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INTRODUCTION

Penelope Lively

There is an oblique and elusive quality to much of Elizabeth Bowen’s fiction – a sense of something unspoken that lurks behind the text. In The Little Girls, first published in 1963 towards the end of her working life, this tendency is seen at its most pronounced and effective. The opening pages immediately establish style and climate – we are flung into instant and baffling intimacy with characters whose relationship is not clear and a situation which is not explained. What have Frank and Dinah to do with one another, and what exactly are they up to – an apparently elderly pair intent upon stowing a box away in a cave? Clues leak out from casual asides and throw-away lines of dialogue. It is a measure of Elizabeth Bowen’s skill that she can take risks of this kind and sweep the reader along with her. The teasing style is mesmerizing: the reader is drawn into the atmosphere of suggestion and allusion.

The story loops about in time. This is a novel about memory, about childhood, about the power of fortuitous association. Three women of around sixty – Dinah, Clare and Sheila – are reunited. In 1914 they were schoolgirls together – eleven-year-old Dicey, Mumbo and Shiekie have become Mrs Delacroix, Miss Burkin-Jones and Mrs Artworth. As they confront one another, the meta-morphosis becomes increasingly superficial. Beyond and behind the brittle exchanges of the three women lurk the personae of the three little girls. The women share the intimate knowledge of each other that is unique to those who have been children together. ‘We were entrusted to one another, in the days that mattered,’ thinks Clare, at the end of the book. ‘Entrusted to one another by chance, not choice. Chance, and its agents time and place. Chance is better than choice; it is more lordly.’ Their exchanges are infused with everything that they know but do not need to say – the coded knowledge of that other time and those other selves. The conspiracy and collusion of the children becomes the freighted dialogue of the adult women – saying most when saying least. They don’t need to spell things out – they still carry one another around in their heads. The children’s burial of a coffer with carefully chosen objects that is to serve as a time-capsule becomes a metaphor for the selective information of memory.

Like many writers, Elizabeth Bowen returned again and again to territories that carried resonance from her own life – Ireland and London in particular. The south coast setting of The Little Girls reflects her own childhood experience when she and her mother for a while led a peripatetic life in that area during her father’s illness, when it was advised that he might recover more readily if spared the pressures of family life. Dinah and her widowed mother in their rented cottage seem perhaps like an echo of this experience. The Southstone of the novel must be Folkestone and Elizabeth Bowen herself in her fragment of published autobiography identifies Sheikie’s remark about a dead sheep in a wood with her own dismaying childhood discovery of a disembowelled carcase beside a road. The school that the fictional girls attend would seem to be a fusion of the three establishments to which the author herself went. But authorial involvement surely ends there, except for the central and dominating matter of childhood perception. None of the little girls sounds much like the author as a child – she has created the characters that are appropriate for her narrative – but the three children are of course imbued with her own vision of childhood.

Dialogue lies at the heart of The Little Girls. What has happened is revealed – gradually, startlingly – through what is said. What people think of one another is displayed by oblique understatement and deceptive commentaries. The prose style of the novel is Elizabeth Bowen at her most tangential and elusive. The dialogue is her most innovative and experimental – an attempt to reflect the inconsequential nature of actual conversation with its loops and non-sequiturs and puzzling allusions. It is not stream-of-consciousness but the confusing stream of reference that characterizes conversation between people who know one another well. Elizabeth Bowen’s expression of it is entirely her own but the influences must surely be Henry James on the one hand and Ivy Compton-Burnett on the other – very different writers but both of them in superb control of the subtle mannerisms of dialogue. The Jamesian influence is apparent elsewhere – in the convolutions and inversions of sentence structure – and Elizabeth Bowen was herself both aware and wary of this. Her biographer, Victoria Glendinning, quotes her comment in answer to a question from a radio interviewer: ‘You can’t say it’s like catching measles, because it’s a splendid style, but it’s a dangerous style.’

The Little Girls is a novel fuelled by style. Its vigour depends upon the racy shifts from one voice to another – from the exuberant description of Dinah’s garden in the first chapter, which exactly creates an entire landscape, to the quick glancing mannerisms of dialogue. Take Dinah’s telephone monologue to Sheila during her visit to Clare’s shop, which you can hear as you read, such is the precision of pace and language. Or almost any of the exchanges between the women in which you sometimes have to track back a few lines to sort out what is being said – not careless writing but the opposite, an evocation of the complexity of speech.

