious at the other end. ‘Are you all right?’ he said. ‘I’ve been through to Matron twice, she said she would let me know. What the devil has been happening?’


Marda West smiled and handed the receiver to the nurse.


‘You tell him,’ she said.


Nurse Ansel held the receiver to her ear. The skin of her hand was olive smooth, the nails gleaming with a soft pink polish.


‘Is that you, Mr West?’ she said. ‘Our patient gave us a fright, didn’t she?’ She smiled and nodded at the woman in the bed. ‘Well, you don’t have to worry any more. Mr Greaves changed the lenses. They were pressing on a nerve, and everything is now all right. She can see perfectly. Yes, Mr Greaves said we could come home tomorrow.’


The endearing voice blended to the soft colouring, the hazel eyes. Marda West reached once more for the receiver.


‘Jim, I had a hideous night,’ she said. ‘I’m only just beginning to understand it now. A nerve in the brain …’


‘So I gather,’ he said. ‘How damnable. Thank God they traced it. That fellow Greaves can’t have known his job.’


‘It can’t happen again,’ she said. ‘Now the proper lenses are in, it can’t happen again.’


‘It had better not,’ he said, ‘or I’ll sue him. How are you feeling in yourself?’


‘Wonderful,’ she said, ‘bewildered, but wonderful.’


‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘Don’t excite yourself. I’ll be along later.’


His voice went. Marda West gave the receiver to Nurse Ansel, who replaced it on the stand.


‘Did Mr Greaves really say I could go home tomorrow?’ she asked.


‘Yes, if you’re good.’ Nurse Ansel smiled and patted her patient’s hand. ‘Are you sure you still want me to come with you?’ she asked.


‘Why, yes,’ said Marda West. ‘Why, it’s all arranged.’


She sat up in bed and the sun came streaming through the window, throwing light on the roses, the lilies, the tall-stemmed iris. The hum of traffic outside was close and friendly. She thought of her garden waiting for her at home, and her own bedroom, her own possessions, the day-by-day routine of home to be taken up again with sight restored, the anxiety and fear of the past months put away for ever.


‘The most precious thing in the world,’ she said to Nurse Ansel, ‘is sight. I know now. I know what I might have lost.’


Nurse Ansel, hands clasped in front of her, nodded her head in sympathy. ‘You’ve got your sight back,’ she said, ‘that’s the miracle. You won’t ever lose it now.’


She moved to the door. ‘I’ll slip back to the hostel and get some rest,’ she said. ‘Now I know everything is well with you I’ll be able to sleep. Is there anything you want before I go?’


‘Give me my face-cream and my powder,’ said the patient, ‘and the lipstick and the brush and comb.’


Nurse Ansel fetched the things from the dressing-table and put them within reach upon the bed. She brought the hand-mirror, too, and the bottle of scent, and with a little smile of intimacy sniffed at the stopper. ‘Gorgeous,’ she murmured. ‘This is what Mr West gave you, isn’t it?’


Already, thought Marda West, Nurse Ansel fitted in. She saw herself putting flowers in the small guest-room, choosing the right books, fitting a portable wireless in case Nurse Ansel should be bored in the evenings.


‘I’ll be with you at eight o’clock.’


The familiar words, said every morning now for so many days and weeks, sounded in her ear like a melody, loved through repetition. At last they were joined to the individual, the person who smiled, the one whose eyes promised friendship and loyalty.


‘See you this evening.’


The door closed. Nurse Ansel had gone. The routine of the nursing-home, broken by the fever of the night before, resumed its usual pattern. Instead of darkness, light. Instead of negation, life.


Marda West took the stopper from the scent-bottle and put it behind her ears. The fragrance filtered, becoming part of the warm, bright day. She lifted the hand-mirror and looked into it. Nothing changed in the room, the street noises penetrated from outside, and presently the little maid who had seemed a weasel yesterday came in to dust the room. She said, ‘Good morning,’ but the patient did not answer. Perhaps she was tired. The maid dusted, and went her way.


