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Introduction

MY relationship with The House in Paris has been odd, continuous and shifting, for roughly thirty years. It has had a disproportionate influence, both good and bad, on my ideas about the writing of novels and, indeed, about the nature of fiction. It seems proper to begin by explaining this since I do now believe it to be both the best of Elizabeth Bowen’s novels, and a very good novel by any critical standards. But the reading process behind these judgements has been complicated.

I was given The House in Paris by my father when I was quite a small child, maybe ten or eleven, roughly the age of Henrietta in the novel itself. My father was under the impression that the book was a historical novel, having mistaken Elizabeth Bowen for the historical writer, Marjorie Bowen. I began the book, a compulsive reader, having already worked my way through most of Scott and much of Dickens, expecting to find a powerful plot, another world to inhabit, love, danger. I found instead my first experience of a wrought, formalized ‘modern’ novel, a novel which played tricks with time and point of view. A novel, also (and this I remember clearly as being supremely important), which clarified, or would have clarified if I had been clever enough to focus it, the obscure, complex and alarming relationships between children, sex and love. There were powerful phrases which lodged in my mind and have stayed there. ‘Years before sex had power to touch his feeling it had forced itself into view as an awkward tangle of motives.’ Or, ‘The mystery about sex comes from confusion and terror: to a mind on which these have not yet settled there is nothing you cannot tell.’ Or, ‘There is no end to the violations committed by children on children, quietly talking alone.’ I finished the book, deeply uncertain about what was happening, deeply troubled about how to judge the relative weight of any of the events or people. I read it, in fact, with a social, sexual and narrative innocence which was the equivalent of Henrietta’s own. I learned, from that reading, two things. First, that ‘the modern novel’ was difficult: it stopped and analysed little things, when you wanted to get on with big things – it made it clear to you that you did not understand events, or other people. And, more important, more durable, I learned that Elizabeth Bowen had got Henrietta right. Adult readers are too given to saying, of children like Henrietta, that ‘real’ children are not so sophisticated, so articulate, so thoughtful. What I remember with absolute clarity from this reading was a feeling that the private analyses I made to myself of things were vindicated, the confusions I was aware of were real, and presumably important and interesting, since here they were described. There is a sense in which Henrietta, and indeed Leopold, are more subtle images of the innocent or immature perception of adult behaviour than James’s Maisie, in What Maisie Knew. Maisie is a tour de force, a brilliant creation, a vehicle both for James’s technical mastery and for his moral commentary. But Leopold, and still more Henrietta, are children equipped with the language of the secret thoughts of intelligent children, with no more and no less than that. They make Maisie seem very much a creature of adult artifice.

After this innocent reading I put the book away for some years. In my late teens I read it again, several times; focused now much more on Karen and the central section of the novel, on love, passion, the breaking of convention, the moment of truth, the definition of identity. At that stage I think I saw the novel very strongly as a model of good writing, an example of how to be precise about thought, emotion, passion and character. To me then the restaurant scene in Boulogne, the bedroom scene in Hythe, seemed to be the central scenes, remarkable for concentrating so much passion in so few words, for the violence of life one looked for in books and feared to miss in reality.

Later still I came to think less well of the novel, dismissing it as too much a work of ‘fine-drawn sensibility’. It seemed too much the novel-as-object, inexorably shaped and limited by its own internal laws. I had by then read James, Forster, Woolf, Ford: ‘modernism’ no longer shocked or confused me. I became a discriminating reader and saw merits in the heavy, broad, open-ended Victorian novels, admired by Dr Leavis and Iris Murdoch, which made Elizabeth Bowen’s precise distinctions, her craftsmanship, appear minor virtues, and her world, so economically, so selectively presented, appear shadowy. And then, recently, I read the novel again and saw that it is one of those books that grow in the mind, in time. As it is impossible at Henrietta’s age to realize the nature of sex, however aware one is of its presence, so at the age when one is necessarily interested in imperative passion, the identity of the character stripped for action, decisive or disastrous, it is impossible to realize that sex has a history, that children are the result of sex, that children are people, produced by other people’s sexual behaviour, and that with children, as with lovers and husbands, relationships of some complexity exist. One may think as a child reader, as a young reader, that one is aware of the relationship of Leopold to the plot of the book. But to recognize the full emotional force of his existence one has simply and necessarily to have lived through a certain amount of time. As with Henrietta, I came to realize that Elizabeth Bowen had got Leopold right. His claims on the reader’s attention, on the other characters’ attention, are justified morally and artistically.

