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Introduction

My relationship with Elizabeth Bowen’s books has a long history. At a certain point in my reading life, aged twelve or thirteen, I promoted myself to the adult section in my local library in Bristol, climbing up three wide steps covered in yellow linoleum. There, not knowing how to choose, I gravitated to Bowen – along with others, including Compton Mackenzie and Hugh Walpole, of whose writing I now can’t recall even the faintest flavour. I’d never heard of any of them – I’d not heard of anybody much – but I liked the reassurance of bound sets of collected works, because in the children’s section I’d been sustained by the endless-seeming supply of Swallows and Amazons and Anne of Green Gables. And I liked the woodcuts by Joan Hassall on the covers and in the frontispieces of each Bowen volume, which – although I still like them a lot – I can see now are quite a few shades more sentimental and simplifying than the words inside.

I read my way through quite a few of Bowen’s books, and when I had finished I hardly knew what had happened in them. Her prose was sophisticated, her references depended upon all kinds of knowledge and insights I didn’t have: this writing was not addressed to me, but over my head. Who were these people and what did they want, what did it all mean, why did they dress for dinner? What was it about Ireland, anyway? And yet I loved this writing, it excited me and made its mark on me. It seems strange that you can love what you can barely understand, but childhood consists of such foggy intimations and yearnings towards what’s out of reach. I loved the furniture in Bowen, the thickness of her detail and its coloured, textured specificity. No doubt – inveterate fantasist and nostalgic in those days – I was drawn, too, to the posh pastness of her world – ‘The Carbury’s two little girls, Penny and Claudia, went upstairs again with their governess, Miss Rice, as soon as lunch was over’, or, ‘Mrs Nicholson, who was on her way out to dinner, paused in the act of looping a gauze scarf over her hair’. (Needless to say, this was nothing like my life.)

And there was something so sensually spiky in her sentences. The chunky solidity of her words, and her difficult word order, put up their resistance to any easy reading, or left one merely skimming along the top of apprehension. She made positions inside her words, for intelligence to use its leverage on what it saw; I felt the force of her ironies aesthetically, even if I couldn’t altogether follow them. ‘His mother seldom openly punished him, but often revenged herself on him in small ways. He could feel how just this was.’ What was unobvious in her prose held out a promise, even as it frustrated my efforts at comprehension: that nothing was, after all, obvious – everything was interesting, because complicated. Hungrily, needing it to be true, I leaped at this. Now, the memory of that uncomprehending reading, all at sea in a bright scatter of words and things and half-grasped insights, seems to me the pattern of most initiations. Trust begins in the aesthetic: not in the argument, or in what’s said or shown. Something feels right, smells right, in the colour and flavour of the work.

So Bowen was one of my writers, at the beginning of my adult education. And then I forgot her for a while: she wasn’t in Leavis’s Great Tradition, and wasn’t on the Eng. Lit. curriculum in my university in the mid-nineteen-seventies (she died, although I wasn’t aware of it, in 1973, aged 74). No one mentioned her name. The literary world was on the brink, in fact, of its great feminist re-appraisal of twentieth-century women writers – and Virago – but I was slow to notice. Bowen was probably one of my mistakes, I thought, like Anne of Green Gables or Compton Mackenzie.

It was only long after I’d left university behind that I became curious to seek out again what I’d once cared for, to see what it was worth; rereading Bowen in my thirties, when my reading horizons had widened in every direction and I was myself trying and failing to write, I renewed my love. Now, I’ve never not got something of hers open on my desk. As the years of reading and becoming pass, an inner family of writers assembles itself around your imaginative core. There’s the wide outward connection with a whole constellation of books, all significant: and then there’s this other, more intimate thing, more prejudiced and visceral. It feels like kinship – an elective kinship; there’s almost a blurring between your own sensations and impressions and self, and these writers’. (Writers, incidentally, get no say in being elected to a reader’s inner family. You can imagine the dismay of the great dead sometimes, if they ever could return, at finding themselves so adored, and by such adorers. But publishing is a relinquishment – you don’t get to choose who reads you, or who feels with your words.)

Now literary history has been rewritten with Bowen on the Eng. Lit. curriculum, her significance in the Irish tradition of writing and perceiving is understood, and she’s very much in print. And it’s such a pure delight for me, to be choosing a new selection of her stories for Vintage Classics. Bowen is one of those rare writers who’s equally good at novels and short stories; in fact, because her novels are short, densely written, formally deliberate, it’s not easy to characterise any differences between these and the stories, apart from the merely obvious length and development. In the essence of her style and her way of seeing, she’s a short writer: preferring less to more, concision to expansion. She herself makes best the distinction between her novels and stories, describing ‘the steadier influence of the novel, with its calmer, stricter, more orthodox demands’. Into the novel, she writes, ‘goes such taste as I have for rational behaviour and social portraiture. The short story, as I see it to be, allows for what is crazy about humanity: obstinacies, inordinate heroisms, “immortal longings”’.

The description is characteristic as well as insightful. On the one hand there’s her forceful authority, the economy and decision in her summing up: on the other hand there’s the romantic excess confessed to – ‘immortal longings’ set apart inside quotation marks because they’re immortal and funny, both at once. The overreach of imagination and the containment of strong intelligence are inseparable inside Bowen’s essential gesture. And no doubt those polarities derive somewhat from her class and her history – the dryness and smartness from an upper-class style, the excess out of a long tradition of Irish Protestant gothic, as well as from her own experience. She was an only child, born in Dublin where her father Henry worked as a lawyer for the Land Commission, but with Protestant Ascendancy roots in a big, plain, rectangular eighteenth-century house in County Cork, on land that was granted to Bowen ancestors in the Cromwellian settlement. She tells her ancestors’ story with finely judged generosity and critique in a family history, Bowen’s Court. Her father broke down when she was seven and suffered episodes of mania; doctors advised that her mother move with Elizabeth to England, where they lived in seaside towns in the south-east, and she gained the alienating vantage point of exile. Nothing could seem more exotic, she reflects, to a child brought up amid the symmetries of Georgian Ireland, than the rambling villas of Kent, with their inglenooks and ornate porches, their ‘bow windows as protuberant as balloons’. ‘What had to be bitten on was that two entities so opposed, so irreconcilable in climate, character and intention, as Folkestone and Dublin should exist simultaneously, and be operative, in the same lifetime, particularly my own’. Then, when Elizabeth was thirteen, her mother died of cancer. Boarding school with its regularities and impersonality was a refuge from grief and chaos.

Bowen published her first collection of stories, Encounters, in 1923, when she was twenty-four; in the same year she married Alan Cameron, who worked first in education and then in Schools’ Broadcasting for the BBC. The marriage worked – Elizabeth liked making a home, and entertaining – and lasted as a fond childless companionship, although she had passionate love affairs, until Alan’s death in 1952. They lived in Northampton and Oxford, then eventually in Clarence Terrace, one of the Nash terraces round Regent’s Park, spending what time they could in Bowen’s Court, where they invited friends to stay, literary and otherwise. After his death she realised eventually, with great regret, that she couldn’t afford to keep up Bowen’s Court, and sold it to a local farmer, who assured her he would move his family there, but then demolished it and cut down the timber. She spent her last years in Hythe.

