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Preface to Guy Renton

I wrote this novel in 1951.

With England becoming adjusted to its postwar pattern, it was possible by then to review the two prewar decades in detached perspective. For someone of my age and background, who had served in the first war as a frontline subaltern, it was impossible to do that without nostalgia. For me, and for very many others, it had been a dramatic and exciting period, quite often lit by glamour. We had worked hard and we had played hard. We had had a lot of fun. At the same time it had been a self-doomed period. In a natural reaction after fifty months of war we had lived in the moment, not looking ahead, shutting our eyes to the penalty we might have to pay. I could see that now.

And in the nostalgic mood that was upon me I wanted not only to relive those twenty years on paper, but to explain them, to interpret them. And how better could I do that, I thought, than by telling the story of a self-doomed love affair – of a couple who lived in the moment, refusing to face the implications of their predicament, a love affair that would be symbolic of the London that was its background.

I wrote this novel with genuine emotion. I am hoping that today, quarter of a century later, some of that emotion will prove contagious for the contemporary reader for whom those years are history.

Alec Waugh 1976
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At half-past four on the twenty-seventh of April, 1946, a Londoner in his early fifties rose from a deck chair on the balcony of the Wanderers’ Club. It was a Saturday and he had been sitting there since lunch, dozing over a magazine. He would have preferred to linger, enjoying after a long bleak winter, the warmth of the sun upon his face, but he had an appointment in his flat at half-past five with a young man who had rung him up that morning in a tone suggesting urgency.

‘I wonder what the boy wants,’ he thought. He had heard it argued that the world of 1946 was a completely different place from that of 1939; that a whole manner of living, thinking, feeling had vanished in the last six years. He doubted it. Fashions changed but the essential issues were recurrent. He did not believe that the particular problem which awaited him—the perplexity of a young man in his early twenties returning to civilian life after five years in khaki—would be very unlike that which he had himself had to face at the end of the first war.

Slowly he crossed the drawing-room. He was stiff after his siesta, and as he came down the broad central stairway, he steadied himself against the banisters. He was tall and heavily built. Though he had lost weight during the war, he was still corpulent. His thick, rather long grey hair gave him a benign and venerable look, but the network of broken blood vessels about the nose produced a qualifying and contradictory impression of modified self-indulgence. His dark pinstripe suit, like that of most Londoners in ’46, was shabby; his tie was faded and the corners of his collar frayed; but the cut and quality of the material made him look well dressed. He had an air of being someone.

He turned to the right, into Waterloo Place, on his way towards the Mall. The almond trees in Carlton Gardens were in flower. The statue above the Athenaeum glinted in the sun. A long red stream of buses circled into Lower Regent Street. How unchanged it looked.

No, it was not difficult for Guy Renton walking home through London on this warm spring afternoon to believe that only the surface of things had altered since he was young. The railings round the parks were gone; the houses were shabby and un-painted; every street and square and crescent bore somewhere along its length, like a mouth out of which a tooth was missing, the gap of bomb damage. But there was the same stir of animation along the streets; the same sense of being in a capital; the same sense of varied, integrated life. London was London still; a city that for nine centuries had known neither siege nor conqueror, that had faced plague and fire and assault, but had maintained unbroken the tradition of its own way of living, changing and adapting it out of its own necessity, out of its own experience, out of its own decisions, out of its own choice.

For the foreign visitor, even for the provincial Englishman, London might well seem tawdry now with its crowded hotels, its casual service, its restaurants where only a well-established client could get a meal worth eating, its lack of night life, theatres starting at half-past six, restaurants closing down at ten. But London never had appealed to the foreigner and the provincial visitor. It had never catered for the tourist. It had been a city for its own inhabitants. And even now for its own people it had retained nearly everything that had made it and that had kept it the most personal city in the world. What it had been, it was and would be.

The pride of being a Londoner warmed his heart as he walked back slowly towards his flat.

His flat was in the network of small streets that lie to the right of the Brompton Road as you turn south from Knightsbridge. Rutland Square was to its north, Montpelier Square was to its east. Cheval Place traversed it. It was a two-room flat, with a bathroom and a pantry, on the first floor of a three-storied late Georgian house that had been converted with three others into service flats.

He had lived there since the spring of ’25. As he fitted his key into the lock, he wondered how many other Londoners of that day were living within the same walls still. Not so many, he supposed. And he was lucky, in that immediately opposite through a great rent in Rutland Street he could see the Park; a scar running across his face from chin to temple was his private souvenir of that raid. His cul-de-sac of alleyways had had its share of bombs. But his own flat, apart from broken windows, had been untouched.

Its interior had changed little in twenty years. On the sitting-room floor there was the same black pile carpet, with the cream and white circular modernistic rugs. Over the windows there were the same dark blue damask curtains, contrasting with grey-blue walls and primrose ceiling. The same Chippendale mirror hung over his mantelpiece. On either side of an open fireplace white bookshelves ran elbow high along the wall, supporting a collection of Staffordshire miniatures and Toby jugs. His library was a key to his tastes and temperament. In the early ‘twenties as a Rugby footballer, he had been ‘capped’ for England; to-day as the chairman of Duke and Renton, he was an influential figure in the wine trade. There were the obvious books that you would expect from an athlete and a wine merchant. A row of yellow Wisden’s; Saintsbury’s Cellar Book; Constable’s wine lovers library, André Simon’s Dictionary of Wine: several cricket autobiographies and accounts of tours. But there was also a number of books that you would expect to find only on the shelves of a near-highbrow: George Moore’s limited white-bound Avowals; a complete Turgenev; Bosschère’s Apuleius; Pape’s Jurgen; the minor poets of the eighteen-nineties—Dowson, Symons, and le Gallienne.

Only the pictures indicated a change of taste. He had started with a group of Medici reproductions, and a Nevinson landscape of the Somme, a grey-brown stretch of shellholes, the horizon cut by an occasional boughless tree, which he had bought to remind him of the war, but which he had gradually come to value not for its subject, but as a piece of painting. From a later Nevinson exhibition he returned with a picture of the Embankment painted from a window in the Savoy, showing Cleopatra’s Needle through a screen of rain, against a dappled sky. It was the start of a collection. One by one a series of London canvases replaced the Medici reproductions. But apart from them it might well have seemed that time had stood still here for its owner during the twenty-one years in which a small boy who had once played with its china ornaments upon the floor had grown into a tall, sturdily-built young man in uniform who, during the two years since Guy had seen him last, had led his men first as a platoon commander and later as a company commander from the Normandy beachhead to the Rhine, and had now come to consult his ‘uncle’ on an adult problem.

It was a problem, as the young man set it out, that would have been no less valid in 1919. She was twenty-one; he twenty-four; the right age to marry; they came from the same worlds; but, she had pointed out, he had been only seventeen when the war began and though he had been an officer four years and a captain eighteen months, he would on his release from khaki be in precisely the same position from the world’s point of view that he would have been six years earlier, an undergraduate of eighteen going up to Cambridge. “You are not,” she had concluded, “in a marrying position.”

For two hours they had argued it over dinner on the previous evening. “If you go up to Cambridge as of course you should, you will be dependent for two years on an allowance from your father. It’ll be, at least, four years before you’ve got yourself established in any settled work. The last thing you want is to be saddled with obligations.”

The story took a long time telling, with many interpolations and digressions, many a ‘what you’ve got to realize is’, and ‘the point there you see was this’ and ‘if you’d met her, you’d, of course, understand’.

Sitting there, listening, nodding, occasionally interjecting a remark, Guy Renton could recreate the scene—the absorbed young couple at a corner table, unconscious of the glances turned to them, he in his blue patrols, she in a four-year-old ‘one good black frock’ that a new scarf and Victorian jewellery set off; she leaning forward, talking, talking: he smiling as he listened, moving at length his knee under the table against hers, holding it there with an increasing pressure, his eyes upon her face, noting how her eyes half closed as the pressure deepened.

“It’s all very well for you to talk like that,” he said. “But if we don’t get married soon something pretty dramatic will be happening.”

“I’m not denying that.”

Her eyes had twinkled as they laughed together, a gay and bubbling laugh that more than one person in that crowded room had recognized enviously and nostalgically as the passport to an enchanted country.

“Then why suggest a four years’ engagement?” he had asked.

“I wasn’t.”

“What are you suggesting then?”

The twinkle flashed again as she produced her solution.

“Haven’t you ever heard of companionate marriages?” she asked.

“There’s no such thing.”

“Perhaps, officially. But why shouldn’t two young people make a personal and private treaty with one another. After all you see ...”

One by one she brought out the arguments with which in the days of ‘The Coolidge dollar’ Judge Lindsay had fluttered the domestic dovecotes.

“These next four years are going to be desperately important to you. I refuse to be a hindrance. But I want to be with you, you know that. We could have a lovely time, seeing each other when we can, not undertaking responsibilities, not taking the world into our confidence, not tying ourselves, keeping it all gay and free. It could be such heaven.”

“Now listen, idiot...”

He had produced his counter-arguments, but Guy Renton could guess how her words ‘it could be such heaven’ had echoed through his brain. It could be, such a halcyon heaven. And what young man wanted, in the last analysis, the paraphernalia of a social wedding, the interviews with prospective parents-in-law, the visits to relatives, the ties of an establishment?

“There’s a good deal, isn’t there, in what she says?” he asked.

