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About the Book


The Irish troubles rage, but up at the ‘Big House’, tennis parties, dances and flirtations with the English officers continue, undisturbed by the ambushes, arrests and burning country beyond the gates. Faint vibrations of discord reach the young girl Lois, who is straining for her own freedom, and she will witness the troubles surge closer and reach their irrevocable, inevitable climax.



About the Author

Elizabeth Bowen was born in Dublin in 1899, the only child of an Irish lawyer and landowner. She was educated at Downe House School in Kent. Her book Bowen’s Court (1942) is the history of her family and their house in County Cork, and Seven Winters (1943) contains reminiscences of her Dublin childhood. In 1923 she married Alan Cameron, who held an appointment with the BBC and who died in 1952. She travelled a good deal, dividing most of her time between London and Bowen’s Court, which she inherited.

Elizabeth Bowen is considered by many to be one of the most distinguished novelists of the twentieth century. Her first book, a collection of short stories, Encounters, appeared in 1923, followed by another, Ann Lee’s, in 1926. The Hotel (1927) was her first novel, and was followed by The Last September (1929), Joining Charles (1929), another book of short stories, Friends and Relations (1931), To the North (1932), The Cat Jumps (short stories, 1934), The House in Paris (1935), The Death of the Heart (1938), Look at All Those Roses (short stories, 1941), The Demon Lover (short stories, 1945), The Heat of the Day (1949), Collected Impressions (essays, 1950), The Shelbourne (1951), A World of Love (1955), A Time in Rome (1960), Afterthought (essays, 1962), The Little Girls (1964), A Day in the Dark (1965) and her last book, Eva Trout (1969).

She was awarded the CBE in 1948, and received the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters from Trinity College, Dublin, in 1949 and from Oxford University in 1956. In the same year she was appointed Lacy Martin Donnelly Fellow at Bryn Mawr College in the United States. In 1965 she was made a Companion of Literature by the Royal Society of Literature. Elizabeth Bowen died in 1973.
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INTRODUCTION

Victoria Glendinning

AT THE CENTRE of this unforgettable novel is an Anglo-Irish family house – a large eighteenth-century country house with a walled garden and a park, a ‘Big House’ as they say in Ireland: Danielstown, in Co. Cork.

At the centre of Elizabeth Bowen’s life too there was a ‘Big House’ in Co. Cork: Bowen’s Court, ‘the house from which Danielstown derives’, as she herself said. Elizabeth Bowen spent most of the summers of her childhood and girlhood at Bowen’s Court, and it remained hers after the death of her father until she sold it in 1959.

Elizabeth Bowen was born in 1899. Her age advanced in parallel with that of the new century. The novel is set in 1920. Lois, the young girl at Danielstown around whom the events of the ‘last September’ revolve, has only recently left school; she is a couple of years younger than her creator.

The interior of Danielstown, its outside appearance and the way it lies within its demesne, sheltered by trees, backed by mountains, echoes – as does the evocation of the walled garden – the descriptions Bowen later wrote in her book Bowen’s Court, a history of three centuries of continuous occupation by one family. Danielstown, like Bowen’s Court, is a somewhat austere house. It is not smart. Succeeding generations inhabit it without greatly altering anything. The curtains are faded, the rugs threadbare, and at the first dinner-party the ‘crowd of portraits’ on the dining-room walls make the live faces round the table seem ‘unconvincingly painted, startled, transitory’.

Danielstown belongs to Sir Richard and Lady Naylor. It is the young girl, Lois, whom we are most interested in. She, like her creator, is under the spell of the house. What is analysed and made explicit in Bowen’s Court is implicit, ‘lived’, in The Last September. Elizabeth Bowen was to write in Bowen’s Court of her awareness of the ‘finished lives’ of previous Bowens: ‘what runs on through most of a family living in one place is a continuous, semi-physical dream. Above this dream-level successive lives show their tips’, and then become absorbed again into the house.

The life lived in such a house was self-contained, intense, and hugely hospitable. Visitors had great significance, bringing in the outside world, interrupting the dream, leaving, with their departure, the air a little shaken and everyone a little changed.

The Last September was Bowen’s second novel, and she used the same plot-device as in her first, The Hotel. In both she kept, in her own words, ‘my men and women actually under the same roof – to remain there, whether by choice or chance, for such time as the story should need to complete its course’.

