
[image: cover]


CONTENTS

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Elizabeth Bowen

Title Page

Introduction

PART I: THE WORLD

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

PART II: THE FLESH

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

PART III: THE DEVIL

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Copyright


About the Book

Shortly after sixteen-year-old Portia comes to stay with her cool, elegant relations in their house in Windsor Terrace, she meets Eddie, an attractive young philanderer, and falls in love.

Passion, misunderstanding, the emotional atrophy of the grown-ups and the poignancy of innocence betrayed are threaded through with all Elizabeth Bowen’s sublime sense of comedy and her ironic, scrupulous gift for divining human motivations.


About the Author

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

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

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

Patricia Craig

The Death of the Heart begins with ice in Regent’s Park, and ends with intimations of heat and glare; in between we get a Swiss mist, standing for a kind of fuzzy happiness in the past, and the brisk sea breezes surrounding Waikiki, the Kentish villa where Elizabeth Bowen’s heroine Portia Quayne is ensconced throughout the middle part of the novel – the section not very appropriately entitled ‘The Flesh’ (the other two being ‘The World’ and ‘The Devil’). Portia is an orphan, a literary category denoting staunchness and pathos: the resolute small figure, stretching back to Jane Eyre, who comes bearing all her belongings in a single skimpy trunk. But Portia’s role in this novel is more devious, and also more topical: the opposite of scheming, her appearance ushers in that conflict dear to the heart of thirties literature, the conflict between worldliness and innocence – ‘innocent to the point of deformity’ is one charge levelled at Bowen’s uncalculating sixteen-year-old.

Portia, product of an irregular and ludicrous union, and foisted for the moment on her half-brother Thomas Quayne and his wife Anna, has unwittingly disrupted her sister-in-law’s equanimity, merely by keeping a diary of her recent experiences (‘So I am with them, in London’, this document opens, ingenuously enough), and failing to lock it up in a proper spirit of self-preservation. The famous opening scene of the novel, whose wintry effects come double-distilled – all intense cold, stillness, and Regency terraces looming in the January dusk – has thirty-something Anna Quayne, fur capped and muffed, disclosing to a friend, the novelist St Quentin Miller, the enormity of Portia’s artless view of things. ‘Either this girl or I are mad’: this is not to put it too strongly, as far as Anna is concerned (agitation has sent her grammar haywire). There the urbane pair stand, on a frozen footbridge, contemplating Portia’s oddness – though St Quentin is really more concerned about his tea. The stage is set for what’s to follow: a swarm of betrayals, with Portia highlighted as both sufferer and catalyst.

Portia’s simplicity is lethal. ‘It is not only our fate but our business to lose innocence’: this brisk pronouncement of Elizabeth Bowen’s tells us something about her temperament. Loss of innocence, betrayal, ‘the wrecking of an illusion’: these, which she judged characteristic of Katherine Mansfield’s stories, are also major themes in her own work, as they were in Henry James’s – but always enlarged by paradox, irony and complication: she relished the incalculable too. She is adept at isolating moments of strung-up awkwardness or incommunicable dismay.

In so far as she has put herself into The Death of the Heart at all (and there’s always a temptation, perhaps, to read more autobiography into a work of fiction than the author intended), Elizabeth Bowen has split herself between the characters of Portia and Anna Quayne, her own life contributing a London house and childless marriage here, a semi-orphaned upbringing and liking for Kentish seaside architecture there. She was born in Ireland in 1899, and has left an enchanting record of her earliest years at 15 Herbert Place, Dublin (Seven Winters, 1942), before her father’s mental breakdown drove her mother and herself into exile. To Kent, in fact, where they inhabited a succession of villas – in retrospect, ‘a paradise of white balconies, ornate porches, verandahs festooned with Dorothy Perkins roses …’. There, her mother died in 1912, when Elizabeth was thirteen; but for six years the two had led a colourful, plucky, slightly dicey life – in some respects not unlike Portia Quayne’s imagined early life abroad, drifting from one inferior hotel to another with her mother Irene. After Dublin’s Georgian decorum – not to mention the austere ancestral home, Bowen’s Court in Co. Cork – Kent’s Edwardian abundance of architectural frivolities produced an exhilarating effect.

It was England, Elizabeth Bowen said, that made her a novelist, by firing her imagination and making her appreciative of diversity; her birthplace, however, had already marked out her way of seeing (‘If you begin in Ireland,’ she wrote, ‘Ireland remains the norm: like it or not’). Toughness, melancholy, wit and a stubborn, oblique romanticism are among her literary traits. So is bravado, the quality above all others she attributed to the Anglo-Irish – but bravado with all sense of the flashy removed. The Irish Protestant Ascendancy, to which she belonged, valued nonchalance, show, sociability and a kind of emotional hardihood which could pass for bravery. The ‘big house’ people, she wrote at one point, ‘admit only one class-distinction: they instinctively “place” a person who makes a poor mouth’.

Anna, in the novel, embodies social expertise; while Portia, as we have seen, isn’t one for making adjustments in her scheme of values in order to get by. Whole-hearted, you could call her. Portia has an ally – or thinks she does – in the young male lead Eddie, ‘brilliant child of an obscure home’, who playacts exorbitantly to enhance his prospects. Devastatingly pigeon-holed – he ‘has to get off with people because he can’t get on with them’ – Eddie sees in Portia the fullest reflection of his own all-but relinquished, and still hankered-after, innocence. It’s another version of the alliance set up in an earlier Bowen novel, To the North (1932): a twosome merrily dubbed ‘the kid and the cad’ by the author’s friend and one-time lover, the Irish short-story writer Seán Ó Faoláin. Ó Faoláin, incidentally, notes the tendency of a good many critics to make fun of Elizabeth Bowen’s ‘swanky vocabulary’, and he can’t resist having a go himself. Her most extravagant mode he designates charmingly ‘the Bowen 707 or Take-Off Style’. However sarcastically expressed, though, his admiration for her (we shouldn’t doubt) is genuine.