I have described this reading and re-reading at such length because it is at the least an indication of some imaginative force in Elizabeth Bowen, but also because it was, with this novel, a peculiarly valuable way into its themes and subject matter. The House in Paris is a novel about sex, time, and the discovery of identity. That my readings of it in some way reflected the process it was dealing with was, in the end, my good luck.

‘Plot might seem to be a matter of choice. It is not. The particular plot is something the novelist is driven to: it is what is left after the whittling-away of alternatives.’ Elizabeth Bowen opened her Notes on Writing a Novel (1945, reprinted in Collected Impressions, Longmans, Green & Co., 1950) with this statement. I think, finally, it is in the simple brilliance of the plot that the power of The House in Paris lies. It is a plot of considerable primitive force – child in search of unknown parents, parents in search of unknown child, love and death as identical moments of extremity. It works by playing these powerful emotions and events off against the confusions, the limitations, the continuities created by a particular civilization, a particular time and culture. Thus in the first part, ‘The Present’, Leopold and Henrietta are both attempting to define, or assert, their own identities, which are thrown into relief by the alien quality of the enclosing Anglo-French house in Paris inhabited by adult passions, and equally by adult social conventions, with which they are not used to dealing. Leopold is in a state of disaster and crisis: Henrietta is a normal little girl, trying to deal with tragedy through a set of responses formed only for controlled social situations.

‘Today was to do much to disintegrate Henrietta’s character, which, built up by herself, for herself, out of admonitions and axioms (under the growing stress of: If I am Henrietta, then what is Henrietta?) was a mosaic of all possible kinds of prejudice. She was anxious to be someone, and, no one having ever voiced a prejudice in her hearing without impressing her, had come to associate prejudice with identity. You could not be a someone without disliking things . . . Now she sat biting precisely into her half of roll, wondering how one could bear to eat soppy bread’ (see here). Henrietta ‘longed already to occupy people’s fancies, speculations, and thoughts’. Whereas Leopold, brought up by his adopted parents, was ‘over understood . . . He knew too well these people found him remarkable . . . Where he came from, kindness thickened the air and sentiment fattened on the mystery of his birth. Years before sex had power to touch his feeling it had forced itself into view as an awkward tangle of motives. There was no one he could ask frankly: “Just how odd is all this?” The disengaged Henrietta had been his first looking-glass’ (see here). Leopold’s situation of extremity and indefiniteness is emphasized by the letter he reads from the adopted parents, with its complete ignorance of his nature and needs, its grotesque emphasis on his dangerous heredity and possible digestive upsets.

We do not consider him ripe for direct sex-instruction yet, though my husband is working towards this through botany and mythology. When the revelation regarding himself must come, what better prototypes could he find than the Greek and other heroes, we feel. His religious sense seems still to be dormant. We are educating him on broad undenominational lines such as God is Love.

We have of course no idea what revelations Leopold’s mother may see fit to make, but we do trust you will beg her to be discreet and have regard for his temperament and the fact that he has not yet received direct sex-instruction. Almost any fact she might mention seems to us still unsuitable (see here).

Leopold’s reading of this letter, at a point when the reader is as unaware as he is of the possible nature of his mother’s ‘revelations’ and indeed of his mother, is a brilliant piece of plotting. So is the transition from Leopold’s quest for self in Part I to Karen’s quest for self in Part II, ‘The Past’. The transition from Leopold’s mother’s non-appearance to the account she did not give him of how he had come to be is masterly. It is not simply authorial sleight-of-hand that gives Elizabeth Bowen the authority to open her fictional account of Leopold’s origins with a claim that an imaginary mother, like a work of art, can tell the truth because she is not encumbered by either time or conventions. ‘The mother who did not come to meet Leopold that afternoon remained his creature, able to speak the truth . . . He did not have to hear out with grave discriminating intelligence that grown-up falsified view of what had been once that she, coming in actually, might have given him. She, in the flesh, could have offered him only that in reply to the questions he had kept waiting so long for her: ‘Why am I? What made me be?’ And Elizabeth Bowen adds that ‘the meeting he had projected could take place only in Heaven – call it Heaven; on the plane of potential not merely likely behaviour. Or call it art, with truth and imagination informing every word’ (see here).

