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	PART I
 The Wild Swan

	 

	He long survives who lives an hour

	In ocean, self upheld.

	Cowper

	 

	
1

	May Turner was a retired school teacher. For forty years she had lived and laboured in a smoky industrial town. In old age she betook herself to the village of Upcott, near Beremouth, where she shared a cottage with her friend, Alice Budden. They kept bees, made themselves useful at the Village Institute, and won medals for the best cottage garden in the district.

	Busy with her spray or secateurs, May pretended not to hear the admiring comments of passers-by. But they pleased her, all the same. It was agreeable to be praised for something, and her life work had been taken entirely for granted. Her children were now scattered all over the world; if any of them had turned into prize blooms, no medals had ever been pinned upon May’s neat shirt waist. She was now merely remembered as a vague, reassuring figure with a sharp nose and a brisk manner, who had presided over their infancy. Flowers were more rewarding.

	One fine afternoon in early spring, while she was staking hyacinths, a passer-by paused and stared over her garden gate. She took no notice until a familiar voice exclaimed:

	“All in glorious Technicolour!”

	At which she jumped and turned round. A lean sandy-haired young man was laughing at her over the gate.

	“Hullo, Auntie?”

	It was Roy Collins, her favourite nephew, whom she had not seen for some time and over whom she had worried for twenty-five years.

	He pushed the gate open and came into the garden. His clothes were terrible, as usual, but he wore quite good shoes.

	“You’re fatter,” she decided.

	With an affectionate hug he retorted, “So are you. In fact, I couldn’t be sure it was you. All I could see was this nice fat bee-hind. Thought it might be Alice.”

	“But where have you sprung from, Roy? It is nice to see you. But what are you doing in Upcott?”

	“Actually I’m in Beremouth. On a job.”

	“A job? That’s nice!”

	She glanced again at his beautiful shoes.

	“Exclusive, aren’t they?” he said, sticking one foot out.

	He beamed at them and shed the best part of twenty years. For a moment he was the freckled shrimp for whom she had bought extravagant presents, in order to watch him undo the parcel. Nobody could be as happy as Roy when everything went right; but that did not happen very often.

	He raised his head and the innocent glee evaporated. His thin face became wary and secretive.

	“Actually,” he muttered, out of the corner of his mouth, “I’m getting along very well. Only . . .”

	Only don’t tell anybody was the unspoken injunction. Whatever he was doing he had clearly learnt that conspicuous success can be dangerous; it is seldom welcome news to fellow climbers and may engender hostility in those above. He’s in some big firm, working with a lot of people, she thought. He’s had some bad knocks. He’s learnt not to trust anybody. Oh dear! I do hope it’s respectable, whatever it is.

	“Your mother must be pleased,” she ventured.

	Roy gave her a black look and shook his head.

	“Nothing I do could please Mum, or Dad. I don’t ask them for money. They don’t ask what I do. I say, Auntie . . . could it be time for a cup of char?”

	“Char!” cried May affronted. “No. Char’s for tramps. I’ll give you tea . . . if you’ll stop pretending to be more common than you really are. It’s very silly and all put on.”

	She led the way into the house and left him in the sitting room while she went to prepare the meal.

	It was a pity that he should have broken so entirely with his parents, but her sympathies were on his side. Mr. Collins was a prosperous undertaker in the Midlands. That Roy, the eldest son, would join the family firm had always been assumed, although they should have known better, for he had never concealed his distaste for such a profession. The storm had burst when he finished his military service. And he ought not, thought May, as she plugged in the kettle, . . . he was wrong to tell them that he couldn’t care less for stiffs. That was unkind. It’s work that somebody has to do, and we should all grumble if it wasn’t done nicely.

	That taunt was still unforgiven, although it had all happened five years ago. Roy took himself off to London. That he could be up to no good there was a matter of dogma with everyone save May, who still persisted in the belief that he had something and that he might surprise them all one day. He would end, she confidently prophesied, right on top. Very seldom, in the course of forty years’ experience, had she thought this about a child, for the top is sparsely populated. But she had never felt it without subsequent justification and she had felt it once or twice about children believed by their families to be daft.

	Roy was not daft, and to be continually called so had not improved his temper. There was one episode in particular which could still rack May with compassionate indignation. When he was about twelve years old he developed a passion for earning and saving money. All his holidays, all his hours out of school, were occupied with chores. He cut grass. He ran errands. He even looked after babies. His parents, at first inclined to commend all this thrift and industry, grew restive; baby sitting, they felt, was unsuitable for the child of well-to-do business people. And then, without consulting anybody, he spent all his savings on an enormous complicated camera which he was seldom able to use because he could not afford to keep it up. Everybody laughed at him without mercy; he was never allowed to hear the end of it. The memory of his stolid little face, of the stoical silence which he offered to a mocking world, sent May scuttling into the larder to open a tin of salmon. He might be getting along very well, but he still looked as though he needed to be fed better.

