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INTRODUCTION

An Accidental Man, Iris Murdoch's fourteenth novel, is a candidate for being her most discomfited and most discomforting one. If we think Shakespearean models - and Iris Murdoch often did - then this novel is not so much a tragedy (though it is deeply tragic) or a tragi-comedy (though it frequently does its bleakest moments as comedy, as farce even) but rather a kind of problem play, in the line of Troilus and Cressida no less, in which love is betrayed ignominiously, the morally lowest and most cynical flourish and unremittingly pessimistic visions of human goodness triumph.

It is not uncommon in Iris Murdoch's fictions for the would-be good people and for goodness to flounder, for the godly to renege and to fall, for moral mayhem and evil to flourish, for moral crashes and smashes and disasters to abound and for some fearful accident to occur as the sign of humanity's proneness to moral bad luck. But the scale of such negativity in An Accidental Man is what makes its pessimisms seem so arrestingly awesome. The centre of such overwhelmingly melancholic plotting is no-good Austin Gibson Grey, the novel's self-styled 'accidental man' - a cynical destroyer, egoistic fantasist, bar, thief, promoter of hatred, the selfish user of his brother, his wives, all women, all his friends and also a killer. (Weirdly, Austin is said to rather resemble in character Murdoch's friend, the refugee mathematician George Kreisel, always known as Kreisel, to whom the novel is dedicated.) Austin leads a complexly horrible life, wreaking havoc, breaking up people's lives, destroying people and tilings and yet he comes through more or less unscathed. He is the totally bad hat who robs the bank, bumps off all the good guys, shoots the sheriff dead and yet walks off into the sunset at the end of the movie to do it all over again somewhere else. Fictions, we feel, shouldn't end like that because that's too muddled, too much of a problem, formally, morally. Hence 'problem' play. And it's shocking when An Accidental Man does end like that.

It's shocking not least because being 'accidental', making do with the accidentalism of the world, with what Iris Murdoch continually hailed as the 'contingency' of life, is normally for her the essence of the moral, of moral thinking and moral action and crucial to a novel's being what she thought a novel should be, namely an agent of the good. Personal goodness, she kept on repeating in her moral-philosophical and literary-critical writings as well as in her novels, comes through accepting and coping with, not seeking to evade or adjust, the muddle and mess of the world in all its rebarbative detail, its con fusing particularity. That's what the reality and truth of the world consist in. That way come love and freedom. To not deny that is to be reaching out to the only Holy Grail that exists now, to be on the only road to salvation now that God is definitively dead. To live with the muddled particularity of the world is the only means of grace left us in our post-Christian world. And novels are only good if they register all that. Murdoch's novels, her customarily rather preachy novels, usually preach some version of that sermon. What makes An Accidental Man especially bleak is that while the usual provocations to goodness on the Murdoch model, the usual terms in which she envisages the good life and the good novel, are all lavishly in place, continually named, offered, they defeat more or less everybody in the novel. Unusually for a Murdoch fiction, no one, or nearly no one, is saved. Life is presented in all its Murdochian ordinariness as contingency and mess and it all makes for a pretty complete disaster zone. And not just for Austin Gibson Grey. The 'accidental man' is only the acme, the centre of a whole scene of messily particular contingency which is not redemptive for anyone.

Garth, son of the accidentalist Austin, nephew of Austin's brother Matthew who has returned from the East to save Austin, old friend of American historian Ludwig whose engagement to heiress Gracie fills up much of the novel's space, and (arousingly for Murdoch) a wannabe novelist, is one of the many in this very crowded novel (Murdoch packs her novels with people on principle: to write at length and at large is to be well on the way to being truthful, she thought). Like a lot of Murdoch characters trying to save their soul, he wants to five simply. He marks time by washing up at night in a Soho restaurant (Murdoch can't help giving even her simple-lifers rather glamorous postings). He hates his job, dislikes all the kitchen sex-talk and the advances of an out-of-work actor, but when advised about other work, he hesitates, a reluctant existentialist.

The contingent details of choice disturbed him. Everything that was offered him was too particular, too hole and corner, not significant enough, though at the same time he realized with dazzling clarity that all decent things which human beings do are hole and corner ... He had desired the freedom of having nothing to lose, no possessions, no ambitions, no hopes, but this did not feel like it ... He had envisaged a cool duty but not this muddying anxiety.

He has seen, as it were, into the Murdoch idea of the good life signified in those key terms, the code language of his author's moral philosophy - contingent, details, particular, freedom, muddying (even) - and has flunked their test.

Garth has no faith in God - which is normal with Murdoch's characters: even the keenest of her believers tend to lapse, as Mavis (Matthew's lover) and Dorina (Austin's second wife) have done. But he has no idea of virtue either. 'The idea of virtue is a fake-up', he thinks, speaking as the true son of his father, 'it's like God'. But virtue is, for Murdoch, not like God in being a 'fake-up'. Goodness is for her the necessary, demanding residue of the old theisms. The Sovereignty of Good, as her book of 1970 has it, replaces the old Christian Sovereignty of God. Being shaken by mess and contingency and particularity is part and parcel of being unattracted by goodness. So it's meant to be no surprise when Garth finally takes up with Gracie, the ill-educated, selfish little rich girl who pokes fun at her granny's funeral, who hates 'muddles' and is for Murdoch altogether too frivolous about the would-be sacred particulars of London, the Thames, a great art collection, all the usual holy places of Murdochian reality Gracie takes her boyfriend Ludwig to 'the Wallace Collection to hear the clocks strike twelve and then to a pub with a funny name, passing by a flower shop where Ludwig would buy flowers to be later ceremonially thrown into the Thames from a particular bridge'. In Murdoch's world you take the Thames and the Wallace collection seriously, or else. It's no wonder either that Garth turns into a bad and popular novelist.

Garth's commercially successful bad novel is about himself. It features an act of personal moral cowardice he keeps recalling, the day he failed a moral test on a New York street. He happened - accidentally - on two Puerto Ricans knifing a black man to death and refused to heed the victim's cry for help. So, like the heedless priest in Jesus's famous story about the Good Samaritan who helped the Jew who 'fell among thieves', Garth 'passed by on the other side'. An ancient mythic story gets revived, gets re-enacted (it happens often in Murdoch's novels), this time to find post-Christian man utterly wanting ethically, not a Good Samaritan.

Not everyone in the novel fails the challenge of the chance meeting. One-time diplomat Matthew is haunted by what he saw in Moscow's Red Square - 'an accidental passerby' going over to demonstrators, shaking their hand, and getting arrested with them. Everyone else 'passed by'. As did Matthew, the perpetual moral tourist, mere onlooker at the scene of moral challenge, who goes back to drinks 'in a carpeted embassy', 'hung with minor masterpieces by Gainsborough and Lawrence'. The episode is the basis of the one real example in this novel of Murdoch's favourite tutorial scene, when the philosophic master debates ethics with a star pupil, this time Matthew and Ludwig discussing the apparent moral heroism of the Red Square event and whether such 'virtue' is really illusory. Matthew's story is important to Ludwig, the historian with the inherited Protestant Conscience, wondering whether to return to the USA and bear witness aginst the morality of the Vietnam War. Later on, miserable in his love life, Ludwig fails to go over and speak to mad, sad Dorina on a Bloomsbury Street, just before she dies, accidentally electrocuted in her bath in a 'small hotel'. His remorse mat 'he had seen Dorina on the day that she died and had passed her by was so nightmarish', that we assume it's one reason he decides to stop his draft-dodging, and to go home to bear public witness about Vietnam, rather than taking up a comfortable post in Oxford. Ludwig goes to prison: 'a solitary conscientious American', Matthew calls him, thinking of mat 'solitary conscientious Russian' in Red Square. 'From the good, good actions spring with a spontaneity which must remain to the mediocre forever mysterious'. Matthew includes himself among the morally mediocre. Ludwig is, perhaps, the only one to be 'saved' in this novel. It's important in Murdoch's fiction to bear witness against the great occurrences of modern evil which haunt her people. All Ludwig's European relations had died or been scattered in the Hitler period, like the families of the many Jewish refugees who throng Murdoch's pages. Choosing martyrdom - giving up Gracie and Oxford and scholarship to go and testify against the Vietnam War - is an exorcism of the 'ghost of Hitler', a way of making up for all the Protestant Germans whose consciences didn't stop them passing by on the other side, as well as putting things straight with the ghost of Dorina.

Ludwig is dull, priggish even - though not as much as Gracie's mother thinks him - and not absolutely good, but he does, evidently, achieve for Murdoch a certain goodness. He makes good, is made good, in the way he responds to the awful ways of the world. Of the world which is 'all there is', in those momentous opening words of Ludwig Wittgenstein's Tractatus, the philosophy book which so absorbed Iris Murdoch's attention. 'This' - i.e. coming cleanly through 'the mess of his motives' to respond to the 'small pure undoc-trined need to bear witness' - 'was how the world was, so this was what a man must do'. Matthew presses Ludwig on that so, the alleged imperative. They agree that if God were to exist He would live in that link. He doesn't, but still, they conclude, the link holds good. Obeying some such 'obscure imperative', Ludwig thinks, is what 'seemed to put him on the side of salvation'. He wonders, 'Was this paralysed muddling on from moment to moment what moral thinking at its most difficult was really like?' Murdoch's answer in the silence of the text seems to be: yes, more or less, it is. Morality comes through not being overwhelmed by the muddle of the world.

All the others in the novel are overwhelmed, demented, deterred by the way of the world, its cruel particularity. Disinherited Aunt Charlotte tries to kill herself. So does big Mitzi, her career as an athlete ruined by a freak accident. Lethal accidents queue up bumper to bumper. Dorina's dad accidentally kills a snake, Austin drunkenly runs over a little girl, Dorina dies when a bar-heater falls into her bath, little Henrietta Sayce falls to her death from some scaffolding. It's hard to keep up with the novel's death toll. And all these terrible real accidents are shadowed by possible accidents, by questions about accident and accidentality. Was the drowning of Betty, Austin's first wife, in a canal lock really an accident? Was the traumatising primal scene in the quarry not merely an accident, when little Matthew kicked the stones down and Austin's hand was hurt? When Austin bashes blackmailing Norman Monkley in the head with the metal case containing his awful novel and turns him into a vegetable it might or might not be the accident Austin claims. But whether all the novel's accidents are accidental or not - and these people do seem awfully predestined to awful fates, if only by their novelist - their horror is never to be blunted by the farce which keeps intruding.

When Austin and Mitzi trash Ludwig's little dinner-party for Gracie - drinking and brawling, knocking over the wine and a saucepan of eggs, with Austin crashing into the 'eggy mess' in the fireplace, breaking his glasses and hurting his arm - we laugh, but the chapter of accidents is no joke. Even when he's farcing about, Austin's accidentalism keeps bringing home the awfulness here of the contingent. He's repeatedly said to be devilish. God may have died for Iris Murdoch's characters, but the devil seems to resist such a demise. Austin is satanic. One of his final terrible actions, getting Mavis away from Matthew, 'contaminating' her in revenge for Matthew 'polluting' Dorina in Austin's view (Matthew merely gave Dorina refuge for three days), is characteristic. 'Of course, Austin had not really done this "on purpose". It had all been, like so many other tilings in the story, accidental. But it was too beautiful not to have also the product of instinct'. Accidental, on purpose: the result is the same - a vile act of demonic beauty. Austin is that recurrent Murdoch character, the modern Satan, a beautiful fallen angel, achieving a devilish beauty, indulging a kind of aesthetic of evil. It's most gorgeously expressed, perhaps, when he smashes up Matthew's wonderful collection of Chinese porcelain - a malign perversion of aesthetic appreciation, an inverted sort of connoisseurship. He did it with a cast-iron table-leg picked up in 'a nearby rubbish-tip'. Accidentally on purpose, no doubt. So much, we're intended to think, for the redemptive power of the aesthetic which Murdoch wants to believe in, the grace of art which was temporarily Matthew's blessedness. All smashed. And representatively, it would seem, of all the other potentially good and saving forces and powers which Murdoch so tantalis-ingly dangles before us and her people.

For this is the novel where the occasionally humanising touch, the handshake of Red Square, is overshadowed by what Austin does with his grotesquely pawing crippled hand; where novels, the greatest humanising medium for Murdoch, are written by inadequate Garth and foulmouthed fantasizing Monkley; where London's great galleries, the National and the Courtauld and so on, Murdoch's customary sites of aesthetic sacredness, are merely places for Ludwig and Gracie to do some kissing in; where, most terrible of all, love fails horribly in a catalogue of hopeless yearnings, bitterness, jealousy, bourgeois convention (George and Clara Tisbourne), parody (Charlotte's loveless lesbian future with Mitzi; Gracie's brother farcically reliving all those schoolboy fictions about passion behind the cricket pavilion), even murder (did Austin actually kill Betty?). As ever in a Murdoch novel, love takes many forms - which is the point of the Sophocles fragment which Ludwig's gay Oxford classical colleague quotes in his letter from Athens towards the end of the novel (the Greek is untranslated, as usual: Murdoch expects her readers to be as learned as she is) - but here none of love's many variant forms lacks flaws. And flawing of some kind is all over An Accidental Man.

The old, once vital, remembered myths, still vivid in many characters' minds as they are in Murdoch's, prove to be mainly vain fantasies. People keep imagining they're redoing Biblical stories - Matthew washing Dorina's wounds like a Good Samaritan, Dorina rising again in 'the joy of resurrection' after her three days at Matthew's place, Mavis thinking Dorina 'died for us', Dorina aweing over Matthew as if he had 'made' her like a Creator God. But like prayer for these characters, the old formulae are dead. They're vain repetitions. Charlotte might feel the 'irresistible authority' of the old words of Psalm 23 as her mother Alison lies dying, but for the rest hunting out the Scripture is matter of farce ('What number is it? Somewhere near the beginning'), before the priest arrives with his letting-down talk of Youth Clubs and ping pong. Matthew's feebleness as a moral saviour is only mocked by the suggestions of godlike powers. Compared with the philosopher kings and guides of the other novels, Matthew is very run-down. His own Master, the Buddhist Kaoru, is even less effective - distant, off-stage, silent. And why, we wonder, at the end, is Matthew running away to America with Ludwig? How good, in fact, is he, really? Indeed, and the question comes home with stunning force in this novel, how good is the good itself?

As ever, this Murdoch text comes heavily seeded with a vocabulary of the good. Good!, people keep saying, good-good-good, jolly good, good for him and so on. The great plethora of common English phrases involving goodness is always on these people's lips - on to a good thing, with good wishes, good lover, good friend, too good for me, too-good-to-be-true and the like - is no doubt a way of indicating, as usual with Murdoch, the presence, despite ourselves, of a moral sense, the residue of the God-eras, embedded in our ordinary language. But here this crypto moral vocabulary seems to mock rather than endorse the persistent moral conscience it might be thought to stand for. When, in his last conversation with Austin, Matthew studs his responses with That's good, Good for him, Good and the rest, it all seems dead, an inert parody of ethical thinking, cynically dismissive even. Austin's A good thing too' when he hears of the charlady's 'idiot child' being doomed to an early death confirms the sense of prevailing ethical upside-down-ness. 'We are a very good-looking family' are Austin's final words. With them any faith we might have had in a meaningful ethical mindfulness contained in ordinary language just flies out of the window.

It's all a grim reflection on the prospects for a continuing ethical mindfulness in the modern world, commensurate with Murdoch's savagely jokey christenings here. J.L. Austin, one of Oxford's greatest 'ordinary language' philosophers, has had his name appropriated by a linguistically casual monster. Kierkegaard, the great Christian agoniser and doubter, master-mind of existentialism, so admired by Murdoch, is now just the nickname of a dodgy motor-car- a piece of suspect material, passed back and forth between the characters, exemplum of the ordinary and the particular as a bad bargain. As old Alison lay dying, Charlotte answered the door to a neighbour concerned about a car blocking his garage, and she 'looked out... at the beautiful, perky, ordinary, selfish, material world of motor-cars and evening appointments.' The ordinary never altogether lacks a beauty in Iris Murdoch's novels, but here that charm comes extraordinarily overlain with selfishness and triviality - especially the bourgeoisie's round of 'evening appointments'.

