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Introduction

I’M SURE IT’S MOST IMPROPER to say of ones own books that one likes them, but I must confess that I simply love mine. After all, if I didn’t, I wouldn’t publish them. And of them all, the one I love best is this book, Fog of Doubt (1953).

Just for fun, I set the scene in my own house. In the book, there’s a desk in the hall and in our house, there’s this desk in the hall. In the book, the curtains in the drawing room are coral-colored and the chair covers are the sort of green that would go with coral-color—and so they are in our house; (it has a ‘drawing room’ because it is that sort of house: a Regency house, left over from the elegent days when the mistress’s carriage would drive into the cobbled yard and the horses be stabled where our garage now is—there are still cobblestones and you can see the stalls). In this house and in the same district, using the real street names, with the same accommodation and the same furniture and even much the same people and very much the same baby and the same poodle and the same Siamese cat, I placed my book; and people who have lived round here since long before the book was written, have told me that nowadays they never pass the bench outside the church without thinking ‘That’s where Melissa sat with Damien’, or the telephone box on the corner without thinking, ‘That’s where Rosie called up from.’ I suppose it does make for a sort of reality—using what you know about.

As far as I’m aware no murders ever took place in this house; but something rather odd did arise from the book. In the days when it was written, it was not yet fashionable to call girls by the simple old names, but I christened the two sisters-in-law who are major characters in the book, Matilda and Rosie. A neighbor, an old man who had lived a long time next door, asked me, “How could you have known that fifty years ago, there lived in your house two sisters called Matilda and Rose?” I knew nothing of the history of the house and certainly nothing of any Matilda and Rose; for a while I kept looking over my shoulder to see if they were there.

There is something I think of as “author’s luck” and this plot arose from a bit of author’s luck. I read a book and thought, “Oh, yes, I see what’s coming—” (and I may say, I added, “What a marvellous idea for a plot!”)—and in the end it wasn’t that plot at all. So I used it for my own plot, and whatever its merits, it has this: the entire explanation is given in the last line. It has one other peculiarity too, but if I mention it here, I’m giving my own game away. The reader may like to work it out for himself; it’s glaringly there, for all the world to see.

In England, the book was titled London Particular. Well, first it was titled Kensington Gore—there is a street in London called Kensington Gore and I wrote the whole thing round it, placing it, naturally, in Kensington—which, in turn, is a district of London. Then I discovered that someone else was using the title so I had to unravel it all and place it in Maida Vale and the new title, London Particular, was one I came to love. A London Particular was the old name for a London fog. We don’t get them now, not the real fogs: we’re obliged to use only smokeless fuels and it does keep the air cleaner. But up to 15 years ago, or so, we had them, sometimes for two or three days at a time, and it really was true that you “couldn’t see your hand before your face”. A pea-souper was another name for them and indeed they were actually thick, a sort of thick yellowy-greeny-grey, very fumey and horrible, and leaving a nasty taste in one’s mouth. It was frightening because, entirely familiar with your surroundings, you could still be bewildered as to just where you were. There was a horrid fascination about them, but it was all pretty grim; the city would grind to a halt, traffic couldn’t move (you could hardly see the glimmer of the street lights, let alone be lit by them) and one hardly dared to venture forth for fear of getting lost. It was all very dank and cold, and infiltrated into the house and made everything dirty. It is part of the absurdity of us who love London—“most kindly nurse” as Spencer called her—that in our secret hearts we were rather proud of our pea-soupers.

In such a fog, I set my book and called it London Particular. Naturally such a title meant nothing to most Americans, so it was entitled there, as it is now, Fog of Doubt.

As London districts go, Maida Vale, where the book is set, is not—by that name at any rate—particularly old; though through it runs one of the great, straight enduring roads that the Romans built, 2000 years ago, from their “Londinium”, slowly developing from its huddle of huts on the banks of the river Thames. The long slope of the hill that runs down towards our part of the road, was densely covered with trees and called St. John’s Wood. It was land which from the beginning of the 14th century had belonged to the order of the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem, and later was part of the royal hunting ground of Queen Elizabeth I. Gradually, as the city grew, the forest was cleared for farmland and by the beginning of the 19th century when it became Maida Vale, the area was famous for its gardens—we still go to a little old pub in a street called Violet Hill—and especially its fruit gardens. Our huge old mulberry tree—they are very rare in London now, and indeed in most of England—is clearly a hark-back to those days. Pineapples were coming into fashion and a few doors up from our house is one whose gates are still ornamented with plaster pineapples—there was a big pinery there. Gradually these houses were being built up along the old road—one of them being our house; and during a great revision of the paths, toll gates and so on, the district was rechristened Maida Vale, after the battle of Maida in southern Italy; there is a pub called the Hero of Maida (you could write a history of Europe round our old pub names, I sometimes think. Many of them have become confused over the ages; a famous one is the Elephant and Castle, which is believed to have been named originally after that Isabella—the “Infanta Castille”—who packed Columbus off to discover America).

So Maida Vale, and this house, where all the plot of Fog of Doubt takes place, is 150 years old, or thereabouts. There are no pineapples now, except those plaster ones on the gate along the street; and no fruit trees except for very old apple and pear trees keeping up the tradition in many of the gardens on either side of the house—and our own great mulberry. You will find the mulberry mentioned in the high-walled garden of the house in Fog of Doubt.

This book was of the genre of the “classic” detective story—Dorothy Sayers disapproved of their being called “thrillers” or indeed anything but “detective stories”. The Detection Club over which she imposed her reign for so long, actually laid down certain rules. One of these was: “there shall be no Chinamen.” By this was meant that scenes and characters should be “real”; the Mysterious East, unknown poisons, anything that was not possible, credible, acceptable to the standards of every day life—all that was out. Except for murder of course; but the murder had to be reasonably accounted for, in a recognizable setting, with a cast of comprehensible people; and there had to be a detective and detecting.