Such a device depends for narrative tension upon the dynamics of arrivals and departures – which were to become in themselves the keynotes of her fiction. The Last September begins with the arrival at Danielstown of longed-for visitors: ‘About six o’clock the sound of a motor, collected out of the wide country and narrowed under the trees of the avenue, brought the household out in excitement on to the steps.’ When in 1942 she came to write Bowen’s Court, she described again exactly that thrill – when, in the pre-motorcar years of her childhood, she would ‘jump on the steps with excitement as a vibration throughout the silent country developed into a rumble of carriage wheels – the little So-and-So’s coming to tea.’

These first visitors to Danielstown in The Last September, the Montmorencys, are supplemented by the large number of guests who come to the tennis-party, by young English army officers (who bring with them their sexuality and a whiff of danger) – and later by Marda Norton, ten years older than Lois, who is glamorous and interesting and makes waves. But the story belongs to Lois.

We are fortunate in having Bowen’s own perspective on The Last Seiptember, in an introduction she wrote for a reissue twenty-three years after its first publication. ‘This, which of all my books is nearest my heart, had a deep, unclouded, spontaneous source... I was the child of the house from which Danielstown derives.’

But she was at pains to stress that the novel was not, in so far as the story was concerned, autobiographical. ‘I am dead against art’s being self-expression,’ she wrote elsewhere.

The story is set in 1920. During September 1920 she had been in Italy, not at Bowen’s Court – on a long holiday organised by her aunts to wean her from an attachment to a young English officer. This fact ratchets up the autobiographical subtext another notch; Lady Naylor, in the story, intends to put a stop to Lois’s engagement to Gerald, a young subaltern, by sending her away.

Lois is not the child of the house in the story; she is an orphaned niece, displaced and marginalised. Elizabeth Bowen, an only child like Lois, was the daughter of Bowen’s Court. Yet after the death of her mother when she was thirteen she too was often parked out in the houses of aunts, and Lois is like other displaced young girls who affect and deflect the adult world, in Bowen’s later stories and novels: dangerous in her innocence, precocious, naive, solitary, self-conscious, longing to assert herself but unsure of her power. The way Bowen described herself as a girl, in her autobiographical writing, leaves one in no doubt that she was like that too.

Thus to some extent her assertion that the novel is not autobiographical is a protective smokescreen. But not entirely. Her own younger self becomes material, or rather matériel – a warhead of the imagination, a missile in both a literary and a narrative sense.

Bowen said that her experience of girlhood summers ‘in the house called Danielstown in the story’ had not been so dramatic as Lois’s. For Elizabeth Bowen, they had been ‘mainly times of impatience, frivolity, or lassitude’. She quoted Proust to the effect that it was often the most aimless and boring times in a future writer’s life which yielded, in retrospect, the most fertile material for fiction.

The Last September would seem to prove the point. She was very aware, writing in 1928 (the novel was published the following year) of recreating a time and a way of life that was over and finished. She deliberately emphasises this on the first page: ‘In those days, girls wore crisp white skirts and transparent blouses clotted with white flowers...’ To us, seventy years after this novel first appeared, the difference between 1920 and 1928 may seem inconsiderable. But, as she said, the years between twenty and twenty-eight in any person’s life are packed with important changes, as indeed they were for her.

It was not only the clothes that were different. The girl of Bowen’s Court was by 1928 a published writer and a married woman, living in England, in Oxford, which was ‘more like another world than another land’, and with a distinguished and evergrowing circle of friends. She was leading the kind of life she had only dreamed of when ‘like Lois, I drove the pony trap along endless lanes’.

Ireland too had changed, over those eight years. The ‘Troubles’ which shatter that last September – the war of attrition between the British army and the IRA, a guerrilla war of attacks, reprisals, ambushes, arrests, betrayals – had been brought to an end by the Treaty of 1922 and the partition of Ireland. Six northern counties  remained under British rule. The Irish Civil War, waged most bitterly in the new Free State over the terms of the Treaty, was over too. ‘Peace had settled on Ireland,’ as she said, by 1928.

Elizabeth Bowen did not know, writing about this in her introduction to the edition of 1952, how unstable the new accommodations were to prove so far as the North was concerned.

Politics, and personal politics, are never simple in Ireland. The Last September is forensically acute in its depiction of ambivalences which history, and the English, generally miss. The Naylors of Danielstown, like the Bowens of Bowen’s Court, are Anglo-Irish, members of the mainly Protestant Ascendancy who owed their lands and their influence to English domination, and were in theory loyal to the Crown. The sons of such families were often educated at English schools and universities, and joined the British army and colonial service. Young English officers, garrisoned in Ireland, were always made welcome in Anglo-Irish country houses; if nothing else, they provided personable partners at dances and tennis-parties for the girls, as in this story. At dinner, Francie Montmorency says:

‘It would be the greatest pity if we were to become a republic and all these lovely troops were to be taken away.’