	When she took the tea tray into the sitting room she found him absorbed in a picture which hung over the fireplace.

	“I like this sailor’s wife,” he said. “It’s new, isn’t it?”

	“Oh that belongs to Alice.”

	“Oh? And where is Alice, all this time?”

	“Miss Budden,” she said, with a look which had quelled generations of cheeky children, “is at a Whist Drive.”

	“Cheers!” said Roy, unquelled.

	“And why do you call it a sailor’s wife. Girl Reading a Letter happens to be what it’s called.”

	“Map. That big map thing on the wall behind her. Meant to make you think of voyages and all that. It’s nice, that map. The right size for the picture. Got her hair done a queer way, though.”

	“It’s an Old Master. A reproduction.”

	At this information his face fell.

	“Old Masters,” he said, taking the tray from her, “are types I can definitely do without. Is she supposed to be the Virgin Mary?”

	“Don’t be irreverent,” counselled May, going back to the kitchen to see if the kettle had boiled.

	Never in a hundred years, she thought, would he ask who the Old Master was, which was silly of him, because he had quite a feeling for pictures. At one time she had wondered whether his longing for a camera might not be connected with this. But whenever they went together to the cinema he was so caustic, he seemed to like so little of what he saw, that she had been obliged to give up the dream that he might get to the top in the film industry. Yet she was sure that his visual capacities were uncommon. As a little boy he had been fond of telling her long stories and she had been struck by the narrative form that he preferred. ‘And what do you see next?’ he would demand. ‘You see him creepin’ up . . . and creepin’ up . . .’ Most children, in her experience, would have said: ‘And then he crept up’, or, in some cases, ‘and then I crept up.’ But his imagination, which was strong, depended upon some visual stimulus, which he seemed to be anxious to share. He had never taken to books, and, as he grew older, developed a kind of suspicious hostility towards culture of any kind, as though he saw in it some threat to his inner freedom.

	The kettle boiled. She filled the tea-pot and returned to the other room. He was still occupied with the Sailor’s Wife.

	“I remember now,” he said, “I have seen it before. In shops and places. The hair is the only old world touch. That little blue coolie coat she’s got . . . that’s quite up to the minute.”

	“Have you decided what’s in the letter?” jeered May.

	“Nothing to upset her. He says he’s O.K., wherever he is, and he hopes she’s O.K., and love to Mum and how’s the dog? It’s that roller thing the map’s on, going right across the picture. That tells you the kind of girl she is. She has a sort of ruler in her life. She’s sensible. She doesn’t like him being away so much but she’s sensible and knows it can’t be helped.”

	May studied the girl’s faint smile, the calm content with which she devoured her letter, and agreed.

	“Poor thing,” she sighed. “He might be away for years. Their voyages went on so long in those days.”

	“Let’s hope he hasn’t been gone more than nine months, or he’ll get quite a little surprise when he comes home.”

	“Tut-tut! Could you eat an egg, dear?”

	“Well . . . thanks . . . I don’t really think I could. We get an awful lot to eat at this hotel where I’m staying. The Queen’s, on the Esplanade. Very classy.”

	“The Queen’s! But that’s——”

	“Madly exclusive,” agreed Roy complacently.

	“Don’t say exclusive when you mean expensive. They aren’t the same thing at all.”

	“How right you are!”

	“Surely, dear, you could find somewhere more reasonable?”

	“Don’t say reasonable when you mean cheap, Auntie. It’s all right. I was told to go there. Expenses paid.”

	He accepted a cup of tea and for a moment looked as if he meant to tell her no more. Then he took pity on her.

	“I’ve got a job,” he said, “with Blech Bernstein British. In the script department.”

	At these words May heard a burst of synthetic music. She saw curtains parting on an empty screen. An aeroplane streaked across the clouds, writing, in huge words:

	BLECH BERNSTEIN BRITISH PRESENTS

	They always did that before every B.B.B. picture.

	“The films!” she gasped. “You’ve gone into . . . after all . . . Roy! The script department? Does that mean . . . ? Not writing? Surely?”

	“Umhm!”

	“But you can’t spell for toffee.”