Nothing here is unconsidered. When first we meet the little girls, they are in their school classroom engaged in the Tuesday poetry hour. Clare/Mumbo is reciting: ‘There was a time when meadow, grove and stream, / The earth and …’ The focus is upon the teacher’s dismay at her delivery – ‘Ruining that beautiful poem!’ – but the significance lies in the choice of poem. Wordsworth’s Intimations of Immortality signals a central theme of the book – deftly inserted so that it seems a mere prop for the more important matter of the scene, which is to introduce those crucial earlier incarnations of the three women who have taken up the opening section of the novel.

Equally, essential ingredients to the story are fed in with such stealth that at the time they are barely noticed. The swing, crucially. ‘Perfectly safe, is that?’ – a casual query from a neighbour about the old swing in Dinah’s garden. And Dinah herself looks at the swing in ‘a peculiar, vacant yet intent way’. There is a swing in the grounds of the little girls’ school which, similarly, does not hang quite straight. Neither swing is insisted on – they surface briefly in the text, then disappear. But Dinah’s swing is the catalyst for the entire concluding section of the book. Though once again there is an element of suggestion, of mystery. The assumption would seem to be that she fell off it. Or is there the hint of a suicide attempt? Why did those who found her refrain from calling a doctor?

Nothing is ever quite as it seems to be, in fiction as in life. This is above all true of Elizabeth Bowen’s writing. She threads dialogue with teasing suggestion, hides what may be central factors behind an easily disregarded line or incident. Did Dinah’s mother, Mrs Piggot, have some kind of understanding with Clare’s father, Major Burkin-Jones? Probably. And equally probably the girls sensed this, with the quivering antennae of children. Dinah’s father committed suicide – but this does not emerge until late in the novel, and gives an extra twist to her mother’s widowhood and the solitary life of mother and child. Dinah is herself a widow. ‘Widows,’ she says, ‘run in families.’ She is the nervy, fraught member of the triumvirate – it is she who is suddenly impelled to seek out her childhood cronies, to their initial shock and dismay. And it is she who is perhaps most demoralized by the reunion and even, eventually, almost destroyed – for it is after an exchange with Clare that blooms into angry accusation that she meets with her accident, if accident it is.

All this makes The Little Girls sound a sombre book. Far from it. In many ways this is Elizabeth Bowen’s most high-spirited novel. It is laced with humour. Even descriptive asides have a bite: ‘There was an orderly twitter of smaller birds, some of which when maddened by spring sang.’ The brittle conversations between the women are occasionally hilarious, both in the deliberate comments and in what is revealed about the speaker – indeed, they are exemplars of how to indicate fictional characters mainly through speech. ‘I am MOPSIE PIE,’ says Clare portentously at her first re-union with Sheila. ‘MOPSIE PIE chain of speciality gift shops operates throughout the better-class London suburbs and outwards into the Home Counties’. Most of the minor characters are presented with amiable humour: the hapless Trevor who is persecuted by the girls as a small boy but ends up as Southstone’s leading estate agent – and Sheila’s husband; Dinah’s neighbour and current admirer, Frank, forever dithering on the fringes and bemused by the tense involvement of the three women; the sturdily uncomprehending Mrs Coral who acts as a kind of Greek chorus at both the opening and the close of the novel.

Sheila’s lover died, long ago – a central matter which emerges bleakly in the closing section. Her marriage appears to be sterile and perfunctory. She is childless and blazes up at one point in jealousy of Dinah’s sons. Clare was once married but has now taken back her maiden name. ‘Mr Wrong came along, all right. That was a mess …’; we learn no more of that. Dinah, widowed but with sons, grandchildren and dog-like admirer, would seem to be the one with the most cause for emotional stability – but patently she is extremely unstable. All three women combine superficial poise with jumpy susceptibility. Throughout the novel, they combine and re-combine as two against one – two of them in conspiratorial discussion and criticism of the third. The language is adult, but the behaviour is that of children. And when all three are present the atmosphere is at its most electric – all three striking sparks off one another.

Childhood and youth feature strongly in Elizabeth Bowen’s work. Several of her most powerful characters are young girls and her most atmospheric fiction focuses on recovery of other times. She is interested in that point in a life when options are still open, when character is fluid, when nothing is inevitable. In The Little Girls she does something more ambitious than concentrate on youth. The central theme of the novel is the atavistic power of childhood – the continuing presence of some shaping force which is never lost. Siblings recognize it in one another; so do those once flung into the intimacy of fortuitous association, as were the three women. They see themselves, and one another, floodlit by the past – and the revelation is deeply unsettling. There is nothing here of nostalgia, rather the opposite – the recovery of another time makes the present suddenly unreliable. The structure of the book provides an over-arching view: at first the three women are seen as they are, poised in late middle-age, then the children are shown, and in the final section the propulsion of the past becomes apparent. Elizabeth Bowen wrote the novel when she herself was turned sixty, and perhaps could not have done so at any earlier point – or at least not to such effect.