The novel ends with one of several 'evening appointments', a drinks party at Gracie and Garth's place, the last of Murdoch's party-pieces done as drama - a Pinteresque torrent, a heteroglossia of overheard voices, trivial, insincere, gossipy, distorting truth and the real into mere rumour and fantasy. The bourgeois, shallow Tisbournes are rampant. Evil Austin is there looking 'gorgeous' and prating of his good-looking family. The bad novelist Garth is being congratulated all round on his 'lovely' reviews. Proley Mary Monkley, one of the several low-life characters Iris Murdoch has brought into this novel - perhaps in some endeavour to meet her complaining critics and widen her usual exclusive social clientele of dons, philosophers, civil servants and people who know their Sophocles - the rare proletarian is tippling sherry like some Dickensian gargoyle in her apparently appropriate place, on the social margins, in the kitchen. Kierkegaard is 'parked outside'. The moral worrier Matthew and the conscientious American Ludwig (he who objected to Gracie that what she called 'an ordinary life' was 'for most people ... an extraordinary one') are both far, far away. The trivially minded crowd possess the good words, but these are provokingly empty of ethical content. Good night, Good night, Good night, they chorus, repeating, without knowing it, the farewells of TS Eliot's lowlife immoralists in the pub scene in The Waste Land, 'Good night sweet ladies', words which were themselves a parody of Ophelia's farewell words in Hamlet. Here's a parody of a parody. Hamlet, a piece of the world's greatest literature, one of the most life-changing literary myths of the western world, itself of course a drama about the anguished ways of the Protestant moral conscience, has come down in the world, and for a second time in modern times. The touch of farce in the Eliot scene is, of course, as befits this novel, by no means absent from Murdoch's recall and replay of The Waste Land. But as ironically downbeat endings go, it would be hard, I think, to find a more despondent one than this. And it's utterly par for this novel's course.

VALENTINE CUNNINGHAM
 2003





'GRACIE darling, will you marry me?'

'Yes.'

'What?'

'Yes.'

Ludwig Leferrier stared down into the small calm radiant unsmiling face of Gracie Tisbourne. Was it conceivable that the girl was joking? It was. Oh Lord.

'Look, Gracie, are you serious?'

'Yes.'

'But I mean —'

'Of course if you want to back out of it—'

'Gracie! But—but—Gracie, do you love me?'

'Can you not infer that from what I said just now?'

'I don't want inferred love.'

'I love you.'

'It's impossible !'

'This is becoming a rather stupid argument.'

'Gracie. I can't believe it!'

'Why are you so surprised?' said Gracie. 'Surely the situation has been clear for some time. It has been to all my friends and relations.'

'Oh damn your friends and relations—I mean—Gracie, you do really mean it? I love you so dreadfully much—'

'Don't be so silly, Ludwig,' said Gracie. 'Sometimes you're just a very silly man. I love you, and I've done so ever since you kissed me behind that tomb thing in the British Museum. I never thought I'd be so lucky.'

'But you expected this?'

'I expected it now.'

'I didn't.'

'So are you now dismayed?'

'No! I've loved you for ages. But you're so sort of grand. Everyone's after you.'

'I'm not grand. And that's a very vulgar way of putting it.'

'Sorry—'

'I'm small and ignorant, whereas you know everything.'

'As if that— ! I thought I was one of hundreds.'

'Well, you're one of one.'

'You've been so calm!'

'A girl has her pride. Shall we now go hand in hand and tell my parents?'

'No, please—I say, will they mind?'

'They'll be delighted.'

'I somehow thought they wanted you to marry that guy Sebastian.'

'They want what I want.'

'They won't mind my being American?'

'Why should they? Especially as you aren't going back to America any more.'

'You said once they wanted you to marry an Englishman.'

'Only because anyone else might take me away. But you won't. We'll be living in Oxford.'

'I don't know about Oxford. Oh Jesus, Gracie, I can't believe it, I'm so happy—Darling, please—'

Gracie's divan bed, on which they were sitting was very narrow and fitted in beneath a long white shelf. Small fat cushions, which Ludwig hated, and which Gracie referred to as her 'pussy cats', further reduced the sitting or lying area. Ludwig banged his head on the shelf. One hand burrowed under Gracie's warm thigh. His head sank and he felt the roughness of his cheek against the smoothness of her taut dress. Crushed close together, two hearts battered in their cages. No screen of calm now. Ludwig groaned. He had never made love to her. The thing was anguish.

'Mind the table!'

He began to fall off, twisting a rubbery leg to avoid a crash, and subsided embracing the coffee pot while Gracie above him stifled laughter. 'Ssh, Ludwig!'

The Tisbourne's house in Kensington, pretentiously called Pitt's Lodge, was a narrow poky little gentleman's residence cluttered with elegant knick-knacks masquerading as furniture. Ludwig had already broken two chairs. Behind the papery walls of the small rooms Gracie's parents were omnipresent. Now just outside the door Clara Tisbourne was calling down to her husband, 'Pinkie darling, the Odmores want us for the second weekend.' It was an impossible situation even if Gracie had been willing. He could not take Gracie to his own apartment because Gracie disliked Mitzi Ricardo. Mitzi also disliked Gracie and referred to her as 'little Madam' until she realized that Ludwig loved her. Perhaps it would have to be the British Museum again.

'Whatever shall we do?' he said to Gracie.

'About what?'

They had never discussed sex. He had no idea whether Gracie was a virgin. Must he now tell her about his campus amours? Oh Christ.

'Here. Yes, I know. Dear Ludwig, just sit quietly and hold my hand.'

He looked into the mysterious guileless eyes of the girl to whom he had committed himself, his life, his future, his thoughts, his feelings, his whole spiritual being. She was so fantastically young. He felt centuries older than this opening flower. He felt coarse, gross, ancient, dirty. At the same moment it occurred to him that she was almost totally a stranger. He loved, he was engaged to be married to, a complete stranger.

'Grade, you are so pure, so true.'

'That's your silly talk.'

'You're so young!'

'I'm nineteen. You're only twenty-two.'

'When shall we get married? How quickly can one get married in England?'

'We've only just got engaged. Please, Ludwig. You know the way mama bounces in.'

'What's the use of being engaged? I want—'

'It's nice being engaged. We shall be a long time married. Let's enjoy our engagement. It's such a special time. I've so much liked the first five minutes of it.'

'But, Grade, how are we going to—'

'Besides, mama will insist on a big white wedding and those things take ages to organize.'

'Surely we don't have to have all that crap? Gracie, you know you can always get what you want—'

'Well, I want it too. It will be such fun. I'll have Karen Arbuthnot as a bridesmaid—'

'Gracie, have a heart—'

'We couldn't get married now anyway with grandmama so ill. Supposing she were to the on our wedding day?'

'Is she very ill?'

'Aunt Charlotte says she's dying. But that may be wishful thinking.'

'I feel so terribly afraid I'll lose you.'

'Don't be idiotic. Here's my hand here, feel it.'

'Gracie, poppet, are you sure you don't mind—'

'What? Ludwig, you're trembling.'

'It's all so sudden. I've been in such a state these last weeks.'

'About little me?'

'Yes, about you. And about—Yes. Gracie, you're sure you don't mind what I've done? I mean my not going back ever, my not going to fight, you know—'

'Why should I mind your not wanting to fight in a wicked war? Why should I mind your choosing to live here in England with me and become English?'

'Later on you might want to go to America and we couldn't, I guess.'

'I don't want to go to America. You are my America.'

'Dear Gracie! But—you don't think it's dishonourable?'

'How can it be dishonourable to do the right thing?'

How indeed.

They were sitting side by side, precariously, as if they were on a boat. Ludwig held her right hand tightly in his. His left arm was stretched round her shoulder. His bony tweedy knees were pressed against her sleek knees, pale brown and shiny through openwork tights. She smelt of young flesh and toilet soap and pollen. Oh God, if they could only take their clothes off! Outside it was raining. Warm early summer rain playfully caressed the window. A bright subdued light showed the small pink and white houses opposite against a dark grey sky which shone like illuminated metal. There would be a rainbow somewhere above the park. Elsewhere that war was going on, high explosive and napalm and people killed and maimed. There were people out there who had been at war all their lives.

The crucial date had passed. He had torn up his draft card some time ago. But until lately there had been a way out. Now there was none. He had taken a carefully considered step and with it had chosen exile. He had no regrets, except about his parents. He was their only child. It had been the achievement of their lives to make him what they could never be, genuinely American. They would never understand.

'Have some more elevenses,' said Gracie. 'Have some Tennis Court Cake. I know you like marzipan. Have some Russian gateau.'

Her little bedroom, which she called her sitting-room, and in which indeed they had so far done nothing but sit, was cosy and prim. Its formality and order were those of a child. This schoolroom neatness, this bitty folky flowery charm, represented, Ludwig suspected, not only Gracie's unformed taste but also some vanished era in the taste of her parents. He had once heard Gracie resisting Clara's enthusiastic ideas about redecorating it. A growing miscellany of pictures now fought with the sprigged wallpaper: small Impressionist reproductions, engravings of hawks and parrots, photos of the Acropolis and Windsor Castle and the Taj Mahal. Yet Gracie knew nothing about architecture, nothing about birds, and constantly mixed Van Gogh up with Cezanne. Indeed she appeared to know very little about anything, having firmly left school early and refused any further education. What on earth is one to do, he had once thought, with a girl who has no idea who Charlemagne was and who doesn't care? Later he admired her nerve and came to prize her calm ignorance. She was without the pretensions and ambitions which powered his own life. Her simplicity, her gaiety, even her silliness lightened his Puritan sadness. Yet he also knew that she was no mere kitten, this almost-child. There was a formidable will crushed up inside this unfolding bud.

'No thanks, no cake.'

'Have a jelly baby.'

'No. I'm still feeling kicked in the stomach.'

'Well, I'm hungry:

Gracie was a great eater, but remained slim. She was a pale miniature-looking girl with a small well-formed head and a small eager face. She had glowing powdery flesh, very light blue eyes, and wispy half-long silvery golden hair. When she was petulant she looked like a terrier. When she was self-satisfied, which was often, she looked oriental. She was not coquettish, yet she was very conscious of herself as a young and pretty girl. Her tiny mouth was aware, thoughtful, stubborn. She seemed to Ludwig like a precious relic, an heirloom of vanished feminine refinement, something almost Victorian.

'Do you think you'll get the Oxford thing?'

'Gee, I hope so. I try not to think about it. It matters so much.'

'I'd like to live in Oxford. It's such a pretty place. And you can get into the country.'

'You won't mind being the wife of a stuffy old ancient history don?'

'Don't be absurd, Ludwig. Do you think I want to marry an astronaut or something? I only wish I wasn't such an ignoramus. I'll just have to keep quiet and smile. I suppose there are wives like that in Oxford. Still the rest of the family will make a show. Papa was a Senior Wrangler and mama was at Bedford and of course Patrick—'

Anxiety about the Oxford job had contributed to his torment, he wanted that job so dreadfully. Oxford had in these months grown huge and wide and magnetic in his consciousness. This too was a kind of being in love. He pictured himself there like a man picturing paradise. He feared disappointment like a man fearing hell. Of course whatever happened now he would stay on in England after his London scholarship year was over. Athena had here sufficiently seized him by the locks. All the elements of his case were clear to him and he had no more doubt about the lightness of his decision. The war was a piece of absolute wickedness in which he would take no part. He would not fight for the United States of America in that war. But neither was it his task to make politics, to shout and speechify and martyr himself. I am not a political animal, he told himself repeatedly. He was a scholar. He would not waste his talents. He would stay in England, where by a pure and felicitous accident he had been born, and take part in the long old conversation of Europe. To regret that his role was in so many ways an easy one was purely sentimental.

The analysis was clear and the decision was made. Only his protestant conscience, like a huge primitive clumsy processing machine, obsolete yet still operational, continued to give him trouble. If only he could take that awful uncomprehending misery away from his parents. He dreaded their letters in which, in language which both offended and touched him, they begged him to come home and get himself 'straightened out'. Did they really think he must be mad? He dreaded their confused reproaches, their fear. Old European terrors, inherited from generations of wandering ancestors, coursed in their blood and made them shudder from breaking the laws of the United States and evading its decrees. And there was their dreadful wrong-headed pride. Grief at his absence, fear of bureaucracy, what the neighbours thought, it was all jumbled together.

His father's family were devout protestants from Alsace. His mother's family were Lutherans from Bavaria. His maternal grandfather, who disappeared during the war and was thought to have died in a concentration camp, had been a minister. A strong and rigid disapproval of Hitler had led both families to migrate westward, and Ludwig's parents had met soon after the war in Mont-de-Marson where Ludwig's father had been working as an electrical engineer. They soon decided to emigrate to America, but while waiting for their visas went first on a brief visit to England so as to improve their English. Here, with what now seemed an intelligent prescience, young Ludwig had achieved an English birth, and with it the right to British nationality, although before his first birthday he was already in the U.S.A. He grew up happily enough, normally enough, as an American child, his parents' joy. Yet in his blood too old European things lived and waited, and as he became an adult and an intellectual he found himself an unidentified person, a changeling. He inherited the physical awkwardness of his parents and their deep conscientious anxiety. He grew up into problems which they had hoped to leave behind. He was uneasy with his hybrid name. He felt ashamed of being an Aryan German and yet also ashamed of having ceased to be one. His parents, perfectly bilingual in French and German, spoke only English at home, laboriously conversing even when they were alone together in this language which they never fully mastered. Ludwig learnt his French and German at school. His parents were grateful to America, and the glow of that gratitude was shed over his childhood.

When he came at last to Europe no blood relations awaited him. All had died or scattered. What mainly confronted him was the ghost of Hitler. This and many other things needed to be exorcized. As a historian and as a man he needed somehow in thought to undergo the whole passion of recent history, but he could not do it. Faced with what he had so significantly missed, his intellect became hazy and faint. He remained outside it all and yet burdened by it as by something heavy forever trailing behind him, a part of himself which he could never properly see. In America he felt European, in France he felt German, in Germany American. Only in England, which he found in some ways most alien of all, could he somehow forget or postpone the problem of who he was. The company of other historians suited him, Oxford and Cambridge scholars, jokey unexcited men who just took him for granted and assumed quietly that of course he would stay and become British. He was so grateful for that.

There will be a time, he thought, beyond all this, when I shall work calmly on remote important things, and when all this anguish will be over. Meanwhile he knew, engaging his conscience with his reason as if these were independent sovereigns, that he did not feel guilty only because he was disappointing his parents. He felt guilty exactly as they did because he was disappointing the U.S.A., because he was breaking the law, because he had decided not to return, because he feared death and would not be a soldier, because he was behaving as cowards and traitors behave. He accepted the guilt with a kind of calm as if it were not an admonition but a mere phenomenon, an experience, a punishment: a punishment for what was happening right now in the little white house in Vermont where his parents brooded over the incomprehensible doom which their son had pronounced.

  The decision was made, completed like a long journey, but 
    still strange to him, and rediscovered every morning with a painful 
    lurid surprise. Of course it was no accident that he had mismanaged the whole 
    thing so horribly. This particular muddle he recognized as, for himself, characteristic. 
    If he had elected to be British much earlier he would never have been drafted. 
    He had, he bitterly put it to himself, hoped to get away with it, hoped to 
    have without drama the best of both his worlds. His drafting had been deferred 
    and deferred again. He had thought and thought but without ever quite bringing 
    himself to make up his mind. There was so much involved, so much at stake. 
    He knew he could stick if he had to, and also he knew himself as in some ways 
    an instinctively timid man, a quiet man who was unwilling to raise his voice, 
    unwilling to be stared at. The final summons came unexpectedly. And now he 
    could not defy it with impunity. As far as the United States was concerned 
    he was in bad trouble. Scurrying now for the bolt hole of another nationality 
    would not save him from the automatic retribution of the country which he 
    was so precipitately abandoning. This aspect of the matter, once he did decide 
    to stick, he deliberately refrained from examining in detail. It seemed that 
    at least fifteen years must pass before he could return without facing immediate 
    arrest. With his claim for British nationality pending it was, he had been 
    advised, unthinkable that he should be extradited as a deserter. But as an 
    American he was now done for.