	“Don’t have to. A lot of people in Scripts can’t spell. We give it to a girl called Mamie and she puts in the spelling. She knows everything. She told the most highbrow writer we’ve got that there’s no i in portentious.”

	“I should think not! There’s no such word.”

	“That’s what Mamie says. Why should we worry when we’ve got Mamie? A script isn’t meant to be read, you know. Not like a book. It’s more . . . more like the instructions on the tin, if you see what I mean.”

	“So that’s what you’ve always—But, Roy, how did you get this job? How did you ever get started there?”

	“I got started by sweeping floors,” said Roy. “And then I got some camera work, on stills. And I wriggled along, and I made friends, here and there, and now I’m in Scripts.”

	“And next?”

	“I’m hoping to get into the cutting room. There’s going to be a vacancy, sometime soon, and I’ve got a friend there, Ed Miller, who’s rooting for me.”

	And where, after that? she wondered, but did not like to ask.

	“I always thought those studios were in London,” she said.

	“They are. Well, in Herts. But I’m down here to help a girl write a picture. You see, B.B.B. have bought this play—The Wild Swan it’s called. It was a great success; ran two years. And this girl who wrote it, Adelaide Lassiter, insists that she does the screen version. Of course, she hasn’t a clue, so they sent me along to write it for her.”

	“Quite young is she?” asked May anxiously.

	“I wouldn’t know. About your age, I should think.”

	“Why do you call her a girl then, for goodness’ sake?”

	“To make you jump, old dear.”

	They both laughed and May asked what Adelaide Lassiter was like, at which he looked dubious.

	At last he said, “Got a mink coat. Spent her royalties on a lovely pen and ink!”

	“That doesn’t tell me much.”

	“Should do.”

	“Sounds a silly way of spending money.”

	“You get my meaning then.”

	“And what’s her play like?”

	“Lousy. Period stuff. Crinolines.”

	“Ah! You never did like historical pictures.”

	“And never shall. They’re all phoney. But why we have to come down here is because Adelaide claims she needs to drink in all the atmosphere, while she’s writing it. There’s an old house in these parts, Bramstock, where it’s supposed to have happened.”

	“Why . . . that’s where Mr. Harding lives.”

	“That’s right. We’re changing the title. It’s to be called The Bramstock Story. Kitty Fletcher wants to be Dorothea Harding. That’s why.”

	“Dorothea Harding? You mean . . . that writer? That Victorian writer?”

	May found it difficult to believe. Dorothea Harding, the great aunt of the man now living at Bramstock, had been in her day an immensely popular novelist. She wrote very moral romances with historical or classical settings, but her vogue was long since over and all her books were out of print. Her literary reputation, such as it was, now rested upon some poetry, discovered and published after her death, which had at one time created a considerable stir and which still commanded a few adherents.

	“I never heard anything so ridiculous,” exclaimed May. “She never did anything to make a picture about. She never married. She just lived here all her life and wrote those books.”

	“I couldn’t agree with you more.”

	“Kitty Fletcher? She won’t look a bit like her.”

	“She’d better not. I’ve seen a photo of D. Harding. Definitely not box office. The poor girl had a nose as long as Southend Pier. But that could be bad camera work.”

	“I just can’t see where the story comes in. I used to like her books when I was a girl. I cried over them. But you couldn’t get children to read them now. She was so goody-goody.”

	“Auntie! And you say I’m ignorant! You are behind the times. Goody-goody she was not. There’s a diary been found, and a lot of poetry. They were”—Roy searched his limited vocabulary for a word which should not scandalise his aunt—“they were sizzling. D. Harding wasn’t all she’d been cracked up to be. She led a double life. She was a naughty girl. That’s the story.”

	A spasm of impatience and disgust flickered across his face for a moment and he added, “It’s supposed to be very dramatic. Here’s this spinster lady, so very prim and proper, living in the dear Vicar’s pocket and writing prissy books for kids. And all the while, behind the scenes . . . it was her brother-in-law, as a matter of fact. He was her boy first, and then her sister grabbed him and married him, and then she grabbed him back. Just Kitty’s cup of tea; madly sultry for six reels and then the voice of conscience begins to yap, and the dear old parson takes a hand and tells her it’s not nice the way she’s going on. So she renounces the boy and he staggers out into the night, and we get a U Certificate because really it’s a moral picture. Mean to say you didn’t know about all this?”

	“I believe now I did hear something about it,” said May sadly. “Didn’t somebody . . . some critic . . . write a book?”

