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A NOTE ON THE TEXT






This book was published in 1947 and reflects the attitudes of its time. The publisher’s decision to present it as it was originally published is not intended as endorsement of any offensive cultural representations or language.














INTRODUCTION






During the Blitz years in London, the shock of a bomb would often stop a clock, creating an apt memorial. World War II photographers obscured these broken clocks, which might, by revealing the time of the bombing, reveal the location, before the photos could be published. Time was strange in many ways, then. In the autumn of 1940, Britain did not return to Greenwich Mean Time, but kept its clocks an hour ahead—the energy-saving measure once known simply as “war time”—and then, in the spring, moved them forward again, for two extra hours of daylight. They called it “Double Summer Time.” It’s hard to imagine how loud the clocks must have seemed during those years. In her 1941 story “Goodbye, My Love,” Mollie Panter-Downes writes, “Every clock in London seemed to crash out the quarters outside their drawn curtains.” Ruth’s husband, in this story, is leaving for duty in four days, and over four days, “the one clock in the flat went on sucking time,” its ticking a constant reminder of “Time’s scythe.”


One Fine Day was Panter-Downes’s fifth novel—she wrote her first when she was just sixteen—and though it’s under two hundred pages, it seems a full and panoramic realization of the world she depicted in shards as a war correspondent for The New Yorker through dozens of stories and letters. Published in 1947 and set in the summer of ’46, the year after the war and the last double summer, it takes place in a single day: in Dalloway scale. Peacetime is radically different in texture than wartime, as One Fine Day suggests in its first few pages: “This morning all was quiet on Barrow Down. The war was over.” But time has not receded to the background, a mere medium to move through. For Laura and Stephen Marshall, time is present. In their village of Wealding, nearish the sea, “the sea could be felt only as a sort of salty vibration in the air, like a watch ticking in the pocket.” The sea is a watch, its waves a reliable pulse.


When the Marshalls’ hall clock strikes eight, their fine day begins—a hot sunny day that recalls the long Sunday afternoons before the war, as though they were all one day, all hot, in “perpetual remembered sunlight.” But this is a weekday, an uneventful day, and Stephen must take the train to his London office, and their ten-year-old daughter, Victoria, must take the bus to school, and Laura must complete a string of tasks and errands—shopping, inquiring after a gardener (the garden has become disorderly, “monstrous” in Stephen’s eyes, but the child likes its wildness). She must pick a bowl of gooseberries, and must retrieve their dog, called Stuffy, whom Laura in characteristic absent-mindedness has let run off.


Panter-Downes has an easy, commanding style, the lush botanicals of long wandering sentences followed by short, clear statements arriving abruptly as unwanted thoughts—the syntax always imitating thought in its breath-like expansion and contraction. The consciousness of the novel floats easily as well. (Often, in fiction, the so-called third person does not feel human, exactly—it’s a disembodied thing, part author, part characters and setting and milieu, and part the text itself. The novel is a distributed intelligence.) We see things from multiple perspectives, from that of Mrs. Prout, their jolly, skeptical housekeeper (“Pity you never had but the one,” she says unexpectedly to Laura that morning, out of “an impulse of liking and scornful pity”), and from Victoria’s. We see adults, briefly, through children’s eyes, their grown-up world a “queer mixture of stupidity and power.” When the novel’s perspective shifts, the characters seem slightly shaken as well: “How strange, thought Victoria in a flash of calm objectivity, as though she had never seen her before. There goes my mother.”