The Take-Off style aside, Elizabeth Bowen’s most distinctive tone is amiably sardonic. An incomparable observer of social foibles and stratagems, she deepens and extends the comedy of manners, with the latent disquiet lurking behind all her divertissements, and her sometimes electrifying evocation of atmosphere. Cyril Connolly, in a rather muddled but none the less heartfelt tribute published in the Observer after Elizabeth Bowen’s death in 1973, puts her in the mainstream of English humorous writing, linking her to Jane Austen, which is fair enough, but also citing Emily Brontë – whom normally one would not try to claim for comedy. He also mentions her debt to Flaubert and Proust, which adds another element; a cosmopolitan flavour. Conversely – you might find in even the most perplexed or disturbing of her narratives an oblique comic vision going about its business. And it’s true to say that her own emotions are never caught up in anything mawkish, as (say) Katherine Mansfield’s sometimes were. When we find ‘a dear little table lamp, gaily painted with spots to make it look like a toadstool’ (in the story ‘Mysterious Kōr’) we can be sure this object is far from dear to the author.

Her gift for social high jinks gets a full expression in the middle part of The Death of the Heart – and we may note that the seaside villas which captivated the transplanted eight-year-old have now become a fit subject for satirical treatment. Portia, while her relatives are abroad, is packed off to Seale-on-Sea – a fictionalised Hythe – to stay with Anna Quayne’s old governess Mrs Heccomb and her off-hand stepchildren Dickie and Daphne. At Waikiki, we read, the table is made of synthetic oak, and breakfast is eaten off crockery ‘whose pattern derived from the Chinese’. In Bowen’s unspoken comment we hear the tones of Anglo-Irish asperity at its most pointed.

The scope for friction and misunderstanding is wonderfully elaborated, with Portia increasingly looking a bit of an odd fish among the jolly boys and girls of Seale-on-Sea. She does her best, but remains at a loss when confronted with dances and gramophone records and lipsticks and outings along the beach and hanky-panky in the cinema. People endowed with an onerous innocence are apt to cause scrapes and vexations which anyone with an ounce of knowingness could have ducked; and this is what happens here. The final part of the book (‘The Devil’), with Portia back in London, brings two further characters to the fore: Matchett, the solid old female family servant inherited along with some good furniture from Thomas Quayne’s mother; and stolid old Major Brutt, a not greatly cherished family friend who once made Portia a present of a jigsaw puzzle. These two, between them, help the plot along towards its resonant and disabused conclusion.

The Death of the Heart, first published in 1938, is the book that nearly made Elizabeth Bowen a popular, as well as an acclaimed, author (‘People keep writing to her about the death of their hearts,’ remarked her caustic friend Ivy Compton-Burnett). To quote her biographer Victoria Glendinning, this novel ‘crowned a phase of concentrated fiction-writing that had lasted nearly twenty years’. Bowen herself was unconvinced; she disliked having The Death of the Heart singled out as her masterpiece, possibly fearing that to achieve too wide an appeal somehow cancelled out the uniqueness of her approach. But the truth is that the book is remarkable – not least in being at the same time dispassionate, and totally responsive to every nuance of feeling encompassed in the plot. It should not be read merely as a product of its time, but rather as an enduring work – by an author who is elegant and restrained, indeed, but also gifted with idiosyncrasy and panache, and a great propensity for risk-taking.
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Part One

THE WORLD

1

THAT MORNING’S ICE, no more than a brittle film, had cracked and was now floating in segments. These tapped together or, parting, left channels of dark water, down which swans in slow indignation swam. The islands stood in frozen woody brown dusk: it was now between three and four in the afternoon. A sort of breath from the clay, from the city outside the park, condensing, made the air unclear; through this, the trees round the lake soared frigidly up. Bronze cold of January bound the sky and the landscape; the sky was shut to the sun – but the swans, the rims of the ice, the pallid withdrawn Regency terraces had an unnatural burnish, as though cold were light. There is something momentous about the height of winter. Steps rang on the bridges, and along the black walks. This weather had set in; it would freeze harder tonight.

On a footbridge between an island and the mainland a man and woman stood talking, leaning on the rail. In the intense cold, which made everyone hurry, they had chosen to make this long summerlike pause. Their oblivious stillness made them look like lovers – actually, their elbows were some inches apart; they were riveted not to each other but to what she said. Their thick coats made their figures sexless and stiff as chessmen: they were well-to-do, inside bulwarks of fur and cloth their bodies generated a steady warmth; they could only see the cold – or, if they felt it, they only felt it at their extremities. Now and then he stamped on the bridge, or she brought her muff up to her face. Ice pushed down the channel under the bridge, so that while they talked their reflections were constantly broken up.

He said: ‘You were mad ever to touch the thing.’

‘All the same, I feel sure you would have, St Quentin.’

‘No, I doubt that. I never do want to know, really, what anyone thinks.’

‘If I’d had the slightest idea –’

‘However, you did.’

‘And I’ve seldom been more upset.’

‘Poor Anna! … How did you find it, though?’

‘Oh, I wasn’t looking for it,’ said Anna quickly. ‘I should far rather not know that the thing existed, and till then, you see, I’d had no idea that it did. Her white dress came back with one of mine from the cleaners; I unpacked mine because I wanted to put it on, then, as Matchett was out that day, I took hers up to hang it up in her room. Portia was out at lessons, of course. Her room looked, as I’ve learnt to expect, shocking: she has all sorts of arrangements Matchett will never touch. You know what some servants are – how they ride one down, and at the same time make all sorts of allowance for temperament in children or animals.’

‘You would call her a child?’

‘In ways, she’s more like an animal. I made that room so pretty before she came. I had no idea how blindly she was going to live. Now I hardly ever go in there; it’s simply discouraging.’

St Quentin said rather vaguely: ‘How annoying for you!’ He had screwed round his head inside the folds of his scarf, to consider Anna with abstract attentiveness. For she had this little way of travestying herself and her self-pities, till the view she took of herself, when she was with him, seemed to concert exactly with the view he took of her sex. She wrote herself down like this, obligingly, to suit him, with a touch of friendly insolence. He saw in this over-acting a kind of bluffing, which made him like Anna, whom he liked much more. Her smoothness of contour, her placid derisive smile, her way of drawing her chin in when she did smile, often made him think of a sardonic bland white duck. But there seemed no doubt at this moment that, beyond acting, she was really put out: her chin was tucked inside her big fur collar, and under the fur cap she wore peaked forward her forehead was wrinkled up. She was looking down unhappily at her muff, with her fine blonde lashes cast on her cheek; now and then a hand came out of her muff and she dabbed at the tip of her nose with a handkerchief. She could feel St Quentin looking, but took no notice: she detected the touch of malice in his pity for women.