“There’s quite a lot.”

“What chance would a marriage like ours stand?”

“Four to one against.”

“Then you would recommend a companionate marriage?”

“Not necessarily. By making a companionate marriage, you might be ruining that four in one chance of making it succeed.”

“Then you’d advise me to try and break down those arguments?”

“Now why should an old bachelor like myself be advising that?”

The young man laughed. “You may be an old bachelor, but you can’t tell me that you’ve not been in love. If you could, you wouldn’t be the sympathetic person that you are; you’ve been in love; you’ve probably wanted to marry someone, and though you haven’t married, you’ve led the kind of life you’ve wanted. If youhadn’t, you’d be embittered and disappointed. What I’d like to know is this; what you, out of the experience of your own life, feel.”

A smile played over the lips of the older man. Out of the experience of his life; out of the lives he had observed; his sisters’, his brother’s and his friends’; out of all that this room had seen over the last twenty years.

He rose to his feet; he walked over to the window, remembering all the hours he had stood here, waiting for a grey-green Chevrolet to swing into Cheval Place.

“Can’t you put yourself back?” the boy was saying. “Can’t you remember how you felt? Why it has all turned out the way it has; whether you regret or don’t? Whether you’d have it the same way if you had it to live again.”

‘Can’t you put yourself back?’ He closed his eyes and behind their darkening lids, he saw across twenty and one years, the ornate gilt drawing-room of the Imperiale, at Mürren, and against its wall in a straight high-backed chair, a young fair-haired woman reading a red-backed novel.
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Mürren: the Imperiale. February 1925.

It was after five and the tables were crowded with exhausted ski-ers, lolling back over their tea, gossiping in undertones; a somnolent and languid hour, a pause between the exertions of the day and the evening gaieties that lay ahead.

Himself he was a little late. He was to take his second-class Slalom test next morning and had been practising telemarks on the nursery slopes. He stood in the doorway looking round him. A group waved to him to join them. But at the same moment a couple rose from a table at his side. He had a stack of letters in his hand; pointing at the vacated table, he indicated in dumb show that he wanted to be alone to read them. But that was not why he, a gregarious person, had chosen a table by himself. He had suddenly noticed a strikingly good-looking woman seated by herself, and he wanted a vantage point from which he could take stock of her.

It was the first time that he had seen her, and since she was in ordinary day clothes, he presumed that she had arrived that afternoon. She was wearing a plain white silk blouse, loose-sleeved and buttoning at the wrist, fitting high at the throat and held under a small black bow by an old-fashioned medallion brooch. Her face was a rounded oval, with high fresh colouring; she scarcely seemed ‘made up’; her hair close shingled and parted at the side was brought across her forehead in a sleek corn-coloured wave to terminate over her left ear in a pointed curl. The simplicity of it made her look very young, yet there were two rings on her engagement finger. She was reading with complete absorption. He tried, but failed to recognize the title. She read on, without looking up for twenty minutes, then closed the book and rose. She was taller than he had expected: tall enough, he guessed, to embarrass a medium-sized man when she was dancing, but she was slightly built, with long slim legs. He watched her edge her way between the tables. She seemed to float rather than to walk.

He turned back to his mail. He was captaining the Harlequins this year, and one of the letters was from the first team secretary.

‘We’re playing against Rosslyn Park on Saturday. The Old Deer Park. Kick off 2.15. Have a good time till then. I can’t wait to hear about your adventures. I’ll be shocked if you’ve not had any. But I’m sure you will. There’s no place like winter sports. I told you, didn’t I, about that Belgian Countess at St. Moritz? Super-dick, old boy. No other word for it.’

It was the kind of letter he had come to expect from Jimmy Grant. Three years ago, on the eve of an important trial, Jimmy, a brilliant if erratic footballer, had scratched to attend a board meeting in Madrid. One of the selectors had expostulated. Surely the meeting could be postponed. Jimmy had smiled, the knowing crooked smile that had earned him the nickname ‘Valentino’. “It isn’t only business, dear old boy!”

That finished his chances of being ‘capped’. But he was likely to be remembered for quite a while as the best wing ‘three’ who never had been. His name figured constantly in gossip columns. Tall, dark-haired, willowy, sallow-skinned, with the look of a South American though his background was Wessex on both sides, he had the glamour of good looks, smart clothes, success, and real ability. One Saturday at Twickenham he would be making rings round a defence; the next ‘hopping a plane’ to Paris, to return with an extravagant Charvet tie and the recital of a vivid exploit. Jimmy, within two minutes of seeing an attractive girl by herself, would have discovered from the hall porter who she was, how long she was staying and in what company. Whom was she with, Guy wondered?

She was not with anyone. At dinner she was still alone four tables off, in front of him, but at an angle. She had changed into a gold lamé jumper suit, with a pleated skirt. She had ordered a half bottle of red wine. She held the glass between her palms, leaning forward on her elbows across the table. She seemed apart from her surroundings yet wholly unaware of her apartness.

Guy was not the only one to notice her. He had been placed at the same table as Geoffrey Hansom, a one-time treble Blue at Oxford who now made his living out of games; as a golfer never playing at a spring meeting without interviewing the club secretary on behalf of a wine merchant or the pro’s shop on behalf of a sports outfitter; as a cricketer touring the smaller public schools and recommending after the game the type of bat with which he had made a century against indifferent bowling, never paying a railway fare or hotel bill out of his own pocket. Commissions flowed to him from innumerable untaxed sources. At Mürren during the winter, he organized the patrons of the Imperiale, entering them for tests and competitions. He, too, kept glancing at the new arrival.

“I wonder if she skates or skis. I must get in touch with her.”

Ordinarily after dinner, Guy went into the bar with Hansom and a group of hearties, making his single brandy last their three rounds of whiskies, then going upstairs to read. It was winter; he was in training, due to play football the day after his return; he had come out to ski, to pass his tests. He didn’t want late nights. That was how it had been now for two weeks, but not to-night. “No,” he told Hansom as they left the table, “I’ll join you later.” Dancing began at nine. He’d see the start of it.

The minute hand of the hall clock was pointing to eleven. The band were taking up their places. He looked into the main lounge and his heart bounded. She was sitting in the same high-backed chair, reading the same red-backed novel, as absorbed as she had been that afternoon; composed and separate and apart.

‘Now,’ he thought, ‘before anyone can ask her.’

He crossed the room.

“The music’s just beginning, I wonder if you’d care to dance.”

She did not start, but the sound of his voice clearly broke into a continuity of thought. Her eyes were a grey green blue. “Thank you,” she said. “I’d like to.” Her voice was contralto deep. Its depth surprised him, yet was in tune with, was appropriate to her height and carriage. Its accent, however, puzzled him. It was definitely transatlantic, yet it had a foreign burr. Was she Canadian-French?

He hesitated in the doorway.

“We’ll be the first couple on the floor.”

“Need that bother us?”

Their steps fitted from the start. He danced well when he was in the mood. “I’m all right,” he’d say, “after I’ve had a couple, or at some place like Brett’s after a rugger binge.” Which was another way of saying that he danced not for the sake of dancing but the person he was with. He danced well now, acutely conscious of her shoulder against his, of her body’s sway, its strength and harmony and firmness; of the scent, faint but distinct, of tuberose.

“That was a dance,” he said.

“I liked it too.”

As they moved back into the lounge, Hansom hurried over.

“May I introduce myself? I’m Hansom. Geoffrey Hansom. Unofficial M.C. you know. As regards the sports, not the hotel, of course. Perhaps Mr. Renton’s told you. No? I thought he might. I noticed that you’d just arrived. I wondered if there was anything I could do to help you.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“Have you ski-ed before?”

“A little.”

“Then probably you’d like to join our novice class. We could take you on the nursery slopes, try a simple run to get the feel of it, then after a day or two decide whether you are ready for your tests.”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think I’ll need to bother you with that; my husband will be joining me on Friday, I’ll potter about till then. He’s a keen skater. We’ll probably spend most of our time on the ice.”

“Just as you like. But if you change your mind, I’ll be only too glad to help. It’s worth while taking these tests you know. You nave so much more fun. We’ve a lot of good runs that you can’t go on till you have. We try and get everyone through at least the second class; trying to push old Guy through now. Having a tough job, too, but I think we’ll manage it. Just manage it. Well, I must be off and if you do change your mind, remember . . .”

There was a puzzled but amused twinkle in her eye as she watched him bustle off.

“Now please will you tell me what all that meant,” she said.

He drew up a chair beside her. Mürren, he explained, wasn’t like St. Moritz. People took ski-ing seriously. There were all manner of tests and competitions: runs were arranged for different standards: runs that you couldn’t join till you had passed their standard.

“And you’re taking your second class tests now?”

He nodded, he was a third of the way through. He had done a short run to-day; he’d be taking his turns to-morrow. On the following day, the Wednesday—his last day but one at Mürren—he’d be taking his final test, an endurance run.

“And is that good, to pass your second class?”

“So–so. I’ve not been at it long. I’m meaning to take it up seriously when I give up football.”

“I saw some people wearing ‘K’s. Gold and silver ‘K’s. Does that mean anything?”

“Yes, that’s the Kandahar Club, very grand.”

“I see”.

There was still an amused twinkle in her eye, as though she found the whole thing slightly childish; a twinkle that made him feel that he was three years younger instead of being three or four years older than she was; a twinkle that somehow he did not resent.