Penelope Lively

January 1999
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1

A MAN CAME down the steps cut in the rock. By nature agile, he made the descent with unusual caution, placing each foot first tentatively then extra firmly. He did well to – the steps, inexpertly hewn at some unknown time, were no two alike, and were still slippery after rain; moreover he carried, balanced against his midriff, a lidless white cardboard box toppling with a miscellany of objects.

He arrived on to the floor of a sort of bear pit; that was, a sunken circular court resembling those in which, in old-fashioned zoos, bears keep house and are displayed. This was, if anything, on the large and deep side; it lacked a pole in the middle and had no railing, being overhung round the top by beards of creeper and scrambling and sagging roses: dahlias flowered at the head of the steps. Across the uneven rock floor, facing the steps, was either a shallow cave or a deep recess – or, possibly, unadorned grotto? – now fronted by looped-back tarpaulin curtains. Within were trestles, across which boards had been placed; and a woman, intent on what she was doing to the point of trance, could be seen in backview, moving her hands about among the objects crowding the rough table. A jotting-pad, which she from time to time attacked with a stub of pencil, caught such daylight as entered the cave. She may not have heard the man, who was wearing espadrilles – she did not, at any rate, look round.

He said: ‘Here I am.’

‘There you are,’ she assented, taking his word for it.

‘Getting on?’

This time, instead of answering, she came out to meet him, knocking hair back from her forehead with her wrist. Her sweater sleeves were rolled to above the elbows; out of a pocket of her slacks trailed a man’s handkerchief with signs of being used as a duster. Shod as he was, she moved as soundlessly, lighting a cigarette as she came. To call her attention to his box, Frank Wilkins gave it a slight rattle. This acted: her face lit up. ‘Oh, you have!’ she cried.

‘What did you think I was up to?’

‘Let’s see!’ She made a grab at the box.

‘Steady!’ said he, protecting it. ‘Taken me most of the day, getting these together. Made me quite introspective.’

‘Took your mind off the telephone?’

‘Mm – I suppose so.’

‘Good.’

Amicably going together into the cave, they cleared space on the table and put his box down. He eyed the exhibits already there, if not critically, with no great enthusiasm. ‘Still all look to me very much the same.’

‘Same as last time, or the same as each other?’

‘Same as each other, in pretty much the same way as they did last time. Not had anything new in since?’

‘One lot, but I’m hardly surprised if you didn’t notice. It is extraordinary, really, isn’t it, Frank? I suppose the fact is, people are much the same, if one goes down deep. All the variety seems to be on the surface. When one comes to think, what’s amazing is –’ But she broke off, as she often did. She drew once more on her cigarette, let it drop, stamped on it.

‘Look, though,’ she cried with renewed fervour, ‘I’ve been cataloguing, before I forget what’s whose. Once I do, there’ll be little to tell me – or indeed anyone.’

‘How you expect posterity to make head or tail of it –!’

She smiled, otherwise took no notice. There are remarks which, having been once made, are repeated at intervals, on principle: Frank’s was one of them. ‘Rightly or wrongly,’ she continued, ‘I never have done a catalogue before; yet this one’s beginning to be so exactly like one – don’t you think?’ She held the pad with the jottings out at extreme arm’s length, for admiration. He did not seem able to make sense of it. ‘Oh, bother you,’ she grumbled, ‘do put your specs on!’ (That he was known to be slow to do, being loth to.) He objected: ‘We’re right in our own light.’

They were. Their two tall forms, backs to the entrance, not only overshadowed the table but further darkened the cave – blocking away from it outdoor daylight which, down here, was subdued at the best of times. Only round noon did sun strike the circular pit’s floor. It now was within an hour or so of sunset – unpent, brilliant after the rainstorm, long rays lay over the garden overhead, making wetness glitter, setting afire September dahlias and roses. Down here, however, it was some other hour – peculiar, perhaps no hour at all.

‘Why not rig up some sort of lamp?’ he wanted to know. ‘Don’t you see, Dinah, the days will be drawing in.’