Elizabeth Bowen’s definition of the object of a novel is directly relevant here. It is also as good a statement of the complex relations of truth and fiction as I know. ‘Plot must further the novel towards its object. What object? The non-poetic statement of a poetic truth . . . Have not all poetic truths already been stated? The essence of a poetic truth is that no statement of it can be final.’ Earlier in the same essay she said that plot, as well as being story, ‘is also “a story” in the nursery sense = lie. The novel lies, in saying something happened, that did not. It must, therefore, contain uncontradictable truth to warrant the original lie.’ Thus Leopold’s projected talk with Karen is a lie, as Elizabeth Bowen’s novel is a lie, but both are charged with ‘poetic truth’ and related to each other. And there is a sense, one of the real achievements of the book, in which the following flashback to Karen’s love for Max carries the plot forward. The ‘poetic truth’ of this novel, as I see it, is about the discovery of identity, and in this sense the woman, Karen, and the man, Max, are continuations of the children Leopold and Henrietta, although they are also means to the re-definition, the restatement, of the child Leopold, in the light of our knowledge of them. That is, the reader moves forward from childhood to young adult love, although the narrative time shifts backwards.

Karen, like the children, defines herself by plotting extremity, disaster, against convention. Her family is happily, successfully conventional in a way nothing in the house in Paris is. They have an ‘unconscious sereneness behind their living and letting live’ which ‘Karen’s hungry or angry friends could not tolerate’. ‘Nowadays such people rarely appear in books; their way of life, though pleasant to share, makes tame reading . . . Karen saw this inherited world enough from the outside to see that it might not last, but for that reason, obstinately stood by it.’ (see here). Ray, whom she is to marry, is of it. Max, like his son, powerful and over-sensitive, has no available conventions, so has to define himself. ‘Intellect, feeling, force were written all over him; he did in fact cut ice.’ Mrs Michaelis, Karen’s mother, sees that Karen is shaken by him, and makes one of those generalizations, true and inadequate, that together make the tone of this book: careful definition, re-definition, judgement, further judgement.

‘She thought, young girls like the excess of any quality. Without knowing, they want to suffer, to suffer they must exaggerate; they like to have loud chords struck on them. Loving art better than life they need men to be actors; only an actor moves them, with his telling smile, undomestic, out of touch with the everyday that they dread. They love to enjoy love as a system of doubts and shocks. They are right: not seeking husbands yet, they have no need to see love socially’ (see here). Karen’s dying Aunt Violet, held even when dying by the everyday, the continuous, the social, sees Karen wistfully as a woman of ‘character’ who could and should have ‘an interesting life’. Karen, in bed with Max, contemplating the possibility of Leopold, thinks that Leopold would be disaster and realizes that Aunt Violet ‘saw Ray was my mother: did she want this for me? I saw her wondering what disaster could be like. The child would be disaster.’

Karen’s reflections on the impossible disaster represented by the possible Leopold are the next stage in the movement of the plot around the themes of death, sex, identity, time, violence and convention. Imagined Leopold is the imagined, improbable future. ‘If a child were going to be born, there would still be something that had to be . . . I should see the hour in the child, I should not have rushed on to nothing.’ Karen is afraid that her act has been unreal, will come to seem unreal because it has no past or future. In fact, disaster, Leopold’s birth, Max’s death, are reality, the real future; they are what is, and not what is imagined.