“And your name’s Renton?” she was going on.

“Yes. Guy Renton.” He said it on the pitch of voice, a proud yet selfconscious diffidence that is almost invariably adopted by people in the public eye, who have come to expect that the announcement of their identity will be received with a surprised inquisitive display of interest; a display for which they have ready whatever defensively modest reply experience has taught them to find the most effective.

No such display of interest came into her face. He was rather pleased. He had come recently to resent the fuss that strangers made of him, telling him how often they had watched him from the touchline. This was all very well now, he told himself, but his name wouldn’t mean a thing to the equivalent of these people in ten years’ time. Now, in his last year of football, he preferred to meet people on the basis of what in himself he was: of the self that he was going to be, from now on, for the remainder of his life. He was glad that his name rang no bell: that whatever effect he might be making on her, was independent of his reputation.

“And you?” he asked. “I don’t know your name either.”

“Burton. Mrs. Roger Burton.”

“I seem to have heard that somewhere.”

“You might have done. Roger’s quite well known, in his own way.”

She did not explain in what way that was. She spoke as though his reputation were something too well grounded, too accepted to be of concern to her. The music began. “It’s a waltz,” she said.

“I don’t waltz well.”

“Anyone who foxtrots as well as you, could be made to waltz.” The word ‘made’ was underlined. Its undertone of domination pleased him, in the same way that her twinkle had. To a man like himself who was used to giving orders in his office and on the football field, there was something satisfying in being ‘managed’ by this tall young woman.

“Let’s try,” he said.

He put his hand high on her left shoulder, between her shoulder blades, as for a foxtrot. She shook her head. “No, round my waist.” He took a first step forward; planning to dance with short steps: but her feet did not follow his: she leant backwards from her waist, her arm stretched sideways; the sway of her body drawing his into a slow and gliding curve; a curve that lengthened and grew faster, that ebbed and swung and changed direction; now fast, now slow, a swaying undulating curve that made him feel that no one else on the floor was dancing the same dance. They did not speak. Her lips were parted and her eyes were gay. Strenuously though they danced, she was not even breathing quickly when the music stopped. She must be in good training, he told himself.

“I never knew a waltz could be like that,” he said.

“Perhaps you’ve never danced it with a Viennese.”

Later, in the writing-room, he looked up Roger Burton in Who’s Who.

‘Roger Burton,’ he read, ‘C.B. 1919; b. 10 May, 1881; e.s. of Sir Francis Burton, K.C. (q.v.). Educ: Eton and King’s College, Cambridge. 1st Class History Tripos. Fellow of King’s College. m. 1921, Renée, e.d. of Mr. and Mrs. Reginald van Rintaller of East Haddam, Connecticut, U.S.A.; one s. Board of Trade. Member of Coal Commission 1912; Member of Economic Delegation to Washington 1917; Financial Adviser at the Peace Conference 1919. Publications: Adam Smith: his place in History, 1904; The Economic Implications of Lloyd George’s Budget, 1912; France and the Gold Standard, 1921; Recreations: Skating, Court Tennis. Address: 59 Albion Street, W.i. Clubs: Reform, Beef-steak, Prince’s, Ye Sette of Odde Volumes.’

He remembered now where he had seen the name: under-neath a neat ambassadorial head-and-shoulders photograph in the left-hand top corner of articles on International Finance.

Born 1881. More than twice her age. He remembered the way she danced. How could an economist of forty-four match that quality? Thoughtfully he closed the book. Her husband was not arriving until the Friday: the day he was flying back to London. An imaginary scene, an imaginary conversation rose before his eyes, about his ears. Saturday afternoon, the changing-room at the Old Deer Park. Jimmy, with inquiry in his eyes. “Any luck, old boy?” Himself nodding his head knowingly, “I’ll tell you afterwards.”

Always after the match, the team would collect in Dehem’s Oyster Bar: Jimmy and he would corner themselves away from the group of footballers who would be hailing their victory or explaining away their defeat in pints of lukewarm beer. He would lean sideways confidentially, “Perfect setting. She’d come there four days ahead of her husband. He was arriving the afternoon of the day I was to leave. I’d never have to meet him that’s to say. Of course I can’t tell you who he was, but he’s quite a big snot in his own line. Rich? I’d imagine so, judging from her jewellery. Older than she, oh yes, a good deal older: more than twice her age. She’d been married four years, but she couldn’t have been more than twenty-three, if that: half Austrian, half American. You know what Austrians are. Yes, of course you do! I remember your story about that Viennese widow in Rapallo: being half American explains her independence. I imagine she was beginning to be rather bored with being married to a man twice her age, and finding herself four days alone in that playground atmosphere, well, I suppose she thought she’d enjoy herself while she had the chance. I had the good luck, or the good sense, to be the fellow who got there first. Super-dick? I should say it was.”

He smiled wryly to himself as he imagined the conversation. It wasn’t like that. She wasn’t like that. With a quarter of himself he wished she was: with three-quarters of himself he was glad she wasn’t.

He was nervous on the following morning as he stood at the top of the slope which had been-selected for the second class test candidates. It was not a very long slope nor a very steep one. Half a dozen flags had been placed along its length, between which candidates had to zig-zag their way to the hill’s foot. Marks were awarded for both speed and accuracy. There were six candidates; he was fourth upon the list.

With growing nervousness he watched his predecessors slither their way between the flags. It was ridiculous to be nervous. He was never nervous before a football match. And before a match there was cause for nervousness. A personal error of one’s own might discount the value of fourteen players’ effort. Nothing was at stake now. It wouldn’t matter if he passed or didn’t pass. He could try again another day. It wasn’t like a football match, where a mistake was irremediable. “Don’t be a fool,” he told himself. But all the same his nervousness mounted as he watched the others one by one glide off.

He watched them enviously. They seemed so good, so accurate, so swift. He’d never do it as well as that. He’d fall or shoot past the post. He would not gauge his speed; he was not used to gauging speed; he was used to crashing straight ahead till he was brought up hard; he was not used to guiding himself, edging in between things. I’ll shoot past the post: or crash right into it, then I’ll have to go back; climb up the hill and start again. What a fool I’ll look.

He hated looking a fool, hated being conspicuous, particularly at a game. He felt impatient with the whole performance. Skiing was a fiddling kind of show. It wasn’t his line. Why had he taken it up? Why hadn’t he gone to St. Moritz, had a real holiday, enjoying the sun and the keen air, the excitement and the dangers of the Cresta run? Why was he bothering to pass these tests; to qualify for the Kandahar? He was an ex-international, wasn’t he? Why on earth should an ex-international be bothering with the Kandahar? Why on earth. . .

“Next please. G. S. Renton ...”

The starter’s voice cut across his reverie, interrupted and dispersed it. At the sound of it his self-questioning was put aside. He crouched, his knees bent forward. “Now,” he told himself. He had forgotten that ten seconds before he had been wondering why on earth he should be doing this. He was taut and concentrated; resolved as he always was at any game to succeed at the thing that he had set himself.

“One . . . two . . . three. . . . Go!”

He drove himself off with a dig and drive of his sticks. He struck out once, twice, then began to travel. He was going fast—too fast—he told himself. The first flag was a hundred yards away, was fifty, twenty. I must slow down now. It was a right-hand turn. He used a stop cristie, checking with his right foot, driving his right stick into the snow, leaning outwards away from the slope, so as to keep upright. A cloud of snow blew outwards, in his eyes, half blinding him; he was almost stationary; but he was on his skis, with the flag behind him, the slope below him, the stretch of the five flags in front; a mounting exhilaration in his head. This was a grand sport; it had everything; employed every muscle; it had speed, and the need for controlling speed: it had risk, and even danger; and the sun was warm and the air was keen. Slowly now, he warned himself, as he drove his sticks into the snow; there are five flags still. Don’t lose your head because you’ve got round one. Steady now, steady, steady . . .

As he came to the foot of the slope there was a little spatter of clapping from the dozen or so spectators. He had navigated the six flags without mishap. He had not fallen. He had not overshot his mark. “Quite good time,” the starter told him. “Two minutes seven seconds.”

“Very impressive,” said a contralto voice, deep-toned and transatlantic with a foreign pitch.

It surprised as much as it delighted him. “I didn’t expect you here.”

“I’ve been skating. I heard someone say the second-class tests were on. I thought I’d come across and see.”

She was wearing a short black skirt and a high-necked, long-sleeved Fair Isle jumper: ochre brown with a dark threaded pattern in the front. She had no hat, but was wearing hornrimmed sunglasses. She looked sixteen. They stood together watching his successor: a girl who had missed her first flag, but had returned, had made good her error and had just turned the third successfully.

“You’re all very good. I couldn’t do that trick work. We never went in for that kind of thing.”

“You have ski-ed quite a little then?”

“Oh yes, at home, but it’s different there. We have more snow, great stretches of it. We go on long expeditions.”

“We might go on one ourselves.”

“That would be fun.”

“To-morrow I’ve another test. A run. What about Thursday?”

“Thursday would be fine.”

“Then that’s a date.”

He hesitated. He looked at his watch. It was ten to twelve. Ordinarily he did not go back to the hotel till lunch-time. But it was too late now for the ‘Alibubble’ and with his test taken and passed presumably, there was no point in practising Christianas on the nursery slopes.

