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About the Book
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Introduction

When the history of English civilization is looked back upon as one of the strange and glorious manifestations of the human spirit – and may that day be rather more distant than it sometimes seems now – London in the blitz will have, I feel sure, its own very important place in the chronicle. More important than the war of which it was but a part, more important than all the passing social and political vagaries of the post-war years. It will be there with the trenches of the First World War as an extraordinary revelation of English behaviour and feeling. And there will be only two English writers who convey what life in blitzed London was like – Elizabeth Bowen and Henry Green. They were both very fine writers and it is to be hoped that this chance will make their names familiar enriching household words to our descendants curious about our ancient times – more familiar than seems conceivably possible at this time when, as too often happens, writers fall into neglect in the decades immediately following their deaths.

If this does happen – and I think it will – the readers of the twenty-first and -second centuries will have a treat in store for them. They will find in Elizabeth Bowen’s novel The Heat of the Day and in some of her short stories – ‘In the Square’, ‘The Demon Lover’, ‘Careless Talk’, and, above all, ‘Mysterious Kôr’ – acute perceptions of the first impact of ever present danger and death upon a great city. Perceptions which range from marvellous realistic observation of daily life to the innermost recesses of the human soul, haunted by the transience of joy or guilt as the bombs fell. It is often as though Elizabeth Bowen’s mastery of the shape and form and talk of the world around her combines with her miraculous psychological insight to give us moments of sudden vision just as the bombs themselves exploded London’s surface beauty or squalor to reveal long-forgotten depths beneath. Indeed it is the way in which the form of these stories typifies the world and people they depict that is surely the clue to us, if we required one, that we are dealing with that rare phenomenon – a writer of instinctive formal vision.

I establish first Elizabeth Bowen’s natural artistic power because she is so careful a craftswoman, so conscious, even at times arrogantly conscious, of the shapes, the inversions, the verbal exactitudes in which she clothes her vision, that it would be easy to ignore the instinctive literary creator that lies beneath – that must, I believe, lie beneath all good art, even that of Henry James, the influence of whose shapes sometimes seems superficially too apparent in her work. Anyone so elegant and civilized, so certain of values that to state them would seem to her inept and naïve, so concerned for lack of show – even the bravery that man needs so desperately in a precarious world must never assert itself too crudely, though bravado if worn with sophistication is an allowable foible – so absolutely resolute in acceptance of life, so uninterested in its passing political forms, so urbane even in the Irish countryside she loved and saw so clearly, so concerned that compassion should never show a sloppy side – any such person inevitably seems to fit very little with Rousseau’s noble savage, yet the instinctive artist is there at the very heart of her work and gives a strength, a fierceness and a depth to her elaborations, her delight in words, her determination that life seen will only survive on the page when it has met the strictest demands of form and elegance.

This natural force, I think, is what distinguishes her from the many and very various writers to whom she has affinities – Henry James, Aldous Huxley, Saki, Ivy Compton Burnett, even Virginia Woolf. She is with them in the various degrees by which shapes and manners control emotions, but her control comes always from intelligence (the sort of intelligence which she saw as inseparable from civilized behaviour), it never comes from intellect or abstraction. Occasionally, as in ‘Sunday Evening’ or the farcical ghost story ‘The Cat Jumps’, she is dealing with the intelligentsia or stereotyped ‘progressives’, but she always sees them from outside, never from above, with that satirical view of intellectual superiority that Aldous Huxley found in his early novels. For all her years spent in Boar’s Hill among Oxford academics she remained always an upper-class woman of hardy, firm intelligence, she was never the slave of the brilliant academic world as Virginia Woolf, a greater genius, too often was. She deals with coteries but far more with families and yet, here, unlike Ivy Compton Burnett, though her nails are ready to scratch, it is with heart that she responds to all the ecstasies and desperations, the frustrations, the deadened routines, and the sudden-awakened emotional currents of family life. She can be witty (though not, I think, very successfully funny) but not at the expense of her feeling. One has the sense that, for her, passion and love are so essentially moulded into life that she has no need for the desperate restraints of Mrs Woolf, the evasions of Ivy Compton Burnett, or the open romanticism, wonderfully civilized though it is, of Rosamund Lehmann.