From the very first stories, even when they are slight, the writing is ambitious. And behind whatever working-out of plot – to begin with mostly satirical, keeping the faintly ridiculous characters at amused arm’s length – there’s from the beginning this touchstone of place for Bowen’s imagination, the place that’s more-than-place, place as being, laden with history and implications. Her writerly passion seems to spring first from the desire to catch in words a particular moment, amid a particular weather and light – in a landscape outdoors, or, more often, surrounded by the right furniture, inside a particular house. These moments of conjured atmosphere often dwarf, in her first collection, the story’s actual content and point: Bowen herself called her early stories ‘a mixture of precocity and naivety’. In ‘The Confidante’, for instance, the twist of whose love-entanglement is neat and negligible as a card trick, ‘the room was dark with rain, and they heard the drip and rustle of leaves in the drinking garden. Through the open window the warm, wet air blew in on them, and a shimmer of rain was visible against the trees beyond’. Bowen said she was trying ‘to make words do the work of line and colour’ and that she had ‘the painter’s sensitivity to light’.

The best story in Encounters is ‘The Return’, whose protagonist Lydia is a plain young lady companion. She’s had the house to herself while her ghastly middle-aged employers, the Tottenhams, are away at a hydro; now they’re back and she can’t bear to give it up to them.


The hall outside was cold and quiet. The sense of the afternoon’s invasion had subsided from it like a storm. Through a strip of door the morning-room beckoned her with its associations of the last six weeks. She saw the tall uncurtained windows grey-white in the gloom.

Her book lay open on a table: she shut it with a sense of desolation.



And Bowen doesn’t close down, in the rest of the story, the dreaming possibilities opened in that moment’s vision: neither in Lydia’s thwarted sensibility, nor – generously, unexpectedly – in Mrs Tottenham’s. Mrs Tottenham’s old lover has written to her; she rubs lipstick hopefully into her cheeks, then looking in the mirror scrubs it off, and burns his photograph. Lydia opens her imagination to the older woman’s long history for the first time, feels her own youth suddenly ‘hard and priggish and immature’. The recognition alters everything, ‘as though a child had been born in the house’.

In her second collection of stories, Ann Lee’s (there were to be seven collections eventually), Bowen stakes out her distinctive terrain more boldly. The contained form and the mannered stylishness persist, and the author’s all-seeing irony is set apart from her protagonists’; inside this frame the vision deepens and grows more strange, and more sympathetic. When Bowen began to write short stories she hadn’t read many: no ‘Hardy, Henry James, Maupassant, or Katherine Mansfield’ says Victoria Glendinning in her 1977 biography; ‘she was not following any genre theoretically familiar to her’. And for whatever reason, as she finds her way, it isn’t along the lines of a Mansfield- and Woolf-inflected drift, avoiding closure or narrative certainty. Bowen’s stories don’t break the genre-frame, her vision rather swells it from inside and makes it strange: that’s her modernism. And although the novels she’s writing in those years are often about Ireland too, her short stories are still as yet all set in an England twisted round and made odd enough to be interesting. She plays up and down the range of the middle classes and into the gentry, though nobody is impossibly lofty or titled (unless the title’s Italian). Sometimes when she strays down the social hierarchy – into the new housing estates, say – there are strong whiffs of condescension.

There’s no condescension, though, in the title story, ‘Ann Lee’s’, which is about a hat shop – though not just any hat shop. The milliner is a Diana-goddess in her feminine lair; society ladies Mrs Dick Logan and Miss Ames are humble votaries permitted to enter, consumed by desire for Ann Lee’s hats’ wonder-working. The only man venturing unwisely inside the shop – indifferent to hats, desperate for Ann herself – is horribly punished; he’s not torn by his own hounds exactly, but passing the two ladies afterwards in the street he ‘went by them blindly; his breath sobbed and panted … they knew how terrible it had been – terrible’. The frame of the story is comic: it’s conventionally funny to invert the usual scale of importance and treat these silly women’s belief in the hats’ power to transform them (despite Mrs Logan’s dread of her husband’s wrath over bills on quarter day) as if it were religious belief and sacred ritual. And it is funny! (‘These were the hats one dreamed about – no, even in a dream one had never directly beheld them; they glimmered rather on the margin of one’s dreams.’) But funny doesn’t mean it isn’t also sacred. Outside the frame of the story Dick Logan presides, with his disapproval and his control of the finances; inside its magic space, style is mystery and the women are initiates. This is Bowen’s way of imagining how a terrain is gendered; what feels masculine in her authority – her tone, her control – enables in effect an upending of hierarchy, opens up a wild female space of the absurd, the inadmissible. Which isn’t, however, sentimentalised: because of the tone, the control.

It’s on those absurd female intimations – the crazy ones, obstinacies and ‘immortal longings’ – that the meanings of her stories begin to turn. In ‘The Parrot’, for instance, also from her second collection, a repressed young paid companion chases her mistress’s wretched escaped parrot into a forbidden garden several houses along, where the arty Lennicotts entertain, to the outrage of their neighbours. The headlamps of the Lennicotts’ visitors’ cars lend ‘an unseemly publicity to the comings and goings of everybody’s cats’. Eleanor, in pursuit of the parrot, ends up on the roof, along with Mr Lennicott; the novels he writes are improper and he wears a dressing-gown embroidered with dragons, but turns out to be amiably game for parrot-chasing. ‘A girl like you,’ he encourages her, ‘ought to be able to climb like a cat’.


He gripped both her hands and hoisted. He was sitting astride the roof, and Eleanor sat side-saddle, tucking down her skirts around her legs.White clouds had come up and bowled past before the wind like puff-balls; the poplars swayed confidently towards one another, then swayed apart in mirth. One of the Philpot girls was mending a bicycle down in their garden, but she did not look up. Her bowed back looked narrow and virginal; Eleanor half-laughed elatedly…



In ‘Joining Charles’, from the third collection, Charles’s disenchanted young wife stays with her husband’s mother and sisters before setting off to meet him in their new home in France. She falls in love with the women’s gentle domesticity, which is wholly subordinated to an idea of Charles, everything he actually isn’t: ‘generous, sensitive, gallant and shrewd’. (In a gothic touch, Polyphemus the cat knows better: Charles put out its eye.) The entanglement of desire with constraint is intractably knotty: if Mrs Charles were to break with the whole frame of his family’s belief, and declare that she didn’t love him – as surely eventually she must? – she would lose everything, couldn’t be connected to them any longer. (And are Charles’s women able to be so innocent just because he’s so awful in the world on their behalf? Just as, after all, Dick Logan earns somewhere the money his wife spends on hats.)