Mostly, however, this novel is Laura’s, and we go with Laura as hours tick by. The beauty of a diurnal novel, this compressed narrative frame, is in the way its scope has to come from inside, more time spooling out from between the lived moments. Time spools out of memory, as when Laura catches sight of her own reflection in a Regency mirror and remembers Stephen’s homecoming, and how he’d found her hair gone gray. She had told him, in letters, but he couldn’t absorb it as fact that way: “Nothing has really happened until it speeds to the individual eye and bears down with pain on the heart.” Laura’s hair is a clock. Or when, in the garden, she remembers the moment she decided she would not marry her first fiancé. He had made some minor remark that seemed to foretell he would end up insufferable. While lost in that earlier world, she finds her bowl “quite full of gooseberries.” The gooseberry bowl is a clock too. And time spools out of fantasy, as when Laura wonders why, in light of the marvelous weather, she hasn’t held Victoria back from school and gone to the beach. She sees it play out like a scene, a future-memory. “To-morrow, she thought, to-morrow we will do it.” But there is no tomorrow in this novel that ends when day ends, no “one day soon”—the future is as gone as the past.


Laura Marshall is impetuous and dreamy, often lost in thought and a kind of vague haze—life is mysterious to Laura, she does not understand how people make their decisions. Why has so-and-so chosen this wife, this face, and why did she agree to his? (The novel can understand people, though, observing them so closely that its tone sometimes edges on bitter, as when we relive our own regrets.) Her tendency to slip into reverie isn’t simply, entirely a flaw of personality. She is also just so tired. By habit she nods off during the music of village concerts, and at night she’s “too tired to talk to Stephen, too tired to read.” (This is an indignity a writer would take personally, a bit of the astoundingly prolific Panter-Downes in the less verbal Laura.) The Marshalls are part of a privileged class, but they’ve also survived a war, and their class is now dying, a fact they have not quite yet come to terms with. There’s so much talk of “better days,” always the days before—the English have passed through a one-way gate.


As much as it’s a novel about the aftermath of catastrophe (as if there could be an after; all times are between), One Fine Day is also about adulthood, that second coming of age we reach with reluctance in midlife, when so many of our choices are already made. It’s the accident of their dog’s escape that lets Laura escape her long day, not “to-morrow” but now. Collecting Stuffy from the man on Barrow Down hill, she feels an ironic pang of envy for his seemingly simple life, free from the weight of convention and routine, even while she remains superior, appalled by his “hideous” shack and his “pack of mongrels.” By sudden whim she climbs all the way up the hill, a thing she often thinks about but so rarely does. Such acts can only be sudden and beyond our control—they are not decisions but matters of fate, accomplished by an open door, a dog in heat.


At the top of the hill, far from her dying old house and its obligations, the fog in her mind almost clears. She looks out at the view and daydreams of romance in youth, the “little adventures” of early marriage: “Walking in those great chestnut forests, and returning to eat the trout and the wild strawberries” … but that was before the war. Youth is always before. She wishes her husband were there.




If he were here, she would say to him—what would she say? She did not know, but there was something to be said, something which was often on the tip of her tongue but which eluded her in the rushed moments at breakfast, the evenings when he was tired and she was tired.





They are busy and never alone, and so there is no time to say what must be said in life, nor even time to know what must be said. Novels don’t typically happen on a day when nothing happens, and what’s remarkable about this unremarkable day, its sunset so late, is everyone’s glimpse of the truth. There is something there—we almost can see it. At least, we see its shadow. This may be enough: “She wanted to run in, calling their names, to find Stephen and say to him—what? Something that had come into her mind just before she fell asleep, though it did not really matter. She was feeling so extremely happy.”


Elisa Gabbert is a poet, essayist, and critic. Her books include Any Person Is the Only Self and The Unreality of Memory & Other Essays, both from FSG. She writes the On Poetry column for The New York Times, and her work has appeared widely in publications including Harper’s Magazine, The New York Review of Books, The Atlantic, The Yale Review, and The Believer. She lives in Providence.









“True is it that we have seen better days.”


—AS YOU LIKE IT













I





The day promised to be hot.