‘Dear, they’ve begun to!’ She picked up a leather jerkin and, with his aid, slung it over her shoulders. Then Frank, whatever the visibility, could not resist giving a dig at his box – as nearly dispassionately as possible. A carved bone fan came slithering from the top. Dinah pounced on it, opened it, held it round to the light. ‘This won’t do,’ she declared sadly, ‘it’s an antique.’

‘It was my grandmother’s.’

‘But Frank, darling – no ancestors, we did say!’

‘I should have thought, the fact that I’d kept it always –’

‘Obsession about it, had you?’ she asked, more hopefully.

‘More, there’s something of her in me, I’ve sometimes thought – that is, from what I’ve heard of her. In some way or another, a likeness. Though, mind you, I never set eyes on her: she died young.’

‘At least you haven’t done that.’

‘Looks, more – possibly.’

‘Oh, then a beauty, was she?’

Frank, opening his mouth, glanced at Dinah sideways: she looked so bland, he decided she must be méchante. Straightaway, he was furious. ‘You’re going to look on the whole of it as a laugh, this box? As a give-away – that’s how you see it, isn’t it?’ he shouted, intercepting her hand on its way back to his box and holding it under arrest, by the wrist, in mid-air. She waited for him to quiet down, then, disengaging her wrist with a gentle tug, said: ‘No; simply as what we agreed – a clue for posterity. Or, poser.’

‘That’s what you say; but –’

‘None of the others,’ she said plaintively, ‘made this fuss.’

‘I am not the others!’

‘Oh, no. No, no.’

‘I am not?’ he insisted.

‘No, I tell you. They understood the idea.’

‘Ho, they did, did they?’

‘Before it’s quite dark, mayn’t we unpack your box?’

So they set to work, racing against the fading of the light, till, in the silence, a cough was heard from above. It was a compact, contained cough: no other followed. Dinah said: ‘I’m sure that is Mrs Coral.’ They left the cave, one after the other, both looking up.

Mrs Coral, cased in a mackintosh amid drippy dahlias, stood looking down at them. Soul of integrity, she as ever held herself wooden-straight. Her wide-boned face with wide eyes and strong, blunted features was like a Saxon carving outside a church; the childlike hat she wore was turned up all round. Stalwart as a fourteen-year-old, Mrs Coral appeared a typical forty, though past that. She lived, at the other side of the village, in a semi-detached stone villa, and took in students (generally foreign) from a near-by agricultural institute. Carrying a plastic mesh bag with magazines in it, she took one more step, now, towards the brink of the pit. ‘Good evening, Mrs Delacroix. Busy, are you?’

‘Do come in, Mrs Coral! – I mean, come down!’

‘I’ve come about the Mothers’ Union.’

‘You know Major Wilkins?’

Mrs Coral regarded Frank, then said: ‘Good evening.’ Considering how candid and expectant, as well as tolerant, her stare was (turned alike on man, woman or child), she took in wonderfully little of what she saw. Never more than one thing at a time could be in her mind, and it was always important, at least to her. And it always came out at once: she was not inscrutable. ‘I’ve got your magazine,’ she said, temptingly raising the mesh bag. ‘And I’m sorry, but there’s still the subscription.’

‘Naturally – how much?’

Mrs Coral told her, explaining: ‘You’re a trifle behind.’

‘I am sorry,’ moaned Dinah.

‘Not feeling I ought to let it run on too far, and not thinking you would care to have it run on too far, and not having noticed you at the last meeting, I called in the other day, but you were in London.’

‘Oh, what a lot of trouble! And now I’ve left my money up at the house. – Unless you …?’ cried Dinah, turning to Frank in an at once inspired and pleading way. He tied knots with his eyebrows, but put his hand in his pocket. ‘Better than keeping Mrs Coral waiting,’ she explained, picking the necessary silver from his palm. Mrs Coral watched from above, neutrally, if anything favourably. It seemed natural that a gentleman should emit coins.