She came of a tough, landowning family who had origins in Cromwell’s puritan settlers yet, as her father’s periodic mental disorders show, there was also the strain of hysteria so common in the puritan gentry. But in her it was surely taken up and satisfied not only by her creative art, but by her incorporation of love – both emotional and physical – into the essential shape of life, as part of the essence of orderly, well-bred manners. Of course, she accepted, as a worldly woman, the vagaries and aberrations and sophistications of the 1920s and 1930s, but there is none of the frenzy or the muddle so familiar to us now from the erotic memories of Bloomsbury or of the world of Lawrence. She was tolerant but she was certain. As she said to her own lover, love was an essential part of her religion, she could not imagine a God who would not accept love as the reason for human aberrance from any strictly laid down code. This is the foundation for the many wonderful stories in this collection which illumine moments in the lives of husbands and wives, or wives and lovers, or, simply, lovers. Passion is there, but it is worn always with poise, or, if it is not, there is an aura of absurdity or a ghostly haunting of regret or shame. Yet, for all the poise, the worldly elegance, the enlacing of passion with worldly routine – dressing for dinner, the country walk in the country weekend, the arrival at the West End restaurant for luncheon – love is still deeply romantic in Elizabeth Bowen’s work, central and without the froideur that, in Virginia Woolf’s novel, is destroying Clarissa Dalloway’s life. Elizabeth Bowen has, of course, one of the principal features of the great romantics – a total connection with her own childhood, and, by an imaginative force, with many other kinds of children.

Some of the most totally satisfying stories in this collection are those that concern children. They are in many moods. An early story, ‘Daffodils’, gives us an immediate clue – the story of a schoolmistress who invites some of her pupils, seen through her window, to entertainment at her rather lonely lodgings. But they have other things to do, their own life – she is no more than a curiosity to them. We are established in the schoolgirls’ own world. And in two stories, ‘Charity’ and ‘The Jungle’, she establishes what that world is – in the first what ‘home life’ means to a child, when one schoolgirl visits another in the holidays, in the second what ‘school’ is like. And it is not only with girls that she is at home. ‘The Visitor’ is a superb account of a boy being entertained and housed by friends while his mother is dying – the aloofness of a child in such circumstances, and his total lostness. It is a story to rank with the best pieces of Copperfield’s boyhood.

But she does not see childhood as all pathos or polite non-involvement with the adult world. In ‘Maria’ and ‘The Little Girl’s Room’, we have a marvellous picture of the devilish games either imagined or played upon the adult world by children whose aloofness is tinged with diabolic contempt. Here we are in the world of Saki, but without his self-conscious malignity that borders on whimsy. And, at the last, Elizabeth Bowen shows us how all this passing childhood, concerned or unconcerned, angelic or devilish, does not always leave the human soul free in maturity. In ‘The Apple Tree’ a young woman is mentally imprisoned in the vision of a suicide she came upon at school, but she is freed by an understanding and sympathetic older woman. The hero of ‘Ivy Gripped the Steps’, arguably her finest story, is not so lucky – even in his return to the South Coast just freed from military control after D Day, he cannot free his timid, lonely soul from the boyhood trauma he knew when he found that a beautiful, rich woman’s apparent love for him was no more than a bored exercise in charm.

This sense of childhood’s pervasiveness and of passion as essential parts of a life lived elegantly and bravely was perhaps made possible for Elizabeth Bowen by her apparent total acceptance of ghosts, of the occult. In part, this also ties her to the 1920s and 1930s, to the late Kipling stories. But there is a difference – Kipling speculates sceptically, or where he accepts for the sake of the story, the ghostly has Poe-like overtones of horror or revenge. In only one or two Elizabeth Bowen stories is the ghost malign, vengeful: in ‘The Demon Lover’, where a woman’s fickleness breeds its own horror, and, perhaps, in ‘Green Holly’, the funny-horrible story of Intelligence workers in the last war beset in their dreary isolation by untimely ghosts of murder. For the rest, ghosts are acceptable statements of the continuity of time and life; so much so that, in the fullest war-horror, the wife of ‘The Happy Autumn Fields’ may find relief from the sight of her bombed London house by living in a family of a hundred years earlier found in an old diary. Ghosts make sense of life not nonsense

Nevertheless, they have a period flavour. And much more so, I think, for the modern reader, will be the murder in the background of so much of Elizabeth Bowen’s fictional life. The characters, especially women, also turn out to have been associated with murder, or to be acquitted murderesses. This for someone of my age brings back the past. In all those pre-1939 decades of my childhood and adolescence, murder and above all murderesses held the headlines of the popular newspapers. It was both sensational and macabre – and I believe it to be one of the finest virtues of the abolition of capital punishment that it brought to an end this prurient interest in women who were to be hanged. It is one of the only passing journalistic aspects of Elizabeth Bowen’s stories. As the war came on it gave way to the spies of her last novels and stories. The horrors in the cupboard became those that are still with us now.