In Part II Karen and Max, who have no shared past, and do not know that they share a future, talk about history (see here). We are told ‘side by side in the emptying restaurant, they surrounded themselves with wars, treaties, persecutions, strategic marriages, campaigns, reforms, successions and violent deaths. History is unpainful, memory does not cloud it; you join the emphatic lives of the long dead. May we give the future something to talk about.’ In Part III it is Ray Forrestier and Leopold together who engineer a continuity, a movement from past through present to future which is on Leopold’s part dramatic, and on Ray’s the product of a profound sense of the saving value of convention, of love as seen by Karen’s dead mother (who ‘died of Leopold’), as protective, practical, normal. Leopold is told by Madame Fisher that he is in a story whose plot has the necessity of fairy-tale. ‘No doubt you do not care for fairy-tales, Leopold? An enchanted wood full of dumb people would offend you; you are not the young man with the sword who goes jumping his way through. Fairy-tales always made me impatient also. But unfortunately there is no doubt that in life such things exist . . .’ (see here). Ray, described as looking like ‘any of these tall Englishmen who stand back in train corridors unobtrusively to let foreigners pass to meals or the lavatory . . . was the Englishman’s age: about thirty-six . . . He had exchanged the career he once projected for business, which makes for a more private private life’ (see here). Ray, that is, appears to be anonymous. But Karen’s dramatic act has changed him too; he is in a fairy-tale, and his wife sees him as a fanatic. He is aware that he and Karen are not alone, are not two – they are haunted, as Max and Karen, momentarily, were not – by the absent third, Leopold. Ray, mystically according to Karen, practically according to himself, sets out to rectify the situation. And when Ray meets Leopold, the identities of both are defined, in action. Elizabeth Bowen’s description of this action is a marvellous continuation of the fairy-story metaphor and the practical detail of the ‘non-poetic’ novel working together. Leopold is both the prince and the cross, bewildered, egotistical little boy, clearly seen and taken in hand. The story has moved, in our minds, from innocence, through violence, to insight, from the child’s eye, through the obsessive eye of love and the momentary act, to the extraordinary and I think unpredictable ending, where expectations are more than fulfilled and the disparate elements of plot and vision are brought together.

There is much more that could be said. This is both a very elegant and a very melodramatic novel. Again in the Notes on Writing a Novel, Elizabeth Bowen discusses the concept of ‘relevance’ which she declares is ‘imperative’. Everything, she concludes, Character, Scene, Dialogue, must be strictly relevant to the Plot. The elegance of this novel bears witness to her triumphant skill in this field. Not a dialogue in the book does not turn in some way on the central problems and forces it deals with. No situation is described which does not illuminate others. (Consider Mme Fisher’s marriage, as it is presented by Mme Fisher to Henrietta, and its relation both to Leopold’s idea of love and marriage and to Henrietta’s own.) Images recur: mirrors, and eyes as mirrors of identity, Leopold as a growing tree. There are times when such formal elegance, such energetic pursuit of total relevance, can seem narrowing, or claustrophobic, or detracting from our sense of reality and importance. Elizabeth Bowen learned much from James, and much from Virginia Woolf. One of the things she learned was James’s respect for developed form in fiction, his sense that one could achieve subtleties unavailable to the creators of the ‘loose, baggy monsters’ of the nineteenth century. In her weaker works this preoccupation can create a sense of strain, contrivance, even fuss, which diminish the force of the poetic truth. In this novel her priorities seem to me vindicated by the power of the plot. She writes, for all her elegance, with a harshness that is unusual and pleasing. There are moments of vision and metaphor, akin both to James and to Virginia Woolf, but recognizably Elizabeth Bowen’s own. As when Naomi’s ‘sudden tragic importance made her look doubtful, as though a great dark plumed hat had been clapped aslant on her head’. Or Henrietta who, ‘feeling like a kaleidoscope often and quickly shaken, badly wanted some place in which not to think’. But the characteristic tone is the author’s cool judgement of the power of events, the true nature of events, of the Plot, as she sees it. As a child, I thought I was learning sensibility and fine discrimination from this novel. Now, more importantly, I feel that Elizabeth Bowen’s description of Ivy Compton-Burnett’s quality applied also to her own work. She wrote of her in 1941: ‘Elizabethan implacability, tonic plainness of speaking, are not so strange to us as they were. This is a time for hard writers – and here is one.’

A. S. BYATT


Part 1

The Present


1

IN A TAXI skidding away from the Gare du Nord, one dark greasy February morning before the shutters were down, Henrietta sat beside Miss Fisher. She embraced with one arm a plush toy monkey with limp limbs; a paper-leather dispatch case lay at her feet. Miss Fisher and she still both wore, pinned to their coats, the cerise cockades which had led them to claim one another, just now, on the platform: they had not met before. For the lady in whose charge Henrietta had made the journey from London, Miss Fisher’s cockade, however, had not been enough; she had insisted on seeing Mrs Arbuthnot’s letter which Miss Fisher said she had in her bag. The lady had been fussy; she took every precaution before handing over a little girl to a stranger at such a sinister hour and place. Miss Fisher had looked hurt. Henrietta, mortified and embarrassed, wanted to tell her that the suspicious lady was not a relation, only a friend’s friend. Henrietta’s trunk was registered straight through to Mentone, so there had been no further trouble about that.