“What about our going back to the hotel and having a cocktail before lunch?” he asked.

“Why not?”

The next day broke grey and rainswept; for a few hours at any rate ski-ing would be impossible. “We’ll have to put off your test until this afternoon,” said Hansom.

It was nine o’clock and there was a listless aimless atmosphere about the lounge with its scattered, disconsolate groups brooding behind their newspapers. Mürren existed for the winter sports. There was nothing else to do. Guy walked into the hall. It was chill and damp, outside not a single pair of skis was stuck into the snow. The path leading up to the village was a quagmire. He turned away. Four hours till lunch. He wished he was back in London. As he recrossed the hall, a contralto voice hailed him from the stairs. “Don’t look so like a funeral.”

She was wearing a long black heavy mackintosh and a sou’wester hat.

“I’m going shopping,” she informed him.

“I’d like to join you.”

“Why don’t you? I’m going to buy my son a cuckoo clock.”

Seeing her huddled up into her mackintosh, it was more than ever difficult to think of her as a mother. She looked a schoolgirl.

“How old’s your boy?”

“Three. The right age for a cuckoo clock.”

Half the shops that were not patisseries, were devoted to the sale of clocks. They spent a little time deciding which one to patronise.

“I don’t like turning a shop inside out and then not buying anything,” she explained.

She certainly turned the shop inside out. It was a full half-hour before she made her choice. As the shopkeeper did up the parcel, he turned aside to examine a cabinet of watches. A second saleswoman came across to him. “We have a new model that might interest you,” she said.

It was an elaborate wrist–watch. It told the day of the month it chimed the hours and had a stop-watch hand; it was gold and it cost thirty pounds. He had an impulse to buy it, not because he needed a wrist-watch—he had bought a very adequate one during the war—but because the purchase of this particular watch might impress Renée Burton. It would show her that he was someone capable of buying a thirty-pound watch for ‘the hell of it’. He suppressed the impulse. He did not want to impress her that way. He shook his head. He moved along the counter, glancing at a tray of pocket watches. One caught his attention. “Can I look at that?” he said. It was gold, and very thin with an old-fashioned face. It was wound with a key. It had initials on the back. “It belongs to a tourist who wants a wrist-watch that he can’t afford,” the saleswoman told him. “I’m trying to sell it for him.”

Guy turned it over in his hand: old and smooth and the gold butter pale: made in London, dated 1880. He took it across to Renée. “Isn’t it curious that at a time when the standard of taste in England was at its lowest, they should have made anything as handsome as this watch.”

She shrugged. “Emigré workmanship most likely. Europe was in a ferment then. It’s the year my grandparents left Vienna.”

Eighteen hundred and eighty. The year in which his own grandfather had decided that it was time to stop living above his business in Soho and had taken a house in Highgate; 1880, the start in England of an unparalleled period of financial prosperity and architectural bad taste. How calm and assured and stable the world had seemed to the average Londoner at the very time when innumerable Austrians, Germans, Swedes, Italians, Poles were deciding that there was no future for them in the countries of their birth and were crossing the Atlantic to build a new world that could disown Europe. He turned the watch over in his hand.

“It’s very handsome.”

“Why don’t you buy it then?”

She said it in the casual tone of one who had never considered that there was any point to be discussed with regard to the acquisition of an object except the degree and nature of one’s fancy for it. If one saw anything that one liked below a certain price, one bought it. Below what price though? There must be a line drawn somewhere. Albion Street wasn’t a rich address.

He walked back to the counter. “How much does he want for it?” he asked.

“The one he wants to buy costs three hundred francs.” ‘In Swiss francs, over twenty pounds; oh well,’ he thought, ‘I want it.’

Renée came across to him.

“I’m taking your advice,” he said.

“How wise of you.”

“I’d like to have a souvenir of this trip.”

It was said lightly, or rather it was meant to be said lightly. But into his voice, unexpectedly, unsought, came an inflection suggesting that it was not lightly felt. She looked at him, as though she were surprised. Her eyes were almost on a level with his own. Her look was thoughtful, as though she were asking herself a question. She did not look away or drop her eyes but he had the feeling suddenly that she was not looking at him any longer. She half closed her eyes and her lips parted. It was as though she were inhaling an agreeable odour. It was a fleeting look. Her eyes opened and she smiled.

“I hope you’re as pleased with your purchase as I am with mine,” she said.

It had been raining as they walked up from the hotel. It was raining harder now. They paused in the shop doorway. He did not want to go back to the hotel right away.

“There’s a bookshop over there. Let’s see if they’ve anything amusing.”

He was curious to know in what kind of book she took an interest. He also wanted a chance of showing her that he was not merely a hearty with no interest in life outside the football field. He was surprised and a little disappointed when she went straight across to the table where the magazines were stacked.

“Ah, the new number of Cosmopolitan. I must see who’s in it.”

She picked it up, ran her eye down the contents, then turned the pages. She was so absorbed that he turned away, and walked over to the bookshelves. For the most part they contained classical reprints and modern novels. One small shelf was devoted to editions de luxe. There was a Mademoiselle de Maupin, illustrated with aquatints. He took it down to show her, to find that, with a Cosmopolitan tucked under her arm, she was now turning the pages of the Saturday Evening Post.

“I must get this too. There’s a story by Scott Fitzgerald.”

Her interest in the Post was so complete that he restored Mademoiselle de Maupin to the shelf. She eventually left the shop with a stack of four magazines under her arm. “I don’t mind now if it rains all afternoon,” she said.

They walked back in silence. He was piqued, and impatient with himself for feeling piqued.

As they came back into the hall of the hotel, they encountered Hansom.

“Terrible weather,” he called out. “I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone your test until to-morrow.”

To-morrow—the day he had planned to go out with Renée. On the next day, the Friday, he would be going home. And now she was on her way upstairs with a pile of magazines. Perhaps when she came down this evening he might miss her: all next day he’d be out on this confounded test. She’d be alone for all those hours, to be taken almost certainly under someone’s wing. In forty-eight hours’ time when his aeroplane droned westwards over northern France, he might well find himself looking back to this moment as their good-bye.

“I’m sorry,” he called after Hansom, “but I can’t manage it to-morrow. I’m going on a whole-day picnic with Mrs. Burton.”

“But surely ...” Hansom checked; paused, hurried back; a puzzled expression on his face. “Aren’t you going back on Friday?”

“Yes.”

“Then what are you going to do about your tests?”

“Leave them till next year.”

“But that means beginning all over again; that means losing all that you’ve done these last few days.”

“I know.”

“It’s madness. You can’t even be put up for the Kandahar till you’ve passed your seconds. This might prove fatal. I don’t mind telling you that we’ll have to do some rather special lobbying to get you in. You aren’t really up to the standard yet. But because of your football, and because you’re obviously keen. … You’re the kind of man we want to have in after all. But if you can’t be bothered to pass your tests at the earliest chance—and you must admit that we’ve done everything to push you on—they’re bound, aren’t they, to wonder if you are really keen. They’ve got to be strict about admissions. The one thing that matters here, you’ll agree I know, is keeping up the standard of the Kandahar.”

He paused: not exactly breathlessly, but as though he had exhausted his supply of avuncular good nature: as though he had said, “Now, now, my little man, that’s quite clear, isn’t it? We don’t want any more of this nonsense, do we now.”

Guy smiled.

“I’m really very sorry, but I can’t possibly manage to take my tests to-morrow.”

The good humour left Hansom’s face, to be replaced by an expression of petulant irritation.

“You can’t mean that, you can’t be so absurd. I’m sure Mrs. Burton wouldn’t hold you to an engagement of that kind, when anything so important was concerned.”

He underlined the ‘that’, turning appealingly to Renée. She made no answer. She made no sign. She watched and listened. Hansom turned back to Guy.

“Surely you must see. ...” He checked. “Of course I can’t force you, you haven’t got to decide this minute. There’s plenty of time before to-morrow to change your mind.”

Guy shook his head.

“I’m afraid I shan’t change my mind. I’m sorry, but I am on a holiday you know.”

The look of irritation on Hansom’s face changed to one of stupefied, incredulous amazement.

“You’re the last person I should have expected to take up that attitude,” he said, and walked away.

Renée made no comment. She made none of the remarks that might have been expected from a woman at such a moment. She did not say, “You shouldn’t really have done that,” or “I shan’t be offended you know if you think better of it later.” She gave him the credit of knowing his own mind, of having done the thing he wanted.

“Couldn’t you stay on another day?” she asked.

“I’m playing football on the Saturday.”

“Is that very important?”

“Not very. But I’m captain of the side.”

“I see”.

She looked at him thoughtfully: “It’s too early to start drinking yet,” she said, “let’s go into the lounge and have a cup of chocolate.”

They found an empty table.

“Tell me about yourself,” she said.

He told her about Duke and Renton, about what he’d done in the war and about his football. She listened attentively, watching him as he talked.

“Are you married?” she asked.

“No, I’m not married.”

Late that afternoon the rain stopped, the mist cleared, and it began to freeze. He was woken on the following morning by sunlight on his face. The sky was blue. The snow was gleaming on the Eiger. A good day for an expedition.