‘All I did,’ she went on, ‘when I had hung her dress up, was to take one look round, rather feeling I ought. As usual, my heart sank; I really did feel it was time I took a line. But she and I are on such curious terms – when I ever do take a line, she never knows what it is. She is so unnaturally callous about objects – she treats any hat, for instance, like an old envelope. Nothing that’s hers ever seems, if you know what I mean, to belong to her: which makes it meaningless to give her any present, unless it’s something to eat, and she doesn’t always like that. It may be because they always lived in hotels. Well, one thing I had thought she’d like was a little escritoire thing that came from Thomas’s mother’s – her father may well have used it. I’d had that put in her room. It has drawers that lock and quite a big flap to write on. The flap locks too: I hoped that would make her see that I quite meant her to have a life of her own. You know, though it may seem rash, we even give her a latchkey. But she seems to have lost the keys – nothing was locked, and there was no sign of them.’

‘How annoying!’ said St Quentin again.

‘It was indeed. Because if only – However … Well, that wretched little escritoire caught my eye. She had crammed it, but really, stuffed it, as though it were a bin. She seems to like hoarding paper; she gets almost no letters, but she’d been keeping all sorts of things Thomas and I throw away – begging letters, for instance, or quack talks about health. As Matchett would say, it gave me rather a turn.’

‘When you opened the desk?’

‘Well, it looked so awful, you see. The flap would not shut – papers gushed out all round it and even stuck through the hinge. Which made me shake with anger – I really can’t tell you why. So I scooped the papers all out and dropped them into the armchair – I intended to leave them there, then tell her she must be tidy. Under the papers were some exercise books with notes she had taken at her lessons, and under the exercise books this diary, which, as I say, I read. One of those wretched black books one buys for about a shilling with moiré outsides … After that, of course I had to put everything back the way it was.’

‘Exactly as it had been?’

‘Exactly, I’m quite certain. One may never reproduce the same muddle exactly, but she would never know.’

There was a pause, and St Quentin looked at a seagull. Then he said: ‘How inconvenient it all is!’

Inside her muff, Anna drove her hands together; raising her eyes she looked angrily down the lake. ‘She’s made nothing but trouble since before she was born.’

‘You mean, it’s a pity she ever was?’

‘Well, naturally, I feel that at the moment. Though I would rather, of course, that you didn’t say so – she is Thomas’s sister after all.’

‘But don’t you think perhaps you exaggerate? The agitation of seeing something quite unexpected often makes one think it worse than it is.’

‘That diary could not be worse than it is. That is to say, it couldn’t be worse for me. At the time, it only made me superficially angry – but I’ve had time since then to think it over in. And I haven’t quite finished yet – I keep remembering more things.’

‘Was it very … unkind?’

‘No, not meant to be that. No, she’d like to help us, I’m sure.’

‘Then, mawkish, you mean?’

‘I mean, more, completely distorted and distorting. As I read I thought, either this girl or I are mad. And I don’t think I am, do you?’

‘Surely not. But why should you be so upset if it simply shows what is the matter with her? Was it affected?’

‘Deeply hysterical.’

‘You’ve got to allow for style, though. Nothing arrives on paper as it started, and so much arrives that never started at all. To write is always to rave a little – even if one did once know what one meant, which at her age seems unlikely. There are ways and ways of trumping a thing up: one gets more discriminating, not necessarily more honest. I should know, after all.’

‘I am sure you do, St Quentin. But this was not a bit like your beautiful books. In fact it was not like writing at all.’ She paused and added: ‘She was so odd about me.’

St Quentin, looking frustrated, started feeling about for his handkerchief. He blew his nose and went on, with iron determination: ‘Style is the thing that’s always a bit phony, and at the same time you cannot write without style. Look how much goes to addressing an envelope – for, after all, it’s a matter of set-out. And a diary, after all, is written to please oneself – therefore it’s bound to be enormously written up. The obligation to write it is all in one’s own eye, and look how one is when it’s almost always written – upstairs, late, overwrought, alone … All the same, Anna, it must have interested you.’

‘It opened at my name.’

‘So you read straight on from there?’

‘No, it opened at the last entry; I read that, then went back and started from the beginning. The latest entry was about dinner the evening before.’

‘Let’s see: had you a party?’

‘No, no: much worse than that. It had been simply her and me and Thomas. She must have bolted upstairs and written everything down. Naturally, when I’d read that I went back to the beginning, to see what had got her into that state of mind. I still don’t see why she wrote the thing at all.’

‘Perhaps’, said St Quentin mildly, ‘she’s interested in experience for its own sake.’

‘How could she be, yet? At her age, look how little she’s got. Experience isn’t interesting till it begins to repeat itself – in fact, till it does that, it hardly is experience.’

‘Tell me, do you remember the first sentence of all?’

‘Indeed I do,’ Anna said. ‘“So I am with them, in London”.’

‘With a comma after the “them”? … The comma is good; that’s style … I should like to have seen it, I must say.’

‘Still, I’m glad you didn’t, St Quentin. It might make you not come to our house again. Or, if you did still come, it might make you not talk.’

‘I see,’ said St Quentin shortly. Drumming with stiff, gloved fingers on the bridge rail, he frowned down at a swan till it vanished under the bridge. His eyes, like the swan’s, were set rather near in. He broke out: ‘Fancy her watching me! What a little monster she must be. And she looks so aloof. Does she think I try to be clever?’

‘She said more about your being always polite. She does not seem to think you are a snake in the grass, though she sees a good deal of grass for a snake to be in. There does not seem to be a single thing that she misses, and there’s certainly not a thing that she does not misconstruct. In fact, you would wonder, really – How you do stamp, St Quentin! Are your feet so cold? You make the bridge shake.’

St Quentin, abstracted and forbidding, suggested: ‘We might walk on.’

‘I suppose we ought to go in,’ Anna admitted, sighing. ‘Though you see, now, why I’d rather not be at home?’

St Quentin, stepping out smartly, showed one of his quick distastes for more of the lake scene. The cold was beginning to nip their features, and to strike up through the soles of their feet. Anna looked back at the bridge regretfully: she had not yet done saying what she began there. Leaving the lake behind them, they made for the trees just inside the park fence. The circle of traffic tightens at this hour round Regent’s Park; cars hummed past without a break; it was just before lighting-up time – quite soon the All Out whistles would sound. At the far side of the road, dusk set the Regency buildings back at a false distance: against the sky they were colourless silhouettes, insipidly ornate, brittle, and cold. The blackness of windows not yet lit or curtained made the houses look hollow inside … St Quentin and Anna kept inside the park railings, making towards the corner where she lived. Interrupted in what she had been saying, she swung disconsolately her black muff, walking not quite in step with him.