From up there, Mrs Coral was seeing, somewhat foreshortened, a pair of ageless delinquents, whose random beauty was one of the most placid of their effronteries, or cheats: a cheating of Time. Nobody of their ages, it might be said, had any business to look as these two still did. It could be that looking as they did was the something in common which had brought them together. One hears of those who were behind the door when looks were being given out; but what about those who happen to be behind the door, or elsewhere, when looks are being called in again? These two had, somehow, not handed back Nature’s strictly temporary voucher. Possibly the collector had forgotten? They seem to have benefited by some oversight. Their teasing and needling of one another kept them in harmony, without rivalry, and was habitual. Tall, as has been said, easy and long-legged, they happened this evening to be even clad very much alike. His yellow springy hair and splendid moustache, lightened rather than grizzled by many summers, gave an additional glimmer to his countenance – in itself unusual, mobile and sometimes wild. Her cut hair, slippery as a girl’s, had darkened to the colour of vintage marmalade; her face was fair rather than pale. They were some time debating over the money: meanwhile, Mrs Coral took them for granted.

Sum in hand, Dinah set off in a businesslike manner towards the steps.

‘Now I must hand you your magazine,’ stated Mrs Coral. ‘And I shall need to write you out your receipt. I should have a table, really. Is that one, down there?’ Girding her mackintosh up, she eyed the descent. ‘Chickens were kept down here when I was a girl. Not a fox would come down these steps – they’re funny. Times change,’ she remarked, on her way down. ‘Starting cactuses, are you?’ She extracted the magazine as she neared the bottom.

‘Not cactuses; but we’re starting something.’

‘I was told I was likely to find you down here, if anywhere.’

Frank, as host, asked: ‘Know anything about the history of this cave?’

‘Only, Major Wilkins, that I always understood it was prehistoric.’ Mrs Coral looked into the cave, impassively. ‘Not going to hold a jumble sale in it, are you?’

Throwing his head back, Frank gave a snorting laugh.

‘Major Wilkins isn’t laughing at you, he’s laughing at me,’ Dinah interposed, looking his way austerely. Mrs Coral took another look at the table.

‘I see: a small museum. I beg your pardon. But you should take care working down here so late, particularly if you should happen to be rheumatic. This type of rock perspires; it always has done.’

‘That’s what I’m always telling her.’

‘All I hope is, you may not suffer from mildew on your exhibits.’

Dinah, at the very idea, half-sneezed, dived for the trailing handkerchief, dabbed her nose. ‘It will soon be air-tight: we’re going to seal it up.’

‘It won’t, then, be a public museum, will it?’

‘It’s not a museum – or really anything like. If you’d like to know, I’ll try and explain. It’s for someone or other to come upon in the far future, when practically nothing about any of us – you or me, for instance – would be otherwise known. We’re putting these things in here to be deduced from. And by that time, hundreds or perhaps thousands of years hence, think what a shattering discovery! Imagine the theories it may revolutionize!’

‘Why, yes,’ Mrs Coral agreed, ‘I suppose it might do. – Which theories are you referring to, Mrs Delacroix?’

‘Any, of any kind, about us. Look what a fuss is made in newspapers, nowadays, about any odds and ends that are come upon – one or two sad beads, or splinters of crockery! Enormously learned theories are based upon them. Then of course there are arrowheads, daggers, and dinged-in skulls; but they give such a fractious, bad-tempered picture of life, I feel they must make one unfair to the vanished races. So I’m looking ahead to when we are a vanished race.’

‘Well, I never,’ said the awed Mrs Coral.

‘Oh, yes. But now we come to what is really the point! I don’t know how you feel, Mrs Coral, but I should imagine the same as I do – now would you wish, simply because you’d vanished, simply to be thought about as a race? – all, I mean, stuck together in one lump? I do think we deserve to be thought of as personalities: you as you, Major Wilkins as Major Wilkins, me as me. So for that, you see, one’s got to arrange. Those early races probably never thought; or what I suppose is still more likely, never really expected they would vanish. But we should be odd – don’t you agree? – if the idea’d never occurred to us.’

‘Though little is gained by brooding,’ said Mrs Coral.

‘How I agree! But the thing is, one should give posterity a break. One must leave posterity some clues!’

Mrs Coral coughed. She then said: ‘Should there be any posterity.’

‘You won’t get her to listen to a word of that!’ remarked Frank, from a little distance away. Having moved off outdoors to light his pipe, he remained in the courtyard background, pacing and pausing, now and then looking up as rooks crossed the sky. For emphasis, he made a gesture at Mrs Coral with his pipe. ‘She won’t hear a word of it!’ Mrs Coral, looking from Frank to Dinah, for the first time in her visit appeared to dither – upon which Dinah, by dint of placing a hand on their visitor’s mackintosh at the elbow, confidently and swiftly reclaimed her audience. She went on:

‘Clues to reconstruct us from. Expressive objects. What really expresses people? The things, I’m sure, that they have obsessions about: keep on wearing or using, or fuss when they lose, or can’t go to sleep without. You know, a person’s only a person when they have some really raging peculiarity – don’t you notice that, Mrs Coral, with all your friends?’