Bowen’s children are especially good, and naturally more at home than the adults are, with intimations of the inadmissible. Roger in ‘The Visitor’ is staying with two maiden ladies, waiting for news of his dying mother, whom nobody mentions. When the early morning sun washes over the garden, shadows in the strange bedroom make him feel, luxuriating in the sensation, ‘as though he were a young calf being driven to market netted down in a cart’. In ‘The Jungle’, girls negotiate their friendships around the delicately cruel etiquette of a boarding school; in a beautiful culminating scene, Rachel and Elise escape into a patch of wild ground just beyond the school boundaries. Tramps have left scraps of rag in the bushes there, and Rachel’s afraid of dead cats, but when Elise wants to lie in Rachel’s lap, a realm of irresponsible pleasure becomes real. Bowen’s literary world view is distinctive among English-language ironists in the mid-twentieth century, partly because in her imagination of the erotic (as in late Henry James, though not in Woolf or Mansfield) love’s object may be worthy, and consummation isn’t only for dreams. There’s always irony, but there’s always more-than-irony.


‘…I say, Rachel, I tell you a thing we might do…’

Rachel wound herself up in her muffler by way of a protest. She had a funny feeling, a dancing-about of the thoughts; she would do anything, anything. ‘’Pends what’, she said guardedly.

‘You could turn round and round till you’re really comfy, then I could turn round and put my head on your knee, then I could go to sleep again…’



As she chronicles the Home Front in World War II, the extreme distortions of wartime correspond to an extremity in Bowen’s vision. Rising to the occasion, she makes vivid in her fiction ‘the thinning of the membrane between the this and the that’, and the invisible presence of the dead ‘who continued to move in shoals through the city day, pervading everything to be seen or heard or felt with their torn-off senses’. In ‘Mysterious Kôr’, lovers under a bomber’s moon search in vain for somewhere they can embrace unseen; in ‘Ivy Gripped the Steps’, a soldier revisits in wartime a privileged house on the south coast where he was betrayed as a child – it’s shut up and overgrown now, behind barbed wire defences. Bowen was an air raid warden in London and stayed on in her Regent’s Park house until it was bombed. When she went over to Ireland she sent back confidential reports on morale to the British Ministry of Information, although Roy Foster says she was only ‘warmly defending neutrality’ in them, ‘as an Irishwoman’. Foster has made the case convincingly for Bowen’s thoroughgoing Irishness. ‘As long as I can remember’, she wrote, ‘I’ve been extremely conscious of being Irish’; her work, he says, is always shot through with characteristics of Irish literary tradition, its ‘sensuous language, baroque humour … uncanny ability to recreate childhood, and a sense of place experienced with a paranormal intensity’.

There’s more of Ireland proportionately in the novels than in the short stories, and yet the Irish stories are among her very best, particularly the long ‘Summer Night’ of 1941, ripe with the disruptive magic of a midsummer night’s dream. A young woman, Emma, is driving south in the west of Ireland as the sun sets – ‘its light slowly melted the landscape, till everything was made of fire and glass’ – away from her husband and children, to spend the night with her lover, Robinson, a factory-owner in a provincial town. When she stops at an hotel to make telephone calls, everyone’s away at the dog races; it’s wartime in England and the reverberating absence feels like the eerily suspended state of Ireland holding its breath, while according to newspaper headlines ‘an awful battle’ rages elsewhere, in the air.The story sprawls across distances (though in time it’s tightly chronological), yet all its elements feel marvellously, mysteriously linked, making a psychic map of its moment: Emma’s left-behind wild daughter Vivie bouncing on the bed and painting her nakedness with schoolroom chalks; Emma’s husband’s inhibited forbearance and the cramped malevolence of his old aunt; Robinson’s friends who’ve unfortunately chosen this same evening to make their social call – the intelligentsia of the small town, Queenie, a beautiful deaf woman, and her clever troubled brother, who is in love with Robinson.

The enigmatic Robinson, ‘big, fair, smiling, off-hand’, seems to stand for new Irish possibilities, with his charisma, his pragmatism, his all-electric kitchen and his straightforward bluntness, desiring Emma. She, out of her Anglo-Irish heritage – her husband’s a Major and listens to the war on the wireless, her cook works in a kitchen all ‘blacklead and smoke and hooks’ – wants agonised adulterous romance, a ‘ruin, a lake’. Robinson’s only impatient for her to ‘come out of that flower bed’ and inside his house; she’s frightened of his ‘stern, experienced delicacy on the subject of love’. ‘But have I been wrong to come?’ she asks, all sensibility. ‘That’s for you to say, my dear girl… You have got a nerve, but I love that. You’re with me. Aren’t you with me?’. Sexual love isn’t a dream, it’s for real beds not flower beds, and in truth Emma’s had enough of her romantic Major, with his defeated decency. And yet, because this story spreads everywhere, its last word in fact goes to Queenie, dreaming of the ruin and the lake.

Bowen wrote fewer short stories in her last decades, while she was working on her strange, late novels. She had begun to seem old-fashioned, her stylishness belonging to another era, her perceptions no longer quite mapping onto contemporary experience. But now, fifty years after her death, when the sixties are past history too, we can do justice with clearer eyes to the scope of her achievement: it can seem as fresh to us, or fresher, than writing that was in its moment more fashionably avant garde. I think – but then I’m prejudiced – that she’s as good as anyone: better than Woolf for instance, who’s enshrined at the heart of the canon. Bowen is more confidently passionate, without Woolf ’s debilitating doubt; her apprehension is more acute, she’s funnier, the flow of her words is more elegantly sure and more original.

I’ve ended my selection with one of her last short fictions: ‘A Day in the Dark’ from 1956, a brilliantly suggestive scrap of a story set in Ireland, which seems to look forward to Edna O’Brien or Claire Keegan. It’s about the despoiling of a young girl’s first love. Barbie is living one summer with her uncle, in a sensual dream of happiness, in love with him without knowing it. He sends her to pay a visit to his neighbour, a thwarted, fascinating, clever woman his own age, who also wants him; in a few cruel words she awakens Barbie from unknowing. Here, in its last leaping, throwaway sentences, so lightly managed, in such a perfect conjunction of form and meaning, freedom opens up exhilaratingly in the reader’s imagination, just by seeing what there is to see – even as poor Barbie, disabused, steps back presumably inside the story of the rest of her life:


At the same time, my uncle appeared in the porch. He tossed a cigarette away, put the hand in a pocket and stood there under the gold lettering. He was not a lord, only a landowner. Facing Moher, he was all carriage and colouring: he wore his life like he wore his coat – though, now he was finished with the hotel, a light hint of melancholy settled down on him. He was not looking for me until he saw me.

We met at his car. He asked, ‘How was she, the old terror?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘She didn’t eat you?’

‘No,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘Or send me another magazine?’

‘No, not this time.’

‘Thank God.’

He opened the car door and touched my elbow, reminding me to get in.



Tessa Hadley, 2020






The Return

Mr and Mrs Tottenham had come home.