St Quentin always walked rather too fast – sometimes as though he did not like where he was, sometimes as though resolved to out-distance any attraction of the hour or scene. His erect, rather forbidding carriage made him look old-fashioned, even military – but this was misleading. He was tall, wore his dark, rather furry hair en brosse, and had a small Gallic moustache. He entered rooms with the air of a man who, because his name is well known, may find himself involved in some situation from which his nature revolts – for writers find themselves constantly face to face with persons who expect to make free with them, and St Quentin, apart from the slackish kindness he used with Anna and one or two other friends, detested intimacy, which, so far, had brought him nothing but pain. From this dread of exposure came his tendencies to hurry on, to be insultingly facile, to misunderstand perversely. Even Anna never knew when St Quentin might feel he was being presumed upon – but he and she were on the whole on such easy terms that she had given up caring. St Quentin liked her husband, Thomas Quayne, too, and frequented the Quaynes like a ghost who had once understood what married good feeling was. In so far as the Quaynes were a family, St Quentin was the family friend. Today, unnerved by having said too much, breathless from the desire to say more, Anna wished that St Quentin did not walk so fast. Her best chance to speak had been in keeping him still.

‘How very unlike Thomas!’ St Quentin said suddenly.

‘What is?’

‘She must be, I mean.’

‘Very. But look what different mothers they had. And poor Mr Quayne, quite likely, never counted for much.’

St Quentin repeated: ‘“So I am with them, in London”. That’s what is so impossible,’ he said.

‘Her being with us?’

‘Could it not have been helped?’

‘Not when she had been left to us in a will – or in a dying request, which is not legal, and so worse. Dying put poor Mr Quayne in a strong position for the first time in his life – or, at least, for the first time since Irene. Thomas felt very strongly about his father’s letter, and even I felt bound to behave well.’

‘I do doubt, all the same, whether those accesses of proper feeling ever do much good. You were bound to regret this one. Did you really imagine the girl would enjoy herself?’

‘If Mr Quayne had had anything besides Portia to leave us, the situation might not have been so tricky. But anything that he died with went, of course, to Irene, then, after her death, to Portia – a few hundreds a year. With only that will to make, he could not make any conditions: he simply implored us to have his daughter in what seemed (when he was dead like that, when we got the letter) the most quavering voice. It was Thomas’s mother, you know, who had most of the money – I don’t think poor Mr Quayne had ever made much – and when Thomas’s mother died her money came straight to us. Thomas’s mother, as no doubt you remember, died four or five years ago. I think, in some curious way, that it was her death, in the distance, that finished poor Mr Quayne, though I daresay life with Irene helped. He and Irene and Portia, all more and more piano, trailed up and down the cold parts of the Riviera, till he caught a chill and died in a nursing home. A few days before he died, he dictated that letter to us about Portia to Irene, but Irene, detesting us – and I must say with some reason – put it away in her glove-box till she died herself. Of course, he had only meant it to come into effect in case of anything happening to Irene: he didn’t mean us to take the kitten from the cat. But he had foreseen, I suppose, that Irene would be too incompetent to go on living for long, and of course he turned out to be right. After Irene’s death, in Switzerland, her sister found the letter and posted it on to us.’

‘What a number of deaths in Thomas’s family!’

‘Irene’s, of course, was a frank relief – till we got the letter and realized what it would mean. My heavens, what an awful woman she was!’

‘It embarrassed Thomas, having a stepmother?’

‘Irene, you know, was not what anybody would want at all. We tried to overlook that for Thomas’s father’s sake. He felt so much in the wrong, poor old man, that one had to be more than naturally nice to him. Not that we saw him much: I don’t think he felt it right to see very much of Thomas – because he so wanted to. He said something one day when we all had lunch at Folkestone about not casting a shadow over our lives. If we had made him feel that it didn’t matter, we should have sunk in his estimation, I’m sure. When we met – which I must confess was only two or three times – he did not behave at all like Thomas’s father, but like an off-the-map, seedy old family friend who doubts if he has done right in showing up. To punish himself by not seeing us became second nature with him: I don’t think he wanted to meet us, by the end. We came to think, in his own way he must be happy. We had no idea, till we got that letter of his, that he’d been breaking his heart, all those years abroad, about what Portia was missing – or, what he thought she was missing. He had felt, he said in the letter, that, because of being his daughter (and from becoming his daughter in the way that she had) Portia had grown up exiled not only from her own country but from normal, cheerful family life. So he asked us to give her a taste of that for a year.’ Anna paused, and looked at St Quentin sideways. ‘He idealized us rather, you see,’ she said.

‘Would a year do much – however normal you were?’

‘No doubt he hoped in his heart that we’d keep her on – or else, perhaps, that she’d marry from our house. If neither should happen, she is to go on to some aunt, Irene’s sister, abroad … He only spoke of a year, and Thomas and I, so far, have not liked to look beyond that. There are years and years – some can be wonderfully long.’

‘You are finding this one is?’

‘Well, it seems so since yesterday. But of course I could never say so to Thomas – Yes, yes, I know: that is my front door, down there. But must we really go in just yet?’

‘As you feel, of course. But you’ll have to some time. At present, it’s five to four: shall we cross by that other bridge and walk once more round the lake? – Though you know, Anna, it’s getting distinctly colder – After that, perhaps we might have our tea? Does your objection to tea (which I do frightfully want) mean that we’re unlikely to be alone?’

‘She just might go to tea with Lilian.’

‘Lilian?’

‘Oh, Lilian’s her friend. But she hardly ever does,’ said Anna, despondent.

‘But look here, Anna, really – you must not let this get the better of you.’

‘That’s all very well, but you didn’t see all she said. Also you know, you do always seem to think there must be some obvious way for other people to live. In this case there is really not, I’m afraid.’

Beside the criss-cross diagonal iron bridge, three poplars stood up like frozen brooms. St Quentin stopped on the bridge to tighten his scarf and shake himself down deeper into his overcoat – he threw a homesick glance up at Anna’s drawing-room window: inside, he saw firelight making cheerful play. ‘It all certainly does seem very complex,’ he said, and with fatalistic briskness went on crossing the bridge. Ahead lay the knolls, the empty cold clay silence of inner Regent’s Park beneath a darkening sky. St Quentin, not in an elemental mood, did not happily turn his back on a drawing-room as agreeable as Anna’s.