Then Marda West took up the mirror and looked into it once more. No, she had not been mistaken. The eyes that stared back at her were doe’s eyes, wary before sacrifice, and the timid deer’s head was meek, already bowed.












Don’t Look Now


[image: A canal with buildings on both sides and two figures standing on a bridge in the distance.]


‘Don’t look now,’ John said to his wife, ‘but there are a couple of old girls two tables away who are trying to hypnotise me.’


Laura, quick on cue, made an elaborate pretence of yawning, then tilted her head as though searching the skies for a non-existent aeroplane.


‘Right behind you,’ he added. ‘That’s why you can’t turn round at once – it would be much too obvious.’


Laura played the oldest trick in the world and dropped her napkin, then bent to scrabble for it under her feet, sending a shooting glance over her left shoulder as she straightened once again. She sucked in her cheeks, the first tell-tale sign of suppressed hysteria, and lowered her head.


‘They’re not old girls at all,’ she said. ‘They’re male twins in drag.’


Her voice broke ominously, the prelude to uncontrolled laughter, and John quickly poured some more chianti into her glass.


‘Pretend to choke,’ he said, ‘then they won’t notice. You know what it is – they’re criminals doing the sights of Europe, changing sex at each stop. Twin sisters here on Torcello. Twin brothers tomorrow in Venice, or even tonight, parading arm-in-arm across the Piazza San Marco. Just a matter of switching clothes and wigs.’


‘Jewel thieves or murderers?’ asked Laura.


‘Oh, murderers, definitely. But why, I ask myself, have they picked on me?’


The waiter made a diversion by bringing coffee and bearing away the fruit, which gave Laura time to banish hysteria and regain control.


‘I can’t think,’ she said, ‘why we didn’t notice them when we arrived. They stand out to high heaven. One couldn’t fail.’


‘That gang of Americans masked them,’ said John, ‘and the bearded man with a monocle who looked like a spy. It wasn’t until they all went just now that I saw the twins. Oh God, the one with the shock of white hair has got her eye on me again.’


Laura took the powder compact from her bag and held it in front of her face, the mirror acting as a reflector.


‘I think it’s me they’re looking at, not you,’ she said. ‘Thank heaven I left my pearls with the manager at the hotel.’ She paused, dabbing the sides of her nose with powder. ‘The thing is,’ she said after a moment, ‘we’ve got them wrong. They’re neither murderers nor thieves. They’re a couple of pathetic old retired schoolmistresses on holiday, who’ve saved up all their lives to visit Venice. They come from some place with a name like Walabanga in Australia. And they’re called Tilly and Tiny.’


Her voice, for the first time since they had come away, took on the old bubbling quality he loved, and the worried frown between her brows had vanished. At last, he thought, at last she’s beginning to get over it. If I can keep this going, if we can pick up the familiar routine of jokes shared on holiday and at home, the ridiculous fantasies about people at other tables, or staying in the hotel, or wandering in art galleries and churches, then everything will fall into place, life will become as it was before, the wound will heal, she will forget.


‘You know,’ said Laura, ‘that really was a very good lunch. I did enjoy it.’


Thank God, he thought, thank God … Then he leant forward, speaking low in a conspirator’s whisper. ‘One of them is going to the loo,’ he said. ‘Do you suppose he, or she, is going to change her wig?’


‘Don’t say anything,’ Laura murmured. ‘I’ll follow her and find out. She may have a suitcase tucked away there, and she’s going to switch clothes.’


She began to hum under her breath, the signal, to her husband, of content. The ghost was temporarily laid, and all because of the familiar holiday game, abandoned too long, and now, through mere chance, blissfully recaptured.


‘Is she on her way?’ asked Laura.


‘About to pass our table now,’ he told her.