The village was no great distance from the sea. Hikers who went toiling up the chalk track among the foxgloves and the crooked thorns to the top of Barrow Down could see it, like a grey-blue rim to a green saucer, but Wealding turned its face away from the blue towards the green, snug in its leafiness which the circle of low hills protected. Here, the presence of the sea could be felt only as a sort of salty vibration in the air, like a watch ticking in the pocket, reminding the landlubber of his islander’s destiny. The country resembled a gentleman’s park, washed with greenish light from the great well-spaced trees, oak and elm and ash. On hot days the cows, sunlight filtering through leaves above, buttercups throwing up tarnished arsenical glare below, sometimes looked eau-de-nil beasts out of an impressionist painting. The gentleman’s park seemed to have seen better days. Felled trees lay where they had fallen, railings sagged, hedges had become formidable barriers of dog-rose and hawthorn sprouting to the sky. In the village, too, there were signs of an occupation by something, an idea, an emotion. Something had happened here, so that the substance in which Wealding had been embalmed for so long—the perfect village in aspic, at the sight of which motorists applied their brakes, artists happily set up easels, cyclists dismounted and purchased picture postcards at the post office to send to their little nieces—had very slightly curdled and changed colour, as though affected by an unprecedented spell of thundery weather. Its perfect peace was, after all, a sham. Coils of barbed wire still rusting among the sorrel were a reminder. Sandbags pouring out sodden guts from the old strong-point among the bracken, the frizzy lily spikes pushing up in the deserted garden of the bombed cottage, spoke of days when the nearness of the sea had been no watch ticking comfortably in the pocket, but a loud brazen question striking constantly in the brain, When? When? The danger had passed. Wealding, however, had been invaded. Uneasiness made the charming, insanitary cottages seem unsubstantial as rose-painted canvas in an operetta; uncertainty floated on the air with the voice of the wireless, which had brought the worm of the world into the tight bud of Wealding. It did not know, it could not tell what to think. The big house stood empty and shuttered. The gardens of the smaller houses waved shaggily, goats were tethered hopefully on once spruce lawns, every gale rattled down a few more fifteenth-century roof tiles or loosened more bubbled glass diamonds from the little windows.


But in the early morning light, seen from the top of Barrow Down, the huddle of grey and pink and cream houses looked merely charming. Up here, man had long ago been obliterated by the green armies of fern, the invading foxgloves, the cony and the magpie. Bumps under the honeycombed turf marked the site of old shelters for man and beast where cattle had lowed and the smoke of little fires had written “Morning” and “Hunger” in the sky. Wealding children sometimes found old flints buried under the rabbit droppings; picnic parties munched their hard-boiled eggs among ghosts. In spring, dog-violets spilled small blue lakes in the bleached grass, followed later by the pink and white restharrow, clean as sprigged chintz, and the great golden candlesticks of mulleins. Up here, on the empty hilltop, something said I am England. I will remain. The explosions in the valley, the muffled rumbles and distant flashes far out to sea, had sounded remote as the quarrelling voices of children somewhere in the high, cool rooms of an ancient house from which they would soon be gone. But the house said I will stand when you are dust. The rabbits, less serene, always bolted into the honeycomb with the flounce of a few hundred white scuts when the echoes died down, bumping against the hills like an urchin’s stick against railings, and the column of smoke rose thick and black from the valley.


This morning all was quiet on Barrow Down. The war was over. The rabbits nibbled the dewy grass boldly, and the lark rose in the brilliant air, higher, higher on its spun-glass spiral of song, knowing nothing of peace or war, accepting joyously the bounty of another day.













II





The clock in the hall struck eight. Stephen Marshall knew that it was right, for he had wound it up only last night, and that meant that in a few minutes he must go. He moved his shoulders irritably. Cup in hand, he was standing frowning out into the garden.


“Terrible, terrible,” he repeated gloomily.


“But what can one do?” said Laura.


She got up from the breakfast-table and joined him. Victoria, still seated, watched their familiar backs, curiously alike, her father’s long and slim, her mother’s long and slim. But there the resemblance ended. Her mother’s hair was so curly, a mass of springing curls all over her head. Stephen’s head was quite sleek, and right at the back, interesting discovery, there was a tiny thinnish patch under the hair. Victoria watched it, fascinated, as she chewed bacon toast.


“Voller’s a shocking worker,” Stephen was saying.