	“That’s right. Alec Mundy. He’s a poetry critic; he explains what poets really mean and how they get to write their poetry. He got hold of this diary and wrote a book proving that D. Harding was only able to write poetry because all this happened to her. Adelaide read this book and thought what a lovely play it would make. And Kitty saw the play and thought what a lovely picture it would make. And that’s why I’m here.”

	“But the family, Roy! They’re living here still. How terrible it will be for them.”

	“The family,” he told her drily, “can’t wait to cash in on Auntie’s shame. They’re getting £500 for allowing the exteriors to be shot on location. That’s a packet, but some advance publicity got out about it before their contract was signed, which gave them a chance to bargain. Oh yes! The family are doing very well out of it.”

	May thought that this was dreadful and said so. Mr. Harding, she wailed, was such a nice man, a gentleman, and he read the lessons in church. How could he?

	“A lot of people on this picture,” said Roy, “are holding their noses and taking the cash. Mundy now . . . he’s on this script too. All our pictures are supposed to be a hundred per cent accurate and somebody tipped off B.B.B. that accuracy isn’t Adelaide’s strong point. So they thought they’d better sign up Mundy to put the accuracy in. And if there’s one thing in this world makes Mundy throw up it’s the thought of Adelaide and her corny play. So wouldn’t you think he’d tell B.B.B. where to put their contract? But no. He’s right there with us at the Queen’s, holding his nose. And believe me, it’s one long dog fight. Everything Adelaide wants, he says: No. It’s the wrong date. She flaps her hands and says: Dates mean nothing to me, Mr. Mundy. (She’s dead right there). All I care for is the human angle, she says.”

	“And you, Roy? What do you do?”

	“Nothing, at this stage, except keep a straight face. When they’ve finished their script, I’ll make a shooting script which its own father and mother won’t know it, but it’ll be something you can go on the floor with. I shall scrap all Adelaide’s corny Victorian dialogue. You know. ‘Do not, do not speak of this again, because I cannot listen to you.’ Which I don’t believe was the way anybody ever talked, even then. What I put won’t be quite O.K. But I’ll get Mamie to look it over. She’ll see that I don’t turn in any Herods.”

	“Herods? What’s that?”

	He laughed and offered her a cigarette.

	“Herods,” he said, lighting a match for her, “is a name we have, in our department, for dialogue mistakes so bad that even the audience would notice. You see we had a writer once who thought he knew better than Mamie. He was working on Pontius Pilate. Mamie didn’t like the line: I’ll refer Him back to Herod. She has these hunches; she isn’t highbrow, you know, but she has a lot of experience and she knows the sort of line the critics will make such fun of that the public gets to know. She turned out to be quite right. And since then we’ve called that sort of brick a Herod.”

	“Mamie?” murmured May, in fresh anxiety.

	“Married-to-a-camera-man-in-S.P.I.-and-going-to-have-a-baby,” rattled off Roy, giving her a reassuring pat. “She’s supposed to be the Script Supervisor’s secretary, but she really runs the whole department. She tells us all off. She says I’ve got a shocking accent. Have I, do you think?”

	“Yes,” said May. “And I can’t think why, for you were brought up to talk nicely.”

	“I suppose it’s a reaction from listening to Dad being tactful with the bereaved. Well . . . a million thanks for the tea. I think I ought to be getting along. Actually I’m supposed to be calling at Bramstock to find out if Adelaide can’t come out there one day and drink in atmosphere right on the spot. She never bothered to, when she was writing The Wild Swan, because it was only a single indoor set.”

	“Why did she call it that?”

	“Because of some poetry D. Harding wrote. It seems she renounced him in a swannery in the middle of the night. Big emotional scene. Any other girl would have called it a day. But not D. Harding. She didn’t even scream for an aspirin. She went right home and wrote a piece about it. The Swan went west, it says. Adelaide is sold on this swannery. Wants to have swans zooming all over the set.”

	“I believe I remember that poem,” exclaimed May, getting up and going to the bookcase. “It’s in a book Alice has—Minor Victorian Verse, or some such name. . . .”

	“Where we part brass rags,” said Roy, “is what happens next. In Adelaide’s play, this Grant, he goes off and breaks his neck on purpose. Mundy says that wasn’t so. He merely fell out of a dog-cart, by accident, three years later.”

	“Here it is. It’s called The Answer.”

	May had taken down a book and now she read from it:

	  

	“I fear now to wander in the meads

	By the grey river.

	The swan flying low above the reeds

	Cries: Never! Never!”

	 

	“I never read a word she wrote,” said Roy, “or any of the books about her. Look through Adelaide’s play, that’s all I’ve done.”

	He went and read over her shoulder.