How much, apart from his distress for his parents, this would really hurt, he had not yet been able to estimate. He was quite certain that he was acting rightly. But this did not make it burn less. He suffered his pangs of guilt and fear and loss and waited for these sufferings to pass. There would be a time for reconciliation and quiet work and the treasure caves of Europe, a time, oh God, for Gracie. He had told her these things, but only in a cool and abstract way. He did not know whether he was glad or sorry that she had accepted them without puzzlement, without profound questioning. With how much of the real tangle and torment would it be fair to burden her; and if he was to marry her would it be right to burden her with less than all?

Her little strong right hand was gripping his. 'What a pity Patrick is too old to be a page.'

'A page? Oh sure. I can't see Patrick as a page! I hope he'll approve?'

'Oh yes,' said Gracie, licking her fingers and still holding his hand, so that he felt her tongue on his palm. 'He said you were the only genuine intellectual among my swains.'

Patrick was Grade's younger brother. He was still at boarding school. He was bookish and ambitious.

'Will your parents come over for the wedding?'

Would they? Would they want to? So many things were happening so fast, creating new worlds in which old instinctive ways of acting were no good any more.

The rain suddenly pattered on the window like a handful of pebbles, then grew quiet again. The room brightened with a vivid dark golden light.

'I don't know.'

'Who will you have as your best man?'

'Must I have a best man? Well, I guess I'd have Garth if he were over here by then, you know, Garth Gibson Grey.'

Ludwig felt a faint electrical shock. Guilt again possibly. He had thought a good deal less about Garth in recent weeks, though when he had first arrived eight months ago the return of Garth had been the thing to which he had most looked forward. He had made Garth's acquaintance when they were both students at Harvard. Garth, a graduate of Cambridge, England, had been his first close English friend. Garth was studying philosophy. They had immediately started an argument which went on for days, weeks, months. The Harvard philosophers did not think highly of Garth. But Ludwig decided he was one of the most remarkable men he had ever met. He longed for Garth to come back so that they could experience England, Europe, together. He had made all his great decisions since their last talk. He had mentioned them in letters, but without emotion. Garth had replied laconically 'Good,' then written about other things, then stopped writing altogether. He was due home in July, but July was still a long way off. And now there was Gracie.

Ludwig recognized the little guilty shock as a realization that when Garth came he would no longer be alone. He would no longer be waiting. I am surrendering my aloneness for ever, he thought, clutching Gracie's hand. What would Garth think about this engagement? Garth and Gracie, whose families were acquainted, had known each other slightly since childhood. It was through Garth, or more immediately through Garth's father, Austin Gibson Grey, that Ludwig had met the Tis-bournes, Charlotte Ledgard, Mitzi Ricardo, Mavis Argyll and many other of those fearfully English English with whom he now felt so surprisingly at home. Garth had suggested to Ludwig, who was to precede him to England by a year, that he should look up Austin. 'You may be able to help my father,' he said cryptically. Austin had certainly helped Ludwig, finding him digs at Mitzi's place, introducing him to people, setting him on the path to Gracie. Had Ludwig helped Austin? Austin was not easy to help. 'Austin is hopeless,' George Tisbourne used to say. 'Elder brother trouble of course.' Austin's elder brother Matthew was a horribly successful diplomat. Austin was not so good at coping. Ludwig rather liked Austin's hopelessness. It relaxed his nerves to see Austin flounder. Of course poor Austin had serious troubles, but for some reason one could never take them too gravely. How surprised Austin would be about Ludwig and Gracie! 'Not a chance,' Austin had judged when Ludwig told his love. And what would Garth say? Garth would say nothing. Garth the lone wolf. But Garth would be in some way disappointed. He would feel that Ludwig had been absorbed into ordinariness. They don't like each other, Garth and Gracie, Ludwig had earlier intuited from Gracie's chatter. He could see why. And he felt now with a kind of sadness and a kind of pride what it was like to be responsible for the being of another.

'Do you find that your ears stick to your head at night?'

'I don't know, poppet.'

'Mine do, it does feel funny. You've got such nice sleek animal ears. Some men have such coarse ears. Ludwig, do do something for me. Cut your hair very short, the way it used to be. I love it furry.'

'OK, honey. But it looks so sort of grey when it's short.'

'I like it nice and grey.'

He had begun to grow his hair, it occurred to him guiltily, to please another girl.

'And another thing, Ludwig darling.'

'What, angel?'

'Don't go to see Dorina like that any more.'

Feminine intuition.

'Why not, sweetheart? You know it's not—'

'I know it's not. I know it's for Austin. But I hate your being a sort of emotional go-between for them.'

Dorina was Mrs Austin Gibson Grey. Something had happened to poor Austin's second marriage. But what had happened no one could make out, least of all perhaps Austin and Dorina.

'Austin trusts me. I can help.'

'Austin must unravel all that muddle for himself. Please keep out of it. Don't go to Valmorana.'

Valmorana was a sort of hostel for distressed girls which was run by Dorina's elder sister Mavis Argyll. Mavis was a social worker and generally agreed to be 'wonderful', one of those dedicated single women on whom society so much depends. Dorina, fleeing for reasons unknown from her husband, had taken refuge there.

'You see, at present Dorina just wants to be by herself, but they each want to know how the other—'

'Yes, yes, Ludwig, I understand. It's not that I'm against Dorina, one couldn't be. She's so touching and sort of caught. And with Austin as a husband—It's that it's all such a mess and you can't really help them, no one can, and you'll just get pulled into it too—'

'Don't get excited, sweetie—'

'Your going there is like secret police or something. It's not very important to you, seeing Dorina, is it?'

'I guess not—But how can I—I'm supposed to be going there tomorrow. What will they think?'

'One mustn't worry about what people think. You said that to me once. Make some excuse.'

'But poor old Austin, he hasn't got anyone—'

'Austin gives me the creeps.'

'But why—is it his funny hand?'

'No, of course not, I don't mind his funny hand. He finds me attractive.'

'How do you know? God, he never made a pass at you, did he?'

'No, but a woman knows. A young girl always knows.'

'So what? I guess everyone finds you attractive. It's not a crime, poppet darling.'

'I find him repulsive—no, that's too strong. He's old. I hate it when old people find me attractive.'

'He's not fifty!'

'His face creams and mantles like a standing pond.'

'I think he's got a very nice face.'

'He's so unfortunate.'

'That's not a crime either!'

'It is in him. Bad luck is a sort of wickedness in some people. No, I don't mean that either. I hate his soupy sort of emotions, the way he looks at life. Sorry. I just don't want you to go to Valmorana. If you do you'll get involved in their thing. I don't want you to be interested in them and in their horrible messy world of quarrelling and forgiving. Please. Do you see?'

Ludwig felt distress. How could he hurt Austin and Dorina who had both been so kind to him? And why shouldn't he be interested and try to help? He was about to argue when he realized: she is jealous of Dorina. He felt touched, tender, delighted, grateful.

'All right, honeybun, anything you like. Say, do you think your parents have gone out? I can't hear a thing.'

  'No, I can hear papa typing. Please, Ludwig. Oh darling, I'm 
    suddenly so frightened. We will be all right, won't we? Oh let us be all right 
    for ever. There are such terrible things in the world.'

  

'Recession. Yes,' said Austin Gibson Grey. He was not sure what recession meant, but he knew what Mr Bransome meant.

'It is a matter of computerization.'

'Indeed.'

'There is nothing personal involved.'

'Quite.'

"The management consultants who were here last month—'

'I thought they were interior decorators.'

'Possibly they were so described.'

'They were.'

'It was a matter of being tactful.'

'I see.'

'Recommended a thoroughgoing streamlining of staff ratios.'

'Ah yes.'

'You appreciate that we have been losing money.'

'I do.'

'Our situation, I say in confidence, is difficult.'

'I am sorry.'

'We shall pay you of course for the entire month.'

'Thank you.'

'But I trust you will feel free to leave at any time.'

'How kind.'

'I expect you will wish to find another post.'

'I will.'

'I am sure you will have no difficulty in doing so.'

'I hope you are right.'

'And in fact your successor here—'

'I thought I didn't have a successor. I thought that was the point.'

'Well, just a graduate trainee —I will provide you with excellent references.'

'About my pension —'

'I thought you would ask that.'

'Can I take it in a lump sum?'

'You were enrolled among our temporary non-pensionable staff.'

  'That was a long time ago.' 

'Time does not alter such things, Mr Gibson Grey.'

'But I distinctly remember—'

'You joined a voluntary pension scheme.'

'What will that bring me now?'

'I am afraid nothing.'

'Nothing?'

'You become eligible for benefits at the age of sixty-five.'

'Sixty-five!'

'You opted for scheme F.4. with smaller premiums.'

'I see!'

'Here is your signature.'

'But I haven't any money,' said Austin, 'I haven't a penny. I've saved nothing.'

'That is not our affair, Mr Gibson Grey.'

Was Mr Bransome going to turn nasty? Was Austin going to burst into tears?

'I mean, I think it's a bit unfair to sack me suddenly after all these years without warning.'

'Temporary non-pensionable staff are always subject to this hazard. This was made clear in your terms of appointment. Would you care to see your terms of appointment? They are here on the file.'

'No, thank you.'

'We want to make things easy for you, Mr Gibson Grey.'

'Thank you.'

'I have here a draft letter of resignation, Miss Waterhouse has just typed it.'

'You mean my resignation?'

'Yes.'

'I'll sign it.'

'Don't you want to read it?'

'No, thanks.'

Austin signed the letter with his left hand. His right hand had been stiff since boyhood.

'And here is a little mark of our appreciation.'

'What is it?'

'A book token. The contributors have listed their names.'

'So all these people knew I was going and I didn't?'

'We wanted it to be a nice surprise.'

'How charming.'

'Well, I think that is all, Mr Gibson Grey.'

'Can I leave at once?'

'At once? Certainly if—'

'I don't think I want to meet my successor.'

'I would hardly—'

'And I've got my book token.'

'Then it remains to wish you good luck.'

'And good luck to you, my dear Mr Bransome.'

  Miss Waterhouse and the Junior watched with ecstasy as Austin 
    cleared out his desk. It was not every day that they witnessed a sacking. 
    Miss Waterhouse lent Austin a carrier bag. The Junior chewed gum, which Austin 
    had forbidden him to do in the office. At the bottom of one of the drawers 
    Austin found a photograph of Betty. He tore it up and dropped it into the 
    waste paper basket.

  

I cannot and will not rise upon my humiliations to higher things, thought Austin. He was sitting in the pub. It was raining. He started to eat a pickled onion and bit his tongue. He always bit his tongue in moments of crisis. Perhaps he had an abnormally large tongue? How did the tongue survive anyway, leading its dangerous life inside a semi-circular guillotine? When he came to think about it, it was like something out of Edgar Allan Poe.

It flickers, he thought, it flickers. Behind the visible world, always just upon the threshold of some possible mode of perception, there was another and more terrible reality. He stared till his eyes grew hazy, till they watered not with ordinary tears. Was it like this for others? No. The world of the happy is not the world of the unhappy, as some idiot philosopher had said. Why was he not a successful ordinary man pulling girls' tights off in the backs of cars? How to overcome anxiety. He once wrote for a book called that. It was all about diaphragmatic breathing. It did no good.

Looking-glass man, he thought, trying vainly for the millionth time to flex the fingers of his right hand. If only I could turn myself inside out and make the fantasy real, the real fantasy. But the trouble was that there were no good dreams any more, nothing good or holy or truly desirable any more even in dreams, only that awful thing behind the flickering screen. Dorina had been a good dream. There had seemed to be another place where Dorina walked barefoot in the dew with her hair undone. Altogether elsewhere there were cool meadows and flowers and healing waters. That had been the meaning of Dorina. Could he ever reach that place? Oh softness of fantasy life which nothing resists.

Garth and Dorina must not know that he had been sacked. But someone in the office would tell someone who would tell the Tisbournes and they would send the news around. The Tisbournes always found out everything. How pleased they would be. How intrusively anxious to help. How delighted all his enemies would be. By his enemies of course Austin meant his friends. How he despised himself for caring what the Tisbournes thought. Even from that petty servitude he was unable to free himself. Thank God Garth was in America. Thank God Matthew was abroad, elsewhere forever, and that they had stopped writing to each other. The Tisbournes' sympathy would torment him. Matthew's sympathy might kill him.

Perhaps it was providential after all that Dorina was still at Valmorana. O my little caged bird, how painful it is to think of you and yet how sweet! Dorina was to have been a fresh start, a stepping-stone into some sort of elegant life. Her innocence had been so important to him, his capture of it such an achievement. How he had loved her dependence, even her ghost-haunted weakness. Would he ever live with her again in blameless ordinariness? That was his only significant goal. But now everything they did seemed to hurt each other. How had it come to be like that? And how had it all become so public with everyone endlessly interfering and trying to run his affairs? Why could he not keep his trouble to himself like other people did? Sister Mavis had carried Dorina away into her never never land, her fairy domain of false light. But Dorina was the real princess. Mavis was just a smart Bloomsbury Catholic with a failed life. I'll get another job, he thought, and get Dorina back. For the present it's just as well she's with Mavis. She's safe there, they can't get at her there, she's protected and shut in. Later on I'll take her away. I was in a rut at that stupid office, that was part of the trouble. Need I despise myself for ever because of a fat boy in a football jersey?

What a pity Dorina had turned out not to have any money after all. The world of the pecunious is not the world of the impecunious. If there is nothing in the bank any more what happens, what does one do? What happens when a human life just irretrievably breaks down? Now he had debts and no income. Whom could he borrow from? Charlotte? I'll let the flat and move in with Mitzi Ricardo, he suddenly thought. What a good idea. I can make a bit on the letting. Mitzi had suggested this once before when he was broke, after Betty's death, before Dorina. Mitzi loved him. He knew that Mitzi had suffered at his second marriage and had quietly rejoiced at his troubles. Mitzi was a big powerful girl, a big blonde with a big face and a loud voice, who had been quite a famous athlete before she wrecked her ankle. He liked Mitzi and her tough defeated acceptance of the mediocre. Mitzi thought Dorina thought her 'common', but of course Dorina couldn't even think a word like that. Mitzi would be sweet and gentle with him, yes, that was what he needed now, gentleness and a healing of bruises, the gentleness of lame people. Mitzi would ask nothing and expect nothing. What a relief. And he need not discuss things with her. One hated outsiders and confidants in the end.

Ludwig Leferrier was there too, whom Austin trusted. An American friend of Garth's had seemed the last thing that Austin could do with. But he had got on amazingly well with Ludwig. He could talk about Garth to Ludwig without pain. Perhaps because the big slow American boy conceived of no horrors here. Ludwig's admiration for Garth both touched and exasperated Austin. Ludwig thought of Austin as a fond father proud of his clever son, as if such a relationship somehow covered and accounted for everything. Of course Austin was a fond proud father. Yet was Garth really so remarkable? Austin feared his son's judgment, but that was another thing. There were indeed many other things. He was grateful to Ludwig too because Ludwig, while being friendly, loyal and discreet, could make neither head nor tail of the Dorina business, and did not, as everyone else did, pretend to understand it better than Austin did himself.