‘Fool,’ said Lois across the flowers.

For generations of living in Ireland had complicated the Anglo-Irish attitude to England. The Naylors have intimate links with two cultures. Sir Richard Naylor is not keen on Lois’s subaltern suitor, Gerald. The patrols and shootings in the countryside around Danielstown, the raids on local Catholic Irish families suspected of being Sinn Feiners, are disturbing to the family in the Big House. The Naylors know the local family, the Connors, from generations back. Young Peter Connor is now on the run from the British soldiers. Lois and Peter’s father, at the Connors’ mountain farm, talk about Peter and the Troubles elliptically, with practised reserve – and with mutual concern and respect.

The very Englishness of their English friends and relations is comical and distasteful to the Anglo-Irish. English confidence and arrogance, in Ireland, give offence, though the Naylors and their friends are far too well-mannered to let them know it. At the tennis party, Norah Hartigan remarks how ‘unnatural’ the English are, and how  extraordinary their voices – and then apologises to her interlocutor, Mrs Vermont, a British officer’s wife:

‘It was splendid of you to forget I was English. Well, we shall all be leaving you soon, I daresay; all we jolly old army of occupation.’

‘Oh, one wouldn’t like to call you that,’ said Miss Hartigan, deprecatingly.

‘— As soon as we’ve lost this jolly old war.’ ‘Oh, but one wouldn’t call it a war.’

‘If anyone would, we could clear these beggars out in a week!’

Anglo-Ireland’s attitude to the ‘war’ is deprived of easy heroics by a ‘wet kind of smother of commiseration’ (as Marda unkindly puts it in the novel) for the Irish rebels. When Elizabeth Bowen’s close friend, the writer Seán Ó’Faoláin, read The Last September in the 1930s, he acknowledged that it was ‘very Irish’ but asked whether she thought ‘the wall between Danielstown and Peter Connor’s farm’ was ‘as high as ever’. His own family was much more like the Connors than the Naylors (or the Bowens), and he felt the wall between the two was indeed as high as ever.

People like the Naylors – feudal, paternalistic, rooted in their Irish houses and lands – could only cope with the imperatives of Irish nationalism by ‘not noticing’ for as long as possible. Meanwhile English Mrs Vermont strikes a wrong note with her hosts at Danielstown every time she opens her mouth. She also has a tendency, ‘common to most English people’, of talking about her insides. The Anglo-Irish, like the Irish-Irish, are fastidious.

The Naylors’ snobbery too is peculiarly Irish. It is a kind of anthropological snobbery. Lois’s suitor Gerald comes from Surrey, which is enough to damn him in the eyes of Lady Naylor: ‘Practically nobody who lives in Surrey ever seems to have been heard of, and if one does hear of them they have never heard of anybody else who lives in Surrey. Really altogether, I think all English people very difficult to trace. They are so pleasant and civil, but I do often wonder if they are not a little shallow....’

The mobility, fluidity and complexity of English life is completely alien to her. In Ireland, where families stayed in one place, often in one house, for generations, you knew any individual not only for himself but in the context of his aunts, uncles, cousins and distant forebears. Family ‘form’ was known, by the Catholic Irish and the Ascendancy alike, and they knew one another’s.

The Naylors, trusting (in spite of Ireland’s history of rebellions and uprisings) in continuity, and made impotent by ambivalence, pursue their policy of ‘not noticing’. They mock Francie Montmorency for her nervousness. Might they not be shot at by Sinn Feiners, she asks, if they sit out on the steps in the twilight? ‘You’re getting very English, Francie! isn’t Francie getting very English?’

A pattern develops which is at the core of much of Bowen’s fiction. The policy of ‘not noticing’ can be maintained only so long as the cracks in the surface of life do not open and let loose the horror and betrayal that lurks beneath. I don’t want to spoil the book by revealing the climax. But I would ask you, as you read, to notice the accumulative imagery of fire and burning.

Lois, locked in a self-conscious adolescence, relates only obliquely to the violence closing in on Danielstown. She takes the guns and the patrols and the strange silent men moving through the countryside pretty much in her stride. Her drama is internal. ‘Tragedy, she could only touch at the margin’, wrote her creator. She is ‘still half-awake’, she does not yet know even how to love. She tries on, like garments, her old infatuation with burned-out Hugo Montmorency, her new infatuation with assured, elegant Marda – who is perhaps the sort of person Lois will become, perhaps the sort of person whom Elizabeth Bowen had become. Lois cannot respond in an adult way to Gerald’s desire. She will go away, to art-school, as Elizabeth Bowen herself did at the same age. She is ready to move along.