	“Miserable old bird!” he commented. “Everything she asks, it just says Never.”

	“Here’s the line. Westward the wild swan went. Her wings cried never! I thought it couldn’t be the swan went west.”

	“Same thing. It went west. That’s the way it went. So now we know. How do I get to this Bramstock? Is it far?”

	The directions which she gave him were so complicated that his face fell.

	“Sounds like a whole day hike,” he complained. “Well . . . bye-bye! Be seeing you.” Hugging her, he added, “Ah river derchy.”

	“Whatever’s that?”

	“Portentious way of saying bye-bye, be seeing you.”

	She went with him to the door and watched him as he marched off down the path with that purposeful air which he always had. Her heart was sad. All this jubilant flippancy had not deceived her. That was his way too, when dejected. She knew that he was inwardly dissatisfied. So much must have been faced and endured, during these five years, and his reward, apparently, was to be doing stupid work which he despised.

	At the gate he turned and ran back.

	“I’m a meanie not to tell you everything,” he said hastily. “Actually I felt a bit shy. I’m getting on a bit better than I said. I’ve sold a little screen play. Nothing important. A featurette.”

	“Roy! Something you wrote yourself? And it will be made?”

	“It’s been made. Brickhill Studios. Dorman and Fisher—one of these three-reel featurettes they’ve been making. They’re friends of mine; they were in B.B.B. before they started their own company.”

	“But has it been shown? Where? I’d like to——”

	“I wouldn’t know. It’d just be used to fill up programmes. It couldn’t be less important. But it was good experience to see it made. Only I didn’t direct it myself. I wish I had.”

	“Oh!” Light broke on her. “That’s what you really want? To be a director?”

	“Of course,” he said, as if surprised that she should not have known this. “And make my own pictures.”

	Now that she knew, she wondered that she had not guessed years ago. A great number of clues fell into place.

	“But what’s it called, this picture? What’s it about?”

	“It’s called Every Wednesday. It’s about . . . about a kid and a Punch and Judy show. But it’s nothing really. Only I had to tell you because you were looking so disappointed. Forget it. When I do something I really want you to see, I’ll send you a telegram.”
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	The stile at the end of the village led into a huge pasture sloping downward to the river, where a faint footpath wandered away over brownish winter grass.

	For a country dweller the scene might have held some charm, but Roy found it bleak. He liked verdure and a profusion of wild flowers. Trees and hedges should, he thought, have leaves, nor could he feel much enthusiasm for the celandines which he spied here and there. He believed them to be primroses and wondered why people made such a fuss about them. His exclusive shoes hurt him; in any case, he was not fond of walking.

	The effort of putting a good face on things to his aunt had drained his vitality and flung him back into a miasma of depression which had hung about him ever since he came to Beremouth. He wished that he had not mentioned his one small success, for it had been overclouded by a growing sense of disappointment, the extinction of a desire to get into the Brickhill Studios and work with his friends, Dorman and Fisher. They had lately changed their policy. Having skirted some dangerous financial reefs they were now in clear water; they had discovered a line of their own which the public was willing to accept. Their pictures were far better, far more enterprising and original, than those of B.B.B. which nowadays had no policy at all save to capitalise the inexplicable popularity of Kitty Fletcher. But they had taken to repeating themselves. In picture after picture they served up the same dish, with new garnishings. Roy would not have said that these pictures stank, but they had ceased to excite him, and he felt that they would ultimately stink, as all art must which is not perpetually growing and changing. He had come to the conclusion that it would be better to stay on in B.B.B., which was the last stronghold of corny tripe, but where he had a chance of getting experience in the cutting room.

	Even the cutting room, however, had now less glamour for him. He could not be certain that it would lead him to his final goal, although it was a step towards directorship. Merely to be a director was, in itself, nothing, so far as he was concerned. If he was not to direct his own pictures, conceived, composed and written by himself, the whole journey would have been in vain. It was with this end in view that he had swept floors, and, if he was never to reach it, he might as well sweep floors for life. But it was only lately that this doubt had come upon him. He had swept floors in the sanguine belief that directors can do as they like. The gradual subjugation of Dorman and Fisher had been a melancholy eye-opener. They were not, he knew, doing what they had set out to do when they left B.B.B.