What did I do with that photo of Betty, he thought, as he lifted his steel-rimmed specs out of a pool of beer. Austin was vain about his appearance and resented the glasses, which were new-comers in his life. He began to ferret about in Miss Water-house's carrier bag. Then he remembered that he had torn the photo up and thrown it away. Why had he done that? Why was he always doing things that he didn't mean to or want to? The pub was closing and he would have to go back to the flat. He would take some aspirins and lie down. But then the demon asthma would come and bind his breast in a hoop of steel. It had been his constant companion, forbidding rest, ever since the accident with the gas. And afternoon repose was hell anyway, as he knew from terrible Saturdays and Sundays when his body and his mind ached with twitching boredom and fatigue and fear. Quietness came to him now only when he was unconscious.

Suppose he were to go to the National Gallery. Would Titian or Rembrandt or Piero work a wonder for him, as they had once done? No. All books, even the greatest, became exhausted if read often enough and all pictures lose their power to charm. Only youth preserves some illusion of radiance because the ability to be surprised has not yet worn away. And when he felt wistfully that his own life had once had the clarity of art, he was merely remembering his boyhood, the bright time before he fell down that rivulet of stone while the fat boy laughed and laughed.

When he was ten he had had to learn to write with his left hand. Every nerve of his being resisted this. He had fallen through the looking-glass and could never get back. Even now when he was tired he formed his letters the wrong way round and the old weak penetrating feeling of impotence swept over him again. His Quaker parents had told him to make of his physical disability a spiritual advantage but he could not and would not. For him the Inner Light was early quenched. He detested his parents' complacent seriousness. But he had never made it out of their rotten milieu like Matthew had.

  That was all long ago and even poor Bet was dead long since 
    and the miseries she had caused him were spectres which the years had wasted 
    and the fat boy in the football jersey was an elderly Buddha, an ambassador, 
    a 'Sir'. 'Oh, are you Sir Matthew's brother?' people would say with ill-concealed 
    amaze. Let Matthew now stay away from him for ever, let him end his days in 
    an eastern monastery, as he once said he would, and let the world know him 
    no more. Indeed, Austin had already come to believe that Matthew was dead, 
    for only so could his own heart be at rest.

  

'Grace Leferrier. It's a nice name. Yes, very nice.'

'You aren't too sorry about Sebastian Odmore?'

'I knew Grade would never marry Sebastian.'

'I think you're making the best of a—'

'No, I'm not, Pinkie. I think it's lovely.'

George and Clara Tisbourne were drinking after-luncheon coffee in their tiny dining-room. George was a civil servant working on Millbank and came home to lunch most days. The rain had stopped and a faint steam arose from the wet cement in the tiny garden-yard. There was a lake about the drain which was blocked again.

'And it all happened this morning?'

'Yes, about eleven o'clock, Gracie said.'

'Was she calm?'

'No. She pretended to be. But she was all of a tremble. So am I. Let's have some cognac'

'Gracie engaged!' said George Tisbourne. 'It's certainly a significant moment.' He fetched the brandy. 'Or will she change her mind?'

'She loves him. She's all hazy.'

'She's often hazy. Better wait a bit before announcing it.'

'I did want an Englishman,' said Clara, 'but I suppose an American is next best, and he is a very nice American. I must say when Americans are sweet they're very very sweet.'

'And he's definitely staying here?'

'Oh yes. He's the expatriate type. Detests his homeland. Besides, he was born here.'

'Good. He seems to be a clever chap. I wish Gracie had condescended to have a bit more education.'

'Gracie knows what's best for herself. She's a very sure-footed animal. She will make her life work.'

'Yes, she's always known best, she never really depended on us, even as a child.'

The parents contemplated in silence the awe-inspiring mystery of their daughter.

'He's quite good-looking too,' said Clara. 'That wide smile and those nice square teeth. Even being prematurely grey rather suits him. Only I wish he didn't speak so slowly, sometimes one's concentration fails in the middle of a sentence.'

'Who are his people? What does his father do?'

'Naturally I asked Gracie at once. She didn't know!'

'I suppose his parents aren't rich?'

'I somehow think not. And I couldn't ask Gracie that when she was in such an interesting spiritual condition.'

'Hmm. Speaking of—do you think?'

'No. But I think the sooner we have that weekend with the Odmores the better.'

'Clara!'

'Oh Pinkie, I do hope it will all work, I couldn't bear it if Gracie wasn't happily married. Think of the torment. Will they communicate all the time like we do? I shall never be able to talk enough to you between now and the end of the world.'

'If they don't talk it needn't matter. Every marriage is an individual.'

'I think St Mary Abbots, or whatever it calls itself, don't you?'

'You mean for the wedding? Why not St George's, Hanover Square!'

'Well, we are Barkers people, you know, not Harrods people, and it is our local church.'

'I suppose the parson won't mind? We never turn up. I haven't been since Patrick's christening.'

'I know the parson, he belongs to Penny Sayce's bridge circus.'

'I say, have you told Alison?'

'I never talk to poor Mama now on the telephone, it's too painful. I rang Char and Char will tell her.'

'What was Charlotte's reaction?'

'Dry. Surprised Gracie had that much sense. Poor old Char, she's always resentful and trying to score.'

'She tries to put us down a bit, but that's natural. Of course she loves us, but she's got to defend herself. An elder sister always has ambiguous feelings about a younger one, especially when the younger one is happily married and she's single.'

'And especially when the younger one has married the man she wanted!'

'If Charlotte ever wanted me those wants are past and gone long ago.'

'I'm not so sure. Charlotte is deep. She's distinguished and weird and proud. What goes on in my dear sister's mind I wonder?'

'Nothing mysterious, Clara.'

'All minds are mysterious. What goes on in your mind, Pinkie, if it comes to that? We talk ceaselessly and without a shred of concealment and yet the real quality of being you is utterly hidden from me.'

They looked at each other. George had no sentimental secrets from his wife, but there was one thing he had never told her. He had studied mathematics and intended to be a mathematician. But before those cold Himalayas of the spirit his courage had fainted, and he had turned early away to the world of the warm, the lucrative and the easy. He was a clever man and an able civil servant, but these were simple skills which he exercised, and he often felt his mind sluggish and cheated of greatness. He never talked to his wife about these matters or told her that he despised himself eternally for this failure. Yet perhaps now it did not matter too much, that pusillanimous choice, because as one grew older and saw death in the distance nothing mattered too much any more, even virtue.

'You can read my mind as if it were all cast on a screen over my head,' said George, and drank some brandy.

'Poor Char. I wonder how often she has regretted answering the call of duty and looking after Mama. I don't think she knew when she started how much of her life was being asked of her.'

'It's been a long time.'

'I know you used to think Mama was a malade imaginaire.'

'She began as one. I think she was amazed when she found she was really ill.'

'Well, Char got stuck long before that. Does one regret having been dutiful, I wonder?'

'I think sometimes one regrets that most of all. Charlotte was trapped. It wasn't just duty.'

'I know. Some people just miss the bus. Poor Char has had no sort of life.'

'You're wrong. She plays a very special role. The role that some unmarried people play in the lives of their married friends. Married people need unmarried people. There's a kind of priestly efficacy.'

'You mean Char's always available? She isn't, you know. She hates it all. She's not a kindly minister.'

'That's not necessary. The thing is partly symbolic. She's there.''

'Like the family cat!'

'How is your mother, by the way?'

'Sinking. I suppose she might go on sinking for years. You remember that crisis ages ago, and she recovered. I think all the same we won't have this house redecorated.'

'You think this time next year we'll be in the Villa?' The Villa was the family name for Clara's mother's house in Chelsea.

'I don't know. You won't mind Char being there too? Mama did say she was leaving the place to us jointly. We can convert the basement into a nice flat for Char.'

'If we move in Charlotte will move out.'

'Oh God. Well, let's not worry about it now. I must say the Villa is a stunning house. And it'll be marvellous to have some more space, after this shoe box. And some more money. Aren't I being hard-hearted and worldly?'

'You used to say you enjoyed making economies. You used to say you'd hate to be rich.'

'I'm growing old, Pinkie. I've changed my mind.'

Clara's mother, Alison Ledgard, had married an ineffectual solicitor who had wanted to be a poet but had written few verses after his marriage. Alison's own family however were Ulster linen merchants and Alison had been a considerable heiress.

'You ought to see Alison more often,' said George.

'I know I ought to. But it's so terribly painful seeing her so frail and not herself any more and some days she can't even speak. And all that fearful energy isn't gone, you know, it's just pent up inside, her eyes can glow, it's terrible. And somehow one feels her life was so wasted just because she was a woman. She ought to have been galloping across the steppes at the head of some horde.'

'Has she met Ludwig?'

'No. I somehow don't think she'll care now. When she got really ill she stopped being interested in the children. They are so bumptiously young.'

'The terrible solipsism of youth can offend the old. Patrick has been quite good with her lately.'

'Yes, Patrick is a bit quieter and more gentlemanly. I suspect it's the influence of Ralph Odmore.'

'Charles says Ralph has stopped being a dandy and has become a hippie.'

'Oh dear. Still, Patrick will look adorable with long hair.'

'Gracie must take Ludwig to see Alison all the same. Gracie hasn't been near her for ages.'

'I know. I have chid her, or does one say chided. She just says, "Shut up, Ma." I do wish she wouldn't call me "Ma", she does it on purpose.'

'I remember Gracie saying that Alison's awful energy wore her out!'

'I know what she means. Well, of course she must take Ludwig. A September wedding, don't you think? I wonder if we shall have the Villa by then. I wish Ludwig wasn't lodging with that ghastly gin-swilling Amazon.'

'You mean what's-her-name, Mitzi Ricardo?'

'Austin says she ought to have been a boxer. I wonder if she ever gave him a straight left? He'd like that.'

'One does feel sorry for her.'

'I think I'm going to give up being sorry for people, Pinkie, it does no good. What with poor Charlotte and poor Mitzi and poor Penny and poor Austin and poor Dorina—'

'Oh Clara, I quite forgot a bit of news that I heard this morning. Austin has just lost his job.'

'You mean got the sack?'

'Yes.'

'Il ne manquait que ça. Of course it was sure to happen. Like when he was in the army and just gassed himself as quickly as possible. What was he doing there?'

'Clerical work.'

'Poor Austin is no genius, but we must rally round. You can find him something, Pinkie. He must get a job before Garth comes home. Think of the loss of face.'

'Garth would be censorious?'

'Yes. I can't stand children who judge their parents. Thank God ours don't.'

'How do you know?'

'Well, they keep quiet about it. Garth used to be a little monster.'

'It's not so easy to help Austin, he's so damn touchy.'

'Let's ask him for a drink.'

'He won't come.'

'He's as bad as Char. I wonder what poor little Dorina will think of her husband's latest.'

'I suspect Austin won't tell her. And, Clara darling, we mustn't tell her.'

'You still think we should keep clear of the Valmorana set-up? I must say I'm suffering agonies of curiosity. Of course it serves Austin right for marrying into that sort of arty Catholic family. It's an alien tribe. Do you understand what's going on?'

'No. I think we can't understand and we're better at a distance. Mavis doesn't want us round there sightseeing. And Austin would hardly welcome our advice!'

'I remember he went for you once when you said something helpful. You were quite white!'

'He suddenly became ferocious.'

'He's a bit of a Jekyll and Hyde, our Austin. I think Dorina is afraid of him. You know, I suspect Austin originally thought that Dorina had money. She's the sort of girl who ought to have money, only it happens she hasn't. Of course she's socially one up from Betty, but just as poor. So Austin was unlucky again. Aren't I cynical?'

'Any man could marry Dorina for love. She's enchanting.'

'I am jealous. Yes, I know she is. She's one of those fey charmers. But what has happened to that marriage? Austin can't bear anyone to go near Dorina, yet he doesn't go himself.'

'Well, don't you go. Let them sort it out.'

'Not that I can take Valmorana really. You know the place is empty?'

'Empty?'

'Mavis has cleared out all her naughty girls and is having it redecorated.'

'Is she going to chuck the hostel? I can't think how she stood it.'

'I don't know. There's some change. Anyway she and Dorina are alone in that huge house, like a couple of Burne-Jones saints in a stained glass window. Mavis makes everything so fairies-at-the-bottom-of-the-garden, you know what I mean. And she's so peculiar about Dorina, half possessive and half pleased it's all turned out a mess.'

'There's no contradiction there!'

'Perhaps Austin married Dorina because Matthew failed to marry Mavis.'

'The Matthew-Mavis thing is a figment of your imagination, my dear, like the Matthew-Betty thing.'

'By the way, Hester Odmore phoned this morning. She's still down with Mollie at the Mill House. They've got poor Penny staying. They want to change the date again. I suspect they've had a grander invitation! She said Charles had met Matthew at that Conference in Tokyo.'

'News of Matthew is rare. What of him?'

'Charles says he's all right except that he's got terribly fat and lost his looks.'

'Did he ever have any?'

'Yes, in a Henry Jamesy sort of way. But he looks quite old now. Whereas Austin seems to get younger and younger in spite of his misfortunes.'

'Geoffrey Arbuthnot says Matthew has made a packet speculating in Hong Kong.'

'Good old Matthew. Socialism and mysticism have not precluded capitalism.'

  'He's not due to retire yet, is he? I suppose he'll settle 
    in the east. I'm sorry we've lost Matthew.'

'So am I, Pinkie. Somehow Matthew is fun. Like Austin.'

'Good God, is Austin fun?'

'Well, you know. You think Matthew won't come home?'

'No. After all that power. Here he'd just be an elderly diplomat writing his memoirs. In the east he can keep some mystery in his life. Matthew needs mystery.'

'In the east he can keep some servants in his life. Matthew needs comfort. He is a bit of a hedonist.'

'But only a bit.'

'You're envious, Pinkie. Possibly even jealous. You remember how awfully keen Gracie was on Matthew when she was a child?'

'I say, did you tell Hester Odmore about Ludwig and Gracie ?'

'No. I hadn't heard the great news when she rang. Oh dear, oh dear. You know I am the tiniest bit sad about Sebastian. He would have been the perfect son-in-law.'

Mitzi Ricardo laid down her magazine and lifted the telephone. 'Secombe-Hughes photographic studio, good afternoon.'

'I say, Mitzi, it's me, Austin.'

'Austin! How lovely. Long time no see.' Mitzi was blushing. She was very pale skinned and given to blushes and freckles.

'Can I come round and see you?'

'You mean now?'

'Yes. Is old Secombe-Hughes there?'

'No. He's out at the—He's out on a job.' Loyalty forbade her to disclose that her employer was at the betting shop. Business was not good.

'Hooray. I'll come round in a taxi.'

The Secombe-Hughes photographic studio was a semibasement in Hammersmith, with a damp wooden stair down to it from the street, and a well of bricked-in garden at the back full of docks and nettles and suckering elder bushes. Lurid green moss grew upon the brick walls and wafted its spores into the house where little lines of greenery appeared around windows and along wainscots. The studio was not designed for dwelling, having no kitchen or bathroom and only an outdoor lavatory shed whose arrangements had long since ceased to function. However, since the latest decay of business Mr Secombe-Hughes had been living at the studio, though he still feebly affected to conceal this from Mitzi by covering the camp bed with newspapers and pretending to arrive in the mornings. For a longer time he had been using the garden as a lavatory and had indeed almost entirely used it up, creating a special lingering foxy stench which even the summer rain, now liberally falling out of what appeared to be a blue sky, could never, with its pure celestial freshness, quite defeat.

Mr O. Secombe-Hughes—the O. stood for Owen, a name which he had vainly and without optimism implored Mitzi to employ—was a Welshman suffering in exile. His age was uncertain. He wore a bowed Druidic persona, would like to have had a beard only it would not grow, and had once won a small prize at an eisteddfod. He had been a fairly successful photographer. Photos of younger versions of some well-known faces adorned the albums. But drink and ill-luck and betting and Mr Secombe-Hughes's own special Welsh devil and, he occasionally hinted, women had done for him somehow. He had a few faithful clients. But there was no denying business was rotten. Mitzi rang the betting shop or the pub if anyone turned up.