There was just enough light to see. Henrietta, though dazed after her night journey, sat up straight in the taxi, looking out of the window. She had not left England before. She said to herself: This is Paris. The same streets, with implacably shut shops and running into each other at odd angles, seemed to unreel past again and again. She thought she saw the same kiosks. Cafés were lit inside, chairs stacked on the tables: they were swabbing the floors. Men stood at a steamy counter drinking coffee. A woman came out with a tray of mimosa and the raw daylight fell on the yellow pollen: but for that there might have been no sky. These indifferent streets and early morning faces oppressed Henrietta,  who was expecting to find Paris more gay and kind.

‘A Hundred Thousand Shirts,’ she read aloud, suddenly.

Miss Fisher put Mrs Arbuthnot’s letter away with a sigh, snapping the clasp of her handbag, then leaned rigidly back in the taxi beside Henrietta as though all this had been an effort and she still could not relax. She wore black gloves with white-stitched seams that twisted round on her fingers, and black furs that gave out a camphory smell. At the Gare du Nord, as she stood under the lamps, her hat had cast a deep shadow, in which her eyes in dark sockets moved, melancholy and anxious. Her olive-green coat and skirt, absorbing what light there was, had looked black. She looked like a Frenchwoman with all the animation gone. Her manner had been emotional from the first; there was something emotional now about her tense way of sitting. Henrietta, nervous, tried to make evident, by looking steadily out of the window on her side, that she did not expect to be spoken to. She had been brought up to think it rude to interrupt thought.

But Miss Fisher, making an effort, now touched one of the monkey’s stitched felt paws. ‘You must be fond of your monkey. You play with him, I expect?’

‘Not nowadays much,’ said Henrietta politely. ‘I just always seem to take him about.’

‘For company,’ said Miss Fisher, turning upon the monkey a brooding, absent look.

‘I like to think he enjoys things.’

‘Ah, then you do play with him!’

It was not in Henrietta’s power to say: ‘We really cannot go into all that now.’ Re-crossing her feet, she lightly kicked the dispatch case, which contained what she would want for two night journeys and during the day in Paris: washing things, reading matter, one or two things to eat. Turning away again to look at the street, she was glad to see shutters taken down from one shop: a woman in felt slippers was doing this. A paper-kiosk opened to take its stock in; a lady in deep mourning attempted to stop a bus: the frightening  cardboard city was waking up at last. Violent skidding traffic foreignly hooted, and Henrietta wished there were more light.

‘Is this a boulevard?’

‘Yes. You know, there are many.’

‘My father told me there would be.’

‘We cross the river soon.’

‘How soon will it be daylight?’

Miss Fisher sighed. ‘The mornings are still so late. How happy you are to be going south, Henrietta. If I were a swallow you would not find me here!’

Henrietta did not know what to say.

‘However,’ Miss Fisher continued, smiling, ‘to have been met by a swallow would not help you much. It would have been a great disappointment to me to fail your grandmother. Fortunately, my mother is better this morning: she slept better last night.’

‘I’m sorry your mother is ill,’ said Henrietta, who had forgotten Miss Fisher had a mother.

‘She is constantly ill, but wonderfully full of spirit. She is most anxious to see you, and also hopes to see Leopold.’

Miss Fisher’s mother was French and they lived in Paris: this accounted, perhaps, for Miss Fisher’s peculiar idiom, which made Henrietta giddy. Often when she spoke she seemed to be translating, and translating rustily. No phrase she used was what anyone could quite mean; they were doubtful, as though she hoped they would do. Her state of mind seemed to be foreign also, not able to be explained however much English you had . . . This illness made her mother sound most forbidding: Henrietta had a dread of sick-rooms.

Leopold? thought Henrietta. The thought that Miss Fisher might have taken the liberty of re-christening her monkey, whose name was Charles, made her look round askance. She said: ‘Who is Leopold?’

‘Oh, he’s a little boy,’ Miss Fisher said with a strikingly reserved air.

‘A little boy where?’

‘Today he is at our house.’

‘French?’ pursued Henrietta.

‘Oh, hardly French: not really. You will see for yourself. You will think,’ Miss Fisher said, with the anxious smile again, ‘that we have a depôt for young people crossing Paris, but that is not so: this is quite a coincidence. Leopold is not crossing Paris, either; he came to us late last night by the train from Spezia, and will return, we expect, tomorrow or the day after. He is in Paris for family reasons; he has someone to meet.’

‘Where’s Spezia?’

‘On the Italian coast.’