The moist brown gravel of the drive and sweep bore impress of their fly wheels. Lydia Broadbent listened from the doorstep to the receding gritty rumble of the empty fly, and the click and rattle as the gate swung to. Behind her, in the dusky hall, Mr Tottenham shouted directions for the disposal of the luggage, flustered servants bumped against each other and recoiled, and Porloch the gardener shouldered the heavy trunks with gasps and lurches, clutching at the banisters until they creaked.

Lydia heard Mrs Tottenham burst open the drawing-room door and cross the threshold with her little customary pounce, as though she hoped to catch somebody unawares. She pictured her looking resentfully round her, and knew that presently she would hear her tweaking at the curtains. During her six weeks of solitude the house had grown very human to Lydia. She felt now as if it were drawing itself together into a nervous rigor, as a man draws himself together in suffering irritation at the entrance of a fussy wife.

‘Were these all the letters, Lydia? I hope none were forwarded to Wickly? Porloch, do be careful of the paint! The fly was very stuffy, Lydia. I wish you’d ordered one of Bicklesfield’s. His are always clean.’

Mrs Tottenham had darted out of the drawing-room, swept up her letters from the table, and stood hesitating at the bottom of the stairs.

‘You might order tea immediately. Yes, the drawing-room for today.’ A red shimmer of firelight invited them through the open door. ‘Herbert, Her-bert!’

Mr Tottenham was clattering in the smoking-room. His face peered crossly at them round the door.

‘I wondered if you had gone upstairs. Porloch has been very careless of the paint. You might have watched him, Lydia!’ She vanished slowly into the gloom above.

Lydia went into the drawing-room and stood warming her hands before the fire. A servant with a lighted taper passed from gas-bracket to gas-bracket and the greenish lights sprang upwards in her wake. Outside the brown gloom deepened over the November garden. The young distorted trees loomed dark and sullen, the air was thick with moisture, heavy with decay.

Today there had been no time to think. Lydia was aware but dimly of a sense of desolation and of loss. Something was shattered that had built itself around her during these coherent weeks, something violated which had been sacred unawares. Every fibre of her quivered with hostility to these invaders who were the owners of the house. She was at odds with herself again, at odds with her surroundings. She stared at her gaunt reflection in the fireplace and knew that her best companion had drawn back again, forbidding her. She would be baffled once again by the hostility of Lydia Broadbent, her derision, her unsparing scorn. ‘I was such friends with myself when they left us together; we were so harmonious and at ease with each other, me and myself and the house. Now we are afraid and angry with each other again.’

Mr and Mrs Tottenham were impossible. They were childless, humourless and dyspeptic. They were not even funny. There was nothing bizarre about them, or tragic or violent or farcical. They neither loved nor hated each other, there was nothing they did not know about each other; no mystery or fear between them. In the early days of their marriage they had been actively and articulately unhappy. She had had a lover; he had left her for months together and lived in some drab wickedness elsewhere. Then her lover had deserted her, he had been left more money; they had drifted together again, bought ‘The Laurels’, spun the shams and miseries around them like a web and lurked within them. They visited, were reputable and entertained; and kept a home for Mr Tottenham’s nephew, their expectant heir.

‘Lydia?’

The thin voice fluted over the banisters. Lydia hurried upstairs, flicked at a panel of Mrs Tottenham’s door and entered, her footsteps muffled among the woolliness of many rugs. There was a blot of yellow light from a candle on the writing-table. Mrs Tottenham stood beside the bed, staring at two sheets of close-written paper and an envelope, which she held out fan-wise between rigid fingers, as one holding a hand at cards.

‘Did – has my husband taken his mail yet? Did he overlook the letters?’

‘I think Mr Tottenham’s post is still lying on the hall table. Is there anything you want to show him?’ They had all their correspondence in common; it was quite impersonal.

‘No, no, Lydia, shut the door, please. Is tea up? It is draughty: I should have liked a fire. You might get the things out of my dressing-bag – there, it’s over on the sofa.’

This constant attendance was to begin again. Lydia was well schooled to it; why had she forgotten?

She unpacked the combs and brushes, and Mrs Tottenham fidgeted before the glass.

‘Light the gas, please. I hate this half-light!’There was resentment in her glance towards the window, where the last daylight leaked in faintly through draperies of parchment-coloured lace. Why was Mrs Tottenham so agitated, tugging her hat off and patting at her crimped and faded hair?

She bent to a level with the mirror; haggard-eyed and grinning with anxiety, she searched her bleached and baggy face to find what prettiness was there. Lydia watched her with apathetic curiosity from where, on her knees beside the sofa, she unwrapped the shoes and bottles from their little Holland bags.

‘Have you seen the photo,’ asked Mrs Tottenham suddenly, ‘of me when I was twenty-five? On the chiffonier – the plush-framed one – you must know it!’

Lydia assented.

‘It’s a good one, isn’t it? D’you think it’s like me – now, I mean?’

‘Quite a likeness, really, considering.’

‘Considering?’ (How sharp her voice was!)

‘Oh, change of fashions makes a difference, doesn’t it, and, well … time, of course.’

‘Of course I know it wasn’t taken yesterday, Lydia. I don’t need telling. But I’m a lot younger than Mr Tottenham to look at. There was a gentleman at the Hydro took us for father and daughter, really he did!’ Her voice was by turns peremptory, confidential, almost appealing. It died out into silence.

The room was restive and disturbed. ‘Oh, you unhappy house,’ thought Lydia. ‘They have broken into your silence and given you nothing in return.’

‘Tea will be ready, I think,’ she reminded. Mrs Tottenham turned sharply from the glass, and Lydia saw with amazement that she had reddened her lips. They shone with sticky brightness in her sallow face.

Mrs Tottenham was conscious of her glance. ‘Shows rather, doesn’t it?’ she queried diffidently, and rubbed her mouth with the back of her hand till the red was smeared out over her cheeks.

‘One looks so washy after a journey. Just a touch of colour – one wouldn’t notice it, hardly, if it wasn’t for the glare.’ Her muttered extenuations were not addressed to Lydia.

They heard the tea-tray rattling through the hall. Lydia turned the light out, and they prepared to descend. Mrs Tottenham pawed her in the twilight. ‘You needn’t mention to Mr Tottenham I’ve opened any of my letters. I’ll be showing him the rest. This one was rather particular – from a friend of mine, it was.’ An appeal still quavered in her husky tones which her paid companion had never heard before.

From the drawing-room they saw Mr Tottenham scurrying across the grass, drawn teawards by the lighted window. There was something quick and furtive about him; Lydia had never been able to determine whether he dodged and darted as pursuer or pursued.

‘Wretched evening, wretched.’ He chattered his way across the crowded room. ‘Been talking to Porloch – garden’s in an awful way; shrubberies like a jungle. Did ’e sell the apples?’

He darted the inquiry at Lydia, turning his head sharply towards her, with his eyes averted as though he could not bear to look at her. At first she had imagined that her appearance repulsed him. She knew herself for a plain woman, but now she had learnt that he never looked at anybody if he could avoid it.