I think she would not have agreed with my word “fantasy” but in this kind of “entertainment literature” where, in those days especially, the characters were everyday people living in nice, everyday homes—I do think that the intrusion of murder is so unlikely as to amount to “fantasy”. Personally, I accept it as such and then strive to make the unreality as real as possible. No people of this kind, I say to myself, living this kind of life, would ever get themselves into this sort of situation. But, confronted with such a situation after all, I then ask myself how, together and severally, these people would have behaved. I often use real people, people I know, and apply the same question—how would they have behaved? There are several characters in Fog of Doubt who are taken from people I know: they react to a situation which would in fact have been quite alien to them, exactly as those friends of mine would have reacted. But the whole basis of the story is—of course it is—a fantasy.

This is a very difficult kind of book to write. Because it’s made (I hope) “easy to read” that doesn’t mean that a huge amount of work and concentration doesn’t go into the making of it. Just think of the complications. To build up a case against half a dozen people, each of which is absolutely water-tight except for one small point which destroys the theory—every facet dovetailing with all the facets of the other watertight cases against the other people—all the time concealing the real plot while at the same time placing every fact squarely before the reader: it takes a bit of doing! An enormous amount of sleight-of-hand is required to produce each necessary fact, disguising its importance, its real meaning—and not by mixing it up with a lot of facts not otherwise necessary to the story: I like to say that no two lines could be removed from any work of mine, whose removal would not leave somewhere else in the book, a gap, which those lines referred to. If I so much as say that a character “went wearily upstairs, cleaned his teeth and fell into bed”—you watch it! The “wearily” may catch your attention and so deflect from the apparently throwaway detail that he cleaned his teeth, which sounds like just a bit of “color”. But no, no: the fact that his toothbrush is damp, and has evidently been recently used—that may be the important phrase, may be going to fit in somewhere later on. Nor will the “wearily” have been used only as a deflection of the reader’s attention from the toothbrush; there will be a reason somewhere why the character was weary. You may even find that “he went upstairs” is the vital point: two pages ago he was in a ranch house—without your noticing it, he must have changed his scene, he was going to bed elsewhere. Three little, apparently unimportant phrases; but each of them germane to the plot, each of them possibly important to the plot and each of them—and for the author this is the tricky part—fitting in with all the actions of all the other people taking part in the plot.

Then again, we say lightly “all the other people”. Just those six or seven people and no others? How exclude the gardener, possibly a burglar, the apparently casual passer-by? The reader must be protected from the trouble of suspecting outsiders who have no part in the story and yet in the ordinary way would be part of the scene. “Least likely person” must be one of a well-defined group. The writer leans over backwards to isolate this group—they are on an island, fenced in by some boundary, cut off by snow, flood, fire, fallen tree, what have you? But “what have you?” in this case is a by no means unlimited choice and the old ploys grow stale, at best are too often labored and obvious. For myself, when it has not worked out simply that the group falls into a natural isolation—my book, Green for Danger (1945) was a good example, the action taking place in an operating theatre where there were of necessity only a limited number of characters—where this doesn’t happen, I adapt a simple solution. Beneath the title page, I list my cast of characters, leaving out, as I say, the gardeners and the burglars and the passers-by, and add: “within this group of people were found two victims and a murderer.”

Within the small group of people who circled about the house in Maida Vale on that fog-bound night, were found two victims and a murderer. A little before the end, the reader will know the identity of the murderer: not until the last line—unless of course he has brilliantly deduced it all—I don’t mean “guessed”; no crime writer is interested in peoples’ guesses, he places his clues for the purpose of deduction—unless he has deduced the solution to it all, and heaven knows, it has been placed squarely in front of him all the way through, and I do mean all the way through—will he know how it was done.

I know who did it and how it was done; but I still read it over and over again. Like I said, I simply love it!

CHRISTIANNA BRAND

London, England


*

To my

adopted daughter

VICTORIA

‘Emma for Love’

*


… I asked him whether there was a great fire anywhere? For the streets were so full of dense brown smoke that scarcely anything was to be seen. ‘Oh, dear no, Miss,’ he said, ‘this is a London particular.’ I had never heard of such a thing. ‘A fog, Miss,’ said the young gentleman. Bleak House


*

The scenes, characters and events portrayed in this novel are entirely imaginary and no reference whatsoever is intended to any living persons.

*


CHAPTER ONE

T HE dank grey fog was like an army blanket, held pressed against the windows of the car. It seemed an age before Tedward returned from his reconnaissance, his yellow wash-leather glove looming up startlingly, a disembodied hand, knocking at the glass beside her with a terrifying little, muffled thud. Rosie lowered the window and poked out her lovely head. ‘Any luck?’

‘Yes, it’s Sutherland Avenue we’re in, not Elgin Avenue at all.’ He flashed his torch and there, all the time, was the street name, just a few feet from them, a gleam of white along the low railing. The light went out and he melted back into the grey; she saw the flare of the torch again, dimly glowing, as he passed round the back of the car and climbed into the driving seat, settling himself beside her, stout, solid, comfortable old Tedward, with a reassuring pat upon her knee. ‘Won’t be long now, chicken. I know exactly where we are. Don’t worry.’

‘That’s what you said before,’ she complained, driven by shock and anxiety to an unwonted peevishness.