Are there failures in her stories? ‘Gone Away’, I think, suggests that life as lived was enough for her, and speculation about the future of her society had no place in her scheme of things. Could she move outside her social world? In emotion and sympathy, I think, she could. After all, the girls and the young man in the wonderful ‘Mysterious Kôr’ are very middle-class; and she could visualize the problems of others, as in her story about the loneliness of new housing estates. Only her ear lets her down a little – she is over-anxious to establish the difference of what she hears, there are too many ‘we really didn’t ought to have’s in the speech of those she heard from a distance. And the maid’s dialogue about the bombed house, ‘Oh, Madam’, seems to be on the level of the H.M. Tennent matinée performance that it became.

But the failures are so very few, the triumphs so many, especially as time passes by, for, though the seeds of her mastery are in her early stories, the development in so craftful a writer is inevitably vast. Perhaps in the superb ‘Sunday Afternoon’ the bringing together of her two sides – the urban, the loyalist of London however horrible the blitz years, and the cultured gentry world of Ireland’s countryside – shows her at her best. Here we are at once in a marvellously evoked moment of place and time and in the never changing conflict of youth’s hopeful imagination and the regretful doubts of the ageing. But that is only one of many marvels these stories open to us.

June 1980

ANGUS WILSON
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Breakfast

‘BEHOLD, I DIE daily,’ thought Mr Rossiter, entering the breakfast-room. He saw the family in silhouette against the windows; the windows looked out into a garden closed darkly in upon by walls. There were so many of the family it seemed as though they must have multiplied during the night; their flesh gleamed pinkly in the cold northern light and they were always moving. Often, like the weary shepherd, he could have prayed them to keep still that he might count them.

They turned at his entrance profiles and three-quarter faces towards him. There was a silence of suspended munching and little bulges of food were thrust into their cheeks that they might wish him perfunctory good-mornings.

Miss Emily further inquired whether he had slept well, with a little vivacious uptilt of her chin. Her voice was muffled: he gathered that the contents of her mouth was bacon, because she was engaged in sopping up the liquid fat from her plate with little dice of bread, which she pushed around briskly with a circular movement of her fork. It was not worth sitting down till she had finished, because he would be expected to take her plate away. Why was the only empty chair always beside Miss Emily?

Last night in the lamplight he had almost begun to think he liked Miss Emily. She was the only lady present who had not beaten time with hand or foot or jerking head while they played ‘Toreador Song’ on the gramophone. But here, pressed in upon her by the thick fumes of coffee and bacon, the doggy-smelling carpet, the tight, glazed noses of the family ready to split loudly from their skins … There was contamination in the very warm edge of her plate, as he took it from her with averted head and clattered it down among the others on the sideboard.

‘Bacon?’ insinuated Mrs Russel. ‘A little chilly, I’m afraid. I do hope there’s plenty, but we early birds are sometimes inclined to be rather ravenous.’

She added: ‘There’s an egg,’ but there was no invitation in her tone.

She could never leave a phrase unmodified. He could have answered with facetious emphasis that he was almost inclined to believe he would rather have enjoyed that egg.

Dumbly, he took two rashers of the moist and mottled bacon.

‘And then,’ Hilary Bevel was recounting, ‘it all changed, and we were moving very quickly through a kind of pinkish mist – running, it felt like, only all my legs and arms were somewhere else. That was the time when you came into it, Aunt Willoughby. You were winding up your sewing machine like a motor car, kneeling down, in a sort of bunching bathing dress …’ She dared indelicacy, reaching out for the marmalade with a little agitated rustle to break up the silence with which her night’s amazing experiences had been received.

Miss Emily, always kindly, tittered into her cup. She kicked the leg of Rossiter’s chair and apologized; and he watched her thin, sharp shoulders shining through her blouse.

Mrs Russel’s eye travelled slowly round the table; there slowed and ceased the rotatory mastication of her jaws. Above her head was a square of white light reflected across from the window to the overmantel. He wished that the sheen of the tablecloth were snow, and that he could heap it over his head as that eye came round towards him.

‘Now for it,’ he braced himself, clenching his hands upon his knife and fork, and squaring his elbows till one touched Miss Emily, who quivered.

‘I’m afraid you couldn’t hardly have heard the gong this morning, Mr Rossiter. That new girl doesn’t hardly know how to make it sound yet. She seems to me just to give it a sort of rattle.’

Damn her impudence. She censored him for being late.

‘Oh, I – I heard it, thank you!’

They had all stopped talking, and ate quite quietly to hear him speak. Only Jervis Bevel drained his coffee-cup with a gulp and gurgle.

‘The fact is, I was – er – looking for my collar-stud.’

‘Ah, yes. I’m afraid you’ve sometimes been a little reckless about buying new ones before you were quite sure you’d lost the others, haven’t you, Mr Rossiter? Only fancy,’ – she looked round to collect the attention of the breakfasters; there was a sensation to follow – ‘Annie found three good ones, really good ones, under the wardrobe, when she was turning out your room.’

‘I can’t think how they get there,’ he protested, conscious of inanity.