‘Not even complex,’ said Anna. ‘Stupid from the beginning. It was one of those muddles without a scrap of dignity. Mr Quayne stayed quite devoted to his first wife – Thomas’s mother – and showed not the slightest wish to leave her whatever happened. Irene or no Irene, the first Mrs Quayne always had him in the palm of her hand. She was one of those implacably nice women whose niceness you can’t get past, and whose understanding gets into every crack of your temperament. While he was with her he always felt simply fine – he had to. When he retired from business they went to live in Dorset, in a charming place she had bought for him to retire to. It was after some years of life in Dorset that poor Mr Quayne started skidding about. He and she had married so young – though Thomas, for some reason, was not born for quite a number of years – that he had had almost no time to be silly in. Also, I think, she must have hypnotized him into being a good deal steadier than he felt. At the same time she was a woman who thought all men are great boys at heart, and she took every care to keep him one. But this turned out to have its disadvantages. In the photographs taken just before the crisis, he looks a full-blooded idealistic old buffer. He looks impressive, silly, intensely moral, and as though he would like to denounce himself. She would never let him denounce himself, and this was rather like taking somebody’s toys away. He used to say her belief in him meant everything, but probably it frustrated him a good deal. It was rather slighting, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ said St Quentin. ‘Possibly.’

‘Have I told you all this before?’

‘Not as a story. Of course, I’ve inferred some things from what you’ve said.’

‘As a story it really is rather long, and in a way it makes me rather depressed … Well, what happened, happened when Mr Quayne was about fifty-seven, and Thomas at Oxford in his second year. They’d already been living in Dorset for some time, and Mr Quayne seemed to be settled for the rest of his life. He played golf, tennis, bridge, ran the Boy Scouts, and sat on several committees. In addition to that he had paved most of the garden, and when he’d done that she let him divert a stream. Much of his own company put him into a panic, so he was always dangling round after her. People in Dorset said it was good to see them together, because they were just like lovers. She had never cared very much for London, which was why she’d put pressure on him to retire young – I don’t think the business had amounted to much, but it was the one thing he’d had that was apart from her. But once she got him to Dorset, she was so nice that she was constantly packing him off to London – that is to say, about every two months – to stay at his club for a few days, see old friends, or watch cricket or something. He felt pretty flat in London and always shot home again, which was very gratifying for her. Till one time, when for a reason that did not appear till later, he sent her a wire to say, might he stay on in London for a few days more? What had happened was that he had just met Irene, at a dinner party at Wimbledon. She was a scrap of a widow, ever so plucky, just back from China, with damp little hands, a husky voice, and defective tear-ducts that gave her eyes always rather a swimmy look. She had a prostrated way of looking up at you, and that fluffy, bird’s-nesty hair that hairpins get lost in. At that time, she must have been about twenty-nine. She knew almost nobody, but because she was so plucky, someone had got her a job in a flower shop. She lived in a flatlet in Notting Hill Gate, and was a protégée of his Wimbledon friend’s wife’s. Mr Quayne was put beside her at dinner. At the end of the party Mr Quayne, all in a daze already, saw her back in a taxi to Notting Hill Gate, and was asked in for some Horlicks. No one knows what happened – still less, of course, why it did. But from that evening on, Thomas’s father lost his head completely. He didn’t go back to Dorset for ten days, and by the end of that time – as it came out later – he and Irene had already been very wicked. I often think of those dawns in Notting Hill Gate, with Irene leaking tears and looking for hairpins, and Mr Quayne sitting up denouncing himself. His wife was much too nice to have pretty ways, but I daresay Irene had plenty – if that is how you like them. I’ve no doubt she made the most fussy capitulations; she would make him feel she had never fallen before – and I should think it’s likely she never had. She would not be everyone’s money. You may be sure that she let Mr Quayne know that her little life was from now on entirely in his hands. By the end of those ten days he cannot have known, himself, whether he was a big brute or St George.

‘At all events, he arrived back in Dorset at once pensive and bouncing. He started in digging a lily pond but at the end of a fortnight said something about a tailor, and went dashing off back to London again. This went on, apparently, all through that summer – he and Irene had met in May. When Thomas got back in June he noticed at once, he remembers, that his home was not what it was, but his mother never said anything. Thomas went abroad with a friend; when he got back in September his father was black depressed – it stood out a mile. He didn’t once go to London while Thomas was home, but the little person had started writing him letters.

‘Just before poor Thomas went back to Oxford, the bomb went off. Mr Quayne woke Thomas’s mother up at two in the morning and told her the whole thing. What had happened I’m quite sure you can guess – Irene had started Portia. She had done nothing more about this, beyond letting him know; she had gone on sitting in Notting Hill Gate, wondering what was going to happen next. Mrs Quayne was quite as splendid as ever: she stopped Mr Quayne crying, then went straight down to the kitchen and made tea. Thomas, who slept on the same landing, woke to feel something abnormal – he opened his door, found the landing lights on then saw his mother go past with a tray of tea, in her dressing-gown, looking, he says, just like a hospital nurse. She gave Thomas a smile and did not say anything: it occurred to him that his father might be sick, but not that he had been committing adultery. Mr Quayne, apparently, made a night of it: he stood knocking his knuckles on the end of the big bed, repeating: “She is such a staunch little thing!” Then he routed out Irene’s letters and three photographs of her, and passed Mrs Quayne the lot. When she had done with the letters and been nice about the photos, she told him that now he would have to marry Irene. When he took that in, and realized that it meant the sack, he burst into tears again.

‘From the first, he did not like the idea at all. To get anywhere near the root of the matter, one has got to see just how dumb Mr Quayne was. He had not got a mind that joins one thing and another up. He had got knit up with Irene in a sort of a dream wood, but the last thing he wanted was to stay in that wood for ever. In his waking life he liked to be plain and solid; to be plain and solid was to be married to Mrs Quayne. I don’t suppose he knew, in his own feeling, where sentimentality stopped and want began – and who could tell, with an old buffer like that? In any event, he had not foreseen ever having to put his shirt on either. He loved his home like a child. That night, he sat on the edge of the big bed, wrapped up in the eiderdown, and cried till he had no breath left to denounce himself. But Mrs Quayne was, of course, implacable: in fact by next day she had got quite ecstatic. She might have been saving up for this moment for years – in fact, I daresay she had been, without knowing. Mr Quayne’s last hope was that if he curled up and went to sleep now, in the morning he might find that nothing had really happened. So at last he curled up and went to sleep. She probably didn’t – Does this bore you, St Quentin?’

‘Anything but, Anna; in fact, it curdles my blood.’