‘Oh, he sold them well, I believe. I thought he wrote about them?’

‘Oh yes, yes, sharp man, Porloch. Dickie been running round for his things?’

‘Not often. He says he wants his letters forwarded to Elham till further notice.’ The reference to Elham tickled Dickie’s uncle. He put his cup down, giggled, mopped at his mouth and darted a side glance at his wife.

Mrs Tottenham was not listening. She sat very stiff and upright, staring straight before her, crumbling at her cake.

‘Hey, Mollie! Dickie’s gone to Elham. Didgehear that? Pore old Dickie’s gone to Elham again! Never wrote and told me, never told me anything. The young dog!’

The silence was once more outraged by his falsetto giggles.

He held his cup out for Lydia to refill, and she watched with fascination the convulsive movements his throat made while he drank.

‘Hey, Mollie! Don’t forget we’re going to the Gunnings tomorrow. Write it down, my dear girl, write it down, and tell them about orderin’ the cab.’ He always referred to Lydia obliquely as ‘they’ or ‘them’.

‘Gunnin’s a good fellow,’ he informed the fireplace.

‘This cake is uneatable, Lydia. Wherever did you buy it?’ Her grumble lacked conviction; it was a perfunctory concession to her distrust of her companion’s housekeeping.

‘Birch’s. I’m sorry, Mrs Tottenham. Aren’t you ready for more tea? It’s nice and hot for you, isn’t it, after the journey?’

Lydia felt as though she had caught her own eye, and was embarrassed and discomfited. She listened with derision to her glib and sugary banalities of speech. ‘The perfect companion!’ taunted the hostile self. ‘What about all those fine big truths and principles we reasoned out together? Yesterday we believed you were sincere. “Nice and hot after the journey.” Bah!’

The mirror in the overmantel now fascinated Mrs Tottenham. She finished her tea mechanically, laid her cup down and stood before the fireplace, patting and tweaking at her hair. Her husband looked at her contemptuously. ‘Pretty little daughter I’ve got!’ he mumbled, with his mouth full of cake. It was a bitter comment on the mistake made by the gentleman at the Hydro.

Mrs Tottenham put her hands before her face and hurried from the room.

Lydia began to gather up the tea things, and a servant darkened the windows with a musty clatter of Venetian blinds. Mr Tottenham’s chair creaked as he stretched his legs out to the fire. The room was hot with the smell of tea and tea-cakes, and the smell of upholstery and wilting ferns was drawn out by the heat.

The hall outside was cold and quiet. The sense of the afternoon’s invasion had subsided from it like a storm. Through a strip of door the morning-room beckoned her with its associations of the last six weeks. She saw the tall uncurtained windows grey-white in the gloom.

Her book lay open on a table: she shut it with a sense of desolation. It would never be finished now, it was too good a thing to read while they were in the house; to be punctuated by her petulant insistent chatter, his little shuffling, furtive steps. If only this room were all her own: inviolable. She could leave the rest of the house to them, to mar and bully, if she had only a few feet of silence of her own, to exclude the world from, to build up in something of herself.

If she did not go upstairs now Mrs Tottenham would call her, and that, in this room, would be more than she could bear.Vaguely she pictured headlines: ‘“Laurels” Murder Mystery. Bodies in a Cistern. Disappearance of Companion.’ The darkness was all lurid with her visionary crime.

Mrs Tottenham had not been round the house. She did not say the rooms smelt mouldy, and she left the curtain-draperies alone.

Lydia wondered deeply.

‘Did you know Sevenoaks?’

The question abashed her. What had Mrs Tottenham to do with Sevenoaks?

‘N – no. Scarcely. I’ve been over there sometimes for the day, from Orpington.’

‘A friend of mine lives there – a Mr Merton. He wrote to me today. He’s come back from the Colonies and bought a place there. It’s funny to hear from an old friend, suddenly. It makes me feel quite funny, really.’

She did not sound funny. Her voice was high-pitched with agitation. Lydia had been told all about Mrs Tottenham’s friends, and seldom listened. But she did not remember Mr Merton.

‘He wants to come and see us. I really hardly like, you know, to suggest the idea to Mr Tottenham.’

‘I thought you’d all your friends in common. How well these night-dresses have washed! They must have laundered nicely at the Hydro.’

‘Ah, but this is different, you see.’ She laughed a little conscious laugh. ‘Mr Merton was a particular friend of mine. I – Mr Tottenham didn’t used to know him.’

‘I see,’ said Lydia vaguely. ‘A friend of yours before your marriage.’

‘Well, no.You see, I was very young when I was married. Quite an inexperienced young girl – a child, you might almost say.’

Lydia supposed that Mrs Tottenham had been young. She strained her imagination to the effort.

‘I did very well for myself when I married Mr Tottenham,’ the wife said sharply. ‘I must say I never was a fool. My mother’d never brought me up to go about, but we did a good deal of entertaining at one time, Mr Tottenham’s friends and my own, and we always had things very nice and showy. But it was a lonely life.’

Mrs Tottenham’s confidences were intolerable. Better a hundred times that she should nag.

‘So you liked the Hydro – found it really comfortable?’

‘Oh yes, But it’s the coming back – to this … Lydia, you’re a good sort of girl. I wonder if I ought to tell you.’

‘Don’t tell me anything you would regret,’ said Lydia defensively, jerking at the drawer-handles.

‘You see, Mr Merton was a good deal to me at one time; then we tore it, and he went off to Canada and married there. I heard he’d been unhappy, and that there was the rumour of a split. Of course he didn’t write or anything; we had ab-so-lutely torn it; but I couldn’t help hearing things, and she seems to have been a really bad sort of woman – there were children, too. He’s bringing the children back with him to Sevenoaks.

‘He wants to come and see me. He’s been thinking about me a great deal, he says, and wondering if I’ve changed, and wishing– He always was a straight sort of man; it was only circumstances drove him crooked. I dare say I was a good bit to blame. I’ve kept his photograph, though I know I didn’t ought, but I liked having it by me to look at.’

She had unlocked a drawer and held a stiff-backed photograph up beneath the light, scrutinizing it. Lydia listened to a distant surge of movement in the house beneath her; steps across the oilcloth, windows shutting, voices cut off by the swinging of a door.

She felt, revoltedly, as though Mrs Tottenham were stepping out of her clothes.

‘He says he’s hardly changed at all. Seventeen years – they go past you like a flash, he says, when you’re working.’

‘Seventeen years,’ said Lydia deliberately, ‘are bound to make a difference to a woman. Did you care for him?’

Mrs Tottenham made no answer; she was staring at the photograph. Her eyes dilated, and she licked her lips.

‘I suppose you’ll be glad to see him again?’ suggested Lydia. She felt suddenly alert and interested, as though she were watching through the lens of a microscope some tortured insect twirling on a pin.

Mrs Tottenham sat down stiffly on the sofa, and laid the photo on her lap. Suddenly she clasped her hands and put them up before her eyes.