Seen on her own, the woman was not so remarkable. Tall, angular, aquiline features, with the close-cropped hair which was fashionably called an Eton crop, he seemed to remember, in his mother’s day, and about her person the stamp of that particular generation. She would be in her middle sixties, he supposed, the masculine shirt with collar and tie, sports jacket, grey tweed skirt coming to mid-calf. Grey stockings and laced black shoes. He had seen the type on golf-courses and at dogshows – invariably showing not sporting breeds but pugs – and if you came across them at a party in somebody’s house they were quicker on the draw with a cigarette-lighter than he was himself, a mere male, with pocket-matches. The general belief that they kept house with a more feminine, fluffy companion was not always true. Frequently they boasted, and adored, a golfing husband. No, the striking point about this particular individual was that there were two of them. Identical twins cast in the same mould. The only difference was that the other one had whiter hair.


‘Supposing,’ murmured Laura, ‘when I find myself in the toilette beside her she starts to strip?’


‘Depends on what is revealed,’ John answered. ‘If she’s hermaphrodite, make a bolt for it. She might have a hypodermic syringe concealed and want to knock you out before you reached the door.’


Laura sucked in her cheeks once more and began to shake. Then, squaring her shoulders, she rose to her feet. ‘I simply must not laugh,’ she said, ‘and whatever you do, don’t look at me when I come back, especially if we come out together.’ She picked up her bag and strolled self-consciously away from the table in pursuit of her prey.


John poured the dregs of the chianti into his glass and lit a cigarette. The sun blazed down upon the little garden of the restaurant. The Americans had left, and the monocled man, and the family party at the far end. All was peace. The identical twin was sitting back in her chair with her eyes closed. Thank heaven, he thought, for this moment at any rate, when relaxation was possible, and Laura had been launched upon her foolish, harmless game. The holiday could yet turn into the cure she needed, blotting out, if only temporarily, the numb despair that had seized her since the child died.


‘She’ll get over it,’ the doctor said. ‘They all get over it, in time. And you have the boy.’


‘I know,’ John had said, ‘but the girl meant everything. She always did, right from the start, I don’t know why. I suppose it was the difference in age. A boy of school age, and a tough one at that, is someone in his own right. Not a baby of five. Laura literally adored her. Johnnie and I were nowhere.’


‘Give her time,’ repeated the doctor, ‘give her time. And anyway, you’re both young still. There’ll be others. Another daughter.’


So easy to talk … How replace the life of a loved lost child with a dream? He knew Laura too well. Another child, another girl, would have her own qualities, a separate identity, she might even induce hostility because of this very fact. A usurper in the cradle, in the cot, that had been Christine’s. A chubby, flaxen replica of Johnnie, not the little waxen darkhaired sprite that had gone.


He looked up, over his glass of wine, and the woman was staring at him again. It was not the casual, idle glance of someone at a nearby table, waiting for her companion to return, but something deeper, more intent, the prominent, light blue eyes oddly penetrating, giving him a sudden feeling of discomfort. Damn the woman! All right, bloody stare, if you must. Two can play at that game. He blew a cloud of cigarette smoke into the air and smiled at her, he hoped offensively. She did not register. The blue eyes continued to hold his, so that he was obliged to look away himself, extinguish his cigarette, glance over his shoulder for the waiter and call for the bill. Settling this, and fumbling with the change, with a few casual remarks about the excellence of the meal, brought composure, but a prickly feeling on his scalp remained, and an odd sensation of unease. Then it went, as abruptly as it had started, and stealing a furtive glance at the other table he saw that her eyes were closed again, and she was sleeping, or dozing, as she had done before. The waiter disappeared. All was still.


Laura, he thought, glancing at his watch, is being a hell of a time. Ten minutes at least. Something to tease her about, anyway. He began to plan the form the joke would take. How the old dolly had stripped to her smalls, suggesting that Laura should do likewise. And then the manager had burst in upon them both, exclaiming in horror, the reputation of the restaurant damaged, the hint that unpleasant consequences might follow unless … The whole exercise turning out to be a plant, an exercise in blackmail. He and Laura and the twins taken in a police launch back to Venice for questioning. Quarter of an hour … Oh, come on, come on …


There was a crunch of feet on the gravel. Laura’s twin walked slowly past, alone. She crossed over to her table and stood there a moment, her tall, angular figure interposing itself between John and her sister. She was saying something, but he couldn’t catch the words. What was the accent, though – Scottish? Then she bent, offering an arm to the seated twin, and they moved away together across the garden to the break in the little hedge beyond, the twin who had stared at John leaning on her sister’s arm. Here was the difference again. She was not quite so tall, and she stooped more – perhaps she was arthritic. They disappeared out of sight, and John, becoming impatient, got up and was about to walk back into the hotel when Laura emerged.