‘Most of us have our little ways, I daresay.’

‘And the point is, all are completely different! … At least,’ said Dinah, looking with faint discouragement, or rather misgiving, at the clumps of objects, ‘so I’ve always believed. So you see, now, don’t you, what the idea’s been? I’ve been asking people for things (a dozen from each) which they couldn’t have normally borne to part with. I started, of course, with friends; but I hope to be going much further afield.’

‘Found they could spare them, did you?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Dinah, once more slightly depressed. ‘Some were glad, I expect, to get them out of their systems. One or two at first were a little bashful; some had difficulty in making the dozen up – expressive things do get lost these days, with all this moving about, like my silver pencil with the tooth-marks. I said it must be a dozen, as less than that could hardly give an all-round-enough idea. Personality’s so extremely complex.’

‘Seem,’ remarked Mrs Coral, tentatively, ‘to be quite a number of strings of pearls. None of them would be genuine, would they?’

‘No, all fakes – but do look, though: one is a rosary. And you might say, numbers of pairs of nail scissors; but the same things mean something different to different people. Look, this pair has its tip broken: that means something …’ Exhausted, Dinah’s voice ran down to a pause. Then, rallying, she declared in a firmer tone: ‘Will be a tremendous eye-opener, this cave – won’t it?’

‘I only,’ Frank informed Mrs Coral, ‘brought in my stuff just now. Thought I’d think for a bit, look before I leaped. That’s my stuff over there, if it interests you. On the whole, I’ve kept to the simple side. One oughtn’t, in my view,’ he warned Dinah, ‘to be too upstage with posterity. Not too high-brow.’

‘I don’t expect to deal with absolute fools.’

‘You’ll be sitting up on a harp, playing a cloud – beg your pardon, I mean the other way round … Well,’ asked Frank, shedding charm upon Mrs Coral, ‘glad to have taken a look at our little circus?’

Mrs Coral asked Dinah: ‘Who’s going to seal it up?’

The effect of the question was out of all proportion to the question itself – and, as the minute lengthened, became still more so. Dinah first stared right through the speaker, then shut her eyes, which she opened only to stare in other directions, in none of which did the eyes light on anything they appeared to focus. Showing frantic estrangement from all surroundings, she beat one fist, irregularly and slowly, on the palm of the other hand. She seemed by turns to be seeking, listening, or dazedly simply waiting for some answer – that being far from any kind of answer she had been asked for. Among the cave’s deepening shadows, her face looked white – not, by its expression, from distress: here, rather, was some consuming excitement. It hardly needs to be said that she said nothing.

‘Well, that’s not my business,’ said Mrs Coral.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Merely wondered, who’s going to seal it up?’

Back to herself (as quickly as she had gone) the organizer replied gladly and glibly, ‘Oh, whoever’s the last.’

This was Frank’s cue for another repeat-remark. ‘We may all go with the same bang.’

‘Then the bang would certainly seal it up. You do make difficulties,’ she told him, setting to work to unloop the tarpaulin curtains. ‘The thing now is,’ she told Mrs Coral, ‘to shut it up for the night; apart from anything else, it’s extremely cold. Now we’re all going to go in and have a drink. Drink in front of the fire, I do hope – if it’s been lit. Did you say there was anyone in the house?’

‘That young man who sometimes answers your bell did so.’

‘Good. Come on!’

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me.’

‘Oh no, you must, Mrs Coral! Sherry.’

Mrs Coral, implacably raising the mesh bag, said: ‘There still are these other magazines.’

Pulling then tying the cave’s curtains together was a ceremony amounting to locking up. That over, the owners left, to accompany Mrs Coral across the garden. As they mounted the steps, the temperature rose. Above ground, steamy flower-smells filled the air (more, still, that of a lingering August than of September) as the three followed a spongy serpentine grass path towards the house. On each side, the path was overflowed by a crowded border. Mauve, puce and cream-pink stock, double, were the most fragrant and most crushingly heavy: more pungent was the blue-bronze straggling profusion of catmint. Magnificently gladioli staggered this way and that – she was an exuberant, loving, confused and not tidy gardener; staking and tying were not her forte. Roses were on enough into their second blooming to be squandering petals over cushions of pansies. Flowers in woolwork or bright chalk, all shades of almost every colour, zinnias competed with one another. And everywhere along the serpentine walk where anything else grew not, dahlias grew: some dwarf, some giant, some corollas like blazons, some close-fluted, some velvet, some porcelain or satin, some darkening, some burning like flame or biting like acid into the faint dusk now being given off by the evening earth.