	With every step up the hill he got a clearer view of the fetters, the compromises, awaiting those who achieved the summit. The prospect daunted him so much that he sometimes wondered whether more genuine freedom was not enjoyed by the jungle prowlers at the bottom. In the dog fight waged down there, the feasibility of compromise was seldom debated. Disappointment, frustration and success were all treated with the same embattled cynicism. Each man got away with as much as he could, and gave his best to the picture in hand, never doubting that it would ultimately stink. Some fraction of that best might survive—a minute, unrecorded victory. The greater part was certain to evaporate in the turmoil of production. The responsibility falling upon Roy and his fellows was so microscopic as to trouble them not at all. They were not sticking their necks out. They did as they were told, with much virtuous bustle. In conference they never spoke but to agree. On propitious occasions, when they had learnt how to work under cover, they did as they liked.

	Upon Roy’s inward eye, as he climbed a second stile, there flashed a vision of Elmer Simpson, who was to direct The Bramstock Story. When last they met, Elmer had been going on like a mad thing about a railway station. An efficient, if old-fashioned, director, he was famous chiefly for the fantastic obsessions to which he periodically fell a prey. These were a fearful joy to everybody working for him. Almost anything could be accomplished, by astute subordinates, so long as the bee in Elmer’s bonnet was held sacred. Story lines could be completely remodelled. Miles of film could be slashed by Ed Miller in the cutting room. There would be no murmur from the besotted Elmer unless somebody was mean enough to squeal. Such treachery was rare but not unknown, and intrigues of all sorts abounded until Elmer, suddenly dispossessed, began to take notice.

	Such a crisis was raging now. Elmer, while ruminating over this new assignment, had visited a picture gallery where he saw Frith’s Railway Station, and had forthwith gone crackers. It gave, he announced, the period in a nutshell. He wanted it all, an exact reproduction—the crowds, the old ladies with bird-cages, the bearded soldiers kissing their babes farewell, the honeymoon couple entering one compartment whilst, in another, plain clothes officers arrested a fugitive from justice. Roy must see to it that this script furnished him with a great big railway station.

	Roy agreed fervently that it was a wonderful idea, but he had not, as yet, done much about it because he thought that it could not last long. The cost would be prohibitive, and nobody was sold on the idea of a railway station except poor old Elmer, in whom it was, perhaps, a reflex gesture of defiance, the remnant of a pipedream that directors can do what they like. Elmer s inspiration, in boyhood, had been a picture called Intolerance. To handle huge agitated crowds was his sole ambition, but, for some reason, nobody had ever allowed him to do so. Having reached the top of the hill it was apparently his fate to direct Kitty Fletcher until the public grew tired of her. Roy and Ed might detest The Bramstock Story but they would probably, if they were lucky and artful, secure a few moments of satisfaction out of the job. For Elmer it was merely a fresh sentence to the treadmill.

	It might, reflected Roy, be as well to ring Mamie and find out if this perishing railway station was still top priority. If so, Adelaide and Mundy must be given their orders, since it was he, not they, who would take the rap if Elmer failed to find it in their script.

	Until he got back to Mamie and the studios he would never, he feared, shake off this melancholy mood. Solitude and leisure did not suit him, and at Beremouth he got too much of both. His companions, much as they disliked one another, were united in their resentment at his inclusion in the team. They thought him an illiterate barbarian and were convinced that he could contribute nothing to their script. Left to himself, with no resource save to wander about on the sands, he had little defence against thoughts which, elsewhere, he kept at bay.

	Life at B.B.B. might be a rat race but it was strenuous. So much was always going on, about which he, for his safety, needed to know. To be holding his own was no mean achievement. At any moment somebody might pinch his credit titles or his biro, unless he kept a sharp look out, and there were so many people after that job in the cutting room that even a short absence might endanger his chances. He had his disconsolate moments, but crises of all kinds kept cropping up to distract him. Some long hatched plot might mature. An opportunity might occur to score off an enemy. A change of patron might become advisable. He had taken to intrigue as some people take to drink, as an anodyne against frustration. Frequently he would adopt it for its own sake, for its excitement, rather than for any personal advantage to be gained. He would take a devious and crooked path when straight dealing would have served him just as well. To regard himself as exceedingly tough was reassuring, and he had not yet perceived that the toughest characters in a rat race are those who have least to conceal.

	At the end of three fields he came to a valley full of reed beds, running from East to West. Across the river, hills rose from a blanket of brown woods. Gusts of wind fretted the water and rattled the reeds. His aunt had mentioned a footbridge but he could not see one. He plodded on from nowhere to nowhere, while the sun sank into stormy clouds.

	Two large birds flew past him towards the sad sunset. The rhythmic beat of their wings arrested his attention before he could decide what birds they were.

	Never! Never! Never!

	Swans! he thought.