‘Well, I must say, you took your time,’ he began, and then stopped, because of the expression on her face.


‘What’s the matter, what’s happened?’ he asked.


He could tell at once there was something wrong. Almost as if she were in a state of shock. She blundered towards the table he had just vacated and sat down. He drew up a chair beside her, taking her hand.


‘Darling, what is it? Tell me – are you ill?’


She shook her head, and then turned and looked at him. The dazed expression he had noticed at first had given way to one of dawning confidence, almost of exaltation.


‘It’s quite wonderful,’ she said slowly, ‘the most wonderful thing that could possibly be. You see, she isn’t dead, she’s still with us. That’s why they kept staring at us, those two sisters. They could see Christine.’


Oh God, he thought. It’s what I’ve been dreading. She’s going off her head. What do I do? How do I cope?


‘Laura, sweet,’ he began, forcing a smile, ‘look, shall we go? I’ve paid the bill, we can go and look at the cathedral and stroll around, and then it will be time to take off in that launch again for Venice.’


She wasn’t listening, or at any rate the words didn’t penetrate.


‘John, love,’ she said, ‘I’ve got to tell you what happened. I followed her, as we planned, into the toilette place. She was combing her hair and I went into the loo, and then came out and washed my hands in the basin. She was washing hers in the next basin. Suddenly she turned and said to me, in a strong Scots accent, “Don’t be unhappy any more. My sister has seen your little girl. She was sitting between you and your husband, laughing.” Darling, I thought I was going to faint. I nearly did. Luckily, there was a chair, and I sat down, and the woman bent over me and patted my head. I’m not sure of her exact words, but she said something about the moment of truth and joy being as sharp as a sword, but not to be afraid, all was well, but the sister’s vision had been so strong they knew I had to be told, and that Christine wanted it. Oh John, don’t look like that. I swear I’m not making it up, this is what she told me, it’s all true.’


The desperate urgency in her voice made his heart sicken. He had to play along with her, agree, soothe, do anything to bring back some sense of calm.


‘Laura, darling, of course I believe you,’ he said, ‘only it’s a sort of shock, and I’m upset because you’re upset …’


‘But I’m not upset,’ she interrupted. ‘I’m happy, so happy that I can’t put the feeling into words. You know what it’s been like all these weeks, at home and everywhere we’ve been on holiday, though I tried to hide it from you. Now it’s lifted, because I know, I just know, that the woman was right. Oh Lord, how awful of me, but I’ve forgotten their name – she did tell me. You see, the thing is that she’s a retired doctor, they come from Edinburgh, and the one who saw Christine went blind a few years ago. Although she’s studied the occult all her life and been very psychic, it’s only since going blind that she has really seen things, like a medium. They’ve had the most wonderful experiences. But to describe Christine as the blind one did to her sister, even down to the little blue-and-white dress with the puff sleeves that she wore at her birthday party, and to say she was smiling happily … Oh, darling, it’s made me so happy I think I’m going to cry.’


No hysteria. Nothing wild. She took a tissue from her bag and blew her nose, smiling at him. ‘I’m all right, you see, you don’t have to worry. Neither of us need worry about anything any more. Give me a cigarette.’


He took one from his packet and lighted it for her. She sounded normal, herself again. She wasn’t trembling. And if this sudden belief was going to keep her happy he couldn’t possibly begrudge it. But … but … he wished, all the same, it hadn’t happened. There was something uncanny about thought-reading, about telepathy. Scientists couldn’t account for it, nobody could, and this is what must have happened just now between Laura and the sisters. So the one who had been staring at him was blind. That accounted for the fixed gaze. Which somehow was unpleasant in itself, creepy. Oh hell, he thought, I wish we hadn’t come here for lunch. Just chance, a flick of a coin between this, Torcello, and driving to Padua, and we had to choose Torcello.