‘Oh! Then he’s Italian?’

‘No, he is not Italian . . . I have been wanting to ask you, Henrietta, to be a little considerate with Leopold when you meet him this morning: you may find him agitated and shy’ – her agitation came on at the very idea, making her knit her gloved fingers, twisting the seams round further.

‘Why? Do journeys upset him?’

‘No, no; it is not that. I think I had better explain to you, Henrietta – it is Leopold’s mother he is going to meet. And he has not met her before – that is, since he can remember. The circumstances are very strange and sad . . . I am only telling you this much, Henrietta, in order that you may not ask any more. I beg you will not ask more, and I specially beg you to ask Leopold nothing. Simply play with him naturally. No doubt you will find some game you can both play. He is in an excited state and I do not wish him to talk. It is for the morning only: his mother will be arriving early this afternoon and before that, naturally, I shall take you out. I did not anticipate this when I promised your grandmother that you should spend the day here between your trains. Leopold’s coming to us was arranged since that, very suddenly, and I was most anxious not to disappoint your dear grandmother when she had been at such pains to arrange everything. I believe she will not blame me for the coincidence. It appeared impossible that Leopold’s mother should be in Paris on any other day – I was equally anxious not to put her  out, for you can see what importance she must attach to this meeting. It has all been very difficult. Tomorrow, I am intending to write to your grandmother, explaining the matter to her as far as I may. I feel sure she will not blame me. But I feel sure she would not wish you to ask Leopold questions; it is all sad, and she might not wish you to know. By questioning him you would only distress yourself and agitate him: there is much, as a matter of fact, that Leopold does not know. I know how much above the world your grandmother is in her thoughts, but I should not like to upset her, or feel she might misunderstand.’

Henrietta, who had listened to most of this pretty blankly, said: ‘I don’t suppose she would bother. Where does Leopold live, then?’

‘Oh, you see, near Spezia, with a most charming family who have a villa there – You must show him your monkey: I am sure he will like that.’

‘I never ask people things,’ said Henrietta coldly.

Miss Fisher went on looking wretchedly undecided. One of her troubles was, quite clearly, being unaccustomed to children. Henrietta had the advantage of her, for, as almost an only child – she had one married sister – she was only too well accustomed to grown-ups. ‘Perhaps,’ Miss Fisher plunged on, ‘I should not have told you so much. It is hard to know what is best: it is all difficult for me, when my mother is too ill to consult.’

Henrietta regretted that Leopold was not a girl: she did not like boys much. Last night’s shaken broken sleep, now the stress of being in Paris, made her thoughts over-clear, and everything had echoes. Tossing her longish fair hair back she exclaimed: ‘I expect that will be all right.’

They crossed the river while Miss Fisher was speaking. In a sort of slow flash, Henrietta had her first open view of Paris – watery sky, wet light, light water, frigid, dark, inky buildings, spans of bridges, trees. This open light gash across Paris faded at each end. It was not exactly raining. Then, passing long grinding trams, their taxi darted uphill: the boulevard was wide, in summer there would be shade here. They  swerved right, round the dark railings of a statuey leafless garden – ‘Look, Henrietta, the Luxembourg!’ – then engaged in a complex of deep streets, fissures in the crazy gloomy height. Windows with strong grilles looked ready for an immediate attack (Henrietta had heard how much blood had been shed in Paris); doors had grim iron patterns across their glass; dust-grey shutters were almost all bolted fast . . . Miss Fisher, by reaching down for Henrietta’s case, made it clear that they were arriving. The taxi stopped; Miss Fisher got out and paid; Henrietta got out and looked up and down the street.

The Fishers’ house, opposite which the taxi stopped, looked miniature, like a doll’s house: it stood clamped to the flank of a six-storied building with balconies. On its other side was a wall, with branches that in summer would toss gaily showing over the top. Up and down the narrow uphill street the houses were all heights: none so small as the Fishers’. At each end, the street bent out of sight: it was exceedingly quiet and seemed, though charged with meaning, to lead nowhere. Unbright light struck between the flanks of the houses, making their inequality odder still: some were trim and bright, some faded, crazy or sad. Henrietta’s exact snobbishness could not ‘place’ this street – was it mean or grand? – in the unsmiling light it had unity. She saw spaces of wall, with shut grey gates and tree-tops, over which towered buildings in other streets. It was exceedingly silent, though you heard in the distance Paris still going on; the height all round would have made it darkish at any hour. A maid was shaking a mat out of one window; elsewhere, shutters were unwakingly shut. In fact, it was early for people to be about – there were no shops, nothing to get to work. But it would not really have surprised Henrietta if no one had ever walked down that street again.