Mitzi had come to typing late in life. She had never managed to master shorthand, she was a poor typist and she could not spell. She and Mr Secombe-Hughes seemed made for each other. He paid her modestly for her modest services and, as she guessed, liked her because he saw her as another piece of wreckage and in no position to judge him. Her mediocrity calmed his nerves. Later she noticed with some anxiety a tendency towards the sentimental. Mr Secombe-Hughes might have been good looking once. His eyes were still as grey and glittering as a slate quarry in the rain. But his face was podgy and crawled over by tiny scarlet veins and his longish greasy hair looked soaking wet. He had always been given to tossing his hair and peering, and it took Mitzi some time to realize that he was ogling her.

She found him physically horrible but she liked him and could not be cold. Some muddle might soon have developed had it not providentially come about that Mr Secombe-Hughes began to owe Mitzi money. With much hair-tossing he explained one day that he was not in a position to pay all her wages and would she accept half and an IOU? She now had several IOUs. A time would come, Mr Secombe-Hughes mysteriously asseverated, when all would be well and she would get her money. How this time was to come, unless perhaps borne by a swift horse, was unclear to Mitzi, and she kept intending to leave and then deciding not to, because of pity, because she doubted whether she would find another job, and because she thought that if she hung on she would get some money whereas if she went away she would get none. Meanwhile Welsh honour forbade the continuation of attentions to a lady to whom money was owed, and ogling ceased.

Mitzi had saved a little money from the time when she had been a successful athlete, and she had a house, also in Hammersmith, in a melancholy road off Brook Green, of which she owned the freehold and where she usually took in one or two lodgers. Mitzi Ricardo was thirty-five. It was now ten years since the unspeakable accident which had changed her from a goddess into a wreck who could not frighten even Mr Secombe-Hughes. Her parents, now dead, had been in a poor way in the clothing trade. They were Christianized Jews and they had but one child, a strong radiant little sprite whom they christened Margaret. Mitzi was her father's nickname for her. This child had wings. A perceptive school teacher paid for her to have ballet lessons. She won a scholarship. She began to be a little success, then at the age of fourteen a six-foot high success, as supple as Proteus and as lithe as an Etruscan Aphrodite. She was a phenomenon. Why she had ever left the world of ballet for the world of sport she later wondered. Any other path would not have led through a million entwining contingencies to that hideous tennis court moment when she sprang over the net, tripped, fell, and through some utterly improbable complex of injuries destroyed her ankle for ever. She had had bad advisers. She was too tall. There were so many temptations. She wanted to play at Wimbledon. She had not the nerve or the courage to give her life over to the austere disciplines of art. She wanted money. She wanted fun.

She achieved her ambitions. She played several times at Wimbledon. Innumerable tennis balls rose before her, dazzling cubes of which with terrific force she hit the upper surface. She competed in the Pentathlon at the Olympic Games. She was a good skier, coming up to championship standard. She wrote regularly for the sporting pages of the papers, at least she signed her name under things which other people wrote. She drank champagne on jet aeroplanes. Southern suns bleached her hair and gave her freckles. She declined charming proposals of marriage. She no longer minded being six foot one. Then suddenly in a clap of thunder it was all over.

At the end of a diminishing vista of hope, after consultations, operations, therapy, doctors, quack doctors, even prayer, she limped away alone. A newspaper offered her a job as a sports journalist, but she refused it. Tears would have prevented her from seeing the Centre Court now. Why should she suffer the endless consequences of a single moment? Her life had been wrecked by a momentory absurdity which it should be possible to delete. She raged only briefly against fate. She was glad that people quickly forgot her. Sympathy was the last thing she wanted. She had to become another person so as not to the of grief. She took a secretarial training. She tried to take up religion. She tried to become resigned. She lived quietly and squalidly in the mess of her emotions. The person who helped her most, though he was far too self-absorbed even to notice it, was Austin.

She first met Austin when, after Betty died and while Garth was still at school, he took rooms in the same lodgings as herself in Holland Park. This was before she had decided to use her capital to buy a house. Austin had just sold his and was looking for a flat. He was in a state of black misery. His gloom cheered her up, as the gloom of others often quite automatically cheers. Here was someone who seemed even more miserable than herself. Then there was his stiff hand, she liked that. He promised to tell her how it happened, but never did. They met a lot in pubs. Mitzi was beginning to need alcohol and Austin had been needing it for some time. At home however they scarcely visited each other's rooms. This was partly because Austin's evident bereavement made him untouchable. It was also because Mitzi was going through a long crisis in her relationship to her body. She had so triumphantly been her body. Now it was no longer a soaring flame of weightless incarnate soul, but a stump of clay, a thick heavy object, separate from herself, which she had to trundle slowly about, sometimes with pain. And with lameness and obscurity there was also the loss of youth. Alcohol and lack of exercise did their part. Mitzi began to get fat. She felt gross. So it was that although she found Austin attractive she did not expect him to touch her.

He took an intelligent interest in her which, though it was largely politeness, was a novelty to Mitzi. And he helped her not only by being more unfortunate than herself. He also, without noticing it, educated her. He talked to her occasionally about books, pictures, music. Dimly she learnt one of the most important of all lessons, how art can console. She read fewer magazines and more books. More even than this perhaps, and more unconsciously still, Austin helped Mitzi by a revelation of how it was possible to live simply by egoism. Austin, with nothing particular to boast of, never seemed to doubt his own absolute importance. Just because he was himself the world owed him everything, and even though the world paid him very little, he remained a sturdy and vociferous creditor. Misery could not crush Austin. Simply being Austin enabled him to carry on.

  When Mitzi bought the house off Brook Green she offered Austin 
    the best rooms, but he declined having just found the little flat in Bayswater 
    which he inhabited still. They continued to meet in pubs. Mitzi did not get 
    any thinner. Soon she would have to go to the Outsize Shop. People turned 
    and stared after her in the street. However, she was just beginning to inhabit 
    herself again when Austin went off into a daze about Dorina. Austin had known 
    Dorina for a long time. His brother and Dorina's sister had been friends. 
    Mitzi had met Dorina once or twice and thought her frail and affected and 
    a bit unreal. She could see that Dorina was sorry for Austin, and Mitzi even 
    resented this slightly on his behalf, though of course she was sorry for Austin 
    too. Then Austin announced his second marriage. Mitzi was faint with jealousy 
    and remorse. Why had she never really tried, why had she not conceived that 
    he might be in the mood for marriage? But her own egoism was tougher now. 
    She had made dull quiet friends and expected little of life. She persuaded 
    herself that her love for Austin had never been anything really personal, 
    had never really filled her and become her love for Austin. It had 
    been just a vague yearning, an ideal, something like what she felt when she 
    came out of the cinema. Later, however, she was cheered by news of Austin's 
    troubles and woke every morning to a small glow which was the knowledge that 
    Austin was unhappy. When she saw him very occasionally for a drink they behaved 
    like old friends.

  

'What a shame! After all those years!'

'I could sue them I expect,' said Austin. 'But one can't be small-minded. One has one's dignity.'

'Of course one has! Let them see that you reject them!'

'That's right. I reject them.'

'What a shame! And you came straight round here. I'm so glad.'

'You can help me, Mitzi,' said Austin.

'You know I'd help you any way I could!'

Austin was drinking powdered coffee in Mitzi's little office. Although it was so early in the summer he contrived to look sunburnt. He had a long doggy nose and longish hair the colour of milk chocolate which he tucked back behind his ears. He wore a serene majestic expression and his steel-rimmed spectacles gleamed with a fine consciousness.

'Mitzi, I won't beat about the bush. I'm broke.'

Let me lend you something was on the tip of Mitzi's tongue but she recalled that she was broke too. 'I'm so sorry.'

'I shall soon get another job, of course.'

'Of course! A much better one.'

'A much better one. But meanwhile I'm in a fix. I thought I could manage if I let my flat. You can get big rents now.'

'Jolly good idea.'

'But then I'd need to live somewhere else, wouldn't I ?'

'Come and live with me,' said Mitzi.

'Oh. Do you think I could? You did so kindly suggest it once before. I know you need to let the big rooms. But perhaps I could just sleep in the attic'

'Certainly not,' said Mitzi. 'You can have one of the big rooms, one's just gone empty.'

'But, Mitzi, I couldn't pay you enough.'

'You can have it free. Don't be silly, Austin, we're old friends.'

'Could I, Mitzi, honestly?'

Ten guineas a week gone bang, she thought, and Secombe-Hughes offering another IOU. Still, Austin in her house! 'You could pay me something later.'

'When I get a good job. Of course it may be difficult. I don't want to take just anything. It may take time. I can't promise, you know. I'd really rather—I mean, I could sleep just anywhere.'

'Austin, don't worry about the money. You can have the room for nothing.'

'You're a friend in need, Mitzi old girl.' He clasped her hand, squeezed it, dropped it, looked relieved and reached for his coffee.

Mitzi felt an old amicable exasperated pity for him and a momentary desire to hit him. She laid her fingers spread wide upon his chest, touching the material of his jacket rather than him, an incoherent gesture such as an awkward affectionate animal might have made.

Austin patted her arm briskly and rose. 'Can I come this evening?'

'Yes, yes.' Austin in her house. She felt protective, huge. Austin there at night, every night, like in the old days. 'You can have the front room on the second floor. Oh by the way, guess who's engaged?'

'Engaged?'

'Engaged to be married.'

'Who?'

'Ludwig. And guess who to?'

'I don't know,' said Austin, looking worried.

'Gracie Tisbourne.'

'Oh. How do you know?'

'He rang me just before lunch.'

'Oh. I wouldn't have thought of that match, would you? I wonder if it will work?'

Mitzi felt a vague thoughtless interest in Ludwig's engagement, not pleasure since she did not like Gracie, but not displeasure either. Now seeing Austin's annoyance she felt sad herself. She was fond of Ludwig. And she knew that Austin was fond of Gracie. He liked Ludwig too. But the spectacle of the young people's happiness clearly gave him no joy.

The sunny sky was producing rain again. Austin said, 'I'll go and pee if you don't mind.' He went through the studio and out into the ragged garden. Mitzi followed and watched him. He went over by the wall with his back to her. As the sky slowly darkened he looked like Mr Secombe-Hughes, standing there sturdily with his feet apart. The smell of male urine was wafted on the damp air. I hate men, she thought. I just hate men. I hate them.

'Clare, is that you? This is Charlotte. I think she's going.'

'Oh God. We're dining with the Arbuthnots.'

Charlotte was silent for a moment. 'Well, do as you like. I'm just reporting.'

'Are you sure?'

'Yes. The doctor says—Yes, I'm sure.'

'All right. We'll come round.'

Charlotte replaced the telephone.

Doctor Seldon was putting on his coat.

'Please, doctor, don't go. Please don't go.'

The doctor took his coat off again, controlling a look of annoyance. 'There is nothing more I can do, Miss Ledgard.'

'She may have one of those awful seizures and you said if she did you would give her a shot—you know—to send her off quickly.'

'Close the door, please, nurse,' said the doctor.

Nurse Mahoney closed the door of Alison's room. As the door closed Charlotte saw Alison looking at her. Only one of Alison's eyes was open, but such a fierce consciousness was collected in it that Charlotte felt as if a dart had pierced her. Why had she spoken like that almost in Alison's presence? She would not have done so this morning. As the day went on she had come to see her mother as remote, a ship moving slowly away. How much could that fading mind still perceive?

'Sorry. She couldn't have heard and understood, could she?'

'I don't know,' said the doctor. 'I don't think it will be necessary to help her on. She will go very soon.'

'Will she go peacefully?' I couldn't bear it if she fights, thought Charlotte.

'I think so.'

'But suppose she doesn't? Please stay.'

'The nurse can do all that is needed.'

'You mean the nurse can give her the shot to—help her on?' Charlotte used the doctor's phrase. It sounded strange, more like birth than death. Death can be a struggle, an achievement too.

'No,' said the doctor.

'No?'

'It will not be necessary,' he repeated.

'Please sit down in here. Can I bring you anything? Wait a little while. She'll go soon, you said so, it will be such a comfort. Please wait until my sister and brother-in-law come. My brother-in-law wants to ask you something.' Charlotte invented that. Men attended to what other men wanted.

'All right. I'll wait.'

'Can I give you tea, a drink?'

'Some tea perhaps.'

'Nurse, would you make some tea for the doctor? I'll sit with her a while.'

Charlotte had opened the door again. Nurse Mahoney got up from the bedside. She said, 'Could I make a telephone call, please, Miss Ledgard?'

'Yes, certainly.'

The nurse went out. She was red-haired and Irish, broad-faced with golden eyes, very young, utterly untouched by the drama in which she was taking part. Next week it would be another one. She was kind and efficient, but her thoughts never engaged with these people, they were all, except the doctor, unreal to her.

Charlotte took the nurse's chair and stared at Alison. Alison's face was villainously contracted with what seemed already a pain of the spirit rather than of the body. Spirit too travailed. Perhaps it finally travailed most of all. Or did it mercifully perish first? One eye was tightly closed, the other hugely wide, moist as with unshed tears and full of consciousness, Charlotte thought. Yesterday there had been tears, and they had been terrible. Today none. Had Alison overheard that conversation? Even with the door shut Charlotte could hear Nurse Mahoney talking on the telephone to her boyfriend. She was telling him that she would be free tomorrow. And I too, thought Charlotte, I too shall be free tomorrow.

Today had been so busy, so awful. This is the first moment I've had to sit down, thought Charlotte. Now everything is fixed, everything is arranged for. Alison must do the rest. There had been turmoil. Now at last there was silence. Alison was looking at her. The single eye stared, not with love or hate or even fear - there had been such dreadful fear—but just with a sort of pure consciousness. As with a small child now perhaps consciousness had become an end in itself. She sees me, thought Charlotte, purely at last, and then knew that this was nonsense. Alison saw nothing, knew nothing, in all probability. 'How is it with you, mother?' said Charlotte. Even language had become strange, estranged.

Alison stared, then murmured something, a word. She had murmured the same word once before. It sounded like 'trees'.

Charlotte looked at the window. The window was full of light blue evening sky. The two lime trees in the front garden had been cut down. Alison had wished it, Charlotte had arranged it. Later on Alison had regretted it and spoken of 'My dear trees. My poor trees. I killed them.' Charlotte had been harsh with such sentimentality. There were so many other real things to regret.

'It's better without the trees,' said Charlotte. 'More light.'

Her mother murmured the word again.

'More light, mother. Better.'

Oh let me not pity her now, thought Charlotte, later, not now. Go, go in peace, she prayed. Poor poor mother. She's had a good life, she thought. But what did that matter now, and was it even true?

'Are you comfy?' said Charlotte. She touched the pillows, touched her mother's dull dry grey hair, always now undone and straying, which sometimes in a dim light made her look like a girl. There was nothing more to be done. She did not try to adjust the pillows. Though it was evening time there was no point in feeding Alison again. That was a strange thought. Alison would need no more food. That life-long rhythm had ended though consciousness itself was not yet at an end. There was nothing more to be done, in the many years' long task. It was strange, like after an examination when suddenly books that have been a part of daily life are set aside for ever. Oh let me not pity her, not yet.

'Would you like some tea, Miss Ledgard?'

'No, thank you, nurse. I think there's someone at the door. Could you sit with my mother?'

Charlotte went out into the hall. The doctor had opened the door and George and Clara were coming in, followed by Gracie.

Charlotte was irritated that Gracie had come. Gracie would be a spectator with alien thoughts.

'Oh Char darling!' said Clara in a loud whisper. Clara had been crying.

'My dear,' said George. He gripped Charlotte's arm, pressed it hard and let it go. He touched her cheek with his hand.

'How is she?' whispered Clara.

'Take your things off,' said Charlotte in her ordinary voice. She felt stiff with something, embarrassment, hatred, grief, or perhaps the pity for her mother which she had been fighting off all day. How dare Clara cry.

George and Clara put their coats on the settee in the hall. They were in evening dress, George very formal, Clara in long green silk with black embroidery, oriental. Gracie, who was wearing a white mackintosh, dug her hands into her pockets and leaned back against the hall door. 32

'Pretty dress,' said Charlotte to Clara mechanically.