This had been an orchard. Twisted, old but only too fruitful still, such trees as had not been cleared away were to be seen in the near distance, their boughs weighted. Already an apple or two had begun to drop: it was felt that a week or two more of sun would be needed, however, before the picking. In an abundant year, indecision as to what to do with the apples became a burden. More interesting to greed were the vegetable plots, laid out in squares where trees were no longer. These looked almost professional: trenched where necessary, dotted with bell-glasses, frames, and, where frames gave out, sheets of cracked glass supported on bricks. Frank, at the price of a liberal rake-off from the produce, came over most days from his cottage and worked here: with his own garden he seemed to be less successful. Thanks to his and her industry, together with the prevailing mildness of the climate and excellence of the soil, her table and his were provided for most of the year round, nicely. They arrived, even, at raising Provençal and other exotic vegetables, the ‘musts’ of the better cookery book. Little wonder that Frank, lagging behind Dinah and Mrs Coral, now and then cast an eye gloomy with worry in the direction of what he was learning to call the potager. To pot it would all be going, before long, if Dinah’s craze for the cave failed to abate.

Ahead, conversation came to its last lap. ‘And how are you?’ asked Dinah, somewhat belatedly.

‘I don’t know whether you heard, but I lost my Indian.’

‘Oh, what a bother; how?’

‘Took off on his bike one morning, not saying anything, then sent round for his things. Since then, not a word; just a postal order. Took offence, I can only imagine; but what at?’

‘He must be dotty.’

‘He may not have hit it off with my Finn.’

‘What does your Finn think?’

‘I didn’t ask him. Or, of course, he may have found something to suit him better.’

‘Has your Indian a girl, do you think?’

‘I make a point of not hearing anything. Well, there it is: now I have a vacancy.’

‘Oh, but you’ll only have to raise a finger to fill that!’

‘So I’m generally told; in fact, that I know. As to that, I’m not worried; but I have been worried since it happened. It seems inhuman.’

Dinah paused, plucked a Caroline Testout rose and silently gave it to Mrs Coral – who, having looked at it for a moment in some dismay, stuck it into an upper buttonhole of her mackintosh. They walked on. ‘I have any number of vacancies,’ admitted Dinah, looking between the apple trees at her house. ‘But the inhuman thing is that I prefer them: when I can’t have my grandchildren I’m happy knocking about with nothing but Francis.’

Mrs Coral was startled into glancing over her shoulder, with a query-mark. Dinah, putting the matter right, said: ‘No, Francis is my house-boy with the squint, who as you were saying sometimes opens the door. He’s a Maltese orphan. Major Wilkins’s name is nothing but Frank. He’s got used to knocking about in a vacuum too, I think. He is so very lucky, there in that nice cottage.’

‘Something of a hermit?’

‘Oh, yes. He’s a little upset just now – becoming a grandfather at any minute.’

‘That should brighten him up?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Dinah stopped in her tracks in order to stand on one leg, draw up the other foot and dismally study the soaking espadrille. ‘It never occurred to me it would rain. Also perhaps you’re right about that cave; one does get forlorn down there, though without noticing. If Francis hasn’t lit that fire, I shall die! – Do you see any smoke?’

‘Not from here, no … A boy doesn’t always think.’

‘That is a little beast I could sometimes kill; yet in his own way one is fond of him. He does think; he cerebrates like anything, one can see.’ They walked on again.

‘I could get you a fire going, in half a minute.’

‘Not unless you’re going to have a drink.’

‘No, you will have to excuse me, as I said.’

The path brought them out on to a lawn, into uninterrupted view of Dinah’s house – it was not easy to look at anything else. Applegate had been erected in 1912 by a retired haberdasher from Bristol. A substantial villa, it was built (like almost everything else round here, new or older) of stone, of a kind slow to weather or mellow. The house bespoke the sound workmanship which had gone into it; nothing had so far blunted the cut angles, gables, or mullions of the plate-glass windows (of which several projected into bays) or modified the new-quarried glare of the whole – which, by contrast, the lush green woods and pastures of the rolling Somerset landscape round it enhanced. Applegate promised to be much the same within as it was without, and was. Nothing rattled at night, even in a gale: the windows fitted, the doors shut properly. Neither the staircase nor any floor creaked. That may have been one of the reasons why she had bought it; another was the cave.