They set off directly after breakfast. She was wearing the conventional Mürren uniform, loose dark blue waterproof jacket, baggy dark blue trousers, tight-fitting at the ankle with short bright socks turned back over her boots. Trousers suited her. She looked very boyish as she stood straight and tall upon her skis, her hair hidden under a low flat, long-peaked cap. They were going to Grindelwald, a long three hours’ climb.

She struck out with the ease and assurance, with the economy of effort of one who has spent half her life on skis. The athlete in him watched her with an almost impersonal appreciation. Her body was her slave. She had complete control of it, complete knowledge of its capabilities. And Hansom had wanted to enrol her in his novice class.

They climbed in silence, zig-zagging their way up the long steep slope with the sun warming their cheeks and the keen air cooling them. He was very conscious of her at his side. They were as much at one, as much in tune as when they had been dancing. They were exchanging, they were sharing not ideas and thoughts, but feelings and sensations—the sense of effort, the blue of the sky, the glare of the sunlight on the snow, the sense of health, the dampness of their shirts against their skins—sensations felt along nerves and muscles that would become transmuted into memory, so that all his life he would only have to say, “That climb to Grindelwald,” to live again, to recall, to share an intimacy that passed the need of words.

With a sigh at the long climb’s end, she undid her skis, stuck their ends in the snow, pulled off her cap, shook out her hair, took off her sunglasses and rubbed her eyes. There was a small log cabin where a guide and his wife provided coffee. They had brought ham rolls and hard-boiled eggs, chocolate and Gruyére cheese. They pulled a couple of deck chairs into the sun. They were very tired. They were not ready yet for talk. They munched their food and sipped their coffee, enjoying their exhaustion and the prospect of racing back in a few minutes over the slopes that it had taken them so long to climb; looking out over the long stretch of snow.

“It reminds me of home,” she said. “It’s nothing like it, but it reminds me of it.”

She stretched her arms lazily above her head.

“We used to go out, half a dozen of us, for three or four days on end. Nothing would be arranged. It didn’t need to be. There was so much more snow. We’d stay at a ranch. We’d be out on our skis all day. We’d get back absolutely dead. There’d be a great log fire waiting, we’d sit round it, just lolling there, each of us with a coca-cola; too tired to go up and bathe, wishing we could miss dinner and get right to bed. But, of course, as soon as we had bathed and changed, why we’d be ravenous. There’d be a lovely dinner. One of us would have brought her cook. We pay our servants a lot, but it’s marvellous what one woman who really sets her mind on it can do. There’d be a thick creamed soup, great sizzling steaks and a crisp salad, a dream of a dessert—all cream and fruit and sponge and ice. The kind of coffee that you get nowhere else. We’d sit around the fire and there’d be no lights except the fire’s light, we’d chatter and someone would have a ukulele and we’d sing songs. Though we’d all been dead for want of sleep at six, we’d sit up gossiping till midnight, to awake fresh and early as soon as day broke.”

She paused. Her voice had a mesmeric quality. She half closed her eyes, as she had the morning before in the watchmaker’s. She was very far away, and very close.

“You’ve never been to America,” she went on. “People out here get such strange ideas of what it’s like. I suppose they get them from the films. They think of us in terms of enormous palaces or slums or the wild, wild West. They don’t realize that one of the nicest things about it all is being able to do simple outdoor things very comfortably. Nothing could be simpler than those ski-ing picnics. No wild party atmosphere. No highballs and no cocktails. The country itself is very open, almost uninhabited; only a few scattered shacks. Yet we’d have all the advantages of civilization, open fires and soft beds and huge armchairs. That’s one of the things I miss in Europe. Wherever you’ve got civilized amenities, the landscape’s tame. Even this is in a way.”

He could see what she meant. Though the Eiger was towering behind them, though to the left there were the unsealed ridges of Endelwald, the valleys below were dotted with clustering villages; the smug domesticities of an unadventurous life.

He looked at her as she lolled back in her deck chair. How different from her background was his. Her mother had been born in Austria. On her father’s side she was Pennsylvania Dutch. Two different civilizations were mixed in her; two strains that had only this in common, that neither strain had been able to adapt itself to Europe. Through her veins ran blood that had so needed freedom, that three hundred years ago it had risked the crossing of the Atlantic to find a land where it could worship its own God in freedom: a blood that had so prized that freedom that a century and a half later, mingled now with New England stock, it had declared war on its own kinsmen. The break on her mother’s side, though recent, was no less complete; the outcome of political dispute, of ‘backing the wrong horse’. In Renée, the first American-born product of these two different strains, how many loyalties must not be in conflict; loyalties that he could not appreciate, he whose ancestry, for as long back as he could trace the record, had accepted the English way of life.

Lolling back there in her dark blue suit, with her skis beside her, with her fair short hair and her flushed cheeks, she looked a typical example of healthy Anglo-Saxon womanhood, yet she was more alien to him in blood and tradition than a Castillian gipsy. There were depths and barriers and reservations in her that he could only guess at. She spelt mystery, adventure, the unknown.

She turned away from her long reverie and looked back at him, realizing that he had been staring at her.

“I’m surprised,” she said, “that you’ve never married.”

He shrugged. “I’m nearly thirty. I suppose it’s time I did.”

“I didn’t mean that. Marriage isn’t like graduation. But it’s strange that you should have got to thirty without ever wanting to.”

“How do you know I haven’t?”

“If you have, why haven’t you? You could have afforded to.”

He hesitated. What had he to tell her? Remarkably little when the sum was told. There had been that girl at Folkestone, met in the spring of 1916, when he was recovering from a wound. He had been lonely there, and bored. It had been easy to fall half in love. He’d have fallen the whole way in love, if he’d had the chance, if he’d had the time, if he’d not been posted back to France. They’d corresponded, and he’d dreamed about her, in the way that you did in France. He’d carried her snapshot in his pocket book. He had pictured his next leave in terms of her. And then a week before that leave, she had married someone else.

At the moment he had thought himself broken-hearted. But a year later he had realized that he had been unhappy less because he had lost her than because his plans for a leave had been upset. He could scarcely present that episode in terms of a grand passion.

“Perhaps you’ve got yourself involved with someone that you can’t marry?”

He shook his head. He had not led a life of copy-book decorum. There had been heavy evenings after Rugger dinners ending up at Brett’s. One of those evenings had led to a Le Touquet week-end, to a series of Le Touquet week-ends. But it had not been serious. He had had no real adventures. He had not met the Jimmy Grant type of girl. Most of the girls he knew had a very definite interest in matrimony, at any rate when they were with marriageable men. He was inclined to wonder whether there was quite so much ‘of that kind of thing’ as novels like The Green Hat suggested. He wondered if it wasn’t largely talk. At any rate, he shook his head to Renée’s question.

“Are you really going to tell me that you’ve got to the age of thirty without having fallen seriously in love?” she asked.

He hesitated. It seemed an ignominious confession and one that he would never have dared to make to Jimmy Grant. But somehow he couldn’t lie to Renée.

“It sounds very unromantic, but that does happen to be the way it is. First there was the war, then there was Oxford; then all that football. I’ve had to work very hard. I’ve kept in training through the winter. I’ve been pretty busy all the time . . . And well ... I don’t seem to have met anyone I could feel that way about.”

She laughed. “There’s no need for you to make excuses. I’ve always heard that Englishmen developed late; sometimes it can be confusing… But when it’s somebody like you——” She paused, and her face grew thoughtful. “It’s rather a relief to find somebody like that,’ she said.

There was an abstracted expression on her face. That clause ‘sometimes it can be confusing’ had sprung, he suspected, out of some deep and not too welcome experience. Out of what experience, he wondered, out of what type of experience? She rose to her feet and stretched out her arms.

“I’m getting cold. Time we were getting back,” she said.

Down the smooth stretch of snow that was zig-zagged with the pattern of their mounting skis they raced in a series of straight fast runs into the valley. In a quarter of an hour they descended a slope that earlier in the day they had taken three hours to climb. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were sparkling, just as they had been three nights earlier when they had waltzed.

“There’s a Fancy Dress dance to-night,” he said.

“I know there is. I’ve the cutest dress for it.”

“Don’t you think it would be a good idea if we sat at the same table?”

“I’d like that, thank you.”

‘The cutest dress’ was a Viennese peasant dress. A white lawn blouse, laced at the throat, loose sleeved and buttoned at the wrist; the bodice was patterned with elaborate needlework; blue and red and green and yellow. The long billowing skirt was green; a deep sage green. But it was the wig that she was wearing that made her seem at the same time a different person, yet more herself. It was a flaxen wig with the hair worn loose upon her neck and knotted in a bow. It seemed so natural, so right for her to be wearing it that he would never have known that it was a wig unless he had already seen her close shingled hair.

She laughed when he told her that.

“I know, and it’s my own hair, too. I had it made up when I had it cut. I ought never to have had it cut; it’s not my line at all, but Roger likes it. It’s all wrong for me trying to be fashionable. Short skirts don’t suit me either. I’m too tall. I only feel really right in things like this. I don’t feel that I’m in fancy dress at all. And I feel so gay.” She slipped her arm through his. “I know you’re dying to take me to the bar. I’m dying to be taken there.”

Her arm was again through his as they came back half an hour later. On her table a gold-foiled bottle was cooling in a steaming bucket. “You think of everything,” she said.