‘I couldn’t,’ she gasped. ‘Not after all these years I couldn’t. Not like this. O Lord, I’ve got so ugly! I can’t pretend – I haven’t got the heart to risk it. It’s been so real to me, I couldn’t bear to lose him.

‘It’s all gone, it’s all gone. I’ve been pretending. I used to be a fine figure of a woman. How can I have the heart to care when I couldn’t keep him caring?’

‘You broke it off. It was all over and done with, you told me so. It was wrong, besides. Why should either of you want to rake it up when it was all past and done with seventeen years ago?’

‘Because it was wrong. It’s this awful rightness that’s killing me. My husband’s been a bad man, too, but here we both are, smirking and grinning at each other, just to keep hold of something we neither of us want.’

Lydia was terrified by the dry, swift sobbing. She felt suddenly hard and priggish and immature. All her stresses, her fears and passions, were such twilight things.

Mrs Tottenham stood upright and held the photograph in the flame of the gas jet, watching the ends curl upwards. For all her frizzled hair and jingling ornaments and smudgy tentative cosmetics she was suddenly elemental and heroic.

It was over.

Lydia went quietly out of the room and shut the door behind her.

The place was vibrant with the humanity of Mrs Tottenham. It was as though a child had been born in the house.




Ann Lee’s

Ann Lee’s occupied a single frontage in one of the dimmer and more silent streets of south-west London. Grey-painted woodwork framed a window over which her legend was inscribed in far-apart black letters: ‘ann lee – hats.’ In the window there were always just two hats; one on a stand, one lying on a cushion; and a black curtain with a violet border hung behind to make a background for the hats. In the two upper storeys, perhaps, Ann Lee lived mysteriously, but this no known customer had ever inquired, and the black gauze curtains were impenetrable from without.

Mrs Dick Logan and her friend Miss Ames approached the shop-front. Miss Ames had been here once before two years ago; the hat still existed and was frequently admired by her friends. It was she who was bringing Mrs Dick Logan; she hesitated beneath the names at the street corner, wrinkled up her brows, and said she hadn’t remembered that Ann Lee’s was so far from Sloane Square Station. They were young women with faces of a similar pinkness; they used the same swear-words and knew the same men. Mrs Dick Logan had decided to give up Clarice; her husband made such a ridiculous fuss about the bills and she had come to the conclusion, really, that considering what she had to put up with every quarter day she might have something more to show for it in the way of hats. Miss Ames, who never dealt there, agreed that Clarice was expensive: now there was that shop she had been to once, Ann Lee’s, not far from Sloane Street—

‘Expensive?’ Mrs Dick said warily.

‘Oh well, not cheap. But most emphatically worth it.You know, I got that green there—’

‘O-oh,’ cried Mrs Dick Logan, ‘that expressive green!’

So they went to find Ann Lee.

It was an afternoon in January, and their first sensation was of pleasure as they pushed open the curtained door and felt the warm air of the shop vibrate against their faces. An electric fire was reflected in a crimson patch upon the lustrous pile of the black carpet. There were two chairs, two mirrors, a divan and a curtain over an expectant archway. No hats were visible.

‘Nice interior!’ whispered Mrs Logan.

‘Very much her,’ returned Miss Ames. They loosened their furs luxuriously, and each one flashed sidelong at herself in a mirror an appraising glance. They had a sense of having been sent round on approval, and this deepened in the breast of Mrs Logan as their waiting in the empty shop was prolonged by minute after minute. Clarice came rushing at one rather: Mrs Logan was predisposed to like Ann Lee for her discreet indifference to custom. Letty Ames had said that she was practically a lady; a queer creature, Letty couldn’t place her.

‘I wonder if she realizes we’re here,’ whispered Letty, her brows again faintly wrinkled by proprietory concern. ‘We might just cough – not an angry cough, quite natural. You’d better, Lulu, ’cause you’ve got one.’

Mrs Logan really had a slight catarrh, and the sound came out explosively. They heard a door softly open and shut, and the sound of feet descending two or three carpeted steps. There was another silence, then close behind the curtain one cardboard box was placed upon another, and there was a long, soft, continuous rustling of tissue paper. One might almost have believed Ann Lee to be emerging from a bandbox. Then the curtain twitched, quivered, and swung sideways, and someone gravely regarded them a moment from the archway. ‘Good afternoon,’ she said serenely, and ‘Good afternoon.’

Her finger brushed a switch, and the shop became discreetly brilliant with long shafts of well-directed light.

‘I’ve come back again,’ Miss Ames brought out a shade dramatically, and Ann Lee nodded. ‘Yes, so I see. I’m glad, Miss Ames. I had expected you.’ She smiled, and Mrs Dick Logan felt chilly with exclusion. ‘And I’ve brought my friend, Mrs Dick Logan.’

Ann Lee, with delicately arched-up eyebrows, turned to smile.

She was slight and very tall, and the complete sufficiency of her unnoticeable dress made Mrs Dick Logan feel gaudy. Her hands were long and fine, her outspread fingers shone against her dress – on a right-hand, non-committal finger she wore one slender ring. Her face was a serene one, the lips a shade austere, and her hair was closely swathed about her head in bright, sleek bands. There was something of the priestess about her, and she suffered their intrusion with a ceremonial grace. She was so unlike Clarice and all those other women, that Mrs Logan hardly knew how to begin, and was gratified, though half-conscious of a solecism, when Miss Ames said, ‘My friend would like so much to see some hats. She’s rather wanting two or three hats.’

Ann Lee’s eyes dwelt dispassionately on Mrs Logan’s face. She looked questioningly at the eyebrows and searchingly at the mouth, then said with an assumption that barely deferred to her customer, ‘Something quiet?’

Something quiet was the last thing Mrs Logan wanted. She wanted something nice and bright to wear at Cannes, but she hardly liked to say so. She put forward timidly, ‘Well, not too quiet – it’s for the Riviera.’

‘Really?’ said Ann Lee regretfully – ‘how delightful for you to be going out. I don’t know whether I have – no, wait; perhaps I have some little model.’

‘I rather thought a turban – gold, perhaps?’

‘Oh, a turban –? But surely you would be more likely to find what you want out there? Surely Cannes—’

This made Mrs Logan feel peevish. Even if a person did look like a Madonna or something, it was their business to sell a hat if they kept a shop for that purpose. She hadn’t followed Letty quite endlessly through those miserable back streets to be sent away disdainfully and told to buy her hats in France. She didn’t care for shopping on the Riviera, except with her Casino winnings; the shops expected to be paid so soon, and Dickie made an even worse fuss when he saw a bill in francs. She said querulously:

‘Yes, but haven’t you got anything of that sort? Any goldish, sort of turbany thing?’

‘I never have many hats,’ said Ann Lee. ‘I will show you anything I have.’