This was that only hour when land looks haunted. A farmhouse, to which the orchard belonged, had after many generations burned to the ground, just here, the year before Applegate was built, taking with it its hopeless, sonless master – thought to have upset a lamp when he came home drunk. Now the sun had diluted into a misty film and this curious substitute for a sunset imparted a tinge of yellow to the successor’s stone, or drew out an undertone that was there. Applegate stood up to the hour, as it had to others. Through a window, Francis could be seen moving about in his white coat, bringing in the drink tray. The lawn the women were crossing was scarred with outlines: crescent- and diamond-shaped and circular ornamental flowerbeds, in other Septembers gorgeous with begonias, had been turfed in.

To reach the gate to the lane, it was necessary to skirt a side of the house. Out from this at a distance welled up a copper beech, under whose crimson-black canopy dangled a child’s swing – unevenly, one rope being a trifle longer than the other. It caught Dinah’s eye as though for the first time; turning her head as they walked, she continued to watch the swing in a peculiar, vacant yet intent way (the way in which she had looked at space, in the cave), which attracted notice. ‘Perfectly safe, is that?’ asked Mrs Coral.

‘Oh, yes. Just, when it swings it twirls.’ Dinah answered, as though from another planet.

‘So long as it’s safe. Oh!’ Suddenly Mrs Coral thwacked at the air with her mesh bag, magazines and all. Terrified, the rose leaped from her buttonhole. ‘There now!’ Vexation, mortification reddened her face. ‘I went and never made you out your receipt!’

‘Oh, have we to bother about that?’

‘I believe in being particular, Mrs Delacroix. But the truth is, you gave me such food for thought.’

‘I am so glad. I mean, I am so sorry.’

‘I’ll be dropping you your receipt in first thing tomorrow.’ They had come to the white gate, which stood hooked open. Regretfully, Dinah held out a good-bye hand, but her friend had not by any means done. ‘Or tonight my Finn might, if he’s out on his bike. It would make an object for him. I expect he’d like to. The way I shall be situated is, I have jam to cover – and label, naturally. I should hardly like to tell you how many pounds! Plum. They are anxious to have it, so may be calling. Otherwise … Well, I am very much obliged to you, Mrs Delacroix. I’ll say good evening.’

She put that resolution into effect. Dinah stood in the lane, unheededly waving, then came in – shutting the gate, with some idea of safeguard against the Finn. This gate was shut only very rarely, when there were cattle about. When Frank took off in his car, he would be dumbfounded. One cannot at once please everyone and be pleased oneself. This was a time when she could have done with a vacancy. Francis, when he had brought the drinks in, often either lay down or took a short walk, to refresh himself for the remainder of his evening duties. Or he might, with any luck, be shaving. If he were around, it would be necessary to make a scene about the fire – if she did not, Frank would on her behalf; if she restrained Frank, Francis, thwarted, would be well up to making the scene himself. She felt out of key with anybody likely to be tempestuous. She had food for thought.

Indoors, Frank had given himself his drink and was pottering round the room with it, watching Francis; who, crouched in front of the grate, was stimulating the new-lit fire by poking in small wads of newspaper soaked in paraffin. These he had carried in with him in a plated soup-tureen, which, not yet emptied of them, sat on the hearth-rug. ‘I shouldn’t let Mrs Delacroix catch you doing that,’ Frank was advising Francis, as Dinah entered: not only did there not seem to be bad blood, there was, if anything, an alignment. The situation between the three of them altered daily, one might say hourly; just now, if anybody was in anybody else’s bad books, she was. Moreover she saw in whose. ‘That seems to be going nicely,’ she tendered mildly; but Francis, reclaiming the soup-tureen, rose to his feet theatrically and left the room, without so much as a glance her way.

Frank, seeing her, now observed: ‘There you are.’

‘Here I am.’

‘Mrs Coral gone?’

‘Mrs Coral gone.’

‘Your feet look wet.’ (He had already changed into some slippers he kept here.)

‘You’re telling me,’ she said, kicking off the espadrilles. ‘And I could do with –’

‘I needed this, I can tell you.’ He stared sombrely into what remained in his glass, then roamed away to the tray, to provide for hers. In the distance, he uttered a slight groan.

‘Dear,’ she urged, ‘try and stop brooding about that baby. One must let Nature just take its course, like it or not. And birth
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