The Last September is my favourite among Bowen’s novels. It seems to hold the essence of her and of the fiction that was to come after – intelligence, subtlety, purpose, a humour that enjoys the grotesque and is sometimes brutal, a heightened sensibility to the minuscule but crucial shifts of feeling between people idly talking, and an acute sense of place, whether in a room, a garden or a landscape. Her spellbinding sense of place is lyrical, elegiac, but not sentimental. She combined, as her Oxford friend Maurice Bowra wrote after staying at Bowen’s court, and visiting with her a big house burnt out in the Troubles, ‘a historian’s impartiality with a novelist’s commitment’. Hers is an artistry of precision.

She herself wrote that the function of an introduction is ‘to indicate the nature of a book and to suggest some angles for judgement. That judgement the reader himself must form.’ So, over to you.


The Arrival of Mr and Mrs Montmorency

1

ABOUT SIX O’CLOCK the sound of a motor, collected out of the wide country and narrowed under the trees of the avenue, brought the household out in excitement on to the steps. Up among the beeches, a thin iron gate twanged; the car slid out from a net of shadow, down the slope to the house. Behind the flashing windscreen Mr and Mrs Montmorency produced – arms waving and a wild escape to the wind of her mauve motor-veil – an agitation of greeting. They were long-promised visitors. They exclaimed, Sir Richard and Lady Naylor exclaimed and signalled: no one spoke yet. It was a moment of happiness, of perfection.

In those days, girls wore crisp white skirts and transparent blouses clotted with white flowers; ribbons, threaded through with a view to appearance, appeared over their shoulders. So that Lois stood at the top of the steps looking cool and fresh; she knew how fresh she must look, like other young girls, and clasping her elbows tightly behind her back, tried hard to conceal her embarrassment. The dogs came pattering out from the hall and stood beside her; above, the vast façade of the house stared coldly over its mounting lawns. She wished she could freeze the moment and keep it always. But as the car approached, as it stopped, she stooped down and patted one of the dogs.

As the car drew up the Montmorencys unwound from their rugs. They stood shaking hands and laughing in the yellow theatrical sunshine. They had motored over from Carlow. Two toppling waves of excitement crashed and mingled; for moments everybody was inaudible. Mrs Montmorency looked up the steps. ‘And this is the niece!’ she exclaimed with delight. ‘Aren’t we dusty!’ she added, as Lois said nothing. ‘Aren’t we too terribly dusty!’ And a tired look came down at the back of her eyes at the thought of how dusty she was.

‘She’s left school now,’ said Sir Richard proudly.

‘I don’t think I should have known you,’ said Mr Montmorency, who had not seen Lois since she was ten and evidently preferred children.

‘Oh, I think she’s the image of Laura –’

‘– But we have tea waiting. Are you really sure, now, you’ve had tea?’

‘Danielstown’s looking lovely, lovely. One sees more from the upper avenue – didn’t you clear some trees?’

‘The wind had three of the ashes – you came quite safe? No trouble? Nobody at the cross-roads? Nobody stopped you?’

‘And are you sure now about tea?’ continued Lady Naylor. ‘After all that – look, it’s coming up now. No, Francie, don’t be ridiculous; come in now, both of you.’

They swept in; their exclamations, constricted suddenly, filling the hall. There was so much to say after twelve years: they all seemed powerless. Lois hesitated, went in after them and, as nobody noticed, came out again. The car with the luggage turned and went round to the back, deeply scoring the gravel. She yawned and looked out over the sweep to the lawn beyond, where little tufts of shadow pricked like reeds from water out of the flat gold light. Beyond the sunk fence, six Kerry cows followed each other across with wading steps and stood under a lime tree. All the way up the house the windows were open; light came diagonally from window to window through corner rooms. Two stories up, she could have heard a curtain rustle, but the mansion piled itself up in silence over the Montmorencys’ voices.

She yawned with reaction. It was simply the Montmorencys who had come; whom all day one had been expecting. Yet she had been unable to read, had scattered unfinished letters over her table, done the flowers atrociously. Sweet-peas had spun and quivered between her fingers from their very importance... ‘I apologize for the mauve sweet-peas,’ she would have liked to be able to say to Mr Montmorency. ‘I don’t care for the mauve myself. I can’t think why I ever picked them; there were plenty of others. But, as a matter of fact, I was nervous.’ And – ‘Nervous?’ she would wish Mr Montmorency to ask her searchingly, ‘why?’ But she had her reserves, even in imagination; she would never tell him.