‘Perhaps they took little legs unto themselves and walked,’ suggested Hilary Bevel.

‘Perhaps the wardrobe got up in the night and sat on top of them,’ bettered Miss Emily.

There was a rustle of laughter, and she cast down her eyes with a deprecatory titter.

The remark was a success. It was really funny. It was received by Mrs Russel with a warm benignity: ‘Really, Emily, you do say silly things.’ She laughed her gentle breathy laugh, gazing at Mr Rossiter, who wriggled.

‘I say – er – Bevel, when you’ve finished with that newspaper —’

Jervis Bevel looked insolently at him over the top of the paper. ‘Sorry, I’ve only just begun. I left it lying on your plate some time, then I didn’t think you’d have much time to read it, being rather rushed.’

Rossiter hated Bevel, with his sleek head. He was not aware that he was rushed. What business had Bevel got to tell him so?

‘Well, when you have finished —’

Hilary Bevel was staring at him across the table as though she had never seen him before. She had eyebrows like her brother’s, owl’s eyebrows, and long-lidded, slanting eyes; and affected a childish directness and ingenuousness of speech which she considered attractive. Her scarlet, loose-lipped mouth curled itself round her utterances, making them doubly distinct.

‘Mr Rossiter’s got another tie on, a crimson tie!’ said Hilary Bevel.

Rossiter was instantly aware, not only of his tie but of his whole body visible above the table-edge. He felt his ears protruding fan-wise from his head, felt them redden, and the blush burn slowly across his cheekbones, down his pricking skin to the tip of his nose.

Mrs Russel’s attention was temporarily directed from himself by a skirmish with Aunt Willoughby. The click of swords was audible to all.

‘Oh, but you wouldn’t, Aunt Willoughby. Not when they’ve got five or six rooms to settle up every day, you wouldn’t. You see, with you, when poor uncle was alive, it was a different thing altogether. What I mean to say is, in proportion to the size of the family you had more of them, in a kind of way. It was a larger staff.’

‘Ah then, Rosie, but what I always used to say, “You do what I expect of you and we won’t expect any more than that. I’m reasonable,” I used to say, “I won’t expect any more than that.” Annie could tell you that was what I used to say to her. As my dear husband used to say,’ Aunt Willoughby raised her voice, anticipating an interruption, ‘there are those that can get good work out of their servants and those that can’t. We mustn’t be set up about it; it’s just a gift, like other gifts, that many haven’t got. I’ve had such a happy, happy home,’ she sighed towards the attentive Miss Emily. ‘Always so comfortable, it was.’

‘Annie is a funny girl,’ reflected Mrs Russel; ‘she said to me – of course I never take the things those girls say seriously – “I wouldn’t go back to Mrs Willoughby not for anything you might give me, I wouldn’t.” I said, “But she spoke so well of you, Annie,” and she just wagged her head at me, sort of. She is a funny girl! Of course, I didn’t ought to tell you, but it made me laugh at the time, it did really.’

‘I came down on her rather hard,’ admitted Aunt Willoughby swiftly. ‘I was so particular, you see, and she had some dirty ways. Now I shouldn’t wonder – when was it you lost those collar-studs, Mr Rossiter?’

‘I don’t exactly remember,’ said Rossiter, basely. He felt Mrs Russel’s approval warm upon him, but was sorry to have failed Aunt Willoughby, who, disconcerted, relapsed into irrelevancy.

Miss Emily harked back.

‘Oh, Hilary, you are awful – why shouldn’t he?’

‘Well, I didn’t say he shouldn’t, I simply said it was one. They’ll be jealous of you at the office, won’t they, Mr Rossiter?’

Mr Rossiter, eyeing her contemplatively, supposed that Miss Bevel was a ‘merry’ girl.

‘It may mean an occasion for Mr Rossiter,’ said Mrs Russel from her Olympia behind the urn. ‘You shouldn’t draw attention to it, girls.’

The light glanced on Hilary’s waved and burnished hair as she turned her head towards Aunt Willoughby.

‘Nobody takes any notice of little me, when I go gadding, do they, Auntie! Why, it’s all round the table in a minute if I come down with half an inch of new coloured cammie-ribbon sticking out above my jumper!’

‘You wouldn’t put it in at all if you didn’t think it was going to notice,’ remarked her brother, without raising his eyes from the Daily Express.

‘I wouldn’t put on anything at all if I was quite invisible, if that’s what you mean!’

Miss Emily glanced apprehensively at the unshaken barricade of newspaper.

‘Oh, Hilary, you are awf —’

Jervis had apparently not heard.

‘Hilary!’ said Mrs Russel, ‘I’m afraid you’re shocking Mr Rossiter!’ She lingered on the name as though he were something delicious to eat.