“He’s too old, poor old darling,” Laura said.


“It comes to the same thing. If Chandler could see it now—!”


Chandler could not, for he was dead in Holland. The gardener had died, ironically, in the gardener’s paradise, the land of neatly regimented pink and azure and fleshy white blossoms. My man’s good on roses, Stephen used to say to friends who motored down for lunch on Sundays before the war. He could hear himself saying it, leaning back in the deck-chair as he squinted idly at the lovely creatures each in their separate compartments edged with box, Angèle Pernet like apricots, spicy Étoile de Hollande, the stout white matron Frau Karl Druschki, Shot Silk, the pale petal against the dark, the perfect buds proud among the shining leaves. In those days rose-bushes were a bob each. Think of it! For a pound you could buy twenty beauties. My man’s good on roses, he would say, casual, trying not to reflect credit on himself for being lucky enough to own a Chandler, and from the opposite deck-chair a guest would make a polite murmuring of approval. He liked that, he had to own it, but The soil suits ’em, he would say, as though they sprang up like buttercups. And they would sit there, looking at the roses, talking idly, enjoying the hot sun—was it imagination that all the summer Sunday afternoons before the war had been hot?—until out from the house tripped Ethel or Violet, smart in their pretty uniforms, to take away the coffee-tray. He could see them now, making an entrance as though the lovely afternoon were a ballet, impossibly dancing across the smooth lawn, forever lifting the tray in that perpetual remembered sunlight and bearing it away with a whisk of an apron streamer, a gleam of a neat ankle.


He swallowed the last mouthful of tea, still staring out of the window.


“It seems almost to bear a grudge,” he said.


The garden’s vitality was indeed monstrous and somehow alarming. The rose beds had disappeared in long grass. Since he came home, Stephen had dug a few free, but as fast as he cleared them, the weeds blew in again relentlessly, twirling, creeping, choking with nooses of fine bone-white fibre. Old Voller, coming up from the village two evenings a week on his tricycle, slowly hanging up his jacket on a nail in the potting-shed among the mice and onions, slowly blowing his nose in a red cotton square and getting his spade and creeping down the path—at the thought of his maddening slowness Stephen’s shoulders squirmed irritably again. Old Voller was no match for the strength of seven practically unchecked years, when only Laura had been here to help him with a little muddling with a trowel now and then. The result was that a vegetable war to the death appeared to be on, green in tooth and claw. The flowers rampaged and ate each other, red-hot poker devouring lily, aster swallowing bergamot, rose gulping jasmine. Cannibals, assassins, they sat complacent with corners of green tendrils hanging from their jaws. The cut-throat bindweed slid up the hollyhock and neatly slipped the wire round its throat. The frilled poppy and the evening primrose seeded themselves everywhere, exulting in the death of Chandler.


The thought of so much to do and no one to do it often got between Stephen and his work in London, where he was proceeding at this moment. Holding on at the telephone, he would doodle voracious caterpillars on his pad. Down the rain would hiss on the sooty tiles beneath his window, and he would think of the confounded green things shooting up, guzzling and growing like mad. Damn it, he would mutter, slamming down the papers on the table top.


“I thought in the middle of the night,” he said, coming back to his chair, “couldn’t we get the Cochranes’ gardener along, now they’re leaving, even if it’s only for two or three evenings a week? Young Porter. I don’t see why not. You might drop in and see if you can fix it, Laura, before somebody else snaps him up.”


“Well, I’ll try. Some time to-day I’ve got to go and look for Stuffy.”


“Oh, she wasn’t back this morning?” He glanced over at the basket in the corner.


“I’m sure she’s gone off to the gypsy’s dogs again on Barrow Down.”


“Oh Lord,” he groaned, “more puppies!”