But she had seen at once that Mr Montmorency, who must be really so subtle, would not take the trouble to understand her.

Her cousin Laurence had gone upstairs with a book when he heard the motor. Now she could hear him knocking out his pipe on a window-sill. He leaned out further and asked, pointing down, in a cautious whisper: ‘Are they all in?’

She signalled a warning, nodding.

‘What are you doing?’ he said.

‘I don’t know. What are you doing?’

‘Nothing particular.’

‘I thought I’d take the dogs down the beech walk.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, I just thought...’

‘Come up and tell me about the Montmorencys.’

She signalled another warning: the Montmorencys were in the hall. To avoid the hall she had to go right round to a side door and up the back stairs. These smelt of scrubbed wood, limewash, and the ducks already roasting for the Montmorencys’ dinner. Pushing open a door at the top she let a gust of this through with her.

‘Duck,’ said Laurence, sniffing gratefully. It still surprised her that Laurence, who looked ethereal, should spend so much time when he was not being intellectual in talking and apparently thinking about food. She supposed that this was because he had, as he once had said, no emotional life. ‘I live,’ he used to say, ‘from meal to meal.’ When she said, ‘Why?’ he put up his hands and his eyebrows and made a gesture. When he did this in front of Gerald she felt uncomfortable. Soldiers did not talk about food, they ate it. They ate, in fact, rather more than Laurence, but always with a deprecating absent look.

Laurence had been reading in the ante-room, in one of the circle of not very comfortable shell-shaped chairs that no one took seriously. His room was a floor higher; it had not seemed worth while to go up. He had brought the wrong book and dared not go down for another; otherwise he would not have felt in need of her conversation. Personally, she liked the ante-room, though it wasn’t the ideal place to read or talk. Four rooms opened off it; at any moment a door might be opened, or blow open, sending a draught down one’s neck. People passed through it continually, so that one kept having to look up and smile. Yet Lois always seemed to be talking there, standing with a knee on a chair because it was not worth while to sit down, and her life was very much complicated by not knowing how much of what she said had been overheard, or by whom, or how far it would go.

The high windows were curtainless; tasselled fringes frayed the light at the top. The white sills, the shutters folded back in their frames were blistered, as though the house had spent a day in  the tropics. Exhausted by sunshine, the backs of the crimson chairs were a thin light orange; a smell of camphor and animals drawn from skins on the floor by the glare of morning still hung like dust on the evening chill. Going through to her room at nights Lois often tripped with her toe in the jaws of the tiger; a false step at any time sent some great claw skidding over the polish. Pale regimental groups, reunions a generation ago of the family or the neighbourhood gave out from the walls a vague depression. There were two locked bookcases of which the keys had been lost, and a troop of ebony elephants brought back from India by someone she did not remember paraded along the tops of the bookcases.

‘Whow – whow – whow!’ said Laurence, imitating her panting. ‘Why do you hurry like that?’

‘I suppose it’s a habit,’ said Lois, confused.

‘What did you want?’

‘Well, I came to tell you about the Montmorencys.’

‘Oh, all right; go on. Where are they?’

‘Having more tea; Aunt Myra made them... Well, they arrived, as you probably heard, and it was all rather devastating. There was a good deal of emotion. And she would do nothing but say she was dusty, and of course she was dusty, so there was nothing for me to say.’

‘So what did you say?’

‘And he said he would never have known me.’

‘Honest, bluff sort of chap?’

‘Oh no,’ said Lois and flushed, for really Laurence was too insulting. She laughed and glanced at her fingernails – the only part of one’s person, she had observed, of which it was possible to be conscious socially. ‘Haven’t you met him?’

‘I think I did once. I think I thought he was rather fatuous. But I was very young at the time – I mayn’t have met him at all.’

‘Isn’t it extraordinary,’ said Lois confidentially, ‘the way one’s nails grow – I mean, when one comes to think: yards and yards of inexhaustible nail coming out of one. As a matter of fact,’ she added, ‘I once rather had illusions about Mr Montmorency – since I was ten. He came to stay with my mother and me when we were at Leamington. After dinner – I was allowed to sit up – Mother walked out of the house and left us. We were trying chickens at that time and I dare say she went out to shut them up and then simply stayed in the garden. Mr Montmorency and I talked for some time, then he got solemn and went to sleep all  in a moment. I sat and watched him in absolute fascination. You know the way men go to sleep after dinner? Well, that wasn’t at all the way he did... Then my mother came, very much refreshed at having been away from us, and said I was a rather bad hostess, and woke Mr Montmorency up. I have thought since, anyone might have said she was a rather bad hostess. But everything she did seemed so natural.’