‘I believe,’ thought Rossiter, ‘they all want to marry me! Is this insight or delirium? P’raps not Aunt Willoughby, but —’

He appraised Jervis round the edge of the newspaper. Surely he was showier, more attractive? Why couldn’t he divert some of their attentions; take on, say, Miss Emily and Mrs Russel? Mrs Russel was old enough to be the mother of either of them.

A hand shot out suddenly from behind the urn. Rossiter jumped.

‘— had your second cup of coffee yet,’ Mrs Russel was saying. ‘You look quite poetic, Mr Rossiter’ – she was referring to his abstracted glare – ‘Aren’t you going to pass along your cup?’

‘Thank you – half a cup, if you please.’

‘There’s no hurry.’ She glanced over her shoulder at the round relentless clock-face on the mantel. ‘You see, you eat rather faster than the others, Mr Rossiter, though they have had a bit of a start this morning!’

Did he really bolt his food and make, perhaps, disgusting noises with his mouth?

‘That’s why I always say we’d rather breakfast early – all of us, even the ones who haven’t necessarily got to rush. It’s so much homier, one feels, than rough-and-tumble modern breakfast nowadays. Everybody sort of rushing in and scrambling and snatching and making grabs at things off a table at the side. There’s nothing so homely,’ said Mrs Russel with conscious brilliance, ‘as a comfortable sit-down family to breakfast.’

‘My God!’ said Jervis irritably, ‘there’s going to be another strike on that damned railway – they’re cutting down the trains again. Why pretend railways are a convenience – that’s what I should like to know?’

No one could tell him.

He pushed his chair back from the table, impatiently, and crossed his legs.

‘Pore old thing, then,’ trilled Hilary. ‘Diddums wazzums cwoss.’

‘They’re not taking off the eight-forty-seven, are they?’

‘Not the eight-forty-seven?’

‘They are. That means either the eight-twenty-seven or the eight-fifty-three. The eight-fifty-three!’

‘The eight-twenty-seven,’ they decided unanimously.

‘Then that’ll just have to mean breakfast earlier,’ said Mrs Russel brightly; ‘you won’t mind, will you, girls?’ Her appeal included Aunt Willoughby, who made no response. ‘You see, we couldn’t hardly rush them over their breakfasts, could we?’

This was ‘home comforts.’ This was one of the privileges for which Rossiter paid her twenty-four shillings a week. Being sat round and watched while you were eating. Not being rushed. He had a vision of a ‘rushed breakfast,’ of whirling endlessly through space while one snapped at a sausage with little furtive bites; of munching bread and marmalade with the wind of one’s velocity whistling through one’s teeth.

Would it be better? Could it be worse?

Not worse than his chair-edge creaking against Miss Emily’s; the unceasing consciousness of her unceasing consciousness of him. Not worse than Hilary Bevel, vis-à-vis; with her complacent prettiness, her tinkling, laboured witticisms. Not worse than Aunt Willoughby’s baffled, bearded morosity; than Jervis Bevel’s sleek disdain.

He would escape from Mrs Russel, her advances, her criticisms, her fumbling arguments that crushed you down beneath their heavy gentleness until you felt you were being trampled to death by a cow. By a blind cow, that fumbled its way backwards and forwards across you …

The ‘girls’ delivered their ultimatum in chorus.

‘England expects,’ declaimed Hilary, turning her eyes towards the ceiling, ‘effery woman to – er – do – er herr dew-ty.’

‘It’s nice to be down early,’ said Miss Emily earnestly, ‘with a nice long day stretching out in front of me.’

‘Breakfast will be at quarter to eight sharp,’ said Mrs Russel. ‘Mr Rossiter, we really must try not to lose our collar-studs.’

All his days and nights were loops, curving out from breakfast time, curving back to it again. Inexorably the loops grew smaller, the breakfasts longer; looming more and more over his nights, eating more and more out of his days.

Jervis Bevel’s eyes swerved over to the mantelpiece. He pushed his chair back farther over the bristling carpet pile.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I think it’s almost time —’

The room broke up, the table grew smaller again as they all rose from their chairs. Mrs Russel and Aunt Willoughby gathered themselves together; Hilary seized Miss Emily by the back of the waist and punted her laughingly towards the door.

The coffee and the bacon and the hostility and the christian forbearance blew out before them into the chilly hall.


Daffodils

MISS MURCHESON STOPPED AT the corner of the High Street to buy a bunch of daffodils from the flower-man. She counted out her money very carefully, pouring a little stream of coppers from her purse into the palm of her hand.

‘— ninepence – ten – eleven – pence halfpenny – a shilling! Thank you very much. Good afternoon.’