‘You didn’t arrange to meet them again or anything, did you?’ he asked, trying to sound casual.


‘No, darling, why should I?’ Laura answered. ‘I mean, there was nothing more they could tell me. The sister had had her wonderful vision, and that was that. Anyway, they’re moving on. Funnily enough, it’s rather like our original game. They are going round the world before returning to Scotland. Only I said Australia, didn’t I? The old dears … Anything less like murderers and jewel thieves.’


She had quite recovered. She stood up and looked about her. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Having come to Torcello we must see the cathedral.’


They made their way from the restaurant across the open piazza, where the stalls had been set up with scarves and trinkets and postcards, and so along the path to the cathedral. One of the ferry-boats had just decanted a crowd of sightseers, many of whom had already found their way into Santa Maria Assunta. Laura, undaunted, asked her husband for the guidebook, and, as had always been her custom in happier days, started to walk slowly through the cathedral, studying mosaics, columns, panels from left to right, while John, less interested, because of his concern at what had just happened, followed close behind, keeping a weather eye alert for the twin sisters. There was no sign of them. Perhaps they had gone into the church of Santa Fosca close by. A sudden encounter would be embarrassing, quite apart from the effect it might have upon Laura. But the anonymous, shuffling tourists, intent upon culture, could not harm her, although from his own point of view they made artistic appreciation impossible. He could not concentrate, the cold clear beauty of what he saw left him untouched, and when Laura touched his sleeve, pointing to the mosaic of the Virgin and Child standing above the frieze of the Apostles, he nodded in sympathy yet saw nothing, the long, sad face of the Virgin infinitely remote, and turning on sudden impulse stared back over the heads of the tourists towards the door, where frescoes of the blessed and the damned gave themselves to judgement.


The twins were standing there, the blind one still holding on to her sister’s arm, her sightless eyes fixed firmly upon him. He felt himself held, unable to move, and an impending sense of doom, of tragedy, came upon him. His whole being sagged, as it were, in apathy, and he thought, ‘This is the end, there is no escape, no future.’ Then both sisters turned and went out of the cathedral and the sensation vanished, leaving indignation in its wake, and rising anger. How dare those two old fools practise their mediumistic tricks on him? It was fraudulent, unhealthy; this was probably the way they lived, touring the world making everyone they met uncomfortable. Give them half a chance and they would have got money out of Laura – anything.


He felt her tugging at his sleeve again. ‘Isn’t she beautiful? So happy, so serene.’


‘Who? What?’ he asked.


‘The Madonna,’ she answered. ‘She has a magic quality. It goes right through to one. Don’t you feel it too?’


‘I suppose so. I don’t know. There are too many people around.’


She looked up at him, astonished. ‘What’s that got to do with it? How funny you are. Well, all right, let’s get away from them. I want to buy some postcards anyway.’


Disappointed, she sensed his lack of interest, and began to thread her way through the crowd of tourists to the door.


‘Come on,’ he said abruptly, once they were outside, ‘there’s plenty of time for postcards, let’s explore a bit,’ and he struck off from the path, which would have taken them back to the centre where the little houses were, and the stalls, and the drifting crowd of people, to a narrow way amongst uncultivated ground, beyond which he could see a sort of cutting, or canal. The sight of water, limpid, pale, was a soothing contrast to the fierce sun above their heads.


‘I don’t think this leads anywhere much,’ said Laura. ‘It’s a bit muddy, too, one can’t sit. Besides, there are more things the guidebook says we ought to see.’


‘Oh, forget the book,’ he said impatiently, and, pulling her down beside him on the bank above the cutting, put his arms round her.


‘It’s the wrong time of day for sight-seeing. Look, there’s a rat swimming there the other side.’


He picked up a stone and threw it in the water, and the animal sank, or somehow disappeared, and nothing was left but bubbles.