‘Yes, but this time I really do; only we seem to have got back-to-front, God knows how, and I shall have to turn her round.’ A bus crept by, a ghost bus, a-glimmer with eerie lights, with more lights making pin-points in the leaden dark where a line of lesser vehicles crawled in its broad wake. He swung round with infinite caution and for a minute or two they crept along in the queue before edging off cautiously, hugging the gutter, to the left. ‘Don’t worry, pet! I really do know now.’

Rosie jerked impatiently. ‘How can I not worry? We’ve been hours already.’

‘A quarter of an hour at most, Rosie. I couldn’t have driven an inch faster, darling—pea soup isn’t in it.’

‘No, but losing the way like this—you surely ought to know it by now.’

‘I do, when I can see an inch in front of me.’

‘If only we’d rung up the police before we started,’ she said, fretfully.

‘I know,’ he admitted. ‘That was my fault; I ought to have thought of it. But there it is—it’s usually only about five minutes from my place to yours, and one’s instinct was to leap into the car and dash round. I’d no idea the fog was anything like this.’

Her round young face was white with anxiety, her long legs twisted about one another, muscles tight with nervous strain. ‘Tedward—you don’t think he’s dead, do you?’

‘How the hell do I know?’ he said, losing patience a little in his own acute nervousness.

‘Well, you’re a doctor, aren’t you?’

He leaned out of the window to watch the kerb as they crept round to the left again. ‘Just because I’m a doctor, it doesn’t mean I can diagnose a message over the telephone. Tell me again just what happened.…’

‘I’ve told you, Tedward. The telephone rang and I thought it might be a patient for you, so I picked it up, just like I would at home for Thomas. And the voice said in this frightful sort of croak, “Come quick!” and I said, “Who is it?” and he said, “Tell the doctor to come quick,” and then he said, “Someone came in and hit me with a mastoid mallet,” and then he said, “I’m dying.” So of course I was utterly bewildered, but I still thought he was just a patient and I said, “Well, tell me where to come to,” and he gave our address. Our address!’

‘You’re sure it was your address?’

‘Well, I suppose I know where I live, don’t I?’ said Rosie, querulously.

‘And he definitely said “a mastoid mallet”?’

‘Thomas must have left one lying around somewhere and the burglar just picked it up and hit poor Raoul with it. There’s a lot of old instruments stuck away all over the place.’

‘You’re sure it was this Raoul Vernet?’

‘Well, the voice said our address and Raoul was having dinner there to-night, and there wouldn’t be anyone else there with a foreign accent. Oh, Tedward—do you think he could be really dying? Of course Frenchmen do make a fuss.’

‘You could judge better than I could, Rosie. I didn’t hear him.’

‘He sounded frightfully faint and then there was a clonk as though he’d dropped the receiver.…’

‘Well, we’ll soon be there,’ he said. They swung round once more, hugging the kerb. ‘This is Maida Vale now: we shan’t be long.’

They drove on in silence, the little car stealing through the muffled murmur of the fog-blanketed city like a marauding cat—creeping along on its belly, grey body melting into the grey, only its two bright eyes round and agleam in the night. The man’s heavy, middle-aged face, usually so jocund and smiling, was lined with anxiety and as leaden and grey as the fog outside; the girl sat with plump, tapering fingers locked tautly about a nyloned knee. He, whose whole training had been in the preservation of life, told himself stoutly that anyway all vile, seducing rats like this creature Raoul Vernet were a great deal better dead; she, young, anxious, over-excited, gave herself up to the contemplation of her delectable sins and cudgelled her foolish wits to decide whether, from her own point of view, it was a Good Thing or a Bad Thing if poor Raoul proved to have pipped off. And what, if he had pipped off, he had said to Matilda before he pipped.


CHAPTER TWO

IT was just a week since Rosie had told Matilda. ‘I say, Tilda, I wanted to ask you something. I’m afraid I’ve got myself into a most frightful muddle. In fact I think I may be going to have a baby.’

Tilda sat staring at her, struck motionless, one hand grasping the tail of Emma’s nightdress. Emma, straining against white Dayella like a dog on a leash, postured with great silliness before Adorabella, the copy-cat baby in the glass who obligingly postured back; such sycophancy suddenly palling, gave up and stuck out her tongue. This strictly forbidden gesture brought Tilda back to life. She hauled her child on to her knee and, automatically beating its round, pink mushroom of a behind, said with a sort of despairing resignation: ‘Oh, Rosie!’

‘Well, there’s no use being horrified,’ said Rosie. ‘It’s done now, and that’s all there is to it.’

‘It’s not all there is to it, I assure you,’ said Matilda, restoring the blithely uncaring Emma to an upright position and undoing her own good work by responding to craven caresses. ‘Having an illegitimate child’s no joke, my dear, especially at the ripe age of eighteen years.’

‘Good gracious, you don’t think I’m going to have it, do you?’

‘What else do you propose to do about it?’

‘Oh, well, my dear, there are thousands of ways. I mean, dreary old women in back streets with hot water bottles, though what they do with them one never can imagine. But still I needn’t worry; I can always go to Tedward.’

Tedward was Thomas Evans’ partner in medical practice. ‘Tedward wouldn’t touch a thing like that.’

‘He might not for other people, but he would for me. I mean, he’s frightfully soppy about me, isn’t he?’

‘I think he is, rather, God help him!—but all the more reason why he shouldn’t help you under these circumstances. And what on earth,’ said Tilda, miserably, ‘what on earth is Thomas going to say?’

‘I thought perhaps we needn’t tell Thomas,’ said Rosie, quickly.