‘Mrs Quayne came down to breakfast worn but shining, and Mr Quayne making every effort to please. Thomas, of course, saw that something awful had happened, and his one idea was to stave everything off. After breakfast, his mother said that he was a man now, walked him round the garden and told him the whole story in the most idealistic way. Thomas saw his father watching them round the smoking-room curtain. She made Thomas agree that he and she must do everything possible to help his father, Irene, and the poor little coming child. The idea of the baby embarrassed Thomas intensely on his father’s behalf. Words still fail him for how discreditably ridiculous the whole thing appeared. But he was sorry about his father having to go, and asked Mrs Quayne if this was really necessary: she said it was. She had got the whole thing sorted out in the night, even down to the train he was to catch. She seemed to be quite taken with her idea of Irene: Irene’s letters had gone down better with her than with Mr Quayne, who did not like things in writing. In fact, I’m afraid Mrs Quayne always liked Irene a good deal better than, later, she liked me. Mr Quayne’s faint hope that the whole thing might be dropped, or that his wife might find some way to make it all right, must have been dispelled as he watched them walk round the garden. He was not allowed a say for one single minute – to begin with, he strongly disapproved of divorce.

‘During the two days before his departure (during which he stayed in the smoking-room and had his meals sent in to him on a tray) Mrs Quayne’s idealism spread round the house like flu. It very strongly affected poor Mr Quayne. All the kick having gone from the affair with Irene, he fell morally in love with his wife all over again. She had got him that way when he was twenty-two, and she got him again like that at fifty-seven. He blubbered and told Thomas that his mother was a living saint. At the end of the two days, Mrs Quayne had him packed for and sent him up to Irene by the afternoon train. Thomas was told off to drive him to the station: all the way, and while they waited on the platform, Mr Quayne said not a word. Just before the train started, he leaned out and beckoned as though he had something to say. But all he said was: “Bad luck to watch a train out.” After that he bumped back into his seat. Thomas did watch the train out, and he said, its blank end looked quite wretchedly futureless.

‘Mrs Quayne went up to London the following day, and put the divorce proceedings on foot at once. It is even said that she called and had a kind word with Irene. She sailed back to Dorset all heroic reserve, kept the house on, and stayed there through it all. Mr Quayne, who detested being abroad, went straight to the south of France, which seemed to him the right place, and months later Irene joined him, just in time for the wedding. Portia was then born, in Mentone. Well, they stayed round about there, and almost never came home. Thomas was sent by his mother to visit them three or four times, but I think they all found it terribly lowering. Mr Quayne and Irene and Portia always had the back rooms in hotels, or dark flats in villas with no view. Mr Quayne never got used to the chill at sunset. Thomas saw he would die of this, and he did. A few years before he did die, he and Irene came back for a four months’ visit to Bournemouth – I suppose Bournemouth because he knew no one there. Thomas and I went to see them two or three times, but as they had left Portia behind in France, I never met her till she came to live with us here.’

‘Live? I thought she was only staying.’

‘Whatever it’s called, it comes to the same thing.’

‘But why was she called Portia?’

Anna, surprised, said: ‘I don’t think we ever asked.’

Mr Quayne’s love life had taken them round the lake. Already, the All Out whistles were blowing: an inch of park gate was kept open for them alone, and a keeper waited by it with such impatience that St Quentin broke into a stately trot. Cars slid lights all round the Outer Circle; lamps blurred the frosty mist from here to the Quaynes’ door. Anna swung her muff more light-heartedly; she was less unwilling to go in to tea now.
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THE FRONT DOOR of 2 Windsor Terrace brushed heavily over the mat and clicked shut. The breath of raw air that had come in with Portia perished on the steady warmth of the hall. Warmth stood up the shaft of staircase, behind the twin white arches. She slid books from under her elbow on to the console table, dropped her latchkey back into her pocket, and went to the radiator, tugging off her gloves. She just saw her reflection cross the mirror, but the hall was a well of dusk – not a light on yet, either upstairs or down. Everywhere, she heard an unliving echo: she entered one of those pauses in the life of a house that before tea time seem to go on and on. This was a house without any life above-stairs, a house to which nobody had returned yet, which, through the big windows, darkness and silence had naturally stolen in on and begun to inhabit. Reassured, she stood warming her hands.

Down there in the basement a door opened: there was an intent pause, then steps began to come up. They were cautious – the steps of a servant pleasing herself. Whitish, Matchett’s long face and tablet of apron soared steadily up the dark of an arch. She said: ‘Ah, so you’re in?’

‘This minute.’

‘I heard you all right. You were very quick with that door. Likely you left that key outside in the lock again?’

‘No, it’s here, truly.’ Portia scooped the key from her pocket.

‘You didn’t ought to carry that key in your pocket. Not loose like that – and with your money too. One of these days you’ll go losing the lot. She gave you a bag, didn’t she?’

‘I feel such a goat with a bag. I feel so silly.’

Matchett said sharply: ‘All girls your age carry bags.’

Vexed ambition for Portia made Matchett click her teeth; her belt creaked as she gave an irate sigh. The dusk seemed to baulk her; they could barely see each other – her hand went up decidedly to the switch between the arches. Immediately, Anna’s cut-glass lamp sprang alight over their heads, dropping its complex shadow on the white stone floor. Portia, her hat pushed back from her forehead, stood askance under the light; she and Matchett blinked; there followed one of those pauses in which animals, face to face, appear to communicate.

Matchett stayed with her hand propped on the pillar. She had an austere, ironical, straight face, flesh padded smoothly over the strong structure of bone. Her strong, springy, lustreless hair was centre parted and drawn severely back; she wore no cap. Habitually, she walked with her eyes down, and her vein-marbled eyelids were unconciliating. Her mouth, at this moment stubbornly inexpressive, still had a crease at each end from her last unwilling smile. Her expression, her attitude were held-in and watchful. The monklike impassivity of her features made her big bust curious, out of place; it seemed some sort of structure for the bib of her apron to be fastened up to with gold pins. To her unconscious sense of inner drama, only her hands gave play: one hand seemed to support the fragile Regency pillar, the other was spread fanwise, like a hand in a portrait, over her aproned hip. While she thought, or rather, calculated, her eyes would move slowly under her dropped lids.