‘Oh, she was lovely,’ said Laurence, indifferent.

‘So you see he is really not bluff, or he wouldn’t have gone to sleep in that perfectly simple, exposed way. He was melancholy and exhausted and wise, which I did appreciate as a child, when most visitors were so noisy at one.’

‘Extraordinary,’ said Laurence, looking out of the window.

Laurence was comfortable to talk to because of his indifference to every shade of her personality. With him, she felt committed by speech itself to a display of such unfathomable silliness that she might just as well come out – and did – with assertions surprising even to herself. When he yawned, took a book up, said he was hungry or simply went away, she was not discountenanced. It was those tender, those receptive listeners to whom one felt afterwards sold and committed. It is true that when first she had met Laurence again she had wished to impress him as an intellectual girl. But an evening of signal failure when he had told her she should read less and more thoroughly and, on the whole he thought, talk less, had involved a certain re-arrangement of attitude. She had re-attained confidence, expanding under his disapproval.

‘It doesn’t occur to you,’ he said with an air of sinister triumph, ‘that the Montmorencys may have come up the front stairs while you came up the back stairs and be both in their room, listening?’

Unthinkable, but the very sound of the thing was a shock. Crimson, she ran to the door of the spare room: struggling with unreason, knocked defiantly, rattled the handle. She went in, finally, with a sense of impertinence, for the new arrivals were spiritually in possession.

The Blue Room was of course empty; with no one to listen. The trunks had been carried up and set down, unstrapped, at the foot of the wide bed. The room smelt of bleaching cretonnes and ten days’ emptiness; curtains in a draught from the door made a pale movement. Lois had put a vase of geraniums on the dressing-table;  now she admired their cubes in delicate balance, spraying against the light. And there was the festival air of those candles, virgin, with long white wicks. Two arm-chairs faced round intently into the empty grate with its paper fan – in them Mr and Mrs Montmorency would sit, perhaps to discuss the experiences of the day. More probably, they would talk in bed. One of the things Lois chiefly wanted to know about marriage was – how long it took one, sleeping with the same person every night, to outlive the temptation to talk well into the morning? There would be nothing illicit about nocturnal talking, as there had been at school; no one would be entitled to open a door sharply with: ‘Now go to sleep now, you two; that’s enough for tonight,’ as had so often happened during her visits to friends. Would conversation, in the absence of these prohibitions, cease to interest? Lois had heard of couples who disturbed each other by breathing and preferred to occupy different rooms: no allowance was made for such couples at Danielstown. The Blue Room dressing-room furniture was marble-topped to allow for spills or breakages of a gentleman’s bottles, and there was a virile boot-rack for every possible kind of boot. Lois, doubtfully, had put moss roses on Mr Montmorency’s table.

‘Didn’t it occur to you,’ said Laurence, ‘that they couldn’t possibly have gone through without my seeing them?’

Lois came out and shut the door of the spare room. ‘But panic,’ she said, ‘is beyond one. Things like that are so awful. I shall never forget discussing a Miss Elliot – a very musical woman – with Livvy or someone, out here, and, my dear, she was in there the whole time and being English and honourable began to rattle her chest of drawers. I could hardly look at her straight for the rest of the visit. However, she also covered herself with confusion, because she put all her vases of flowers outside her door at night, and Brigid fell over them bringing the morning tea. Aunt Myra was terribly irritated and talked about nursing-homes.’

‘I shouldn’t expect there will be anything so very hygienic about Mrs Montmorency.’

‘Damn,’ said Lois, looking disproportionately worried and moving off towards her own room suddenly. ‘I have got letters to finish.’ Speaking of Brigid had reminded her that there were letters on regimental note-paper lying about all over her room and that Brigid, who took an interest, would be likely to see them when she came up with the hot water. Not that they mattered  really, but at the thought of some letters people wrote her she did feel rather a fool.

Laurence had pale blue, rather prominent eyes that moved slowly, though the rest of his movements were jerky. Looking up at her now with a not unaware kind of blandness, he said: ‘Do tell me, what do you write about?’

‘Life in general.’

‘You amaze me – now if I did write letters no one would read them if they were not intelligent. You must have the golden touch.’