'Thank you, dear Charlotte.'

The old litany.

'You wanted to see me, I believe,' said the doctor to George.

'Oh, er, yes,' said George, responding instinctively to the doctor's important male manner. 'How, er,—Nothing unexpected I suppose? Is she likely to pull round again this time? I remember last time—'

'I'm afraid not,' said the doctor. He and George went into the drawing-room. The dining-room was Alison's bedroom. Charlotte took her meals in the basement. There were no living-in servants. There had been a maid called Pearl, but Alison sacked her because she thought she had taken a Georgian spoon which later turned up inside the sofa. Charlotte did most of the work of the house.

'Dear Char, has it been awful?' said Clara in a low voice.

'Not particularly. Come in and see her. She won't know you.'

Gracie pushed past them into the drawing-room, following her father.

Charlotte opened the door again and there was Alison still there, propped up in what looked like a little shrine. The nurse had turned on the bedside lamp. Bottles glinted on the side table like offerings, there were flowers, too many flowers. It was like a Hindu temple Charlotte had once seen in a picture.

'Clara to see you, mother.'

'My darling,' said Clara. She had never said that to her mother before in her life.

'Don't upset her,' said Charlotte.

Clara advanced and took the chair which the nurse was offering. She took hold of Alison's hand and then relinquished it quickly. Charlotte knew why. The hand felt dead already.

Alison slowly turned her head. She had to turn it so as to see Clara out of her one eye. Her lips moved, muttering something.

'What's she saying?' said Clara. ' "Release"? Oh my darling—'

'Don't cry, Clara. You can stop those tears.'

'I'm sorry, Char. You are always so strong. I'm not sure that I can bear this.'

'Then go away,' said Charlotte. 'You told me to tell you. Now say goodbye and go.'

'I can't—say goodbye—'

'Clara!'

'Sorry—'

The single eye regarded Clara with intensity, the weak drooping lips moved.

'"Trees",' said Charlotte.' "Trees", she's saying. You know.'

'I don't think so. What is it, mama? Tell Clara.'

'May I come?' said George. 'Dear Alison, hello, it's George.'

The doctor entered and stood beside the nurse at the door. George was behind his wife, leaning over her, looking into the old crooked face with a kind of curiosity. A handsome pair, thought Charlotte. George's copious hair was greying into a pleasant peppery salty brown. He could not help looking youthful and calm and debonair. Now he was full of concern, but soon he would be thinking about stocks and shares. Clara looked beautiful, older; her face made keen by anxiety and pain, the light of cheerful self-satisfaction withdrawn. Only her unconscious hair, dyed to a rich dark chestnut and carefully done for the evening, curled with a light casual art about her head, waiting for gaiety to return.

Alison was trying, terribly, trying, the closed eye twitching.

'What's she saying?' said Clara. 'What's that she's saying?'

'"Priest",' said George.

'No!' said Charlotte.

'Oh dear,' said Clara, 'do you think we'd better—'

'Doctor, what do you think?' said George. 'Is she conscious enough to—?'

'Quite possibly,' said the doctor. 'It's hard to tell.'

'Who shall we—oh dear—' said Clara.

'Don't be silly,' said Charlotte. 'She can't have said "priest". Mother would never use that word.'

'You know she had that Roman Catholic phase,' said George.

'She never had a Roman Catholic phase,' said Charlotte. 'She abominates Catholicism. Mother, you don't want a priest, do you? You don't want a priest surely?'

The eye turned on Charlotte and the lips moved and the face was very lightly convulsed as with some huge inner effort which could find only a tiny tiny outward expression. Charlotte made herself stiff, controlling sudden choking emotion.

'I think she does,' said George. 'There was that priest she had talks with.'

'That wasn't a religious thing, it was about charity.'

'We can't know, Char,' said Clara. 'We'd better be on the safe side. Hadn't we better call him? What was his name— Father Mennell —'

'I will not have a Roman priest in this house,' said Charlotte.

There was silence.

'But if she wants—' said George. 'Don't you agree, doctor?' He was standing back now, responsible, serious.

Why did I say that, thought Charlotte. It's not what I meant. I just meant—I must protect her—we can't have all that mummery here—we can't have a priest mumbling over her and scattering holy water—It's a matter of dignity—We must let her go in peace.

'Has she some customary spiritual adviser?' said the doctor.

'No,' said Charlotte. 'She was brought up a Methodist, but she hasn't been near a Methodist church or any other church for years.'

'There's that nice man, the local parson chap,' said George. 'Mr Enstone. What about him.'

'She didn't say "priest"!' said Charlotte.

'Hadn't we better ring up Mr Enstone,' said Clara. 'He knows her quite well, he sometimes came here, didn't he—and it's better to be on the safe side, isn't it. After all she may last for hours or days or—'

'Charlotte?' said George.

'Do what you like,' said Charlotte. Now she must concentrate on feeling nothing.

George left the room. As he brushed by Charlotte she smelt whisky on his breath. The doctor was looking at his watch. The nurse was surreptitiously looking at herself in the mirror and patting her hair. George was telephoning in the hall.

Charlotte turned and left the room. She went into the drawing-room. A decanter and two glasses stood on the table where George and the doctor had been treating themselves. Gracie was sitting on the sofa, her long legs stiff in front of her, her hands stiffly clasped, not looking up. Clara and the doctor came in.

'I think I'll have a drink too,' said Clara. 'Doctor, will you have a little more?'

'Thank you. Then I must run.'

'Char?'

'No, thanks.'

'Gracie, anything?'

'No.'

Like the nurse, Charlotte looked into the mirror and automatically patted her hair. Rarely now did she give more than a quick glance at a looking-glass, more rarely still did she look intently into her own eyes, as young people do. What could she see therein but things better not avowed? She gazed now at her distinguished narrow face and coiled-up pale-grey hair and big violety-blue eyes. Her life was on the change. Would there be a time when it was not pain to regard herself so? How delicate and yet how steely had been the bonds of her servitude. She had the head of a Victorian blue stocking. She should have spent her life fighting for something, education perhaps. As it was it was spent, spent, as she had not even fought for what she had too late come to regard as her rights. It had been given for what she had too late realized were not even her principles. And now she was very nearly old. Yet tomorrow she would be free and rich. And when she had said, surprising herself, 'I will not have a Roman priest in this house' she had meant 'in my house'. Alison had told her that the Villa would be Charlotte's. Had she told Clara? The sisters never spoke of such things.

'He isn't there,' said George from the door. 'I left a message. We've done all we can.'

'We mustn't leave her alone,' said Clara. She had taken a good dose of neat whisky. 'Hadn't we better do something —I don't know —read the Bible to her or something? It's so awful not being able to communicate.'

'You go in and see her, Grade,' said George.

'I don't want to,' said Gracie.

'Charlotte, read something to her, we must, since we can't talk to her. We can't just sit and stare at her. She used to care about the Bible.'

'It's impertinent,' said Charlotte. 'Why should we force religion on her now?'

'It could do no harm to read a psalm,' said Clara. 'That's not really religion. I'm sure she did say "priest" anyway.'

'It'll sound so final. We might as well read the burial service.'

'Don't be silly, Char. We must sit with her, and —'

'Well, you read a psalm if you want to,' said Charlotte. 'Anything's better than squabbling in here.'

'I couldn't read,' said Clara, 'it would sound awful. You read, George.'

'We don't know any psalms,' said George.

'Read "The Lord is my shepherd". What number is it? It's somewhere near the beginning. Is there a Bible, Char?'

'Yes. Here.' There was a Bible. Alison had even asked for it once. But not lately.

Gracie was talking on the telephone to someone who was presumably Ludwig Leferrier. 'Darling, I can't—I'll ring you again about eleven—We don't know, but probably—Yes, I hope so — '

'What number is that psalm, Pinkie, can you remember?'

'I think I really must go,' said the doctor.

'Please stay,' said Charlotte. 'Have another drink.'

Someone was ringing the front door bell.

'That'll be Mr Enstone,' said George.

Charlotte went. It was the man next door asking if anyone visiting the house had left their car blocking his garage. Charlotte said no. He asked after Mrs Ledgard and Charlotte said she was as usual. She looked over his head at the beautiful, perky, ordinary, selfish, material world of motor-cars and evening appointments as she closed the door. She had been surprised to see the darkness outside.

'Gracie, do go in and see grandma,' said Clara, 'while papa is finding the psalm.'

'I'll go in with all of you," said Gracie. 'She doesn't want to see me alone. We never know what to talk about.'

'She can't talk now anyway.'

'Then it's even more pointless.'

'Here it is,' said George.

'Come, Char, please.'

'I really must go,' said the doctor.

'Please stay, something may happen.'

'I'm sorry, Miss Ledgard. There should be no more complications. Everything will be quite plainsailing from now on.'

'Can the nurse— ?'

'Everything that's necessary. There is no need to telephone me until tomorrow morning.'

'You mean whatever happens? Well, thank you, doctor.'

'Not at all. Goodnight, goodnight.'

'Come, Char. Come, Gracie.'

The doors of the shrine were opened and they all went in. The nurse drew back. Clara turned on another lamp.

Alison was regarding them with that terrible urgent one-eyed stare, so meaningful yet so ambiguous, divorced in its extremity from the ordinary conventions of the human face. Did this travailing look express entreaty, question, fear, anger, surprise, grief? The liquid eye bulged with will. The limp hands crawled slightly, the lips moved. Yesterday there had been a little communication. Today there was none, only that look and that murmur. But the huge caged power of the personality, still dreadfully alive, stirred in its prison.

'Dearest mama,' said Clara. 'George is going to read to you. Just you rest now.'

She sat down beside the bed and George drew up a chair on the other side. Clara, better for her whisky, captured one of the creeping hands and held it firmly. Charlotte and the nurse stood by the fireplace. Gracie, looking both scared and embarrassed, stood just inside the door.

George said 'My dear!' and then began to read. 'The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul .. .'

Charlotte turned her back to the room and closed her eyes. In some appalling way George and Clara had been right, as so often in some appalling way they were. The old words, whatever they meant, were filled with an irresistible authority. The words were at home in this scene. They had been here before. Gently they took charge, silencing all voices but their own, soothing the place into something ancient and formal and calm, making of it the temple of a mystery, the perennial mystery which was about to be enacted. Charlotte looked back at them all now and saw how each face had become stilled and blank. Tears were welling out of Clara's eyes. Only Alison, still trying to utter her sound, seemed separate from them all, raised like a god above the offered litany.

Someone was ringing the front door bell.

George stopped reading. Clara mopped her eyes.

'Perhaps that's Mr Enstone now,' said Clara.

Charlotte went to the door.

It was Mr Enstone.

'I am so sorry,' said Mr Enstone. 'I was at the Youth Club, it's ping-pong night, and somebody came over with a rather garbled message. Did Mrs Ledgard want to see me?'

'She is at the end,' said Charlotte. It was an odd phrase, but Mr Enstone understood and changed his expression.

'I am very sorry. Can I help, talk to her?'

'She can't talk,' said Charlotte.

'We think that she asked for a minister,' said George, who had come out followed by Clara. 'We were just reading to her from the Bible.'

'Well, do please go on,' said Mr Enstone.

'No, I think you should do that,' said George, holding out the Bible.

'No, please,' said Mr Enstone.

'Perhaps you could talk to her a little,' said Clara. 'You do know my husband, don't you, Mr Enstone?'

'Yes, indeed, how do you do.'

That dolt cannot speak about ultimate things, thought Charlotte. Better to go on reading. To go on and on and on.

'I'm afraid I don't know her very well,' said Mr Enstone. .'But I will if you think that's what she wants.'

They all trooped back into the bedroom. The nurse jumped up again. Gracie was standing at the bottom of the bed.

'She keeps trying to say something,' said Gracie.

'You know our daughter Gracie.'

'How do you do.'

'Do sit here, Mr Enstone.'

'Mrs Ledgard, forgive me, I know that I am half a stranger to you, but your children have asked me to come here in case there are any words of comfort which I can utter. Can you understand me, Mrs Ledgard, may I take your hand? At this time we know, what we ought always to know, that we are mortal beings with but a short span of days and that our end as our beginning belongs to God. We see the vanity of earthly things, the hollowness of selfish wishes, we see now that nothing matters or is truly real except God, that sun of Goodness which has shone, however clouded by sin, upon our lives, which at our best we have loved, and which at our end we know to be the only thing which is worthy of our desire. Let humble desire for God and knowledge of His reality and His love fill your heart, Mrs Ledgard, and do not resist the Power which draws you now to Himself. In moving towards God we move from shadow to light, from false to true, from sham to real, and into that great peace which passeth all understanding. Now will you all please join me in prayer—'

'She's saying that word again,' said Gracie. 'I think it's "lease".'

'Is it not "peace"?' said Mr Enstone.

' "Lease" ?' said Clara. 'She must mean the lease of the house.'

'Where is the lease of the house?' said George.

'I'm not sure,' said Charlotte. 'It used to be in the drawing-room bureau. Shall I look?'

'I'll come too,' said Clara. The two sisters left the room.

'I can't see it.'

'Does it matter if it's lost?'

'I wonder if there's some snag.'

'Oh God, you mean legally—'

'Have you found it?' said George from the door.

'Char thinks there's some legal snag.'

'Have you ever seen the lease?'

'No, but—Here it is.'

'Let me look.'

'No, let George look.'

'Supposing there's some snag?'

'How long has it got to run?'

'Better give it to her.'

'But she's in no state to—'

'You give it to her, Char.'

'Perhaps she wants to show us—'

'God, I hope it's sound.'

'Better open it out so she can—'

'I'm so sorry, Mr Enstone,' said George. 'I don't think she wanted a priest after all. But we're very glad you came. Please don't go.'

'Here, mother,' said Charlotte. 'The lease. The lease of the Villa. Was that what you wanted?' She put the unfolded document onto the bed, working it in under the palm of the limp hand. But Alison did not look at it and made no attempt to grasp it and in a moment it fell to the floor. George picked it up and began to examine it eagerly.

Alison Ledgard stared up at her eldest daughter. Visibly concentrating all her power she whispered and at last Charlotte understood. What Alison was saying was 'Treece'. Treece was the family solicitor. Oh God, thought Charlotte, she wants to change her will. She hates me, she has always hated me, she will disinherit me. Could she, would she, at this last hour, do so? Yes. Hatred was pure now. Charlotte hesitated.

'I can't understand what she's saying, can you?' said Clara. 'It can't have been—'

'She's saying "Treece",' said Charlotte.

'Of course that's it!' said George.

'What is that?' said Mr Enstone.

'Our solicitor,' said George.

'I'll telephone him at once,' said Charlotte. She turned to go. Then she turned back. 'Don't worry, mother. I'll get Treece. He'll come at once. I'm sure he will. Don't you worry, dear.'

The great staring eye closed and tears suddenly washed down Alison's cheek.

Tears came to Charlotte too. She went out and began to dial Treece's number. The number started ringing but there was no reply. She heard it ring and ring as she turned her head about, trying to toss the flooding tears from her. There was a strange sound from the bedroom like the cry of an unfamiliar bird.

'There's no answer,' said Charlotte.

  She returned to the doorway. Alison was lying sideways now, 
    her head drooping towards the edge of the bed, the eye open and fixed in a 
    kind of surprise. Clara was sobbing. Gracie pushed past Charlotte into the 
    hall. 'She is with God,' said Mr Enstone.

  

Austin Gibson Grey put the telephone down. Ludwig had just rung to say that old Mrs Ledgard had died and that he and Mitzi would be waiting up for Austin with a bottle of whisky. Austin felt no regret about old Mrs Ledgard. Clara once, thinking he would not mind, had gaily told him 'Mama says you're a buffoon!' He did mind. So the old woman was gone. Good. Charlotte would be rich and would lend him money. Charlotte had a feeling for him, one always knew. And Ludwig and Mitzi were waiting. And the whisky. That was good too.