‘Don’t,’ said Laura. ‘It’s cruel, poor thing,’ and then suddenly, putting her hand on his knee, ‘Do you think Christine is sitting here beside us?’


He did not answer at once. What was there to say? Would it be like this forever?


‘I expect so,’ he said slowly, ‘if you feel she is.’


The point was, remembering Christine before the onset of the fatal meningitis, she would have been running along the bank excitedly, throwing off her shoes, wanting to paddle, giving Laura a fit of apprehension. ‘Sweetheart, take care, come back …’


‘The woman said she was looking so happy, sitting beside us, smiling,’ said Laura. She got up, brushing her dress, her mood changed to restlessness. ‘Come on, let’s go back,’ she said.


He followed her with a sinking heart. He knew she did not really want to buy postcards or see what remained to be seen; she wanted to go in search of the women again, not necessarily to talk, just to be near them. When they came to the open place by the stalls he noticed that the crowd of tourists had thinned, there were only a few stragglers left, and the sisters were not amongst them. They must have joined the main body who had come to Torcello by the ferry-service. A wave of relief seized him.


‘Look, there’s a mass of postcards at the second stall,’ he said quickly, ‘and some eye-catching head scarves. Let me buy you a head scarf.’


‘Darling, I’ve so many!’ she protested. ‘Don’t waste your lire.’


‘It isn’t a waste. I’m in a buying mood. What about a basket? You know we never have enough baskets. Or some lace. How about lace?’


She allowed herself, laughing, to be dragged to the stall. While he rumpled through the goods spread out before them, and chatted up the smiling woman who was selling her wares, his ferociously bad Italian making her smile the more, he knew it would give the body of tourists more time to walk to the landing stage and catch the ferry-service, and the twin sisters would be out of sight and out of their life.


‘Never,’ said Laura, some twenty minutes later, ‘has so much junk been piled into so small a basket,’ her bubbling laugh reassuring him that all was well, he needn’t worry any more, the evil hour had passed. The launch from the Cipriani that had brought them from Venice was waiting by the landing-stage. The passengers who had arrived with them, the Americans, the man with the monocle, were already assembled. Earlier, before setting out, he had thought the price for lunch and transport, there and back, decidedly steep. Now he grudged none of it, except that the outing to Torcello itself had been one of the major errors of this particular holiday in Venice. They stepped down into the launch, finding a place in the open, and the boat chugged away down the canal and into the lagoon. The ordinary ferry had gone before, steaming towards Murano, while their own craft headed past San Francesco del Deserto and so back direct to Venice.


He put his arm around her once more, holding her close, and this time she responded, smiling up at him, her head on his shoulder.


‘It’s been a lovely day,’ she said. ‘I shall never forget it, never. You know, darling, now at last I can begin to enjoy our holiday.’


He wanted to shout with relief. It’s going to be all right, he decided, let her believe what she likes, it doesn’t matter, it makes her happy. The beauty of Venice rose before them, sharply outlined against the glowing sky, and there was still so much to see, wandering there together, that might now be perfect because of her change of mood, the shadow having lifted, and aloud he began to discuss the evening to come, where they would dine – not the restaurant they usually went to, near the Fenice theatre, but somewhere different, somewhere new.


‘Yes, but it must be cheap,’ she said, falling in with his mood, ‘because we’ve already spent so much today.’


Their hotel by the Grand Canal had a welcoming, comforting air. The clerk smiled as he handed over their key. The bedroom was familiar, like home, with Laura’s things arranged neatly on the dressing-table, but with it the little festive atmosphere of strangeness, of excitement, that only a holiday bedroom brings. This is ours for the moment, but no more. While we are in it we bring it life. When we have gone it no longer exists, it fades into anonymity. He turned on both taps in the bathroom, the water gushing into the bath, the steam rising. ‘Now,’ he thought afterwards, ‘now at last is the moment to make love,’ and he went back into the bedroom, and she understood, and opened her arms and smiled. Such blessed relief after all those weeks of restraint.
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