He picked up the telephone bill, which the postman had only just dropped on the mat with as lighthearted a smack as though it were a love letter. So many trunk calls—had they really had them? The awful total suggested that Laura spent the whole day putting in frantic calls to her family in Cornwall, but of course there was no check up, none at all. Laura was incorrigible on the telephone, there was no denying it. She rambled, she paid no attention to three-minute time signals exploding in her ear. And through his mind shot the depressing thought that before the war, in the long, warm Sunday afternoon into which all that time seemed to have condensed when one looked back at it, he would not have had to worry about telephone bills and the paying of them. He looked at Laura across the table.


“You might,” he said sharply, “have been a bit more careful.”


He meant about keeping Stuffy shut in, or about the telephone, or about anything she chose to take it to mean. At the back of his mind he deplored his use of that uncivil, positively unpleasant tone to Laura before Victoria, who sat there stolidly eating, certainly paying no outward attention. He remembered the amiable truce of good manners which used to exist, apparently, between his own father and mother. If they were irritated with each other, they never showed it. If they ever fought, he and his brother and sister were not permitted to witness the awful, the incredible, battle. But it was quite impossible, he excused himself instantly, to keep up any such polite appearances in these days when the child was always with them, day and night, when no starchy arm descended to remove her and give them a bit of a breathing-space, when she must take her whack, so to speak, out of the great adult bowl of whatever happened to be on hand in the way of conversational hodgepodge. He glanced at her. She was staring out of the window, not listening anyway.


“Frightfully careless,” he said coldly.


“I know,” said Laura.


She sighed. She looked across the table at him, her forehead wrinkled. Suddenly everything began to get much better.


“Honor Farleigh rang up, and I ran in from the garden to answer the telephone. I quite forgot about Stuffy and the door.”


“Well,” he said, “it can’t be helped.”


He got up, stuffing the abominable telephone bill in his pocket. Everything was suddenly, mysteriously better, as though the accumulated annoyance about the jungle of a garden, the telephone bill, Laura’s bitch being allowed to sneak off and get herself in the family way again, had all come to a head and been lanced. The relief was really extraordinary. He came round the table and kissed Laura.


“I must go,” he said. “I’m late.”


What a morning! Later it would be very hot, but now the dew frosted the grey spikes of the pinks, the double syringa hung like a delicious white cloud in the pure air. The cat sat with her feet close together on the unmown grass, and suddenly, sticking out a stiff back leg, ran her mouth up and down as though playing a passage on the flute. Summer at last, thought Stephen, and about time too. London would be an oven.


“If Voller turns up before I’m home,” he said, “tell him to net the raspberries. We’re going to lose the lot now the jays have got on to ’em.”


He ruffled the mousy fair hairs which had escaped on the nape of Victoria’s neck from the two wiry pigtails. The back of her neck, he thought, was still babyish, innocent and touching. But elsewhere the world had caught up with her, clothing her in hideous navy-blue serge and white poplin, making wary the long-lashed eye. She was ten. What does a child of ten think about? he wondered. He was blessed if he knew, although there were so many opportunities for finding out. If she were a boy, he might have known. He tickled the back of her neck kindly and absently, as though it were the patch of warm fur behind a kitten’s ear.


“Good-bye,” Victoria said coolly.


They heard him banging about in the hall. The drawer of the hall table was opened and shut, he muttered something, he leapt upstairs two at a time. Then down he came, stuck his head round the corner of the door, and asked Laura to pick a basket of gooseberries if she had time. “I’ll take them up to the office to-morrow for Johnson and Miss Margesson—fruit is impossible in London.” Half-way out, he looked back to say, “Do send another advertisement to the Bridbury Herald to-day, Laura. You might be lucky this time.” Now he had really gone. The front door banged, and in a minute or two they heard the car coughing, failing, coughing again, and then its wheels crunching the gravel. He was off to pick up the fast London train at Ashton. The house seemed to rock, to sigh, to sink gratefully back into silence. Laura and Victoria, catching each other’s eye, exchanged a small female smile.


“You ought to go too, Vicky,” said Laura.


“All right.”


“Don’t forget your music this time.”


“I’ve got to pick a bunch of flowers for Miss Grant. We’re taking it in turns.”


“Well, do hurry.”