A gust of wind rushed up the street, whirling her skirts up round her like a ballet-dancer’s, and rustling the Reckitts-blue paper round the daffodils. The slender gold trumpets tapped and quivered against her face as she held them up with one hand and pressed her skirts down hastily with the other. She felt as though she had been enticed into a harlequinade by a company of Columbines who were quivering with laughter at her discomfiture; and looked round to see if anyone had witnessed her display of chequered moirette petticoat and the inches of black stocking above her boots. But the world remained unembarrassed.

Today the houses seemed taller and farther apart; the street wider and full of a bright, clear light that cast no shadows and was never sunshine. Under archways and between the houses the distances had a curious transparency, as though they had been painted upon glass. Against the luminous and indeterminate sky the Abbey tower rose distinct and delicate.

Miss Murcheson, forgetting all confusion, was conscious of her wings. She paused again to hitch up the bundle of exercise books slithering down beneath her elbow, then took the dipping road as a bird swings down into the air. Her mouth was faintly acrid with spring dust and the scent of daffodils was in her nostrils. As she left the High Street farther behind her, the traffic sounded as a faint and murmurous hum, striking here and there a tinkling note like wind-bells.

Under her detachment she was conscious of the houses, the houses and the houses. They were square, flat-faced and plaster-fronted, painted creams and greys and buffs; one, a purplish-rose colour. Venetian shutters flat against the wall broadened the line of the windows, there were coloured fanlights over all the doors. Spiked railings before them shut off their little squares of grass or gravel from the road, and between the railings branches swung out to brush against her dress and recall her to the wonder of their budding loveliness.

Miss Murcheson remembered that her mother would be out for tea, and quickened her steps in anticipation of that delightful solitude. The silver birch tree that distinguished their front garden slanted beckoning her across the pavement. She hesitated, as her gate swung open, and stood looking up and down the road. She was sorry to go in, but could not resist the invitation of the empty house. She wondered if tomorrow would fill her with so strange a stirring as today. Soon, in a few months, it would be summer and there would be nothing more to come. Summer would be beautiful, but this spring made promise of a greater beauty than summer could fulfil; hinted at a mystery which other summers had evaded rather than explained. She went slowly up the steps, fumbling for her latch-key.

The day’s dinner still hung dank and heavy in the air of the little hall. She stood in the doorway, with that square of light and sound behind her, craving the protection and the comfort with which that dark entrance had so often received her. There was a sudden desolation in the emptiness of the house.

Quickly she entered the sitting-room and flung open the window, which set the muslin curtains swaying in the breeze and clanked the little pictures on the walls. The window embrasure was so deep that there was little light in the corners of the room; armchairs and cabinets were lurking in the dusk. The square of daylight by the window was blocked by a bamboo table groaning under an array of photographs. In her sweeping mood she deposed the photographs, thrust the table to one side, and pulled her chair up into the window. ‘I can’t correct my essays in the dark,’ she asserted, though she had done so every evening of the year.

‘How tight-laced you are, poor Columbines,’ she said, throwing away the paper and seeing how the bass cut deep into the fleshy stems. ‘You were brave above it all, but – there now!’ She cut the bass and shook the flowers out into a vase. ‘I can’t correct,’ she sighed, ‘with you all watching me. You are so terribly flippant!’

But what a curious coincidence: she had set her class to write an essay upon Daffodils! ‘You shall judge; I’ll read them all out loud. They will amuse you.’ She dipped her pen in the red-ink pot with an anticipatory titter.

With a creak of wheels a young woman went by slowly, wheeling a perambulator. She leant heavily on the handle-bar, tilting the perambulator on its two back wheels, and staring up, wide-mouthed, at the windows.

‘How nice to be so much interested,’ thought Miss Murcheson, pressing open the first exercise-book. ‘But I’m sure it can’t be a good thing for the baby.’

The essays lacked originality. Each paragraph sidled up self-consciously to openings for a suitable quotation, to rush each one through with a gasp of triumph.

And then my heart with pleasure fills

And dances with the daffodils.

Fair daffodils, we weep to see

You fade away so soon

She wondered if any of her class could weep for the departure of a daffodil. Mostly they had disclaimed responsibility for such weakness by the stern prefix, ‘As the poet says –’. Flora Hopwood had, she remembered, introduced a ‘Quotation Dictionary’, which must have been round her circle.

‘I must forbid it. Why can’t they see things for themselves, think them out? I don’t believe they ever really see anything, just accept things on the authority of other people. I could make them believe anything. What a responsibility teaching is — But is it? They’d believe me, but they wouldn’t care. It wouldn’t matter, really.

‘They’re so horribly used to things. Nothing ever comes new to them that they haven’t grown up with. They get their very feelings out of books. Nothing ever surprises or impresses them. When spring comes they get preoccupied, stare dreamily out of the windows. They’re thinking out their new hats. Oh, if only I didn’t know them quite so well, or knew them a little better!