It was five to four. The cook, whose night out it was, lay in her afternoon bath: in front of the pantry mirror the parlourmaid, Phyllis, was trying on a new cap. These two girls in their twenties had been engaged by Anna, and formed, as it were, Anna’s party below stairs. Matchett, on the other hand, had been not a matter of choice: she had been years in service in Dorset with Thomas Quayne’s mother, and after Mrs Quayne’s death had come on to 2 Windsor Terrace with the furniture that had always been her charge. A charwoman, Mrs Wayes, now came in to clean and polish, ostensibly leaving Matchett freer to maid Anna and Portia and valet Thomas. But Mrs Wayes’s area was, in fact, jealously limited by Matchett – accordingly, Matchett kept longer hours than anyone in the house. She slept alone, next the box-room: across the same top landing the cook and Phyllis shared an airy attic with a view of Park Road.

By day, she exacted an equal privacy. The front of the basement had been divided into Phyllis’s pantry and a slit of a sitting-room, which, by an arrangement Anna did not question, Matchett occupied in her spare time. Boiling her own kettles on her gas ring, she joined the kitchen party only for dinner: if the basement door happened to be left open, you could hear the fun break out when she had withdrawn again. Her superior status was further underlined by the fact of her not wearing a cap: the two girls took orders from Anna, Matchett suggestions only. The two young servants did not resent Matchett – she might be repressive, but kept herself to herself – they had learnt that no situation is ever perfect, and Anna was as a mistress amiable, even lax. No one knew where Matchett went on her afternoons off: she was a countrywoman, with few friends here. She never showed fatigue, except fatigue of the eyes: in her sitting-room, she would sometimes take off the glasses she wore for reading or sewing, and sit with one hand shading her forehead stiffly, like someone looking into the distance – but with her eyes shut. Also, as though wishing to remain conscious of nothing, she would at the same time often unbutton the tight shoe-straps that cut into the arches of her feet. But mostly she sat bolt upright, sewing, under the pulled-down electric light.

On the middle floors of the house, where she worked and the Quaynes lived, her step on the parquet or on the staircase was at the same time ominous and discreet.

It was five to four, not quite tea time yet. Portia, turning away inconsequently and seriously, faced round once more to the radiator and spread her fingers a few inches above it, so that the hot vibration travelled up between. Her hands were still mottled from the outdoor cold; her fingers had bloodless tips. Matchett looked on in silence, then said: ‘That’s the way to give yourself chilblains. Those want rubbing – here, give me!’ She came over, took Portia’s hands and chafed them, her big bones grinding on Portia’s painfully. ‘Quiet,’ she said. ‘Don’t keep pulling away like that. I never saw a girl so tender to cold.’

Portia stopped wincing and said: ‘Where’s Anna?’

‘That Mr Miller called, and they went out.’

‘Then can I have tea with you?’

‘She left word they’d be in at half past four.’

‘O-oh,’ said Portia. ‘That’s no good, then. Do you think she’ll ever be out?’

Matchett, impassively not replying, stooped to pick up one of Portia’s woolly gloves. ‘Mind and take these up,’ she said. ‘And those books too. Mrs Thomas spoke about those exercise books. Nothing does down here that isn’t here for the look.’

‘Has anything else been wrong?’

‘She’s been on about your bedroom.’

‘Oh golly! Has she been in there?’

‘Yes, she seemed quite put out,’ said Matchett monotonously. ‘She said to me this morning, did I not find dusting difficult with all that mess about? Your bears’ party, she meant, and one and another thing. “Difficult, madam?” I said. “If I made difficulties, I should not be where I am.” Then I asked if she had any complaint. She was putting her hat on – up in her room, it was. “Oh dear no,” she said, “I was thinking of you, Matchett. If Miss Portia would put some of those things away –” I made no remark, so she asked for her gloves. She went half out of the door, then she gave me a sort of look. “Those arrangements are Miss Portia’s hobbies, madam,” I said. She said: “Oh, of course,” and went out of the house. No more was said at the time. It isn’t that she’s so tidy, but she thinks how things look.’

Matchett’s voice was flat and dispassionate: when she had done she folded her lips exactly. Letting her hair fall forward to hide her face from Matchett, Portia stooped over the table, getting her books together. Books under her arm, she stood waiting to go up.

‘All I mean is’, went on Matchett, ‘don’t give her more to pick on. Not for a day or two, till it passes off.’

‘But what was she doing in my room?’

‘I suppose she just took the fancy. It’s her house, like it or not.’

‘But she always says it’s my room … Has she touched things?’

‘How would I know? What if she did? You didn’t ought to have secrets, at your age.’

‘I noticed some toothpowder had come off the top of one of my bears’ cakes, but I thought that was the draught. I suppose I ought to have known. Birds know if you have been at their eggs: they desert.’

‘And, pray, where would you desert to? – You’d better go on up, if you don’t want her and Mr Miller right in on top of you. They’ll be in early, likely, with this cold.’

Portia, sighing, started up to her room. The solid stone staircase was so deep in carpet that her feet made no sound. Sometimes her elbow, sometimes her school-girlish overcoat, unbuttoned, brushed on the white wall. When she got to the first landing, she leaned down. ‘Will Mr St Quentin Miller be having tea?’

‘Why not?’

‘He talks so much.’

‘Well, then, he won’t eat you. Don’t you be so silly.’

Portia went on up, up the next flight. When the bedroom door had been heard shutting, Matchett returned to the basement. Phyllis was darting about in her saucy new cap, getting ready the tray for drawing-room tea.

When Anna, with St Quentin on her heels, came into the drawing-room it appeared to be empty – then by the light of one distant lamp and the fire they perceived Portia, sitting on a stool. Her dark dress almost blotted her out against a dark lacquer screen – but now she rose up politely, to shake hands with St Quentin. ‘So here you are,’ said Anna. ‘When did you get back?’

‘Just now. I’ve been washing.’

St Quentin said: ‘How dirty lessons must be!’

Anna went on, with keyed-up vivacity: ‘Had a nice day?’

‘We’ve been doing constitutional history, musical appreciation, and French.’

‘Goodness!’ said Anna, glancing at the tea-tray set inexorably with three cups. She switched on all the other lamps, dropped her muff in a chair, came out of her fur coat, and peeled off the two tricots she had worn under it. Then she looked round with these garments hanging over her arm. Portia said: ‘Shall I put those away for you?’

‘If you would be angelic – look, take my cap as well.’