‘Naturally one is expected to be amusing.’

‘And how many subalterns do you write to?’

This was disconcerting, also, she felt strongly, irrelevant. If these young men wrote to her, they were unimportant; besides, she only answered every third letter. These young men, concrete, blocking her mental view by their extreme closeness, moved shadowless in a kind of social glare numbing to the imagination. Whereas Mr Montmorency came out distinct from the rather rare gloom with which she invested her childhood; her feeling for him provided agreeable matter for introspection. However much he might loom and darken up to the close-up view, he would never be out of focus.

‘How many?’ said Laurence again, picking up his book but still looking at her inexorably. The unkindest thing he had called her friend Livvy Thompson was – a rather probable channel for the life-force; and really when he asked questions of this kind she did not know what he must think.

But it was reticence as to a lack rather than as to a superabundance that produced her embarrassment.

‘Three – no, two,’ she said coldly, ‘because one of them is a captain.’

Going into her room she shut the door. Laurence got up and walked round the ante-room. For the hundredth time he looked disparagingly along the backs of the books in the locked bookcases. Then he heard his aunt and Mrs Montmorency beginning to come upstairs.

2

The Naylors and the Montmorencys had always known each other; it was an affair of generations. Hugo had stayed at Danielstown as a boy for months together, and knew the place as well as his own house, he told Francie, and certainly liked it better. He had expressed this preference, which had come as a shock to her, when they were first engaged. She was pained as by an expression of irreligion. She consoled herself, and rehabilitated him secretly, by remembering he had had a step-father and could never have known the meaning of family life – she had a delicate woman’s strong feeling for ‘naturalness’. She intended to make up to him for the deficiencies of his childhood, but, almost immediately after their marriage, Hugo sold Rockriver. Now she would always blame herself for not having dissuaded him, but he had been so set at the time on an idea of going to Canada and she was so foolishly anxious to compensate him for what she was not by going there with him and thriving. So when the idea of Canada failed, they had no house, and she, after all, no vocation. As for Hugo, he had expected little of life.

Francie had heard all her life of the Naylors of Danielstown, her cousins and theirs had married; but Ireland is large and she had not met them till she came to Danielstown on a bridal visit. Then, of course, they had known each other always; there had been no beginning. She knew she had never in all her life been so happy as on that first visit; time, loose-textured, had had a shining undertone, happiness glittered between the moments. She had had, too, very strongly a sense of return, of having awaited. Rooms, doorways had framed a kind of expectancy of her; some trees in the distance, the stairs, a part of the garden seemed always to have been lying secretly at the back of her mind.

It was, also, on the first and only other visit, that she had made friends with Myra – that in itself was memorable. Myra was ‘interesting’, cultivated, sketched beautifully, knew about books and music. She had been to Germany, Italy, everywhere that one visits acquisitively. It had been a bond to discover that Francie and Myra must have been in Germany at the same time, the summer of ’92, though without meeting. Myra was the same age as Francie – they had been presented the same year, though not  at the same Drawing-room – and thought of Hugo as quite a boy: she could not help showing it. Sometimes, guessing what she had shown, she would laugh and say something clever and quite irrelevant to cover the awkwardness. For Hugo was ten years younger than both of them, Francie’s husband.

Francie and Myra had had long remarkable talks about almost everything, confidential if not alarmingly intimate – walking, driving, on the seat by the caroline allspice tree, and at the head of the stairs at night – while their candle-flames stooped from their vehemence.

When at the end of that visit the Montmorencys left Danielstown this had seemed to Francie more of a pause than a break in the continuity. ‘Next spring,’ they all four promised each other, shaking hands and kissing at the foot of the steps – it was then autumn, the bronze trees were sifted through by the wind and shivered along the outlines – ‘Next summer, Hugo,’ Myra exclaimed, ‘at latest!’ and the last view they had of her was as standing bright and imperative. Only as they drove away did the trees run, watery, into the sky and Francie’s lids prick: she slipped her hand into Hugo’s under the rug. And, pressing it, he had alone to continue the business of turning, yearning and waving back till a bend in the avenue.

She had felt, perhaps, a chilly breath from the future. Between their smart turning out, with a roll of carriage wheels, through the gates with their clipped laurels, and their swerving in with a grind of motor brakes twelve years afterwards, nothing large was to intervene. Their life, through which they went forward uncertainly, without the compulsion of tragedy, was a net of small complications. There was the drag of his indecisions, the fine snapping now and then of her minor relinquishments. Her health, his temperament, their varying poverty – they were delayed, deflected. She was ordered abroad for successive winters, to places he could not expect to endure. He came and went without her; going for consolation, of course, to Danielstown. The Naylors sent her out wails, injunctions and declarations. They would never, never be happy till she was with them also.