‘If I had a school of my own,’ she meditated, running her eyes down the pages and mechanically underlining spelling-mistakes, ‘I would make them think. I’d horrify them, if nothing better. But here – how ever can one, teaching at a High School? Miss Peterson would —

‘They do like me. At least, one set does, I know. I’m rather a cult, they appreciate my Titian hair. They’d like me more, though, if I knew how to do it better, and knew better how to use my eyes. Their sentimentality embarrasses me. In a way they’re so horribly mature, I feel at a disadvantage with them. If only they’d be a little more spontaneous. But spontaneity is beyond them at present. They’re simply calves, after all, rather sophisticated calves.’

She dreamed, and was awakened by familiar laughter. Nobody’s laughter in particular, but surely it was the laughter of the High School? Three girls were passing with arms close linked, along the pavement underneath her window. She looked down on the expressive, tilted ovals of their sailor hats; then, on an impulse, smacked the window-sill to attract their attention. Instantly they turned up three pink faces of surprise, which broadened into smiles of recognition.

‘Hullo, Miss Murcheson!’

‘Hullo, children! Come in for a minute and talk to me. I’m all alone.’

Millicent, Rosemary and Doris hesitated, eyeing one another, poised for flight. ‘Righto!’ they agreed unanimously.

Miss Murcheson, all of a flutter, went round to open the front door. She looked back at the sitting-room as though she had never seen it before.

Why had she asked them in, those terrible girls whom she had scarcely spoken to? They would laugh at her, they would tell the others.

The room was full of them, of their curiosity and embarrassment and furtive laughter. She had never realized what large girls they were; how plump and well-developed. She felt them eyeing her stack of outraged relatives, the photographs she swept off on to a chair; their eyes flitted from the photographs to the daffodils, from the daffodils to the open, red-scored exercise books.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘your writings, I daresay. Do you recognize them? I was correcting “Daffodils” and they made me dreary – sit down, won’t you? – dreary. I wonder if any of you have ever used your senses; smelt, or seen things — Oh, do sit down!

She seemed to be shouting into a forest of thick bodies. They seated themselves along the edge of an ottoman in a bewildered row; this travestied their position in the class-room and made her feel, facing them, terribly official and instructive. She tried to shake this off.

‘It’s cruel, isn’t it, to lie in wait for you like this and pull you in and lecture you about what you don’t feel about daffodils!’

Her nervous laughter tinkled out into silence.

‘It was a beastly subject,’ said someone, heavily.

‘Beastly? Oh, Mill – Rosemary, have you never seen a daffodil?’

They giggled.

‘No, but looked at one?’ Her earnestness swept aside her embarrassment. ‘Not just heard about them – “Oh yes, daffodils: yellow flowers; spring, mother’s vases, bulbs, borders, flashing past flower-shop windows” – but taken one up in your hands and felt it?’

How she was haranguing them!

‘It’s very difficult to be clever about things one’s used to,’ said Millicent. ‘That’s why history essays are so much easier. You tell us about things, and we just write them down.’

‘That’s why you’re so lazy; you’re using my brains; just giving me back what I gave you again, a little bit the worse for the wear.’

They looked hurt and uncomfortable.

Doris got up and walked over to the fireplace.

(‘Good,’ thought Miss Murcheson, ‘it will relieve the tension a bit if they will only begin to prowl.’)

‘What a pretty photograph, Miss Murcheson. Who is it? Not – not you?’

‘Me?’ said Miss Murcheson with amusement. ‘Yes. Why not? Does it surprise you, then?’

‘You’ve got such a dinky hat on!’ cried the girl, with naïve astonishment.

The others crowded round her.

‘You look so different,’ said Doris, still scrutinizing the photograph. ‘Awfully happy, and prosperous, and – cocksure.’

‘Perhaps it was the hat!’ suggested Millicent.

‘Oh, Millicent! No, I’m sure Miss Murcheson was thinking about something else.’

‘Or somebody.’

‘Oh, Doris, you are awful!’

They all giggled, and glanced apprehensively across at her.

She wondered why she was not more offended by them.

‘As a matter of fact,’ she enlightened them, ‘that was because of daffodils. It just illustrates my point, curiously enough.’

They were still absorbed.

‘Oh, Miss Murcheson!’

‘Miss Murcheson!’

‘When was it taken?’

‘Last Easter holidays. Nearly a year ago. At Seabrooke. By a friend of mine.’

‘Do-oo give me one!’

‘— And me?’

‘I’m afraid that’s the only print I’ve got; and that’s mother’s.’

‘Were there more?’

‘Yes, various people took them. You see, I haven’t faced a real camera for years, so when I got these snaps they were scrambled for by people who’d been asking me for photos.’