Lulu glanced across at Letty, breathing more deeply with relief at this concession, and Letty whispered, as Ann Lee vanished momentarily behind the curtain: ‘Oh, she’s always like that; like what I told you, queer. But the hats, my dear! You wait!’ When Ann Lee returned again carrying two hats, Mrs Logan admitted that there had indeed been something to wait for. These were the hats one dreamed about – no, even in a dream one had never directly beheld them; they glimmered rather on the margin of one’s dreams. With trembling hands she reached out in Ann Lee’s direction to receive them. Ann Lee smiled deprecatingly upon her and them, then went away to fetch some more.

Lulu Logan snatched off the hat she was wearing and let it slide unnoticed from the brocaded seat of the chair where she had flung it and bowl away across the floor. Letty snatched off hers too, out of sympathy, and, each one occupying a mirror, they tried on every single hat Ann Lee brought them; passing each one reverently and regretfully across to one another, as though they had been crowns. It was very solemn. Ann Lee stood against the curtain of the archway, looking at them gently and pitifully with her long pale eyes. Her hands hung down by her sides; she was not the sort of person who needs to finger the folds of a curtain, touch the back of a chair, or play with a necklace. If Mrs Logan and her friend Miss Ames had had either eyes, minds, or taste for the comparison, they might have said that she seemed to grow from the floor like a lily. Their faces flushed; soon they were flaming in the insidious warmth of the shop. ‘Oh, damn my face!’ groaned Miss Ames into the mirror, pressing her hands to her cheeks, looking out at herself crimsonly from beneath the trembling shadow of an osprey.

How could Lulu ever have imagined herself in a gold turban? In a gold turban, when there were hats like these? But she had never known that there were hats like these, though she had tried on hats in practically every shop in London that she considered fit to call a shop. Life was still to prove itself a thing of revelations, even for Mrs Dick Logan. In a trembling voice she said that she would certainly have this one, and she thought she simply must have this, and ‘Give me back the blue one, darling!’ she called across to Letty.

Then a sword of cold air stabbed into the shop, and Lulu and Letty jumped, exclaimed and shivered. The outer door was open and a man was standing on the threshold, blatant in the light against the foggy dusk behind him. Above the suave folds of his dazzling scarf his face was stung to scarlet by the cold; he stood there timid and aggressive; abject in his impulse to retreat, blustering in his determination to resist it.The two ladies stood at gaze in the classic pose of indignation of discovered nymphs. Then they both turned to Ann Lee, with a sense that something had been outraged that went deeper than chastity.The man was not a husband; he belonged to neither of them.

The intruder also looked towards Ann Lee; he dodged his head upwards and sideways in an effort to direct his line of vision past them. He opened his mouth as though he were going to shout; then they almost started at the small thin voice that crept from it to say ‘Good evening.’

Ann Lee was balancing a toque upon the tips of her fingers, an imponderable thing of citron feathers, which even those light fingers hardly dared to touch. Not a feather quivered and not a shadow darkened her oval face as she replied, ‘Good evening,’ in a voice as equably unsmiling as her lips and eyes.

‘I’m afraid I’ve come at a bad moment.’

‘Yes,’ she said serenely, ‘I’m afraid you have. It’s quite impossible for me to see you now; I’m sorry – I believe that hat is you, Mrs Logan. I’m sorry you don’t care for black.’

‘Oh, I do like black,’ said Mrs Logan unhappily, feasting upon her own reflection. ‘But I’ve got so many. Of course, they do set the face off, but I particularly wanted something rather sunny looking – now that little blue’s perfect. How much did you …?’

‘Eight guineas,’ said Ann Lee, looking at her dreamily.

Mrs Logan shivered and glanced vindictively towards the door. Ann Lee was bending to place the toque of citron feathers on the divan; she said mildly over her shoulder, with one slight upward movement of her lashes, ‘We are a little cold in here, if you don’t mind.’

‘Sorry!’ the man said, looking wildly into the shop. Then he came right in with one enormous step and pulled the door shut behind him. ‘I’ll wait then, if I may.’ He looked too large, with his angular blue cloth overcoat double-buttoned across the chest, and as he stuffed his soft grey hat almost furtively under his arm they saw at once that there was something wrong about his hair. One supposed he couldn’t help it waving like that, but he might have worn it shorter. The shoes on his big feet were very bright. Fancy a man like that … Lulu allowed a note of injury to creep into her voice as she said, ‘I beg your pardon,’ and reached past him to receive another hat from Letty. The shop was quite crowded, all of a sudden. And really, walking in like that … He didn’t know what they mightn’t have been trying on; so few shops nowadays were hats exclusively. He didn’t see either herself or Letty; except as things to dodge his eyes past – obstacles.The way he was looking at Ann Lee was disgusting. A woman who asked eight guineas for a little simple hat like that blue one had got no right to expose her customers to this.

Letty, her hair all grotesquely ruffled up with trying-on, stood with a hat in either hand, her mouth half open, looking at the man not quite intelligently. One might almost have believed that she had met him. As a matter of fact, she was recognizing him; not as his particular self but as an Incident. He – It – crops up periodically in the path of any young woman who has had a bit of a career, but Ann Lee – really. Letty was vague in her ideas of Vestal Virgins, but dimly she connected them with Ann. Well, you never knew … Meanwhile this was a hat shop; the least fitting place on earth for the recurrence of an Incident. Perhaps it was the very priestliness of Ann which made them feel that there was something here to desecrate.

Ann Lee, holding the blue hat up before the eyes of Lulu, was the only one who did not see and tremble as the square man crossed the shop towards the fireplace and sat down on the divan beside the feather toque. He was very large. He drew his feet in with an obvious consciousness of offence and wrapped the skirts of his overcoat as uncontaminatingly as possible about his knees. His gaze crept about the figure of Ann. ‘I’ll wait, if you don’t mind,’ he repeated.

‘I’m afraid it’s no good,’ she said abstractedly, looking past him at the toque. ‘I’m busy at present, as you can see, and afterwards I’ve orders to attend to. I’m sorry. Hadn’t you better—?’

‘It’s four o’clock,’ he said.

‘Four o’clock!’ shrieked Lulu. ‘Good God, I’m due at the Cottinghams!’

‘Oh, don’t go!’ wailed Letty, whose afternoon was collapsing. Ann Lee, smiling impartially, said she did think it was a pity not to decide.

‘Yes, but eight guineas.’ It needed a certain time for decision.

‘It’s a lovely little hat,’ pleaded Letty, stroking the brim reverently.

‘Yes, it’s pretty,’ conceded Ann Lee, looking down under her lids at it with the faintest softening of the lips. They all drew together, bound by something tense: the man before the fire was forgotten.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ wailed the distracted Mrs Logan. ‘I must have that little black one, and I ought to get another dinner-hat– You know how one needs them out there!’ she demanded of Miss Ames reproachfully. They both looked appealingly at Ann Lee. She was not the sort of person, somehow, that one could ask to reduce her things. There was a silence.

‘It is four o’clock!’ said the man in a bullying, nervous voice. They jumped. ‘You did say four o’clock,’ he repeated.