Then he recalled with pain that Ludwig was now engaged to Gracie. Why had just that had to happen to just those two? Everyone was going away from him and entering into a conspiracy with everyone else against him. It was always like that in the end, he could never keep anybody. Betty. And Mavis had taken Dorina, everybody had taken her. Ludwig had been his shield against more things than could be told. Gracie he had always adored. She was the only being he had loved simply from childhood. Only now of course it was not so simple, now that he could sense so sweetly in her eyes, in her whole maidenly body, her intimate knowledge of his desire. That was his secret with her. To Ludwig he had entrusted everything in the sure faith not only that nothing would be judged, but that nothing would be understood. There were sometimes wonderful people of whom one could be sure in this way. But now Ludwig and Gracie would discuss him. There would be complicity and betrayal.

He stood alone in the middle of the sitting-room panting a little. It would be an asthma night. It was late now, after eleven o'clock. Two cases which he had packed stood by the door. He would get a taxi. He would go to Mitzi for whisky and a kiss. My life is on the change, he thought, what will be? Whatever will be I must survive it and go on believing in the other side where everything will be all right. The flat was full of toy-like knick-knacks which he had bought to please Dorina, she was so easy to please, any little thing delighted her. At one time he had brought her home a present every day, a china cat, an electric torch, anything. The pureness of these pleasures sometimes amazed him, they smelt of spring, of all that had once seemed lost. Dorina was renewal of life, his innocence, his youth. And yet she was also something old, ghost-haunted, touched with sadness, touched with doom. Or was that doom just his own sense of the im-possiblity, after all, of being saved by her?

As he had not yet found a tenant there was no need for him to move, but now that he had made his plans he wanted to get out, to run quickly onward all alone towards the future. The flat was already beginning to feel weird and quiet, like a revisited place, afloat in time and streaked with hallucinations. Betty was there, poor dead Betty in a place she had never known and where all his thoughts about her had been secret. He had opened a drawer and found another photograph. He had always hidden these relics from Dorina. Poor Bet. Smiling, young, dim, far off and dead. Sometimes at night he thought about her mortal remains. Once he tried to find her grave, but there were only stretches of mown grass. He had never raised a memorial. While he lived Betty's story was not yet over, and when he died it could not be told.

He must put off seeing Dorina until he had found a job. He would send Ludwig with a present. The funny thing was that he and Dorina understood each other perfectly in spite of all the people who crowded in between them. That was a secret which the others would never know. Some pure ray, perhaps even simply of pity, from that girl came uncontaminated to his heart. She alone truly divined his inward collapse, and yet she knew not what she knew. He had always been surrounded with women who wanted to run him. Dorina had never wanted that. Her compassion was part of her own helplessness. He thought, from her and from her alone I can accept pity. The thought made him feel humble and good. That was what women were for, to make a man feel good in spite of everything, but why had it never really worked for him? Dorina should have been the perfect rescuer. Yet somehow big Mitzi's mushy affection relaxed his nerves more than Dorina's pure love.

The front door bell's violent ringing pierced his reverie so rudely that he could not at first think what had happened to him, it was like being shot. He felt instant terror. The police? The final accusation? Who could be calling on him at this hour and ringing his bell with such dreadful urgency?

Austin stood by the door.

'Who is it?'

Someone spoke outside.

Austin opened the door. A man stood there. The man was Garth.

'Come in, Garth,' said Austin. He held the door open and his tall son came in.

Austin went back into the sitting-room. Garth followed, dropping a brief case and a mackintosh and the evening paper with weary deliberation on to the floor. He gave his father a faint smudgy smile and then started to stare around him. He looked very tired and brown and in need of a shave. His clothes were greasy and tight-fitting like some sort of ancient uniform. How tall he is, thought Austin, he has lost all the soft looks of boyhood. How tall, how thin, how stern, how dark his hair, how hard his face, he is like an Indian.

Austin said, 'My God!' and fell into a chair. 'I didn't expect you till July.'

'Didn't you get my wire? Things look different here. You've moved things.'

'Yes. I didn't expect you till July.'

'I decided to chuck it all up. Where's Dorina?'

'She's visiting Mavis.'

'Do you mind if I use the telephone?'

Garth lifted the telephone and dialled. 'Is that the Air Terminal? Could I have enquiries, please? My name is Gibson Grey. I rang a little while ago about a suitcase. Yes, a dark blue suitcase, off the plane from New York. Yes, I see. Yes, I filled in that form. You'll let me know if it turns up. Thank you. Goodnight.'

'What is it?' said Austin.

'I've lost my suitcase. I put it onto a bus at London Airport, at the back you know, and then couldn't get on myself. I had to come on the next bus twenty minutes later, and then at the Air Terminal, you know, where that thing with the luggage goes round and round—'

'Round and round?' said Austin.

'Yes, you know, it's a circular thing and the cases go round until someone picks them up. Well, when I got there my case wasn't on the thing. Someone must have seen me miss the bus and pinched it. Or else it just stayed going round and round until it was obvious its owner wasn't there and someone took it away.'

'I'm so sorry,' said Austin. 'Perhaps it'll turn up. Was there anything valuable in it?'

'Only a manuscript.'

'A philosophical manuscript?'

'No. A novel. Unfortunately it's the only copy. But it's of no importance. How are you, father, are you all right?'

I used to be dad, thought Austin. But of course I couldn't be now. How different Garth looked, a strange tall man in need of a shave, a visitor, an intruder, a judge. 'I'm fine,' said Austin. He added, 'I'm so glad you've come home.'

'Home,' said Garth. 'Yes, I suppose this is it. How are things, how's everybody, how is Ludwig, is he still staying with that Ricardo person?'

'Yes. Oh, Ludwig's engaged.'

'Who to?'

'Grace Tisbourne.'

'I'm sorry about that,' said Garth. 'Sorry, I can't talk. I'm just crazed up by that aeroplane. If you don't mind I'll just make myself some scrambled eggs and turn in.'

'I'm afraid there isn't any food in the house—at least, there was a loaf only I threw it away.'

'Is there any milk?'

'No, sorry, you see —'

'Well, I'll just have a hot bath and turn in.'

'The hot water's turned off,' said Austin desperately. 'I'm sorry. You see, I'm just leaving on holiday.'

'Where are you going?'

'To the seaside.'

'You're going to the seaside at midnight?'

'Yes, why not?'

'Well, can I stay here while you're away?'

'Of course.'

'Goodbye then. Forgive me, father, I really cannot talk. I'll carry your cases down.'

'Wait a moment,' said Austin. 'I'm not going on holiday. Dorina's left me. I've lost my job. I'm going to let the flat. I'm going to take a room at Mitzi Ricardo's. It's all temporary of course. I'm terribly sorry. I mean Dorina hasn't really left me. It's all a mess. But it'll be all right, you see. I'm so sorry—'

'Don't,' said Garth. 'Don't.'

There was silence. Austin panted.

'Must you go, father? It's so late.'

'Yes.'

'We'll talk later then.'

'Yes,' said Austin, near to tears.

'Oh by the way,' said Garth, 'there was a letter for you downstairs. I put it in my pocket.'

Garth handed over a type-written envelope. Austin looked at the stamp and started to tremble. He hastily tore it open. It read as follows.

My dear Austin,

Please forgive me for not having written to you for such a long time. You have been nevertheless much in my thoughts, and this particularly of late, since I have decided, for a number of reasons of which I shall tell you at leisure, to retire early from my employment. As you know, I had intended to settle in the east. But I have found the ideas of home and of family more magnetic with the advancing years than I should have supposed possible. In short, I have decided to come back and to make my home in London. In the meantime we have both grown older and I hope wiser. I will say no more. But believe me when I tell you how warmly and eagerly I look forward to our reunion after these many years apart. God bless you. In the cordial expectation of seeing you later this month, I remain, ever your affectionate brother

  Matthew

  

'I haven't an idea what to do, it's worrying me out of my mind,' said Mrs Carberry to Mavis Argyll. Mrs Carberry was talking about her retarded son, Ronald. Ronald was ten. Mrs Carberry had four other children. Mr Carberry drank. 'Of course I pray about it all the time, I pray when I'm working and all. But it doesn't seem to make it any easier to see what to do. Walter wants me to put him into that home, you know, the institution place, the child irritates Walter so, and sometimes I'm near agreeing just for peace sake. Walter was on at me again last night, he says it isn't fair to the other little ones to have a sort of loony in the house, not that Ronald's like that really, but he's disgusting, you know, and the others can't help being nasty and that makes him worse, and he's a real little hobgoblin sometimes, and with the eldest in trouble it's enough to do, but I can't let him go away, I just can't, I sometimes think it would break my heart, when I see his little simple face, it's not his fault he's so wearying. If he goes into that place he'll have no one to love him and he could the of that, and I'd be thinking of him every night, poor little boy, wetting his pillow with tears and wanting his mummy.'

The painters had just gone. Mrs Carberry, who helped out, was loading the washing-up machine. Her eldest son was in trouble with the police. Her husband was a tyrannical brute. Mavis thought, this woman has real troubles, not like my nervous evanescent woes. Yet Mavis's woes were real to Mavis and though she was sorry for Mrs Carberry she could not quite conceive as three-dimensional that awful world where children whined and a man shouted.

'If only he could come here, Miss Argyll,' said Mrs Carberry, 'just for a time. He'd be no trouble, the poor little mite. The welfare people would pay and he'd go to his special school like he does now and I'd see to him.'

'It wouldn't work,' said Mavis. Mrs Carberry had suggested this before. Mavis hardened her heart. Mrs Carberry was offering her this waif. If once Ronald came to Valmorana he would never leave.

Mrs Carberry did not argue. She looked tired, vague, old, older than Mavis although she was probably fifteen years younger. Mavis was putting on weight, but she had kept her looks in an almost uncanny way. Mavis was fifty, but could look twenty-five. Dorina eternally looked eighteen.

Valmorana was Mavis's mother's old family home, a white, Italianate Victorian house in a quiet tree-hazy corner of Kensington. In her days of Catholic piety Mavis had wanted to give it to the nuns of the Sacred Heart. She was to have been a nun herself and Valmorana was to have been her dowry. But a valuable London property cannot with an impulsive gesture be pressed into somebody's hand. The nuns were canny, worried about the cost of maintenance, worried about possible litigation with the local authority, worried about Mavis's cousins who had written them a nasty letter. While negotiations were still going forward Mavis changed her mind about everything. She decided not to become a nun, she decided there was no God, she decided to have as many love affairs as possible, and did. Later still, appalling misery brought her back to the Sacred Heart door, godless but desperate. Her childhood Catholicism, distilled by utter loss of faith and now sweetened by disillusion with the world, awaited her in those musty dusky rooms where long black skirts rustled and distant doors closed quietly. Then again she would have given them the house. But the Sacred Heart nuns were shrewd and thrifty. Of course they wanted Valmorana. But they wanted it on their terms. They also wanted Mavis. After some months it somehow turned out that the house had become a girls' hostel of which she was the warden. The money came from the nuns, the local authority and rich Catholic friends. Mavis took the responsibility and the risks.

She did not regain her faith and she sometimes hated the religion of her childhood with a spitting passion. But she led perforce, and with every wry reservation, a sort of dedicated life. The enterprise was a modest one, she never accommodated more than two or three girls at a time, and though always busy she was never overworked. Her clients, muddled, illiterate, often delinquent, always pious, interested her but usually did not touch her deeply. She was efficient, and smiled covertly when the good nuns spoke of 'grace'. She enjoyed her efficiency and enjoyed, like a voluptuary, her regained innocence. During the wild years she had woken every morning to some guilty problem. Above any pain except that of guilt one can hope to climb by seeing what is above, by seeing that there is something above. Guilt and remorse had trapped her during those years. Now she woke to clarity, to an emptiness full of the urgent needs of others. She had achieved, by accident and in a second-rate way, what she had once desired as a high spiritual prize, a life that was like water, a sort of colourless see-through blow-through existence, full of tasks and without ties.

Well, there was one tie of course and that was Dorina. Valmorana was Mavis's by entail under the will of her mother who had died long ago. Mavis's father had married a second time, again a Catholic woman, and again one who died young. In fact Dorina's mother perished in childbirth and Mavis had to act the little mother. Dorina was a good deal younger and had been still at school during the wild years. She had been a funny little girl, prim and secretive and taciturnly self-sufficient. After their father's death she had had somehow, only Mavis could never fully attend to it at the time, a rather miserable adolescence at several uninspiring schools, handed around in the holidays. There had been strange incidents. 'I am afraid your sister attracts poltergeists,' one headmistress had complained severely to Mavis, who had her own ghosts to contend with. In fact Dorina's presence at Valmorana provoked incomprehensible electrical storms. Pictures fell. Windows cracked. A noise like a grand piano falling down the stairs occurred once without visible cause. However when Dorina was eighteen these phenomena ceased.

Dorina left school and came to live permanently at Valmorana in the early days of the hostel. Though intelligent she had never managed to pass any exams. She was often vaguely ill and was regularly suspected of tubercular tendencies. She helped a little in the house, she took a typing course, she worked part-time in a library. On the whole she did nothing much, managing to create in the midst of hurlyburly a quietness of her own. She was the spirit of the garden, the spirit of the stairway, always somehow passing by with flowers in her hand. The tough inmates laughed at her, but treated her as a mascot.

Often she exasperated Mavis, often she touched her. Mavis knew that her sister was not happy. Sometimes looking at those secretive eyes she wondered if all Dorina's ghosts had not somehow been simply drawn inside her. There were strange things still. What went on inside? Did Dorina regard Mavis's girls as interlopers and false children? Was Mavis mother even now? Mavis had never made a proper home for her. Was it even possible that Dorina felt resentment about money because she herself had been left penniless? Of course the sisters loved each other and Dorina's art could sometimes make things seem idyllic. The nuns, who on the whole kept out of the way, made little sorties to try to get hold of her, but she vaguely eluded them. She seemed even more calmly godless than Mavis. She never worshipped or seemed to feel either the need of it or the guilt of abandoning it. Her spiritual world was other.

All sorts of plans were made for her but she soon rendered them all hazy and inconclusive. Dorina's attention to it could make any plan seem incoherent. It was in any case obvious that marriage was her lot and Mavis devoted time and thought to a selection of suitors. Dorina was passive. Mavis invited young men. The idea of Dorina married caused her various kinds of pain. She sometimes invited Austin too, and he sometimes came, not of course as a suitor, that idea never entered her head, he was much too old and generally hopeless, but because he was Matthew's brother and she was sorry for him. Dorina was sorry for him too. Being sorry for Austin was a sort of occupation for both of them. Austin, who had a general talent for inspiring pity, had officially 'gone to pieces' after Betty's death. Unfortunately this was just the sort of thing likely to interest a young girl.

Of course Dorina had, because of Matthew, another source of interest in Austin. Matthew had been one of Mavis's earliest admirers and something had happened between them. Mavis had chosen the nunnery. Matthew had left the country. What exactly had happened was now utterly shadowy even in Mavis's own mind. It had been a muddle. Matthew had vanished forever and communication had ceased. Mavis never spoke of it or even thought of it except when she occasionally realized with irritation how fascinating it had all been to Dorina. Of course it was never discussed. And now here was the nemesis.

Later on it seemed inevitable that Austin and Dorina should want each other. Mavis accepted the situation with a smile but she could not like Austin and this sort of false relation with Matthew was distasteful to her although the marriage occasioned no communication between them. There was something for which she could not forgive Matthew and of which she did not wish to be reminded: perhaps his ineffectual suit, perhaps the fruitlessness of her own choice. Sometimes she thought that her own failure to marry Matthew was actually the cause of Austin's marrying Dorina. It was not just that Austin was an object of interest because of the Matthew legend. Austin's relations with his brother were obscure and intense. Might not this repetition be a highly determined event in some fraternal drama? If so, so much the worse for Dorina. Mavis was not surprised when there were difficulties, though she could not quite see what they were. They never quarrelled, it seemed. Mavis was pleased when things broke down. She would not ever have been wholly pleased if Dorina had married happily. What could she have been to a fulfilled Dorina except an ageing maiden aunt? She had never seen herself in that light in relation to her younger sister. As it was she could now be useful to Dorina with a full heart. These unmagnanimous frailties in herself Mavis saw with a cool eye. And in general she welcomed the possibility of perhaps getting rid of Austin altogether.