‘Oh, don’t be silly, child; living here in the house with him—and being a doctor.…’

Rosie was Thomas’s sister, thought she was less than half his age. She had been left a burden on him, while he still fought his way through the years of his medical training and he, since the burden was rounded of face and limb with warm, amber eyes and foolish curly yellow hair, and had, moreover, grown up gay and easy tempered and not more incredibly silly than the next pretty girl, had conceived an idealistic passion for it, had exalted the burden in his otherwise eminently cool and sensible mind, into a treasure of infinite virtue and charm. Matilda, in the twelve years of their marriage, had tried diffidently to suggest to him now and then that so much physical allurement allied to so much careless generosity and a skull of purest ivory through and through, might be pregnant of future danger—and pregnant, it now seemed, had been just the word. But Thomas, in all other matters quite aridly rational, was a damn fool about Rosie and that was all there was to it. He had reiterated indulgently that she was a perfect bloody idiot, of course, like all girls of her age; but, unlike the rest, as good as gold. And he had completed his folly by packing her off, all on her own, to a finishing school in Switzerland, still with a beautiful faith in the armour of a round felt hat with a crested school hatband, and a uniform overcoat. Rosie had, of course, pitched the hat out on to the line, the moment her train steamed out of Victoria station, and sought a compartment not reserved like her own, ‘for ladies only’; and even an old school hat might have some virtue in it, it seemed, if virtue was quite the word for it: for its flight past the window had provided an opening for conversation with her first pick-up, a young dog who had subsequently proved to be up to some very old tricks. So that now, despite the kind help and chaperonage in Geneva of Matilda’s own one-time flame, Raoul Vernet, here she was back on the family’s hands, not to say in the family way.

Raoul Vernet! Tucking up the sleepy baby into its white blankets, putting out the nursery gas fire, feeling her way across the darkened room, Tilda smiled reminiscently and was back again with Raoul under the trees outside the little pub in Carouge, a tram ride from Geneva; with a carafe of red wine between them on the white tablecloth and Raoul murmuring that to-night, now really to-night, at last they would go to some place and be alone together.… ‘Eh, Mathilde? Ah, Mathildc—dites oui; dites oui!’ A fine one I am, she thought, to be preaching morality to poor, fallen Rosie.

Rosie, fallen perhaps but not noticeably crestfallen, was curled up in the firelight on the shabby sofa-bed in Thomas’s ‘office’. ‘Well, now, Rosie—you had better tell me all about it.…’

And, damn it!—there she was, back in Carouge again; sitting under the trees with the fairy lights, seeing again the table before her as bold and clear as a Van Gogh painting, white rolls broken on a white cloth and a bottle of rough red wine.… ‘Of course you wouldn’t know about it, Tilda, it’s a little place outside Geneva, “our pub” we used to call it, and it was most terribly romantic and I suppose we were young and idiotic, of course I’d be more experienced now.… But we used to go out there evening after evening and have dinner and sit under the trees and hold hands. I think we were quite dotty for a little while; you wouldn’t understand, but one gets into a sort of a state where one just doesn’t think that anything else exists or matters in the whole world. And he—he had a little flat that somebody had lent him, because of course he was only a student, he hadn’t a sou, right up on top of the hill, you went up a heavenly crooked little street to it, and it was too heavenly there and—well, in the end I just sort of gave up even trying to be good and we used to go up there for days and days together and nights too of course, and we were so madly in love it wasn’t true!’

‘What on earth was the school doing, Rosie, all this time, to let you behave like this?’

‘Oh, well of course I told them a whole lot of lies and then I finally pretended that you’d come to Geneva to find out what I was up to, and I used to put on a funny voice and pretend to be you on the telephone talking to Madame, and we used to nearly die with laughter because of course she got frightfully confidential about how awful I was and of course I used to agree like mad.…’

‘Why on earth couldn’t the damn woman write to me?’ said Matilda angrily.

‘Well, I’m telling you—she thought she was practically in daily communication with you over the ’phone, only you had la grippe or something or other madly infectious, so you couldn’t actually meet her because of course she was petrified of getting it. And then of course you were most frightfully considerate and were afraid I might carry the infection back to the school so I had to stay away for more and more days and nights, and in the end I think she just gave us all up; but anyway by that time he’d gone home so it didn’t matter anyway.’

‘Well, where was home—I mean who is this man?’

‘Oh, don’t get excited, Tilda and think I can marry him or anything of that sort, because I can’t. His people were farmers or something, miles away in the mountains—you can’t see me spending my life on an alp for the sake of my Littel One, can you?—yodelling away at goats or whatever they do.’

‘I gather that you have recovered from your grande passion?’ said Matilda dryly.

‘I meant it at the time,’ said Rosie, a little shame-faced. ‘It was—I don’t know, it was simply tremendous.’ She added with an air of experience that it had been too tremendous to last, that was the trouble; and it just hadn’t. These things simply couldn’t last for ever.

‘Not even three months, in fact.’

‘Oh, well, if you’re going to be stuffy about it, I wish I hadn’t told you. I mean, I did think you’d be a bit more broadminded, Tilda. You usually are.’

Matilda’s heart smote her; beneath the airy confidence, she knew there must shelter a sick anxiety, she saw that there was an added whiteness, a paper whiteness, under the pink and white skin, a hint of desperation in the indignant amber-coloured eyes. If only the young could make their demands upon one’s pity and affection without feeling compelled to assume an air of such contemptuous superiority. However.… ‘I don’t think you can accuse me of a Victorian scene, exactly, Rosie,’ she said. ‘I’ll help you in every possible, conceivable way I can; only I can’t help you to get rid of it, because first of all I think it’s horrible in itself; secondly if anything goes wrong it’s too dangerous to everyone concerned, including you, and incredibly sordid to boot; and thirdly, I’m married to a doctor, and you’re the sister of a doctor, and it would be ghastly for Thomas if either of us got involved in a thing like that. Anything else.…’

‘Well, I shall have to go to Tedward, that’s all,’ said Rosie.