‘How obliging …’ St Quentin said, while Portia was out of earshot. But Anna, propping her elbow on the mantelpiece, looked at him with implacable melancholy. In the pretty airtight room with its drawn aquamarine curtains, scrolled sofa, and half-circle of yellow chairs, silk-shaded lamps cast light into the mirrors and on to Samarkand rugs. There was a smell of freesias and sandalwood: it was nice to be in from the cold park. ‘Well,’ St Quentin said, ‘we shall all be glad of our tea.’ Loudly sighing with gratification, he arranged himself in an armchair – crossed his legs, tipped up his chin, looked down his nose at the fire. By sitting like this, he exaggerated the tension they had found in the room, outside which he consciously placed himself. Everything so nearly was so pleasant – Anna rapped on the marble with her finger-nails.

He said: ‘My dear Anna, this is only one of what will be many teas.’

Portia came back again; she said: ‘I put your things on your bed: was that right?’ For tea, she returned to her stool by the fire; here she sat with her plate on her knees, her cup and saucer on the parquet beside her – when she drank she stooped half way to meet her cup. Sideways on to the hearth she commanded an equal view of Anna on the sofa, pouring out tea and smoking, of St Quentin constantly wiping buttered toast from his fingers on to his handkerchief. Her look, steady, level, and unassuming, missed nothing the other two did. Once the telephone rang: Anna crossly reached round the end of the sofa to answer it.

‘Yes, it is,’ she replied. ‘But I’m not here at tea time; I never am; I told you. I thought this was when you were so busy? Surely you ought to be? … Yes, of course I have … Must you really? … Well six, then, or half past.’

‘A quarter past,’ put in St Quentin, ‘I’m going at six.’

‘A quarter past,’ Anna said, and hung up with no change of face. She sat back again on the sofa. ‘Such affectation. …’

‘Oh, no?’ said St Quentin. They just glanced at each other.

‘St Quentin, your handkerchief’s terribly buttery.’

‘Your excellent toast. …’

‘You wave it about so much – Portia, do you really like a stool without any back?’

‘I like this particular stool – I walked all the way home, Anna.’

Anna did not reply; she had forgotten to listen. St Quentin said: ‘Did you really? We just walked in the park. The lake’s frozen,’ he added, cutting himself some cake.

‘Well, it can’t be quite: I saw swans swimming about.’

‘You are quite right: it’s not frozen completely. Anna, what is the matter?’

‘I’m sorry, I was just thinking. I hate my lax character. I hate it when people take advantage of it.’

‘I’m afraid we can’t do much about your character now. It must have set – I know mine has. Portia’s so lucky; hers is still being formed.’

Portia fixed St Quentin with her blank dark eyes. An alarming vague little smile, already not quite childish, altered her face, then died. She went on saying nothing – St Quentin rather sharply recrossed his legs. Anna bit off a yawn and said: ‘She may become anything … Portia, what hundreds of bears you’ve got on your mantelpiece. Do they come from Switzerland?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid they collect dust.’

‘I didn’t notice the dust; I just, thought what hundreds there were. All hand-carved, I suppose, by the Swiss peasants … I went in there to hang up your white dress.’

‘If you’d rather, Anna, I could put them away.’

‘Oh no, why? They seemed to be having tea.’

The Quaynes had a room-to-room telephone, which, instead of ringing, let out a piercing buzz. It buzzed now, and Anna put out a hand, saying: ‘That must be Thomas.’ She unhooked. ‘Hullo? … Yes, St Quentin is, at the moment. Very well, darling, soon.’ She hung up the receiver. ‘Thomas is back,’ she said.

‘You might have told him that I am just going. Does he want anything special?’

‘Just to say he is in.’ Anna folded her arms, leaned her head back, looked at the ceiling. Then: ‘Portia,’ she said, ‘why don’t you go down to Thomas in the study?’

Portia lit up. ‘Did he say for me to?’ she said.

‘He may not know you are in. He’d be ever so pleased, I’m sure … Tell him I’m well and will come down as soon as St Quentin goes.’

‘And give Thomas my love.’

Getting up from the stool carefully, Portia returned her cup and plate to the tray. Then, holding herself so erect that she quivered, taking long soft steps on the balls of her feet, and at the same time with an orphaned unostentation, she started making towards the door. She moved crabwise, as though the others were royalty, never quite turning her back on them – and they, waiting for her to be quite gone, watched. She wore a dark wool dress, in Anna’s excellent taste, buttoned from throat to hem and belted with heavy leather. The belt slid down her thin hips, and she nervously gripped at it, pulling it up. Short sleeves showed her very thin arms and big delicate elbow joints. Her body was all concave and jerkily fluid lines; it moved with sensitive looseness, loosely threaded together: each movement had a touch of exaggeration, as though some secret power kept springing out. At the same time she looked cautious, aware of the world in which she had to live. She was sixteen, losing her childish majesty. The pointed attention of St Quentin and Anna reached her like a quick tide, or an attack: the ordeal of getting out of the drawing-room tightened her mouth up and made her fingers curl – her wrists were pressed to her thighs. She got to the door, threw it ceremonially open, then turned with one hand on it, proudly ready to show she could speak again. But at once, Anna poured out another cup of cold tea, St Quentin flattened a wrinkle out of the rug with his heel. She heard their silence till she had shut the door.

When the door shut, St Quentin said: ‘Well, we might do better than that. You did not do well, Anna – raving about those bears.’

‘You know what made me.’

‘And how silly you were on the telephone.’

Anna put down her cup and giggled. ‘Well, it is something’, she said, ‘to be written up. It’s something that she should find us so interesting. If you come to think of it, we are pretty boring, St Quentin.’

‘No, I don’t think I’m boring.’

‘No, I don’t either. I mean, I don’t think I am. But she does, if you know what I mean, rather bring us up to a mark. She insists on our being something or other – what, I’m not quite sure.’

‘A couple of cads – What a high forehead she’s got.’

‘All the better to think about you with, my dear.’

‘All the same I wonder where she got that distinction. From what you say, her mother was quite a mess.’

‘Oh, the Quaynes have it: one sees it in Thomas, really,’ Anna said – then, palpably losing interest, curled up at her end of the sofa. Raising her arms, she shook her sleeves back and admired her own wrists. On one she wore a small soundless diamond watch. St Quentin, not noticing being not noticed, went on: ‘High foreheads suggest violence to me … Was that Eddie, just now?’

‘On the telephone? Yes. Why?’

‘We know Eddie is silly, but why must you talk to him in such a silly way? Even if Portia were here. “I’m not here; I never am here.” Tcha!’ said St Quentin. ‘Not that it’s my affair.’

‘No,’ Anna said. ‘I suppose it isn’t, is it?’ She would have said more, had not the door opened and Phyllis sailed in to take away the tea. St Quentin looked at his handkerchief
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