The cat, interrupted in a difficult bit of flute playing, lifted a reptilian head and stared at Victoria as she emerged. She hesitated. Where to begin? She broke off a bit of syringa. Already dropping, it showered her with petals. Slowly plodding along the weedy rampant flower border, she broke short heads of poppy, anchusa, raspberry-coloured sweet cicely, a pansy, two pinks. Bunched tightly together, they looked charming. She glanced round the garden. It was perfect, she thought. They were always gloomy about it, her mother and father. Terrible, terrible, they said—as though a few old weeds mattered! She liked it shaggy, its lawns white with daisies, the golden rod and the aster making tunnels of green gloom through which one could creep comfortably. But in the grown-up world, isolated behind the glass partition, such things counted. For a moment she reflected on the inexplicable adult passion for tidying up, clipping and training, washing hands, picking innocent hairs off coat sleeves, blowing the nose delicately in the centre of the clean pocket handkerchief and folding it over—so!


“Victoria!”


“Coming!”


“The bus,” said Laura, thrusting satchel and music case into Victoria’s flower-filled hands.


“If you go to the gypsy’s this afternoon to look for Stuffy, can I come?” asked Victoria rapidly.


“Aren’t you having tea with Mouse Watson?”


“Oh, yes. Oh, bother.” The Bridbury bus could be heard from afar, like a dragon ambling across the land, its snorts amplified by the high leafy banks of the lanes through which it was journeying towards them, full of school-children, of cottage women sitting vacantly joggling with their hands folded over their baskets and purses.


“Good-bye!” screamed Victoria, waving and taking to her heels. The bus sighed to a standstill outside their gate, snapped up Victoria, and swayed on towards Bridbury. Laura relaxed against the doorpost, staring at the gate through which Victoria had just disappeared, a sturdy little girl in an ugly gym tunic, her satchel bumping, petals showering from her bouquet, the music case jiggling by its metal bar from her hand. There goes my daughter, she thought curiously, as though she had never seen her before, and she thought, One doesn’t really know what’s going on. When Victoria was smaller, everything had seemed so beautifully easy. It was impossible to fail, all the flowers were broken off and bunched for oneself. But daughters suddenly ran away, away, scattering petals, waving an offhand salute. The bus door clicked like a mousetrap. They were gone.


She went slowly back into the dining-room. The debris of breakfast things looked cold, awful, as though they were the mummified remains of some meal eaten a thousand years ago. But she sat down among them and poured out a last cup of tea. Ah, how good! Now, said the house to Laura, we are alone together. Now I am yours again. The yellow roses in the bowl shed half a rose in a sudden soft, fat slump on the polished wood, a board creaked on the stairs, distant pipes chirped. She knew all her house’s little voices, as she had never done in the old days when there had been more people under her roof. Then there had been nothing but cheerful noises all day long. In the kitchen, caps and aprons shrieked with sudden merriment over their bread-and-cheese elevenses. The butcher’s young man came whistling to the back door, on his shoulder a clean white enamel tray, reposing on it a leg of lamb which looked as though someone had just powdered it, and eight red-and-white cutlets, tiny and perfect as though they were doll’s house viands attached by glue. Good morning, madam, he would say, touching his forehead pleasantly if he saw Laura. Oh, madam! called the voices, Are you there, madam? The telephone bell was always ringing through those petrified remembered summers. A popular young couple, the Marshalls. Voices of people who were now dead cried Laura! over the wires from flower-filled, book-lined rooms in London that were now dust, the exposed tints of their freakish walls fading and streaking lividly in sun and rain. Chandler followed the butcher round to the kitchen, carrying a trug basket which he had arranged like a Dutch painting with crisp veined lettuce heads, sweet corn, white beans, and aubergine. He had enjoyed trying something new, outlandish vegetables unknown to Wealding. Oh, madam! called the voices. From the nursery, Nannie’s wireless supplied a constant dreamy accompaniment of masculine sopranos and feminine tenors dealing with Junes and moons and you-hoo-hoo-de-do. Nannie’s voice was heard, as Laura paused on the nursery landing, chanting, Prick it and bake it and mark it with Vee, and Victoria chirping imitatively, Bake it and mark it with Wee. Other children came to tea, leaning shyly against starched apron fronts secured by enormous safety-pins. The garden echoed with laughter and infant howls, checked and appeased in slices of iced cake. Guests arrived every week-end, turning up at cocktail time with dogs and little leather cases, an armful of magazines, grapes for Laura, chocolate drops for Victoria, who would be viewed, damp and delicious from the bath, in a fleecy blue dressing-gown with a pink rabbit on the pocket. They had never been alone.