So Rosie told Tedward. He sat at his desk in the surgery at his house on the canal bank, ceaselessly tapping with the point of a dark green Venus pencil. ‘Do you mean, Rosie, that the man got you drunk?’

‘He was so much older than me, Tedward,’ insisted Rosie, gabbling it all out again as she had earnestly gabbled it to him three times already. ‘And he—he took me to this wonderful restaurant, I mean the most frightfully grand place right on the Jardin des Anglais, and—well, I don’t know, the lime trees were in flower, you know, and it all smelt too heavenly and he was so terrifically sort of sophisticated and all that and I suppose I tried to be sophisticated too.…’ She looked up at him piteously, poor little wronged, broken-hearted, disillusioned flower who didn’t seem, somehow, to have caught what the gentleman said.… ‘And we had a terrific dinner and simply thousands of wines.…’

‘I’ll bet,’ said Tedward, dryly.

‘I know it was silly of me, Tedward, but he was so much older than me, I mean really quite old, but really very handsome and terrifically well-dressed and of course terribly experienced and all that. Actually, I suppose he was what you might call a roué.’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’

‘And then he asked me if I’d like to go back to his appartement and have a cup of real English tea.…’

‘What, no etchings?’

‘No, English tea seems to have been his line,’ said Rosie, simply. ‘I suppose it’s more original in Switzerland. And he had a wonderful flat, looking out over the bay, because he’s quite rich and all that; and then he—he sort of began to make love to me and I felt so stupid and sleepy and I suppose I was sort of flattered.…’ She burst into tears again.

He looked at her wretchedly. His kind, round, friendly face seemed quite altered all of a sudden, she thought, covertly watching him through her highly becoming tears; with sagging white cheeks and jaw. She scrubbed her nose to an endearing pink shininess with her silly little handkerchief and went and perched herself on the arm of his chair. ‘Don’t take on so, pet. It isn’t the end of the world, I suppose.’

‘I just can’t believe it, Rosie,’ he said. ‘Not about you.’

‘That’s because you still persist in looking on me as a little girl.’

‘Don’t you believe it,’ he said, ruefully. He took up her plump white hand and held it for a moment against his cheek; but immediately released it, rose, and went and stood staring out of the window. He said at last: ‘Rosie—I suppose it wouldn’t do if …?’ But he broke off. ‘No, never mind. I’m a fool.’

‘Yes, but what were you going to say?’

‘I had a vague idea that I might help you out by making an honest woman of you,’ he said. He waited for not more than half a second. ‘But never mind, skip it.’ He came back to her and took her chin in his hand, looking down, smiling, into her tear-bright eyes. ‘I don’t think we need resort to such desperate measures as that! We’ll get round it somehow; I’ll stand by you, I’ll do everything in the world I can to help.’

But there was one thing, it seemed, that Tedward would by no means consider doing after all; the one thing, said Rosie, when at last it dawned on her that he was adamant, that she had come to see him about. ‘I don’t see why, Tedward. Because of the risk?’

‘Because of the ethics. But that’s something you just wouldn’t understand, my little mutton-head, would you?’

‘But Tedward—as it’s me?’

‘Put it out of your mind, Rosie. Anything else in the wide world I’ll do for you—but not that. After all, we can find a place for you to go to, the baby can be adopted afterwards.’

‘I won’t have any damn baby,’ said Rosie, ‘and that’s flat.’

‘Rosie, I can’t help you in that way; you least of everybody in the world.’

‘But, Tedward …’

‘Once and for all, darling—no.’

‘All right, then,’ said Rosie. ‘I’ll find someone else. There are thousands of people.’

‘Not available to young ladies with medical backgrounds, my pet.’

‘Anything’s available to anyone if they’ve got enough money,’ said Rosie, tossing her head.

So Rosie told Gran. ‘I say, Gran—if I tell you something you won’t be shocked, will you?’

Mrs. Evans, like her grand-daughter-in-law, Matilda, was incapable of being shocked by anything other than cruelty or vulgarity. She had been a Victorian beauty, successful and gay, and now was heartily bored with her quiet life in the big, first-floor room in her grandson’s home in Maida Vale, looking out over the charming gardens that meet the gardens of Hamilton Terrace and stretch away on either side, concealing the houses in front and to right and left of them. ‘Almost like being in the country,’ Matilda would say, advancing the virtues of the quiet room. ‘Well, but who wants to be in the country, anyway?’ Mrs. Evans would reply. ‘Not you, for one, my dear; and not me either. Nasty grass and mud and leaves and nothing else—it’s just like that awful American song says, “God can only make a tree”.’ And she would suddenly go gaily off her head, and, rushing to the window, hurl out whatever came first to hand, crying loudly, ‘Fire! Fire! Fire!’ ‘Throw them further out, beyond the greenhouse,’ Matilda would say mildly, knowing it useless to resist and concerned only to save the conservatory roof. ‘Throw them across on to the lawn. The flames are coming up through the greenhouse, can’t you see?’ Mrs. Evans, who often saw a great deal more than she let on, would obediently fling cushions and tea cosy and combs and brushes out on to the grass and even the smaller bits of furniture. It was remarkable that she never threw books, which she loved; and that a certain rather valuable china tea service was also, apparently, invulnerable to the flames.

Rosie, without a tenth of her grandmother’s essential beauty, had yet inherited much of her one-time charm: a freshness, a radiance, a look of health and vitality, of generous good-nature, that saved her soft, round face and big round eyes and little round mouth and rounded button of a nose, from insipidity. She settled herself comfortably down on the hearthrug, one arm hung confidingly across the old woman’s bony, bird-like knee. ‘It’s the most awful thing, Gran, but I know you’ll help me. Nobody could possibly understand except you, but even if you are old, you’re broadminded Gran, aren’t you?’