Ann Lee quite frightened the two others; she was so very gentle with him, and so scornfully unemphatic. ‘I’m afraid you are making a mistake. On Thursdays I am always busy. Good evening, Mr Richardson; don’t let us waste any more of your time. Now, Mrs Logan, shall we say the blue? I feel that you would enjoy it, though I still think the black is a degree more you. But I dare say you would not care to take both.’

‘I’ll wait,’ he said, in a queer voice. Unbuttoning his overcoat, he flung it open with a big, defiant gesture as he leaned towards the fire. ‘Oh, the toque!’ they screamed; and Ann Lee darted down and forwards with a flashing movement to retrieve the frail thing from beneath the iron folds of the overcoat. She carried it away again on the tips of her fingers, peering down into the ruffled feathers; less now of the priestess than of the mother – Niobe, Rachel. She turned from the archway to say in a white voice, her face terrible with gentleness, ‘Then will you kindly wait outside?’

‘It’s cold,’ he pleaded, stretching out his hands to the fire. It was a gesture: he did not seem to feel the warmth.

‘Then wouldn’t it be better not to wait?’Ann Lee softly suggested.

‘I’ll wait today,’ he said, with bewildered and unshaken resolution. ‘I’m not going away today.’

While she was away behind the curtain, rustling softly in that world of tissue paper, the man turned from the fire to look round at the contents of the shop. He looked about him with a kind of cringing triumph, as one who has entered desecratingly into some Holiest of Holies and is immediately to pay the penalty, might look about him under the very downsweep of the sacerdotal blade. He noted without comment or emotion the chairs, the lustrous carpet, Mrs Logan’s hat, the ladies, and the mirrors opposite one another, which quadrupled the figure of each lady. One could only conclude that he considered Miss Ames and Mrs Logan as part of the fittings of the shop – ‘customers’ such as every shop kept two of among the mirrors and the chairs; disposed appropriately; symbolic, like the two dolls perpetually recumbent upon the drawing-room sofa of a doll’s house. He stared thoughtfully at Miss Ames, not as she had ever before been stared at, but as though wondering why Ann Lee should have chosen to invest her shop with a customer of just that pattern. Miss Ames seemed for him to be the key to something; he puzzled up at her with knitted brows.

‘Perhaps it would be better for us to be going?’ said Miss Ames to Mrs Logan, her words making an icy transition above the top of his head. ‘I’m afraid it’s difficult for you to decide on anything with the place crowded and rather a lot of talking.’

Mrs Logan stood turning the blue hat round and round in her hands, looking down at it with tranced and avid eyes. ‘Eight – sixteen – twenty-four,’ she murmured. ‘I do think she might reduce that little toque. If she’d let me have the three for twenty-two guineas.’

‘Not she,’ said Letty with conviction.

The man suddenly conceded their humanity. ‘I suppose these are what you’d call expensive hats?’ he said, looking up at Mrs Logan.

‘Very,’ said she.

‘Several hundreds, I dare say, wouldn’t buy up the contents of the shop, as it stands at present?’

‘I suppose not,’ agreed Mrs Logan, deeply bored – ‘Letty, when is she coming back? Does she always walk out of the shop like this? Because I call it … I shall be so late at the Cottinghams, too. I’d be off this minute, but I just can’t leave this little blue one. Where’ll we get a taxi?’

‘First corner,’ said the man, rearing up his head eagerly. ‘Round on your left.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ they said frigidly. He was encouraged by this to ask if they, too, didn’t think it was very cold. Not, in fact, the sort of weather to turn a dog out. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve inconvenienced you any way by coming in, but I’ve an appointment fixed with Miss Lee for four o’clock, specially fixed, and you can imagine it was cold out there, waiting—’ The rustling of the paper ceased; they thought the curtain twitched. He turned and almost ate the archway with his awful eyes. Nothing happened; the sleek heavy folds still hung down unshaken to the carpet. ‘I’ve an appointment,’ he repeated, and listened to the echo with satisfaction and a growing confidence. ‘But I don’t mind waiting – I’ve done so much waiting.’

‘Really?’ said Miss Ames, in the high voice of indifference. Determined that she must buy nothing, she was putting her own hat on again resignedly. ‘She’s bound to be back in a jiff,’ she threw across reassuringly to Lulu, who sat bareheaded by a mirror, statuesquely meditative, her eyes small with the effort of calculation.

‘I don’t suppose either of you ladies,’ said the man tremendously, ‘have spent so much time in your whole lives trying on clothes in shops of this kind, as I’ve spent outside just this one shop, waiting. If any more ladies come in, they’ll just have to take me naturally, for I’m going to sit on here where I am till closing time.’

Miss Ames, fluffing her side hair out in front of the mirror, repeated ‘Really?’ bland as a fish.

‘I’m quite within my rights here,’ said he, looking down now with approval at his feet so deeply implanted in the carpet, ‘because you see, I’ve got an appointment.’

‘There was no appointment, Mr Richardson,’ said Ann Lee regretfully, standing in the archway.

Mrs Dick Logan, catching her breath, rose to her feet slowly, and said that she would have all three hats, and would Ann Lee send them along at once, please. It was an immense moment, and Miss Ames, who knew Dickie, thought as she heard Mrs Logan give her name and address in a clear unfaltering voice that there was something splendid about Lulu. The way she went through it, quarter day after quarter day … Miss Ames glowed for their common femininity as she watched her friend pick up yet another hat and try it on, exactly as if she could have had it too, if she had wished, and then another and another. Ann Lee, writing languidly in an order-book, bowed without comment to Mrs Logan’s decision. And Letty Ames couldn’t help feeling also that if Ann Lee had wished, Lulu would have had that other hat, and then another and another.

Mrs Logan stooped to recover her own hat from the floor. Ann Lee, looking down solicitously, but making no movement to assist her, meditated aloud that she was glad Mrs Logan was taking that little black. It was so much her, to have left it behind would have been a pity, Ann Lee couldn’t help thinking.

As they gathered their furs about them, drew on their gloves, snapped their bags shut, and nestled down their chins into their furs, the two ladies glanced as though into an arena at the man sitting on the divan, who now leaned forwards to the fire again, his squared back towards them. And now? They longed suddenly, ah, how they longed, to linger in that shop.

‘Good afternoon,’ said Ann Lee. She said it with finality.

‘Good afternoon,’ they said, still arrested a second in the doorway. As they went out into the street reluctantly they saw Ann Lee, after a last dim bow towards them, pass back through the archway so gently that she scarcely stirred the curtains. The man beside the fire shot to his feet, crossed the shop darkly, and went through after her, his back broad with resolution.

There were no taxis where they had been promised to find them, and the two walked on in the direction of Sloane Street through the thickening fog. Mrs Dick Logan said that she didn’t think she dared show her face at the Cottinghams now, but that really those hats were worth it. She walked fast and talked faster, and Miss Ames knew that she was determined not to think of Dickie.

When they came to the third corner they once more hesitated, and again lamented the non-appearance of a taxi. Down as much of
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