What had happened? Where had they gone? The pretty, hospitable house seemed to have disappeared like a dream back into the genie’s bottle, leaving only the cold hillside. Laura sat alone, the silence settled with the dust on the empty rooms, and the caps and aprons rustled their way—whither? Into factories, people said, where they would learn to assemble the bright and shoddy as they had learnt to pack the capsules of splintered destruction. It was funny to think that Ethel and Violet, who had spent their days setting things in a precise pattern, plumping the sofa cushion, straightening the little mat under the finger-bowl, drawing curtains against the wild stalking darkness, had learnt to pack the capsule of hideous muddled death. They would never come back into the tame house again. Everyone said so. Like young horses intoxicated with the feel of their freedom, Ethel and Violet had disappeared squealing into the big bright world where there were no bells to run your legs off, where you knew where you were, where you could go to the flicks regular, and where you worked to the sound of dance music pouring out continuously, sweet and thick and insipid as condensed milk dripping through a hole in a tin.


Meanwhile, here they were awkwardly saddled with a house which, all those pleasant years, had really been supported and nourished by squawks over bread-and-cheese elevenses, by the sound of Chandler’s boots on the paths, by the smell of ironing and toast from the nursery. The support, the nourishment, had been removed. Now, on this summer morning, when doors and windows stood open, it was possible to hear the house slowly giving up, loosening its hold, gently accepting shabbiness and defeat. Nature seemed to realize its discomfiture. Birds hopped boldly through the front door, evidently meditating a lodging; Laura’s dusting hardly discouraged the bold machinations of the spiders. As she sat drinking her tea, a yellow butterfly came in and settled on the faded plum-and-white pattern of the curtains as though it could no longer plainly distinguish between outside and in. It fluttered its wings comfortably, and the other half of the rose quietly, fatly fell, bearing down with it a shocked head of golden stamens.


Ought they to sell? Every now and then they asked themselves that, but the answer was always the same, thought Laura, for they both loved it. Stephen loved it especially, their first house, his first stake in the country; he had lived in a flat in London before they married. And, if they did sell, where were they to go? Everyone who was lucky enough to have a house was sitting tight in it, drawing in their horns, shutting up another room, or dividing with another family. Anything but that, Stephen said firmly. The house was not really big enough for that sort of thing, he said. Now that he was home, he could not abide the thought of other people’s bath water running out, meeting on the stairs with forced joviality, someone else’s life pressed up against one in a too small space like a stranger’s overcoat against one’s mouth in a crowd. He knew that, while he was away, women friends of Laura’s and their children had come and gone continually, for a few weeks, three months, a year or so. They had eaten light snacks off trays, used the telephone piratically without paying for it, shared the work, and night and day filled the air with the dull, frivolous yatter which passes for female conversation. The contents of the glass and china cupboards had perished at their touch, their offspring had kicked the paint off the stairs and torn up the flowers in handfuls. That was all right while he was away, but now he was back it would not do. He was firm. His home was his own again. And things were bound to get easier, he said to Laura as they washed up in the evenings. He talked the situation over with the other men on the train, and they reported that things were getting easier. Bellamy’s wife had got a cook immediately the other day by an advertisement in the Bridbury Herald, he would say, critically holding the glass which he was polishing up to the light.