‘It’s because I’m old,’ said Mrs. Evans. ‘Not in spite of it. What’s the matter—you’ve met some man, eh?’

‘Yes, pet.’

‘When you say a man—do you mean a man? Or a gentleman? Or merely a gent.?’

It had obviously better not be merely a gent, but Rosie was at a loss to know which of the other two would best please Granny in her present mood; Mrs. Evans was an ardent reader of romance and vacillated a good deal between Gentlemen and Rough Diamonds—not to say Black Diamonds, for at the moment she was in the throes of a rediscovery of the works of Robert Hichens. Rosie cast her mind back among her admirers in Geneva; the best of having been really a bit of a basket there, was that one didn’t have to make up, one could just choose. With the unerring cunning of the intensely stupid, she selected the one best calculated to appeal, even right down to the little dash of colour.… ‘He was so sort of—well, sort of strong, Gran, and of course people in the East have a different idea of how to treat women, that’s all, and he just—well, he didn’t bother about whether I wanted to be made love to or not, he just swept me off my feet, he didn’t give me time to think, I couldn’t have resisted even if I’d wanted to and I must say, when people are so sort of strong and sweeping, one doesn’t seem to want to very much. He had a boat there and he just took me by the hand and said, “Come with me,” or something like that, because of not speaking English very well, and I was sort of compelled like a rabbit, or a bird with a snake or whatever it is and I just went with him and he carried me down to the water’s edge and lifted me into the boat and we sailed out on to the lake in the moonlight.… And the thing is, it’s too frightening, but I think I may be going to have His Child.’

‘Then he must marry you,’ said Mrs. Evans at once.

‘How can he, darling? He’s—well, I mean, he’s only a fisherman,’ said Rosie, hurriedly improvising.

‘There’s as many good fishermen in the sea as ever came out of it,’ said Mrs. Evans vaguely. ‘And he must marry you.’

‘Yes, but he can’t, Gran, you see, he’s—well, he’s gone back to the East with his fish by now.’

‘Then he must be brought back from the East. Your father must seek him out and drag him back here; by the scruff of the neck, if need be.’

‘But Granny, darling, don’t be silly—how can he? He’s dead.’

‘Dead?’ said Mrs. Evans. ‘Nonsense! Why should a man die all of a sudden like that? It’s a ruse to get himself out of this mess, depend upon it.’

‘I don’t mean him, Granny. I mean my father.’

‘Who’s talking about your father? I know he’s dead—bother it all, he was my own son, wasn’t he?’

‘But you said … Well, never mind, Gran, but the point is that I simply can’t marry this chap because he’s—well, you see, he’s really got a girl of his own already, a gorgeous ranee or sari or whatever they call it, back home in where-ever-it-is. So you see, I thought,’ said Rosie desperately, ‘that perhaps you might possibly lend me a hundred pounds or so and then I could get something—well, some sort of pills or something, only they’re frightfully expensive, and then I needn’t have the baby at all.…’

But a terrible storm had suddenly blown up and the waves in the garden were lashed to fury by the whistling wind blowing down from the Swiss Alps, and it was necessary to jettison the contents of Mrs. Evans’ room immediately—out of the front window, this time, on to the garage drive. The neighbours, who were used to a sudden descent of household linen and infrangible objets d’art, took it all in good part and merely remarked that old Mrs. Evans was having one of her turns again; but a gathering crowd of passers-by remained to stare and a small boy improvised a commando raid. Rosie, flying downstairs to rouse the household and warn off the marauders, sadly acknowledged that she was a fool to have forgotten that one could never get anywhere positive with Gran before flood or fire or earthquake intervened; and that it would be useless to try again. Only one chance remained to her and a pitifully small one it was likely to turn out to be. But he had got a couple of hundred pounds in the bank, she knew, and he had been in love with her for years and years.… She must tell Damien.

So Rosie told Damien.

Damien lived with his mother who kept a terribly superior sort of lodging house somewhere off behind Kilburn, almost far enough up to be called St. John’s Wood, and not very far from the Evans menage in Maida Vale which, unlike Damien’s mother, they frankly called Maida Vale. He had been on and off in love with Rosie since she had been a tiny thing with yellow pigtails in the kindergarten of his little-boy school in the country, years ago. More off than on, of course, since he had become a serious, though not very well-informed, Communist, and realized how deeply involved her family was in bloated capitalism. Old Twm, Thomas Evans’ grandfather, had had interests in coal, grinding the blackened faces of the miners, though from a decent distance which did seem to make a difference when one remembered—and couldn’t help loving the memory of—Old Twm. But Twm had died years ago, and then what had happened to the money? Passed on by inheritance, by inheritance, mark you, and not a hand’s turn done to earn it, except of course by Old Twm who, having so earned it, had had the idiotic idea that he might use it as he would, even to the education and advancement of his only son, young Twm. But young Twm, had not lived to enjoy it, but very deservedly had been killed off during the first world war; leaving it all to his own son Thomas who had invested it in a medical training and was now living very comfortably on the proceeds. It was true that Thomas Evans had never ‘gone on and specialized’ because the famous fortune had, in fact, been less than enough when it came to providing a home for his sister and for his widowed grandmother who was slowly and delightfully going off her nut; but there it was, they all lived in comfort and happiness; founded upon—what? That sorry old story of laugh, clown, laugh, smiling nigger-minstrel faces that had concealed exploited and aching hearts. Damien’s mother, upon attaining widowhood had not, it was true, immediately distributed her legacy among the workers whose horny hands had accumulated it for her; but then she had not let it just lie fallow in the bank but had sunk it (and sunk was right!) in her ‘house’ and now worked herself to skin and bone, lying on a sofa directing the activities of a host of little old women who came in at odd hours of the day and were referred to collectively as ‘my wretched staff’. Moreover, it had not been a success. They didn’t live in comfort (and neither did their lodgers) like the family in the shabby, but indisputably Regency house in Maida Vale, careless about money and, if not actually extravagant, at least not saving of pennies and tuppences and cockle-edged threepenny bits.… Somehow, even where principle was involved, it did make a difference to right and wrong—whether the result were failure or success.