It was half-past eleven. The gala evening was at its height. The leader of the band, a paper cap set rakishly across his eye, his back turned to the orchestra, appeared to be conducting the tempo of the dancers rather than his musicians. His arms beat to the syncopated rhythm. His body was bent now to one side, now the other, at one moment flung back, his eyes raised to the ceiling, his arms lifted above his head like a Mussulman’s at prayer; at another bent forward, his hands stretched out with distended beseeching fingers, as though he were goading each dancer to a keener rhythm.

“Wherever you go, whatever you do,

I want you to know I love you.”

As they danced Renée hummed the words.

“I can’t begin to tell you what these three days have meant to me,” he said, “that first sight of you across the lounge ...”

She shook her head. Her fingers tapped admonitorily against his shoulder; with her eyes half closed, with her lips framing the words, she seemed absorbed in a trance-like surrender to the music, utterly indifferent to her partner. But her hand tightened on his shoulder. She drew close to him; so close that they seemed one person, mentally and physically at one. Her head was against his cheek, the scent of tuberose was in her hair. His heart pounded with a taut expectancy. She couldn’t, surely she couldn’t dance with him like this and not mean anything.

As the music stopped, she sighed. “I’m tired. It’s late. I think I’ll go.”

With the blood singing along his veins he followed her.

They stopped outside her door.

“I can’t really believe,” he said, “that I’ll be gone tomorrow.”

She smiled friendlily, teasingly too it seemed. Down the corridor came the sound of voices. She held out her hand.

“This is good-bye then, I suppose.”

She paused, or seemed to pause before that ‘I suppose’. In her grey-green eyes there was a look that made or seemed to make of that pause, a challenge.

“Renée ...” he began, then checked.

For a moment her fingers, her long slim fingers with the long pointed nails were folded over his. For a moment then her door had closed.

Back in his room, he stared irresolute at his half-packed suitcase. That pause, that look, the way she had danced, what had they meant? Had they meant anything?

He had only known her for three days. She was married. She had a child. Her husband was joining her to-morrow. She had talked of him with pride. Even if she was not in love with him, why should she with a whole world to pick from fall at sight for somebody like himself? She’d given up three days to him; yes, but only because she’d been alone, because she’d been bored, because she had needed someone to be squired by.

She was an American, too, that made a difference. He’d been told how often, how easily an Englishman could misunderstand one. All these petting parties; a national pastime that meant nothing. “Don’t be a fool,” he told himself. “When you saw her on that first evening across the lounge, it was like something hitting you below the heart, when she looks at you in that teasing way of hers, when she speaks in that contralto voice like . . . like . . . like what?” He checked, searching for a simile, searching in vain; he could not find one. It had been like nothing he had known before, and because it had been like that for him, he had tried to persuade himself that it had been like that for her, had read meanings into a smile, a fancied pause.

Impatient, irresolute, he paced his room. Did it matter what she had meant or what she hadn’t meant? It was what he felt, what she meant to him that mattered. Never in his life had there been anyone like her. He had to tell her that. He might never see her again. He had to tell her all that these three days had meant. He could not say good-bye like that, a casual parting in a corridor.

He listened at his door. There was no sound of voices. From the hall came the wail of the saxophone, loudening in the final foxtrots. On slippered feet he hurried past the row of doors. His nervousness, his indecision were forgotten. His fingers did not tremble as they turned the handle. He was fired and sustained by the need to express in words, which the mood would find for him, all that these three days had meant.

She was seated at her dressing-table. He could see her reflection in the mirror. She did not start. No look of surprise crossed her face. She turned in her chair and faced him.

“So you have come,” she said, then smiled.

He lifted himself upon his elbow. The curtains were quarter drawn. A waxing moon silvered the room with twilight, poetizing the bare bleak furniture. Outside, a frost-bound night rimed the balcony with ice. It was warm here in the heated room. Slowly he drew the palm of his hand along her shoulder. He had not known, he had not guessed that anything could be so smooth. From every nerve cell of his body, from every nerve cell of his brain, from every vein and artery of his heart, rose the words clamorous and insistent that would express his wonder, his gratitude, his adoration.

“Beloved, if you only knew ...”

She checked him; she lifted her hand against his mouth.

“Don’t speak, words spoil things.”

In a slow caress, she passed her palm along his cheek. Her nails were long; he could feel their points like sharpened spears as her arm coiled about his neck. Her fingers tightened in his hair, drawing his face back beside her. He relaxed vibrant to their pressure.

Later, hours later, she stirred beside him.

“Darling, it’s getting late,” she said.

He shook himself out of his doze. The room was darkening. The moon had sunk. The jagged outline of the Eiger was black against the sky.

“Darling, you must go, truly.”

Her voice was drowsy, affectionate but distant. He stared at her, fearing that if he were to move, a spell would break. In a desperate need to be reassured he began to set her questions, abrupt jerky questions. When would he be seeing her again? When would she be back in London? How would he find her? Was she in the book? When would be the best time to ring her?

She smiled lazily.

“Three weeks. After ten, before eleven.”

“And I shall see you—you promise that?”

“Silly, what do you think?”
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Guy lived in Highgate with his parents in the house which his grandfather had bought in the same year that Renée’s grandparents had left Vienna. Early Georgian, three-storied in dull red brick, No. 17 The Grove, opened on the short chestnut avenue that led into Hampstead Lane, but most of its main windows faced the Heath. Waking there in the morning, with the air fresh, to the sound of birds, to the sight out of the window of green fields and trees, it was easy to believe yourself in the country.

Guy was the second oldest, in a family of five. Lucy, his senior by two years, had married during the war Rex Irwin, a regular Army officer several years older than herself. She was now the mother of two small sons; Margery, his junior by nine years, worked in the secretariat of a city office; Franklin, three years younger, a public school boy was in his fourth year at Fernhurst; finally there was ‘the baby’, Barbara, a thirteen year old, who went as a weekly boarder to a school in Kensington.

It was a family that before the war had been automatically split by the nine-year gap between Guy and Margery, into ‘the nursery huddle’ and ‘the other two’. Now with Lucy married and living in the country, Margery and Guy had begun to find themselves a team while Franklin accepted the admiration of his younger sister. Their father, tall, grey-haired, venerable; a composed and uncontentious man, was in his later sixties; their mother, smallish, grey-haired and silent, was not yet fifty. It was a happy family that had had few troubles, few misunderstandings.

Guy arrived back from Mürren shortly after half-past seven. As he closed the front door behind him, Margery hurried from the drawing-room, a finger pressed against her lips.

“Sh, not in there, not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Trouble. The clan has gathered. You need briefing.”

“What’s up?”

“Franklin, he’s got the sack.”

“He’s here?”

“No, no, he’s still at school. But they won’t have him back next term.”

“Not really the sack then. The embroidered bag.”

“That’s it.”

“What for?”

“Nothing specific. He should be a prefect but the chief says he won’t make him one.”

“How’s Father taking it?”

“Philosophically, trying to be detached.”

“Is he upset?”

“Not really; not inside himself. It’s a nuisance. It makes a problem for him. He says it’s letting down the family. But he’s only saying that because he thinks he should.”

“What about Mother?”

“You know Mother. Franklin’s her ewe lamb.”

“Who else is here?”

“Lucy and Rex.”

“With Rex doing all the talking?”

“You bet he is.”

“Being very British about it all?”

“Very. ‘This country needs a Mussolini.’”

“Why was he dragged in?”

“Mother’s idea. That row of medals, she’s still impressed by them.”

“All that seems quite a while ago.”

“You wouldn’t think it was to hear him talk.”

“Poor Lucy. Are they dining here?”

“Of course.”

“I’d better hurry then. Dinner’s a parade to Rex.”

He bounded up the stairs. Franklin with the embroidered bag. For the usual reason, he supposed. Suspected but not proved. The kind of thing that happened in other families: about which you said, ‘Nobody bothers about that nowadays. Everyone knows that it goes on. It’s bad luck if you’re caught.’ The kind of thing you never expected to have happen to yourself.

Probably it was not too surprising. Franklin was strikingly good looking, tall, light-haired, loose-limbed, fresh complexioned, with an easy, effortless power of making friends, quick-witted and rebellious, with a lack of ambition that had made Guy wonder how he had managed to be so good at games. A natural ball-game player, with an eye and with a sense of timing, almost self-taught, Franklin only bothered to exert himself when circumstances were against him, a bad light, good bowling or a tricky wicket: he enjoyed a losing game but lost interest when a game was saved or a corner turned: the kind that very easily ran into trouble: into this kind of trouble.

With two minutes to spare Guy joined them in the drawing-room. They all looked very solemn: so solemn that he decided to be frivolous.

“I consider it’s all very cavalier,” he said. “You send a boy to a headmaster to be trained, then after he’s taken your money for four years, he admits that he can’t make a job of it. He ought to return your money. If a watchmaker can’t make your watch go, he doesn’t expect to be paid for the time he’s put in on it.”

His brother-in-law had a literal mind.

“I don’t agree with you at all,” Rex said. “A headmaster has a responsibility to the other boys, to the parents who have put those boys under his charge. If he feels that that charge is to be imperilled by the presence among them of one boy—even though there is no specific accusation against the boy ...”

Mrs. Renton interrupted. “I can’t have you say a thing like that. I insist. ...” At that point dinner was announced.