The Fishers’ house looked small because of its narrowness. It was three stories high, and also, stepping back, Henrietta saw another couple of windows, mansard windows, peering down from above. Its cream front was a strip marbled with fine dark cracks; it just held, below the mansards, five wide-awake  windows with grey shutters fixed back; two, then two, then a window beside the door – around these pairs of windows the house made a thin frame. Miss Fisher put her latch-key into the door, which was grained brown and had a knob in the middle. Henrietta thought: Perhaps it is not really so small inside? Or perhaps it stretches back . . . The house, with its clean tight blinds across inside darkness, managed to look as proud as any in the street; there was nothing ‘bijou’ about it; it looked stern. Henrietta heard later that the site was valuable; Mme Fisher was, in spite of her poverty, most obstinate in refusing to sell.

Miss Fisher’s key turned and she pushed the door open. Henrietta took a last look at the outside of the house, which she never saw in daylight again. Shifting Charles up her arm, she followed Miss Fisher in.

The hall was dark, it had a clean close smell. Miss Fisher switched on the light, showing a red flock wallpaper; indoors, her manner became more assured and commanding. ‘Now, dear,’ she said, ‘I expect you would like a bath.’

‘No, thank you,’ said Henrietta, who did not want to undress here.

Miss Fisher was disappointed. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said, ‘I had the bath heated specially. Don’t you think, Henrietta, your grandmother would like you to?’

As a matter of fact, Henrietta’s grandmother, Mrs Arbuthnot, seldom looked beyond her finger-nails, except once or twice when she had peered into her ears to see if they could be waxy; when Henrietta did not at once answer a question or reply to an observation, kindness led her to think that the child must be getting deaf. Henrietta, though already a little vain, did not yet like washing; she repeated firmly: ‘No, thank you; I feel too sleepy to have a bath.’

‘Poor Henrietta – look, you shall go to bed!’

‘No, thank you, I’m too sleepy to have a bath but not sleepy enough to sleep,’ Henrietta explained – glancing, meanwhile, at the shut doors, then up the staircase, wondering where Leopold might be. Was he, with some excitement, hearing her arrive? It made her jealous to think his unknown  mother must be most in his thoughts, if he were awake, so that her own arrival must mean less. If he woke up excited, the cause would not be Henrietta; he might be thinking about her without curiosity, or perhaps not even thinking about her at all. Already, she longed to occupy people’s fancies, speculations and thoughts.

It was agreed by Miss Fisher, after some more discussion, that Henrietta should wash as much as she liked, then come down to the salon for coffee, rolls and butter, then lie on the salon sofa to sleep or not, as she wished. She should be quiet in there, nobody should disturb her. Turning warningly at the foot of the steep stairs Miss Fisher put a finger to her lips, to remind Henrietta someone was ill somewhere. So up they crept like thieves. You saw no windows; the hall and stairs were undraughty, lit by electric light. The inside of this house – with its shallow door-panels, lozenge door-knobs, polished brass ball on the end of the banisters, stuffy red matt paper with stripes so artfully shadowed as to appear bars – was more than simply novel to Henrietta, it was antagonistic, as though it had been invented to put her out. She felt the house was acting, nothing seemed to be natural; objects did not wait to be seen but came crowding in on her, each with what amounted to its aggressive cry. Bumped all over the senses by these impressions, Henrietta thought: If this is being abroad . . .

They went through Miss Fisher’s room, where the bed was not yet made and which smelled of Miss Fisher and eau-de-Cologne, into her cabinet de toilette. Here a window opened on steep roofs; raw town air came in. The cabinet with its unexpected fittings enchanted Henrietta, who thereupon decided that Miss Fisher’s humility could have nothing to do with money; she was clearly well off. Henrietta had once crossed London with a ‘distressed lady’ and had not failed to observe her jotting down what she spent in a little pocket-book as they went along. Miss Fisher, more lordly, had omitted to do this . . . Henrietta chased a cake of sandalwood soap in the foreign water, feeling it lap her wrists. Rubbing round the rim of her face with a fringed towel she thought: I am washing in Paris . . .