‘People?’ She was rising visibly in their estimation.

‘Oh yes. Friends.’

‘Why daffodils?’ reverted Rosemary.

‘Somebody had just given me a great big bunch.’ She was impressed by their interest. ‘I wonder if daffodils will ever make any of you look like that.’

‘It all depends, you see,’ said Millicent, astutely. ‘Nobody has ever given us any. If they did perhaps —’

‘Really?’ said Miss Murcheson, with innocent concern. ‘Take all those, if they would really inspire you! No, dears, I’d like you to.’

She gathered the daffodils together and lifted them, dripping, from the vase.

The girls retreated.

‘Oh no, really, not your daffodils —’

‘We don’t mean —’

‘Not your daffodils, Miss Murcheson. It wasn’t that a bit.’

Evidently a false move on her part. She was bewildered by them; could not fathom the depths of their cinema-bred romanticism.

Doris had put away the photograph and stood with her back to the others, fingering the ornaments on the chimney-piece.

‘There are lots of things,’ she said rapidly, ‘that you only feel because of people. That’s the only reason things are there for, I think. You wouldn’t notice them otherwise, or care about them. It’s only sort of —’ she stopped. Her ears glowed crimson underneath her hat.

‘Association,’ they sighed, ponderously.

‘That’s exactly what’s the matter,’ cried Miss Murcheson. ‘We’ve got all the nice, fresh, independent, outside things so smeared over with our sentimentalities and prejudices and – associations – that we can’t see them anyhow but as part of ourselves. That’s how you’re – we’re missing things and spoiling things for ourselves. You – we don’t seem able to discover.’

‘Life,’ said Doris sententiously, ‘is a very big adventure. Of course we all see that.’

The other two looked at her quickly. All three became suddenly hostile. She was encouraging them to outrage the decencies of conversation. It was bad form, this flagrant discussion of subjects only for their most secret and fervid whisperings.

To her, they were still unaccountable. She had not wished to probe.

‘I don’t think that’s what I meant,’ she said a little flatly. ‘Of course your lives will be full of interesting things, and those will be your own affairs. Only, if I could be able, I’m always trying, to make you care about the little fine things you might pass over, that have such big roots underground.

‘I should like you to be happy as I’ve been, and as I’m going to be,’ she said impulsively. ‘I should love to watch you after you’ve left my form, going up and up the school, and getting bigger, and then, when you’ve left, going straight and clearly to the essential things.’

The tassel of the blind cord tapped against the window-sill, through the rustling curtains they looked out on to the road.

They had awaited a disclosure intimate and personal. The donor of those last year’s daffodils had taken form, portentous in their minds. But she had told them nothing, given them the stone of her abstract, colourless idealism while they sat there, open-mouthed for sentimental bread.

‘Won’t you stay to tea?’ she asked. ‘Oh, do. We’ll picnic; boil the kettle on the gas-ring, and eat sticky buns – I’ve got a bag of sticky buns. We’ll have a party in honour of the daffodils.’

The prospect allured her, it would be a fantastic interlude.

They all got up.

‘Doris and Millicent are coming to tea with me, Miss Murcheson. Mother’s expecting us, thanks most awfully. Else we should have loved to.’

‘We should have loved to,’ echoed the others. ‘Thanks most awfully.’

She felt a poignant disappointment and relief, as standing with her eyes on the daffodils, she heard the children clattering down the steps.

Tomorrow they will be again impersonal; three pink moons in a firmament of faces.

The three, released, eyed one another with a common understanding.

‘Miss Murcheson has never really lived,’ said Doris.

They linked arms again and sauntered down the road.


The Return

MR AND MRS TOTTENHAM had come home.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Lydia?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lydia assented.

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

‘Quite a likeness, really, considering.’

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

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

‘Of course I know it wasn’t taken yesterday, Lydia. I don’t need telling. But I’m a lot younger than Mr Tottenham to look at. There was a gentleman at the Hydro took us for father and daughter, really he did!’

Her voice was by turns peremptory, confidential, almost appealing. It died out into silence.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Not often. He says he wants his letters forwarded to Elham till further notice.’

The reference to Elham tickled Dickie’s uncle. He put his cup down, giggled, mopped at his mouth and darted a side glance at his wife.

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

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

The silence was once more outraged by his falsetto giggles.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lydia wondered deeply.

‘Did you know Sevenoaks?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She had unlocked a drawer and held a stiff-backed photograph up beneath the light, scrutinizing it. Lydia listened to a distant surge of movement in the house beneath her; steps across the oil-cloth, windows shutting, voices cut off by the swinging of a door. She felt, revoltedly, as though Mrs Tottenham were stepping out of her clothes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was over.

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

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