Dinner brought a break in the discussion, since a parlourmaid was in attendance throughout the meal, but it did not make the occasion easier. Rex as usual had a dampening effect. He had met and courted Lucy as a dashing young colonel with two gold wound stripes and a row of medals. He had been Guy’s colonel: that was how he and Lucy had come to meet. It had been a romantic marriage, but that was nine years ago. The years had taken toll of him. Like many another regular, he had resigned after the war rather than revert to junior rank; his father died and he believed he would have plenty to keep him occupied, running an estate in Devonshire. He had not realized how difficult it would be to run even parsimoniously an estate that had yielded a comfortable income through the nineteenth century. He had raged and cursed and protested, but could see no way of making his estate support the kind of life to which he considered himself entitled. In his indignation he had persuaded the Conservative Association to select him as their candidate at the next election. He had voiced the grievances of the landed gentry with great force and eloquence, but had been soundly beaten at the polls by a Liberal from the manufacturing section of the constituency. For the next election the Conservative Association had chosen a different candidate. They had suggested as tactfully as possible that Rex’s appeal to the electorate had been somewhat limited.

The following spring he let his house. An industrialist who had made a fortune during the war wanted a country house where he could entertain his friends over the week-end. He did not mind its running at a loss. He could charge his entertainment against sur-tax. Rex rented a bungalow on the Wentworth Estate and took up golf seriously. “There’s nothing else that people like myself can be serious about,” he said. “That’s what’s wrong with the country. It doesn’t find proper employment for those who have, or should have—shall we say—a real stake in its prosperity.”

The effect of all this on Lucy was depressing. She had been lively company in her teens, slim and pretty and vivacious; but she had lost and never recovered her figure after the birth of her first child. Her face wore a perpetual worried frown. One did not think of her as being under thirty. One associated her with cooks and cushions, nursery complaints and a husband’s rheumatism.

Rex discussed politics through dinner. It was not a cosy meal and there was an uncomfortable pause when the table had been cleared, the port and dessert set upon the table and the parlourmaid left them to their privacy. It was now up to himself, Guy felt, to put up a defence for Franklin; the best defence surely was a practical discussion of the immediate future.

“The only problem for us, so it seems to me, is to decide what’s to happen to him during the next year or so. He’s only seventeen and a half. Isn’t that young to go up to Oxford?”

He had his solution ready, but Rex interrupted.

“I know what my father’d have done in a case like this. Given me fifty pounds and packed me off to the Colonies. That’s what I’d do with Franklin. Do him all the good in the world. Live in a hard school. Discipline. That’s what these youngsters need. Conscription. Salvation of the country. What I always say

Before Rex could pursue his argument along the course that was obviously set out, an interruption came. A telephone call, for Mr. Guy.

It was from Jimmy Grant. He wanted to make sure that Guy was back. He’d got a reserve waiting in case of a delay. He was also in a mood to gossip. “Any adventures?”

“Not what you’d call adventures.”

“Oh, come now, surely.”

“No, honestly.”

“Not one little Belgian Countess?”

“Not one very little one.”

“Old boy, I’m ashamed of you.”

“You know what I am.”

“I’m afraid I do. Now I, on the other hand . . .” It was a long and scabrous anecdote. As he listened Guy remembered how at the end of that first evening he had self-gloriously dramatized this very conversation. Only four days ago. Ninety-six hours. How much had happened in it. He had not dared to dream that so much could happen. Yet now that it had happened, nothing could be more impossible than the recital of it to Jimmy Grant. When he had pictured such an experience in his imagination, he had seen it in terms of a general heightening of a Rugger night at Brett’s. It hadn’t been like that at all: an altogether different level of experience. It was something you couldn’t talk about to Jimmy Grant.

The conversation lasted for some while. As he hung the receiver back a light under the drawing-room door told him that Rex and his father had been left over their port. He could hear Rex’s voice booming in steady, uninterrupted expostulation. He turned towards the drawing-room. Silence; that meant the wireless; Lucy and Margery with earphones clamped over their heads, his mother with her knitting. He was tired, physically and mentally. Better the drawing-room. He did not feel up to Rex. He took up a footstool, set it at his mother’s feet and took her hand.

“Darling, you’ve scarcely said a word about it all.”

“Rex had so much to say.”

“That’s a kind way of putting it.”

“Is it? I don’t think it is. He means so well, he had such a fine war record, he makes Lucy happy. I’m sure he’ll be a good father to his two sons; provided of course they grow up the way he wants, but I’m afraid he doesn’t understand a boy like Franklin.”

“Why did you bring him into it?”

“Well, darling, he’d been a colonel: he was used to dealing with young officers; but no, it wasn’t a good idea, I see that now.”

“How do you feel yourself?”

“I’m worrying about how Franklin’s feeling.”

“How do you think he is?”

“It’s hard to tell. He’s always so cheerful about everything. But I think he’s felt himself neglected. The life here so centred around you; his father never took the same interest in him. There was so much talk about you; first during the war, and then your football; he wasn’t jealous, don’t think that: you were quite a hero to him. But he must have wondered where he came in. Then there was Rex, that regular-soldier point-of-view. I’m afraid after this trouble, you know what these psychoanalysts are saying, he might develop a feeling of inferiority.”

Guy nodded. He could see her point.

“It might be a good idea if I went down and saw him?”

“Oh darling, if you only could.” Her eyes lit at the suggestion. “He could talk so much more openly to you than to his father. He’s thought of you as an uncle rather than a brother, your being so much older, and then the war, and your being an international.”

From the passage outside came the sound of voices, or rather of Rex’s voice. “I should be firm, very firm. If he thinks he can get away with this, there’s no knowing what he may do next time.”

It was high time, Guy decided, to change the subject.

“I thought, Father, if you’ve no objection that I’d run down to Fernhurst one day in the middle of next week, and have a chat with Franklin. Till we know how he feels himself we’re in the dark. And now I insist on telling you about myself at Mürren.”

The talk broke up into a series of isolated duologues that soon began to lose their animation; perhaps because of the argument that had preceded them. Soon after ten Lucy began to talk of what a long way back it was to Wentworth and to remind Rex that Guy had to play football the next day.

It was a cold night, and the self-starter would not work. From the warmth of the drawing-room, the others listened in silence to the rattle of the cranking handle, and Rex’s voice raised in audible expostulation, probably about the inefficiency of the British workman. At last the engine began to purr. His father sighed. “My mother used to say that a woman’s better off unhappily married than not married at all. I wonder if that’s true to-day.” He rose. “I’m tired. I must go to bed. No, don’t get up.” As he walked to the door, he paused beside Guy’s chair and laid a hand upon his shoulder. “You’re a great, great comfort to me, my boy. He’s going to be a lucky young man who has you for a father. Good night, Margery.”

By half-past ten Margery and Guy were left alone. For the last quarter of an hour he had been conscious of her eyeing him inquisitively.

“You’re looking different. Something’s happened to you,” she said. “It has now, hasn’t it?”

He hesitated. He had not been able to talk about Renée to Jimmy Grant with whom for the last five years he had shared such confidences, yet he felt he could talk to this kid-sister of his with whom until only recently he had never done anything but joke.

“Come on, tell me all about her, please! How old is she?”

Margery was insistent and he yielded.

“In the early twenties.”

“What’s she like? Is she pretty? But of course you’d think she was. Is she tall, is she blonde?” Eagerly the questions followed, one upon the next. “How does she feel? In the same way you do?”

“I think she does, I hope she does.”

“Oh, darling, but how lovely for you. Have you proposed?”

“No.”

“Why not? Don’t tell me that she’s somebody—well, not ‘convenable’.”

He smiled at her use of the French word.

“You needn’t worry about that. She’s what even our mother would call a ‘lady’.”

“Then why didn’t you clinch matters before you left? Wouldn’t it have been wiser?”

“She’s already married.”

“Oh!”

“Don’t say you’re shocked.”

“Of course not. It’s just that. . . Oh, I don’t know. But one hopes for the people that one loves that when they fall in love it’ll be with somebody that’s free to marry. Is she English?”

“American married to an Englishman.”

“What do you plan to do?”

“I haven’t begun to think about that yet.”

“Oh, but you must. If you let yourself drift, you may drift anywhere. You must plan things now.” It was said sharply; as though she were speaking out of her own experience.

He looked at her, thoughtfully. One imagined that nothing ever happened to one’s own sister. One forgot in the case of one’s own sister that this was 1925, the heyday of the Bright Young People. Margery was on the brink of twenty, dark eyed, dark haired, of medium height, with a neat trim figure: a girl whom men found attractive. Two or three nights a week she was dining out. She went away quite often for week-ends. He knew the houses that she was visiting, but not the other guests. He could no longer think of her as his kid sister. More and more during this last year had he become conscious of her as an equal, as an ally. To-night he felt closer to her than he had ever done. Yet oddly enough he did not feel that she had grown up to him, but that he had grown up to her, that it was through what had happened to him during this last week that he was meeting her on equal terms.