But as for Rosie, petted and spoiled and entirely dependent upon the shameful inheritance.… ‘What have you ever done, Rosie, for the Community, that entitles you to all this gadding about with a whole lot of worthless Frenchmen in France?’

‘Geneva’s in Switzerland, ackcherly,’ said Rosie. ‘Not France.’

‘Well, I don’t think you knew even that before you went Abroad,’ said Damien, ‘so you’ve learnt something, even if it’s only a bit of geography.’

Rosie replied with truth that she had learnt a great deal, most of it unconnected with geography.

‘Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is that you contribute absolutely nothing to the State as a whole.’ Damien contributed to the State as a whole from a desk in a city office where all day long he jotted down and totted up figures in the shifting columns of wealth in the despised capitalist country which so patiently suffered him.

‘Well, it’s not my fault if I haven’t got a job. Damn it all, I’ve only this minute left school.’

‘Many girls in this country leave school at the age of fourteen.’

‘I wish I could have,’ said Rosie. ‘I simply loathed that old St. Hilda’s.’

‘God knows they didn’t teach you anything worth learning.’

‘They didn’t teach me anything at all,’ said Rosie. ‘They couldn’t, poor things, I was too dumb.’

‘Well, there’s no room in the world to-day for helpless drones.’

Rosie didn’t want to be a drone at all, she was simply dying, ackcherly, to get a job as a model at Paquin or somewhere like that. But if she couldn’t, well, what could they do about it? They couldn’t just have her painlessly destroyed, now could they? She wondered if, as a drone mother-to-be, she might fit in more comfortably with Damien’s uncomfortable ideas. ‘I say, Day—I wanted to talk to you about something. Well, I mean it’s about—better say a friend of mine, and the thing is, she’s—well, matter of fact, she’s going to have a baby.’

‘Ah—Unmarried Mother?’ said Damien with a brightening eye.

‘Well, yes, she certainly isn’t married, but if she could help it, she would like not to be a mother either.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Damien. ‘Women have a right to motherhood if they want it. You tell her to stick to her guns.’

‘The trouble is, they’re not so much her guns,’ said Rosie, uneasily, ‘as more of a sort of pistol to her head. I mean, she believes madly in marriage and all those—um—outworn shibboleths, Damien, because if you don’t well—well, you never get married, do you?’

‘Then I’ve got no patience with her,’ said Damien. ‘She shouldn’t have given herself to her man, if she was unprepared for the burden—as things now are—of single parenthood.’

‘He wasn’t her man, exactly. He was someone she—well, he was in a train, ackcherly, and there she was, she was absolutely terrified, she was young and unsophisticated and all that, and she just got scared and lost her head.…’

‘All the better. Those are the children we want, children not born into the shackles of the old conventions, children who can start out from the very beginning free to believe in the—er—the freedoms; I mean free to believe in equality—and—and tolerance and—well, all those things,’ said Damien, running out of freedoms; he was not a quick study, poor boy, and all too frequently fluffed or forgot his lines; nor was he adept at striking out on his own.

‘Oh, lor’!’ said Rosie, gloomily.

‘So give your friend a jolly good pat on the back from Us, and tell her to come along to a meeting we’re having at my place next Thursday. After all, one never knows,’ said Damien, waxing enthusiastic upon visions, ‘what her Unborn Child may yet turn out to be. But she isn’t one of your French friends, is she?’ he added, breaking off a little anxiously. Everybody knew what those French girls were!

‘No, no, she’s English. Ackcherly,’ said Rosie, nervously, ‘you know her quite well.’ She added that her—er—lover had been French. In fact, he was still on the continent now, which was one of the troubles.…

‘You’d think these Frogs would be up to all the dodges and not land themselves in these messes, wouldn’t you?’ said the advocate for unmarried motherhood.

So there was nothing left for it. Rosie told Melissa.

Melissa was the daughter of a rather old old girl at Matilda’s convent school; and Matilda, who was habitually more kind than she was sensible, gave her a small salary and the use of the flat in the basement of the house in Maida Vale, in consideration of some help in the kitchen and attendance upon old Mrs. Evans. She was a thin, nervous girl with a crowning glory of curly nut-brown hair, of which one lock was for ever falling forward over her right eye to the infinite irritation of all beholders and the great satisfaction of Melissa herself, who practised in the looking-glass tossing her head back and immediately letting the lock fall forward again. At twenty-two, she remained an adolescent; unloving and unloved, introspective, dissatisfied, tortured with uncertainty about her future should she fail to ‘get married’. Men and marriage were indeed, and rightly, all she ever thought about, and she was consumed with envy for the careless rapture of Rosie’s easy-going carryings-on; so much so that even the guilelessly unsuspecting heart of Miss Evans had been vaguely aware that all between them was not entirely well. Now, however, bereft of other friends, she was forced back upon Melissa’s mercy, and she curled herself up on the rather grubby off-white cushions on the divan in the basement flat and asked with elaborate carelessness if Melissa happened to know of a nice, cheap, quackified abortionist. ‘Because it’s too boring, but I seem to have gone and got myself in the family way. These Continentals are so ardent, aren’t they? There’s no resisting them.’