So at last Hugo and Francie returned together. And today something – that break in the trees on the avenue, something unremembered about the face of the house, some intensification of the silence surrounding it, or perhaps simply Lois’ figure standing there on the steps – made the place different.

Lady Naylor and Mrs Montmorency now went upstairs together. Francie looked down at the top step to see if the marks were still there – becoming much excited in the course of an argument about Robert Hugh Benson she had waved her candle and scattered a rain of hot grease. But there was a new stair carpet. Myra looked down also, but in surprise; she did not remember. She had argued with so many people in twelve years – nowadays she argued about Galsworthy.

‘I shouldn’t be surprised,’ she said, lowering her voice as they approached the ante-room, ‘if we found Laurence up here – my nephew. He is with us a good deal, between Oxford. Though I expect it is dull for him. He is not out of doors very much; he is very intellectual. Though, of course, he plays tennis.’

Francie was much relieved, on entering the ante-room, to find that Laurence had gone. ‘It’s so nice,’ she said, ‘the way you have the house full of young people.’ She turned to the right instinctively, to her old door.

‘No, this way, Francie, the Blue Room. The rooks on that side of the house disturbed so many people; we’ve changed the rooms round and put Lois in there; she prefers them.’

As they came into the Blue Room, Francie saw their two faces reflected in the tall dressing-table glass, the door swinging behind. ‘Myra’s aged!’ she thought with a shock. Her own face never seemed to have changed at all.

She said: ‘You look wonderful, you know. I couldn’t think when I was ever to see you again, or Richard either.’

Myra kissed her – a compact, sudden pursing and placing of the lips. It was as though they were meeting again only now. The door swung to with a rush. ‘It’s been too bad, too bad – not even as if you had been in Canada!’

The linen of Myra’s sleeve was cool to the touch of the dusty Francie. Myra wore a grey linen dress with embroidered panels, a lace scarf twice round the throat and a green hat dipping in front and trimmed with clover. Her bright grey eyes, with very black, urgent pupils, continued in a deep crease at each outside corner. High on the curve of her cheeks, like petals, bright mauve-pink colour became, within kissing distance, a net of fine delicate veins. Her eyebrows, drawn in a pointed arch, suggested tragic surprise till one saw the arch never flattened, the face beneath never changed from its placid eagerness, its happy dissatisfaction. ‘Has she aged?’ Francie thought, glancing closely and shyly again  as they parted. Yes, she felt something set now in Myra; she was happier, harder.

Myra receded now that the kiss was over. There was life to go on with, the duty of love and pleasure fully discharged. She moved round the Blue Room, nodded out of a window to someone distant coming out from some trees – she could never learn how one vanishes in the dark of a house. She glanced intently along the books in the book-trough. ‘Lois has not changed the books!’ she exclaimed. ‘You know how I like them to be appropriate. Here’s a technical book on rubber a man left behind last summer – it looks ridiculous. She’s a girl who never forgets the same thing twice; always something different...’

‘She looks sweet, I think. And surely the image of Laura?’

‘She’s not so much like Laura in character. There’s a good deal, I sometimes think, of poor Walter.’

‘Wasn’t it terribly sad about Walter?’

‘To tell you the truth, it was what we always expected,’ said Lady Naylor.

When Francie was left alone she went to the window and shook the dust out of her motor veil. Then – she was so very tired from motoring, everything seemed to rush past – she sat down on the sofa and put her hands over her eyes. Her mind lay back in the silence, but there was a kind of sentinel in her waiting for Hugo. She did not know what she should say if he noticed the drive from Carlow really had been too much for her. She had said beforehand she was afraid it might be too much, and he had said: nonsense, that she was fit for anything nowadays. Flattered by this, she gave in. She was so tired – just for these few moments when she let herself go – she could not bear to realize Danielstown. Her thoughts ached. When she looked out there were some intolerable trees and a strip of gold field on the skyline.

When she heard steps coming she fled to the washstand. Her skin was dry, her hair felt laden and limp, it was so dusty. But that was the fine, the phenomenal weather for which, in this country, one could not be thankful enough. When Hugo came through from his dressing-room she was washing her hands – they turned in the water like gentle porpoises in a slaver of violet soap.

‘Well,’ he said, looking round the room.

‘Well, Hugo... isn’t it lovely?’

‘Richard
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