Behind one of those landing doors, the sick French lady lay. And which would be Leopold’s? Or was he a floor higher? Hearing china clink, Henrietta went downstairs, to follow the fragrance of coffee into the salon. Here at a round table Miss Fisher sat pouring out, moving cups in a placid, settled way. Now she had her hat off, daylight through the white window-blind showed up her face in its true proportion and character. Her hair was dark, with a dullish gloss on it; she wore it bound round her head in two plain bands. Her rather fine forehead added sense and solidity to the rest of her over-mobile face: agitation must count for less than had first appeared. In bony sockets still full of brown shadow her eyes had an incalculable depth. Her prominent, not beautiful mouth had lines round it that looked patient, not grim or ironic. She was thin all over. She enjoyed pouring out coffee: when she was calm she was perfectly calm. She had led Henrietta to think her a greater fool than she was. Henrietta had no way of estimating her age, which turned out later to be about thirty-nine.

‘My mother still feels well,’ she said as Henrietta sat down. ‘She had been asleep again.’

‘I hope I didn’t wake her?’

‘No, she was ready to wake. When she woke, she asked at once if you had come.’

Henrietta’s heart sank slightly: she felt like a meal being fattened up for a lion. However, she buttered a roll and ate: Miss Fisher, meanwhile, broke a croissant in two and dipped it with perfect naturalness into her coffee, smiling away to herself for some interior reason and not observing Henrietta’s surprise. Henrietta was sure you did not do this with bread: travel had still to do much for her priggishness about table manners. Today was to do much to disintegrate Henrietta’s character, which, built up by herself, for herself, out of admonitions and axioms (under the growing stress of: If I am Henrietta, then what is Henrietta?) was a mosaic of all possible kinds of prejudice. She was anxious to be someone, and no one having ever voiced a prejudice in her hearing without impressing her, had come to associate prejudice with identity. You could not be a someone without disliking  things . . . Now she sat biting precisely into her half of roll, wondering how one could bear to eat soppy bread.

The tight-scrolled crimson sofa backed on the wall opposite the window, having its head to the door. The room had a satiny paper, striped yellow and grey, and a scrolled grey marble mantelpiece with an iron shutter pulled down inside: any heat in here came from hot water pipes. Against the wall opposite the mantelpiece stood a chiffonier with gilt beadings and marble ornaments; next to the window, facing the sofa, a consol table with no mirror behind. There were four green velvet armchairs, like doll’s-house furniture magnified, and the round centre table on which the tray stood. Any space round the walls was filled up with upright chairs. The curtains draped stiffly round the muslin-masked window clearly did not draw. The parquet was bare and waxed: the room smelled of this.

When breakfast was over, Miss Fisher spread a sheet of Le Matin across the end of the sofa for Henrietta’s feet, then Henrietta lay down with her feet on the newspaper. A small satin bolster, hard as a Japanese head-rest, supported her head; she lay stretched straight out in alarmed passivity, as though on an operating table. Miss Fisher having carried away the coffee tray, everything immobilized in the salon but the clock’s pendulum, which Henrietta watched.

Miss Fisher looked back to say: ‘Can you sleep in daylight?’

‘There’s not much light,’ Henrietta said in a faraway voice. The room, at the back of the house, looked on to a courtyard like a well between walls, with one tree whose outline showed through the blind.

‘Then try to sleep, Henrietta,’ said Miss Fisher. ‘Remember, you will be travelling again tonight.’

‘I want to go out soon.’

‘Paris won’t run away,’ said Miss Fisher. Her voice trailed off; she melted out of the room.

That image of streets in furtive chaotic flight, and of the Seine panorama being rolled up, was frightening for the first minute; then a lassitude in which reedy fantasies wavered  began like smoke to fill Henrietta’s brain. She relaxed more on the sofa, shutting her eyes. But she could not hear the clock without seeing the pendulum, with that bright hypnotic disc at its tip, which set the beat of her thoughts till they were not thoughts. Steps crossed the ceiling and stopped somewhere: was Miss Fisher standing by her sick mother’s bed? She can’t be dying, she wants to know about me. The stern dying go on out without looking back; sleepers go out a short way, never not hearing the vibrations of Paris, a sea-like stirring, horns, echoes indoors, electric bells making stars in the grey swinging silence that never perfectly settles in volutions of streets and empty courts of stone.

Henrietta, waking, opened her eyes.

Leopold said, ‘I didn’t know you were in
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