Poor Stephen, thought Laura, watching the yellow butterfly gaily making free with her curtains, quivering and flirting there as confidently as though it were on a common gorse bush beneath the undomestic sky. He hated the way they scraped along, scrambled and muddled along, though he said nothing. He took off his coat after dinner, hung it over a chair, and pitched into the washing up. Wretched victims of their class, they still had dinner. Without the slaves, they still cherished the useless lamp. Left alone, Laura would have settled and clung somewhere like that butterfly, sipping without ceremony, perfectly happy. While Stephen was away she had snatched her meals anywhere. But now there was a man in the house again, they faced each other over polished wood, branching candlelight, the small ivory electric bell which was nothing but a joke.


During dinner Stephen would expand, glow, visibly enjoy himself. Then a cloud of irritation descended on his brow, he took off his coat and hung it up without a word. The least he could do for her, he said, was that. He fetched the coal, stoked the boiler, cleaned shoes. Sometimes the wicker armchair in the kitchen gave a loud creaking report as they worked together straightening out the mess. Occasionally Laura wondered, though she did not invite Stephen to consider, whether the chair was creaking beneath the ghost of some former cook—Mrs. Abbey, perhaps, who had been killed in a London blitz. An ectoplasmic Mrs. Abbey rolled against the faded cushions, clapping her hand across her splitting mouth at the sight of Stephen, with a dish cloth round his middle, frowning at a smear of grease on a glass. He was so good, so kind. He said little. But he was a neat man, hating mess and hugger-mugger. He could not take all this in his stride as she could.


She got up, pulled a tray through the kitchen hatch, and began to clear away the breakfast things. Stuffy’s empty basket caught her eye, the blanket pathetically folded and waiting. Somehow she must find time to go and haul Stuffy back from Barrow Down. Then the gooseberries, Porter, the weekly shopping in Bridbury, the cooking—by the end of the day, shutting up the ducks and hens, putting down a drop of milk for the cat, she would be too tired to talk to Stephen, too tired to read. The print danced before her eyes, her head nodded, she fell into a stupor of sleep. But she was getting abominably dull. Stephen never said anything about that either. All those years she had existed on a nursery plane of conversation, domestic gossip over the boiled egg and the Ovaltine with Betty, with Rosamund, with Sonia, with all the other women without men who had stayed here. Words ceased to have any masculine gristle; they were purely feminine symbols with which one exchanged flabby facts about food, clothes, and shelter. In the candlelight of those vanished week-ends, the faces had turned smiling towards her—and where was this one, where that one now? If they could return, she would sit silent, or the dreadful new tyranny of sleep would come upon her in the middle of the party. She found that a book lasted her for weeks, she read so slowly, like a peasant, very nearly following the words with a laborious finger. Still going strong? Stephen would say, picking up the memoirs, the history, and looking at her with a funny smile. Ulysses had returned to a Penelope grown boring, commonplace, grey.


She balanced the tray on the sideboard for a moment, leaning towards the Regency mirror topped by its gilt eagle. The familiar face looked faithfully back at her, saying, Here I am, there You are, the Laura Marshall people see when they think of you. A bit thinner over the cheekbones, perhaps, the hair completely grey in front, though the back was still fair and crisply curling, like rear-line soldiers who do not know that defeat has bleakly overtaken their forward comrades. It was the first thing Stephen had noticed when he stepped back from their kiss after he got home. She had told him in her letters many times, joking about the grey hairs she was pulling out and then not bothering to pull any more. Everyone was going grey, she wrote—perhaps the shortage of fats in the food? But nothing has really happened until it speeds to the individual eye and bears down with pain on the heart. She’s quite grey, he had thought in visible shock, before taking her in his arms and kissing her again as though she had become more than ever dear, as though he felt remorsefully that he ought to have been there to stop whatever it was that had played this bad joke on his Laura. The lost years were suddenly unbearably sad to them both. Oh, Stephen, she had said, and tears poured out of her eyes while the railway station banged and clanged, ran, shoved, opened and flowed together indifferently again round the spectacle of one more soldier and one more weeping woman.
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