“Life’s a mess,” she said reflectively, as though again she were reflecting on her experience rather than on his. “You heard what Father said just now about his mother having said that it was better for a woman to be unhappily married than not married at all, but that he wasn’t sure if that was true to-day. He realizes that things are different. People say things are easier. I don’t think they are. It’s always easier to play a game when the rules are strict, when you know what you may do and what you mayn’t. Our mothers, or anyhow our grandmothers did. We don’t. In our grandmother’s day, if you weren’t married you couldn’t fall in love with anyone who was. It would be social suicide. To-day it isn’t. There’s the loophole of divorce. There aren’t the same consequences. There are those little books. You remind yourself of all the people who’ve got away with it. You think of the second marriages that seem to be working out all right with no one thinking the worse of anyone. You hesitate, and drift and then ...” She paused: then laughed. “Oh, well, it doesn’t do to get dramatic. Life may be a mess, but it’s a lot of fun. Darling, I do wish you all the luck that’s going.” To his surprise, with a sudden impulsive gesture, she threw her arms around his neck.

Her kiss upon his cheek was warm and very fond. He felt that it was a wishing of good luck to herself as much as him.

Next day the Harlequins beat the Park by their usual cricket score, thirty-five to three. After the game Guy went back to Jimmy’s flat. It was the first time that he had been there. Ordinarily after a game, the team stayed together, but Jimmy was leaving on the Monday, “On one of my business trips, old boy.” He wanted to have a quiet talk with Guy about the various committee decisions that had been taken in his absence.

It was a minute two-room service flat on the third floor of a house in Buckingham Street, Adelphi. It was agreeably furnished, with a comfortable Chesterfield and a deep armchair and an elegant cocktail cabinet with glass doors. But Guy could not help being surprised to find it quite so small. He had always pictured Jimmy as being a rather affluent young man. Jimmy, guessing what he was thinking, chuckled.

“I know what you’re thinking. You’re wondering why I don’t go out to Kensington or St. John’s Wood where for the same rent I could have got a flat with big rooms and a view. I’ll tell you. There’s only one thing that’s important about a flat to my kind of person; it must be accessible. You’re lunching a girl at the Savoy. There’s something in her eye that tells you you’re not wasting time. ‘Look here,’ you say, ‘the coffee’s not too good. Why don’t we go back to my place and have it there? I’ve got a bottle of real Chartreuse.’ As likely as not she’ll come. If she does, well then it’s up to you. Or else you’re dining in Soho. It’s ten o’clock and you’re feeling good. ‘They’ll be wanting to close down soon,’ you say. ‘But it’s too early for a night club yet, why don’t we go back to my flat for an hour or so. It’s just round the corner, and we could play the gramophone.’ As likely as not you’ll never make that night club.

“The great thing,” he insisted, “is to give a girl a reasonable excuse for going back to your flat with you. You’ve got to be able to say to her afterwards, ‘Well, I never expected that to happen when we came up these stairs.’ That saves her self-respect. It’s got to seem unpremeditated. If you start trying to take a girl out to Kensington or St. John’s Wood, she’s bound to shy. You could only have one possible reason for trying that one on.”

Guy listened with a smile. To Jimmy gallantry was a game, visualised in terms of’scalps’; the chase was everything: it bore no relation to this new-born thing between himself and Renée. At the same time there was one point which he could learn from his friend’s lecture on technique: a very essential point that he had overlooked. If he was going to conduct a private relationship in London, it was essential that he should have a flat.

A flat must be accessible. Since his office was in Soho Square and Renée lived in Albion Street, Chelsea was out of range.

On Monday morning he visited an estate agent’s. He wanted a small bachelor flat, he told them: a service flat, quiet, unfurnished, in a residential district: not further north than Baker Street, nor further south or west than Knightsbridge. He left their office laden with ‘orders to view’. One was a little further than he had wanted: in Rutland Street, within two minutes’ walk of the Brompton Road Tube Station, but it was strongly recommended. Four houses were being put under a single management with the housekeeper living in the basement. It would have the efficiency of a new régime.

Because it was the furthest away, he went there first, walking from Knightsbridge Station, through Montpelier Square with all its Galsworthian memories of Irene Forsyte. There was something that was very London about this quiet backwater between the turmoil of Harrod’s Depository and the Knightsbridge Barracks. There was a village atmosphere about Cheval Place with its small two-storied cottages and Howell’s grocery where you could buy everything. He liked the feudal survival of Box Cottage with its black-faced, gilt-handed clock. He liked the feel of this small world, whose existence you would not suspect as you drove along Brompton Road or Piccadilly. A good home for a man who had been born in London, through whose veins ran deep and warm a love of London: an appropriate place too as the setting for a private life.

It was the first time that he had walked through Rutland Street. It was a short alley of small three-storied early Victorian houses, stucco-fronted, with balconies in front of their first-story windows and short flights of steps running up to their front doors. It was part of a mews, designed for the services of the comfortably-incomed upper middle class families who had lived in the four adjacent squares—Brompton, Rutland, Trevor, Mont-pelier. It was easy to reconstruct the life of the adjacent cottages, the bustling world of grooms and ostlers. Very definitely this was the kind of thing he wanted. The conversion was obviously recent. The stucco was new, the front doors and windows freshly painted. He rang at the second house and the bell was answered by a neat, trim maid.

“I’ve an order to view,” he said.

“I’ll get Mrs. Stevenson.”

He looked round the hall as he stood waiting. It was comfortably warm after the damp chill street. The staircase had a new red-brown carpet. The stair rods shone. On the walls were gilt-framed coloured reproductions of French eighteenth-century engravings. There was a general air of competence and comfort.

A large fat woman in the later forties came bustling from the basement. She was out of breath; her forehead damp, and her sparse hair dishevelled.

“I’m sorry, sir, to be caught this way, but I’ve only just done me dinner. Stevenson and I don’t get down to it till after three. We don’t like to start till all the tenants’ meals is cleared. I wouldn’t ‘ave come up at all if I could ‘ave trusted Alice to show you round. She’s new: not got the run of things. Who was it you came from? Did they tell you what the arrangements was? Fifteen shillings a week for service. Then you give the maid what you like. Half-a crown’s plenty—then if she does anything extra, you gives her what you likes. There’s a fixed charge for meals: one-and-six breakfast, three shillings lunch, four shillings dinner, but when you ‘ave company, that’s different. All grist to the mill, I say, and I likes young people to enjoy themselves. Mrs. ‘obson now, she’s in Number Fifty, gave a dinner party for eight last week. Eight, I ask you. I ‘ad a maid waiting on her all the time. Six shillings a ‘ead and she said she couldn’t ‘ave been done no better in the Ritz; and she a lady too what knows what’s what.”

She maintained the flow of talk breathlessly but uninterruptedly as she led him up the stairs. The first floor flat to which he had an order was composed out of an L-shaped drawing-room; it was high with moulded ceilings, divided with connecting doors. There were tall French windows at each end. You can best judge a room’s proportions whenit is bare; and the house had been built at the close of a great architectural period; the room had a harmony of line.

He stood on the narrow balcony. It had no view. The mews buildings to the back of Rutland Square were facing it. To the left Rutland Street ran into Cheval Place, to the right into Mont-pelier Square. There was no view either at the other end, only the roofs and backyards of the Brompton Road. He would not need a view; he would not be here much in daytime; houses with views were far too often on a ‘bus route.

He took stock of the flat. It looked small, as houses do before they have been furnished. But when he stepped it out, he realized that it would suit his purpose. Standing there looking round him, trying to visualize it furnished, he was conscious of impending destiny. How much might happen, how much of the drama of his life be staged here.

“Thank you very much,” he told Mrs. Stevenson. “I’ll let you know.” But his mind was made up already. He knew very well that he was not going to use any of those other orders.

He turned east into the Brompton Road. The rain had ceased, but it was cold and windy; women as they came out of Harrod’s huddled into their high-collared coats, their stumpy umbrellas tucked under their arms, hesitated for a moment in the shelter of its doorway before butting into the wind with their pudding-bowl close-fitting hats. It was March at its very worst, the pavements greasy, the buses splashing mud out of the gutters. But his heart was jubilant with a sense of spring, of life opening and budding. A sudden impulse seized him to array himself to match his mood; new clothes for a new life.

In his office he wore the usual city man’s uniform of striped trousers and short black coat. His lounge suits were for the most part brown.

“I’ve the very thing for you,” his tailor said, draping over his arm a dark red-brown cloth that on an ordinary occasion he might well have chosen. Guy shook his head. He wanted something unlike himself. He ran his eye along the bales: blues and reys and browns and checks, till his attention was caught and held by a smooth dark cloth with an unusual gloss. “That looks like green,” he said.

“It is, sir, a bottle green. I’ll show you it in the light.” He took it to the doorway. In the dark electric-lit shop it would have passed for black, but in the daylight, the green tinge was definite. “It needs the sun though to bring out its true colour,” the tailor said. It was not only unlike any suit he had ever had himself, but it was unlike any suit that he had seen. Yet in no sense could it have been described as ‘loud’.

“I’m not sure that it’s quite your style,” the tailor said.

“That’s precisely what I’m looking for. Something that isn’t my usual style.”

“Well, of course, sir, you could get away with it.”

Guy smiled. He knew what the man was thinking. That a man who had played for England could wear anything and not be misunderstood.

“I’ll have it,” he said, “and single-breasted. And could you give me a cutting so that I can get some hosiery to match. Oh, and one other thing. It’s most important that it should be ready in a fortnight.”

Was he counting his chickens before they were hatched? Ordering new clothes, contracting for a flat. What a fool he’d feel if Renée treated him as a casual acquaintance, and he was left with an unusual suit and a flat he did not need. He shrugged. You should always plan things on the assumption you would win, as though things were going to turn out the way you wanted.
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