	D. Harding was right. They did say Never! She must have been here too.

	The fact that she must have been here took him so much by surprise that he paused and stood still. Hitherto he had always seen her as Kitty Fletcher, capering in a crinoline. But he now perceived her as a real person, and wondered, for the first time, what kind of person that was.

	He remembered the photograph, the long nose, the sunken cheeks, the scanty hair screwed up under a little cap which sat on the top of that gaunt head like a dab of meringue. The clothes were bunched and frowsy looking; she wore a bustle, not a crinoline, and she stood stiffly beside a potted palm on a bamboo stand. It was a parody of everybody’s great aunt, in the family album, and it must have been taken when she was old.

	That poem about the swan had been written years earlier. Mundy had said that she wrote no more poetry after the death of her lover. It had been a young girl who walked here once and heard the swans. He could not picture her save as a solitary being, walking alone as he now walked, and hearing in these wings some premonition of the future. That dramatic parting, Adelaide’s big emotional scene, had no place here. He was convinced of this, without pausing to ask himself why.

	She never! he thought. She never came here with a fellow. Not then. Not when she thought of that poem. She was young. She hadn’t a clue. She was wondering when her life would start, and when she’d get away from here. She was thinking of all the marvellous things she meant to do. And then . . . those dismal birds . . . Never! Never! . . . But she didn’t believe it. Not then. She was too young to believe it, poor kid! And that’s why she was able to go home and put it into a poem.

	He walked on reflecting in parentheses that Kitty would raise the roof if her big emotional scene had to be played among all these cow pats. If any of it was to be shot here, Farmer Giles must do something about his cows, which meant more on production costs. Adelaide had a mania for exteriors. Released from her one-piece indoor set she ranged the country-side and sent everybody out of doors whenever she possibly could. It would be his business, later, to bring them all in again.

	But that poor girl, he thought, returning to Dorothea, never did get away from this dog’s island. She spent her whole life at Bramstock, took to writing prissy books, and ended up as a revolting old woman in a cap. Why had she stayed? What kept her? She had money. The prissy books had earned a fortune. Why had she done so little with it?

	As he spied and crossed the footbridge over the river he reviewed the other characters in the story, searching for some explanation. None of them flashed into vivid life, as she had done. They were still shadows, populating Adelaide’s script. Grant Forrester, the mystery man of the poems, the G: of the diary, had never been very substantial, even in the play. He had little to say and nothing to do save gallop about on a horse, since Dorothea had written a poem about him called The Night Rider. Mary, the rival sister, was easier to picture. She was one of those competent brunettes who always played as a foil to Kitty Fletcher—beautiful, but insipid enough to ensure audience identification with Kitty, however shady the games that Kitty might be up to. The dear old parson, Mr. Winthorpe (pronounced Winthrop), would be played by Hugh Farren, who would always play holy old men in B.B.B. pictures until confined for good in an inebriates’ home. And, for a B.B.B. starlet, a small part in the play had to be written up—little Effie Creighton, a cousin, a dainty tomboy, whose innocent tumblings about in lace pantaloons were to provide a contrast to the dark doings going on around her.

	They were none of them valid enough to provide a background for this girl on whose behalf he had begun to feel a kind of wondering sympathy. It was easier to think with indignation of the contemporary Hardings. To them she was obviously no more than a source of revenue. She lay now buried in Bramstock churchyard, while her sins and her sorrows were travestied to line the pockets of a great nephew.

	The sun finally vanished, as he came to a rickety gate into the woods. The river here, taking a wide curve, flowed close under a grassy bank where an old cottage or cowhouse was falling to pieces. He untied the rope which fastened the gate and turned once more to look at the valley before he left it.

	At that moment a profound and paralysing sadness gripped him, as though he had passed into the precinct of some grief which hung over this spot like an undispelled mist. His senses received it first. He grew very cold, not from a chill striking upon his flesh, but within, from a lump of ice between his ribs. Then, by degrees, the living world drew away from him—rejected him, leaving him conscious but alone in darkness.

	Never could he have imagined such helpless, hopeless despair, yet it was not completely alien or unrecognised. Part of him had reached out to meet it.

	He was running through the wood, his footfalls muffled by a mat of last year’s leaves. He was afraid of losing his way, but he dared not turn back, for he knew that the wretchedness from which he fled was close at his heels. It was with extreme relief that he emerged into a weedy drive, turned a corner, and beheld the house.