Not that it was at all clear that this was what was envisaged. Dorina used to come and stay fairly often, relapsing when she came into her old dependence on Mavis. She kept her little room still unchanged at the top of the house. Once she came and said to her sister, 'I think I'm not going back to Austin, at present at any rate. We are better apart for a while. We both have to sort things out. We need a little holiday from each other.' She added, 'He's glad I'm here.' Mavis could understand that. Austin was an intensely jealous and possessive man. He probably felt that his young wife was, at Valmorana, almost literally cloistered. Further, Mavis did not ask and Dorina did not tell.

Mavis was at this time distracted by an outburst of problems about the future of her enterprise. The house was still her property. The convent suddenly wished to transfer the whole thing to the local authority. The rich Catholic families objected. The local authority offered to buy the house at a figure Mavis would not consider. Meanwhile the roof needed repairing, the whole house needed rewiring, everything wanted painting. The local authority now offered a grant in return for a short lease. The convent agreed to carry on the old regime pending negotiations. A Catholic businessman said he would pay for repairs. These were now almost finished. The place was empty, the old smell was gone, the welfare people were offering new furniture. Valmorana looked like an ordinary house again and brought to Mavis, suddenly on stairs and landings, memories of her father.

Her own future of course was equally at stake. If she leased the house to the local authority she would not stay on as warden. This was tactfully plain to everybody. A number of good people had approached her offering other posts, some of them very interesting. The last few years had been ruled by necessity. But had they been perhaps a little dreary? The idea was disconcerting. Mavis found herself curiously restored to ordinary life and ordinary choices. There was no reason why she should be ruled by her false reputation for holiness. She had not after all given up the world and a surprising number of things were still possible. Mavis felt that she had emerged again into the light, not really such a different person in the end.

Mavis was now thinking, no, I will not give way about Ronald Carberry. The little boy had a touching face. But he was unmanageable, unworkable, would never be fully a human being. Mavis knew that if she was not careful she would have Ronald Carberry forever. She did not want that sort of responsibility, she did not want to re-enter the hot muddled personal unhappiness of the ordinary human lot. That at least her imitation dedicated life had enabled her to shun.

Mavis had left the big kitchen and repaired to her drawing-room. To keep herself sane she had reserved, in a separate part of the house, her own rooms, full of furniture and pretty things from the old days. She watched now out of the front window as Mrs Carberry walked away slowly down the road carrying her old shopping bag and looking down at the pavement as she walked. Mrs Carberry believed in God and Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary in much the same way that she believed in Walter and Ronald and Mavis. The sun was shining, making a flowering cherry tree at the corner into a winged gallery of rosy light. The petals were falling slowly to the pavement through the still air like autumn leaves. Mrs Carberry walked into the slow rain of petals with her head down, hump-backed with anxiety. Mavis felt relief when she turned the corner. She moved to the side window which looked down on the garden and watched Dorina who was standing barefoot in the middle of the lawn.

Dorina when alone, and Mavis had often thus watched her unseen, had the vague pottering ways of an animal, expressive not of boredom so much as of an absolute absorption in the moment to moment processes of life. Dorina was trying to pick up a twig with her toes. She tried to grip the twig by flexing her toes about it as if they were fingers. This failed, so she then manoeuvred it between the big toe and the second toe, lifted her foot a little and surveyed it. Then she tried to toss it away, failed, and had to lean down to extract it. She remained bent over and picked a daisy. She straightened up and examined the daisy and then pressed it rhythmically against her lips several times. Then she turned on her heel and, still holding the daisy, began to comb out her hair with her hands. She had light brown hair, not very copious but rather long, which made a little rill down between her shoulder blades. She wore it loose usually or in a plait. Beyond her was a yellow privet hedge, red tulips nearly over, a prunus tree, the high white wall. She looked like a young girl in a picture who had eternally nothing to do except wait for her lover. It was hard to believe that she was over thirty. Mavis watched her with annoyance, curiosity, pity, love and a kind of fear. If only she had married an ordinary public school boy with a job in the city, instead of a weirdie like Austin with a funny hand. She was enough of a weirdie herself.

'Dorina!'

'Darling!'

'Come up. I want to talk to you.'

Dorina was in the room. She was wearing a creamy and purple sprigged dress almost to her ankles. She had a long thin pale face and large grey eyes. A Victorian water colourist could have conveyed that frail yet bony look. She was taller than Mavis. Mavis was getting plump. Her hair was fuzzier and shorter than Dorina's and always untidy, fading now into a peppery sandy colour which would one day quietly become grey. Her eyes were less big, her nose less aquiline. Mavis wore a flowery dress too with a frilled hem. Both sisters still dressed to please their father, who had been a lawyer with a spare time passion for painting. He had adored his pretty daughters. He could not have done with a boy. Dorina had done quite a lot of painting too when he was still alive. Neither of them had much talent.

'Oh dear, I meant to help with the washing up.'

'Mrs Carberry was here. It's done.'

'Did she bring Ronald?'

'No. I'm discouraging visits. She wants to park him here for good.'

'Well, why not?'

'Think, child!'

'He's awfully touching.'

'He's awfully touching. But he's somebody's lifelong problem and not ours.'

'I hoped Louis would come this morning.' Louis was Dorina's name for Ludwig.

'Clara Tisbourne rang up,' said Mavis.

'Oh. Did she say anything?'

'Yes. Her mother died last night.'

'I am—so sorry—' Dorina looked frightened. Any news of a death affected her in a personal way. 'I hope she didn't suffer— Mrs Ledgard.'

'No. It was expected after all.'

'One never expects a death, it isn't possible.'

'Maybe. And another thing. Gracie's engaged.'

'Who to? Sebastian?'

'No. Ludwig.'

'Gracie engaged to Louis. Oh.' Dorina turned away towards the window. She said, 'Gracie's lucky. Well, so's Louis. She's nice. But how odd.'

'Yes, I suppose it is odd,' said Mavis. Her own feeling had been a kind of little dismay on Dorina's behalf. Ludwig was such a thoroughly decent boy and he had comforted Dorina in some way, perhaps by being someone whom she and Austin had discovered and liked jointly. He was a part of their public world. Dorina and Austin had so little social public world in common. Now, it occurred to Mavis, he was gone. Grade would not tolerate his rather peculiar friendship with Dorina and all those almost daily go-between ministrations. Perhaps it might be a blessing though if it made Dorina make up her mind about Austin. Clara Tisbourne had also told Mavis that Austin had lost his job.

'Did Clara say anything else?'

'No.' Let Austin tell her in his own time.

'Charlotte will have the Villa.'

'Clara says she thinks it's left to both of them.'

'I want Charlotte to have it,' said Dorina. 'Poor Mrs Ledgard. Oh dear.'

'When are you going to see Austin?' said Mavis. 'You can't decide anything till you see him again. You're just getting sort of comatose and dreamy staying on here and deciding nothing.'

'I'll write to him,' said Dorina.

'You're always writing to him. Don't write to him, see him. All those letters going to and fro and Ludwig arriving with flowers—that's no use—'

'Don't, Mavis. Do you ever feel that life is empty and awful?'

'Yes. But it's better to have it empty and awful than full and awful like Mrs Carberry. Oh Dorina—'

Dorina was in tears.

'I'm going to make the lunch,' said Mavis.

She went out not exactly banging the door but dosing it briskly. She felt horribly haunted by Dorina's troubles, almost made unclean. Only spirit could break these spells. Perhaps she had better ask Mrs Carberry to pray for them all.

'We're on an island,' said Austin. 'You and me, Mitzi, we're on an island. Where's Ludwig?'

'He's taken Grade to the cinema.'

'Good. Was I saying? We're on an island. Man needs a woman, tenderness, nothing like it, always one at the right time. Have's more whisky. I'm thingummybob and you're what's-her-name, years and years on this island and all the time there's a wee wifie waiting—'

'Austin, you're drunk.'

'Oh I'll get there in the end, Mitzi, it's lovely there, you know, at least it will be after they're all dead and the old dog will recognize me and wag his tail—'

'I'd like to have a dog. I've always wanted a dog. Only you couldn't keep one in London really.'

'And the wee wifie's waiting and turning her spinning wheel like a bloody sibyl and the years are passing and all the time I'm down on the beach crying my eyes out because the great big nymphie won't let me go home.'

'Austin darling, you've only been here two days and —'

'I won't ask you to sit on my knee, Mitzi, the chair might bust. Don't you grieve though, one day you'll meet a man who's bigger than you are. You know I'm glad I've lost my job, it makes me feel free. Begone dull care. Oh I've had such awful news, you don't know what awful news I've had.'

'About Dorina?'

'No, not about Dorina, no such luck, I mean luck for you, dear. Dorina's safe, she's all right, she's safe in her cage and they're feeding her with seed cake through the bars. She'll wait for me, she's got to, bless her innocent little palpitating heart.'

'What's this news you've had, Austin?'

'No news. One has always known the worst. In the womb one knows one's doom, one lies in the tomb, shut with the executioner into a little room. Only one forgets it mercifully, it slips one's mind. We all know the day of our death only we forget it. Shall I tell you a story?'

'About Dorina?'

'Always on about her, aren't you. No, not about Dorina, she's sacred, she's above us, she's separate from all this, she's an angel, she's on her island and we're on ours. I'll never talk to you about her, never, if I ever talk to you about her may my tongue wither. Pass the bot, there's a good girl. Was I saying? God, I so much wanted a daughter. What was I saying?'

'Austin, you're drunk, you'd better go to bed.'

'But not with you, my pettikins. Even big girls can't have everything they want. Keep your dressing-gown buttoned, duckie, I don't want to see your nightie. Shall I sit on your knee ?'

'Austin—'

'I'm not as drunk as you think. I'm just telling dull care to begone. Shall I tell you a story?'

'The bottle's empty.

'Shall I tell you a story?'

'All right, but—'

'Once upon a time there were two brothers. Now this story isn't about me and Matthew. I know you think it is but it isn't. There were these two brothers and they lived on the top of a high mountain, and down at the bottom of the mountain there was a deep blue lake and at the bottom of the lake there lived a lady—'

'How did she breathe?'

'Shut up. And this lady was the most beautiful and desirable thing in the whole world and one day the younger brother said to the elder brother, Brother, let us go down and get this lady, let us appropriate this lady, and the elder brother said, One lady between two is no good, I resign my part in the lady, go you and get the lady for yourself. So the younger brother climbed down the mountain, which was very steep, did I mention that, it was very steep, and he got the lady — '

'How?'

'Never mind. Then when he was climbing up the mountain with the lady the elder brother looked down and saw and he couldn't bear it and he took a great boulder and rolled it down the hill and killed the younger brother—'

'Killed him?'

'Yes. Squashed him out as flat as a kipper.'

'And what happened to the lady? Was she killed too or did she marry the elder brother?'

'That was the funny part. It turned out there wasn't really a lady at all. It was all made of plastic, like plastic flowers. And the younger brother was bringing it back to show it to the elder brother just for a laugh.'

'So the elder brother killed him for nothing.'

'It's not so simple. You keep saying things but it's never as simple as you think. Mitzi, what's that?'

'What?'

'That noise. Mitzi, there's somebody out on the landing— Quickly, go and look, quickly—'

Matthew, who had been listening at the door for some minutes, turned and scuttled away down the stairs. If he could immediately have undone the street door he would have darted out and run away into the night, but as he was still fumbling with the catch Mitzi appeared on the landing and switched the light on.

Matthew looked up. He saw a tall portly woman, with short pale bobbed hair and a large pink face, dressed in an old dressing-gown. In the dim light and the shapeless robe she looked rotund and heavy, armless and legless and big breasted like an archaic stone goddess. Mitzi looked down. She saw a stout bald elderly man with bulging bloodshot eyes and a frightened expression, holding a brief case. He looked like a tax inspector. They had never met each other before.

'What is it?' said Mitzi.

'I am extremely sorry,' said Matthew. 'I just came in through the door and was about to call up the stairs. The bell appears to be out of order. I fear in any case that I may have entered the wrong house. I am looking for a Mr Gibson Grey, a Mr Austin Gibson Grey.'

'The bell hasn't worked since the blitz,' said Mitzi. 'Could you wait? I'll see if Mr Gibson Grey is in.' She had decided that this individual was about to serve a writ on Austin for nonpayment of a debt.

There was no sign of Austin. He had gone through into the adjoining kitchen. She found him there leaning over the sink and panting. He had been dashing water on to his face and his hair was wet and dripping.

'There's a—'

'I know. It's my brother.'

'Your brother?'

'I'll go down and see him in a minute.'

'What are you doing?'

'Just breathing.'

'Do you think he heard?'

'Yes.'

'Does it matter?'

'Yes. Could you give me some of that brandy? The whisky's all gone.'

Mitzi took it from the cupboard and poured him some. He drank it in single draught and started coughing.

'Where is he?'

'In the hall.'

'Go and look, would you? He may be just outside.'

Mitzi came back. 'He's sitting on the stairs at the bottom. Shall I —'

Austin strode past her and out of the room. As he came on to the landing he took his glasses off and put them in his pocket. Matthew rose and they met at the bottom of the stairs. Austin extended his left hand.

'Matthew! How delightful!'

'Austin—Austin—' Matthew took the hand in both of his.

'Forgive me,' said Austin, 'I have to go out this very minute to make an urgent telephone call. You must excuse me. I would have loved a talk but it must wait. Please excuse this rush.'

'May I come with you?'

'It's just at the corner. Perhaps I can get in touch with you. Where are you staying?'

'Brown's Hotel.'

'Good. Well, here we are and I must make my call. I'm afraid it'll be rather a long one. So nice to see you. We must get in touch. Please don't wait.'

Austin got inside the telephone box. It was very brightly lighted inside. Outside was dark. Matthew had vanished. The bright lights were hurting Austin's eyes. He lifted the receiver and started dialling nines. Then a violent airy impulse took him about the waist and swung him far away. He pursued himself through space. He was lying on a tilting board which turned out to be the door of the telephone box. Just before it was going to tilt him into a pit he lurched forward until his face was pressed upon a black pane of glass. Through the glass he saw two shimmering orbs, like the face of an owl. Matthew was peering in at him from outside. He tried to turn his back but he seemed to have six rubbery legs which were gradually being folded up. He was a space craft landing on the moon. No, he was on that swing again, flying back the other way. His vision was darkening into a night sky of pullulating dots. One knee struck a concrete wall and there was pain somewhere. One foot seemed to be trying to run away down a rat hole. Something funny was spinning round and round in front of his face. It looked like a telephone receiver swinging round and round and round upon its flex. He must be on the floor. But then where were his legs?

'Are you all right?' said Matthew.

The telephone receiver was saying something too.

A woman's voice said, 'Do you want the police?'

'Yes,' said Austin, 'I want to report a murder.'

Nerves, thought Matthew, pure nerves. Typical. I couldn't leave it till tomorrow, could I. After that talk with Garth I imagined Austin thinking, he came straight to Garth, he talked me over with Garth, then he hadn't time to come and see me, oh no, I'm second best, he spends the evening with Garth and decides to see me later, everyone takes precedence over me, he wouldn't come hot-foot from the airport just to see me, would he. That's what I thought of him thinking. I can do Austin better than Austin does himself. So I come rushing round here in a nervous frenzy and commit that crime on the stairs. Did he know I was listening? And now this telephone box crime. Why couldn't I go quietly back to my hotel? Am I afraid of him, or what?

A little further on Matthew passed the home-coming Ludwig in the darkness, but of course they did not know each other.

A little further on still a police car went by with its siren screaming.
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