	To his surprise it was very ugly, ill proportioned and clumsy, built of the local brownish stone, with a meagre conservatory protruding from one of its wings like a large blister. A drive ran round a space of rough grass in the middle of which was a half-dead monkey puzzle. A shabby little car stood by the open front door. He inspected it briefly before he rang the bell and decided what he would not give for it. The Hardings must keep a dog. A filthy old rug on the back seat was covered with white hairs. Perhaps, when they had cashed in on Auntie, they would run to a new dog rug.

	The bell trilled through the house, but nobody came. He could see into an untidy hall whence a double staircase ran up to a gallery. Some faint scufflings were going on somewhere. He was sure that his presence had been perceived.

	As he waited, a clock among the trees struck six. Another clock, inside the house, whirred and struck three, with hoarse defiance. The scufflings became more agitated. A piercing whisper filled the upper hall: “Cecilia! He’s come!”

	The hair rose on the back of his neck; the line was so sinister. But then all sounds ceased. A door shut. Losing patience he rang again, whereat the whisper started once more, as though there had been no pause: “You go! You go!”

	Light footsteps were coming down the stairs. He felt no surprise when he saw the girl, for he had half expected some such apparition. Her black hair hung in curls on her shoulders and she wore a dark red dress. She came slowly, because she did not want to come, and as she approached the light he saw that she was frightened. Her grey eyes were full of loathing and alarm.

	“You,” she said accusingly, “are Mr. Shattock.”

	Her voice was high and clear. It reminded him of the Queen’s voice.

	“No,” he said, “I’m not. I’m Roy Collins. From B.B.B.”

	“Oh?”

	She gave a little gasp of relief. The fear melted from her eyes and a faint colour stole into her cheeks.

	“Blech Bernstein British,” he explained, seeing that the initials conveyed nothing to her.

	“Oh!” she said again.

	Perplexity gave way to a glance of disgust as though he was something that the cat had brought in. When he had delivered his message she said icily, “I’ll ask my mother. Come in, please.”

	He followed her down the hall to a long dim room where she left him to cool his heels for a considerable time.

	The place was cold and smelt musty as though the fire was never lighted, the windows seldom opened. He stood uneasily, half way down the room, amid a haphazard collection of chairs and sofas, all covered in a chintz which had been washed to a whitish grey. Three windows gave onto a garden, disconsolate in the fading light. At the end of the room, above the fireplace, was a huge tarnished mirror in which he saw his own face, glimmering, a long way off. And then that terrible feeling shut down on him again, completely freezing him.

	With a tremendous effort he managed to move and walked over to one of the windows. Nearer to that fireplace he could not have gone for a thousand pounds. He turned his back on the room and peered into the withered, untidy garden.

	Concentrate! he told himself sharply. Think of something . . . work . . . The Bramstock Story . . . I’m here on a script . . . this is an exterior . . . how could I use it?

	Bringing a cold professional eye to bear upon the scene outside, he decided that everything would have to be tarted up before any use could be made of it. There must be well kept lawns and flower beds; the Hardings had been rich in those days, whatever might have happened to them since. That monkey puzzle in front of the house would be a headache. Perhaps synthetic branches could be fastened onto the dead ones.

	Gradually the horror wore off. He grew warmer. He was able to turn round. Nothing dire was to be seen, only a large neglected room fast vanishing into night. He began to hope that he was psychic because this explanation of his panic would be reassuring. Anything was better than the possibility that he had been upon the point of making some discovery about himself—that, proceeding down the slopes of normal melancholy, he had come suddenly on an ordained abyss. He preferred to believe that he had encountered something quite outside his own life.

	At last he went up boldly to the fireplace and stared at his face in the blueish glass. It looked unfamiliar; scared and young. He could not believe that he generally looked as young as this, put on the face which he hoped was normally his, and thought it seemed constipated rather than tough.

	There was some agitation amongst all the pallid furniture behind him. A greyness detached itself and moved. He whipped round and saw that a lady was advancing; the carpet had muffled the sound of her approach. She wore a grey knitted suit and had a mass of untidy white hair which looked dampish and smelt of shampoo. She must have been washing it when he arrived. That explained all the scufflings and the long delay. She gave him a predatory smile and extended a hand upon which he observed a couple of valuable but dirty rings. His apologies for so late a call were waved away. They were, she told him, thrilled. She hoped that he would have a drink. Her daughter was bringing it. She sat down upon one of the forlorn chairs, gesturing him to another.

	“Do sit down, Mr. Simpson!”

	Again he had to explain who he was. The fact that he was not Elmer did not appear to disconcert her; she hardly seemed to grasp the difference in their status. She repeated that they were thrilled. Miss Lassiter could, of course, come and drink in atmosphere whenever she liked.
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