Melissa had spent a couple of terms at a convent in Brussels and on the strength of it wrote her sevens with little dashes through them and was frequently at a loss for the English word; but her experience with ‘Continentals’ was absolutely nil, as indeed—though not for want of increasingly desperate trying as she approached her twenty-third year and began to fear ‘the shelf’—was her experience of any other breed of men. She produced a little notebook, however, and riffled through the pages, in search of the numerous abortionists whom she and her friends purported to patronize. The names appeared to have got themselves mixed up with those of more innocent entries, however, and, after much searching, she still could not lay her finger upon one working practitioner to whom Rosie, in her extremity, might resort. They fell to boasting to each other of their conquests instead; and which was the more to be pitied might be in doubt—she who had already had too many, or she who had had none.

And yet, that last was not strictly true; for some weeks ago, while Rosie was still in Switzerland, Melissa, having read in a woman’s magazine that the way to make new friends was to go in for indoor skating and contrive to take a tumble (thus figuratively at any rate breaking the ice) had duly skated and duly fallen, though only in the literal sense; but literally and figuratively both, had duly been ‘picked up’. She, too, had led her victim home for a nice cup of tea, but unlike Rosie had emerged unscathed; for despite the great nonsense she talked Melissa was the soul and body of respectability. She had, however, clung tightly to the young man, intriguing him with a wealth of phoney mystery, ‘playing hard to get’, hinting at depthless passions, reverting before his very eyes to an icy chill. He, older and far the more experienced of the two, played the same game and beat her at it hollow, and enjoyed himself enormously.

‘He sounds too divine,’ said Rosie. ‘What’s his name?’

His name was Stanislas—just Stanislas. They had agreed to call him—simply that. No surname, no address; just a telephone number, and ‘Stanislas’. ‘He’s probably a prince or a count or something,’ said Rosie, much impressed. ‘Is he foreign?’

Melissa, uneasily aware that Stanislas had in all probability been christened plain Stanley, said hurriedly that his accent was perfect (which was not entirely true) so that one couldn’t quite tell. In return for Rosie’s interest, however, she asked kindly what her chap had been like?

‘Which one?’ said Rosie. ‘There were such a lot.’

‘Well, er—the Father of the Child.’

‘My dear, I haven’t a clue,’ said Rosie, astonished that anyone could be so dense. ‘I thought I told you.’

‘You mean all those people were your real—well, I mean your real lovers? And you don’t know which?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Rosie. ‘That’s just what I’ve been saying. And that’s why I can’t sort of get married or anything or do anything about it. There was—well, let’s see, first there was a chap I met in a train and then there was rather a poor one but with a heavenly little flat right up on a hill and that went on for quite a long time, I mean weeks; and then there was a terrifically rich one, only I think I was rather tight at the time, and then there was one with a boat only the boat kept rocking about and I got the giggles, and then—oh, well, I don’t know, simply dozens …’

‘But no princes or counts or anything like that?’ said Melissa, clinging jealously to quality in face of all this incontestable quantity.

‘No, not like your Stanislas. I think he sounds much nicer than any of mine,’ said Rosie, generously; and since her mind ran in simple circles, never inclusive of more than two ideas at once, she added, hopefully: ‘I suppose he wouldn’t know of a nice cheap foreign abortionist?’

‘I don’t think I’d quite like to ask him,’ said Melissa, with no less than the truth.

And so Rosie had told Matilda and Tedward and Granny and Damien and Melissa. And she couldn’t tell Thomas. And there was nobody else.


CHAPTER THREE

O N the morning of the following Thursday, a voice rang up and said, ‘Mathilde?’ and Tilda said, ‘My God! No?’ because only one person in the world would ring up and say, ‘Mathilde?’. And, sure enough, it was Raoul.

‘But Raoul, what on earth are you doing in London?’

‘I flew here yesterday evening, by air. I have some business in Bruxelles and on the way I thought I might also do a little business in London. And I wished to see you, Mathilde, and have some talk with you.’

‘Well, yes, Raoul, how lovely! When could we meet? Any time suits me.’

‘This morning I have business and then business lunch and in the afternoon more business: this leaves only this evening because to-morrow morning I fly by air to Bruxelles. You come then and dine with me here at the Ritzotel?’

Matilda, having assured him that any time would suit her, now found that in fact there was no time at all that would. ‘The hell of it is, Raoul, that it’s the girl’s day out and there’s no one to leave in the house. Come to dinner here?’ (My God, though, what on earth could I give the man?)

‘I wish to talk alone with you, Mathilde. Come to my suite here.’

But Tilda was having no more of that Carouge nonsense! And, anyway, there was the baby and Gran and you could never count on Thomas being in. ‘Hang on for a minute and I’ll see.’ She called down to the basement to know if Melissa could possibly change her day but Melissa had a date with Stanislas and Matilda believed passionately that if one’s employees had arrangements, they shouldn’t be asked to alter them. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Raoul, but I simply can’t.’

‘If you think I shall make love to you, Mathilde, it is not this.’

‘How disappointing!’ said Matilda, laughing.

‘Perhaps that a little too. But it is of something else I must speak.’

‘It’s something to do with Rosie!’ said Tilda, tumbling to it at last.

‘Well, perhaps; but I cannot speak of it on the telephone. Already I have the idea that someone listens.’ There was a click on the line and he said: ‘There!—you see.’

‘How very peculiar,’ said Matilda.

‘Well, never mind. I said nothing. Now, to-night—can I see you alone?’

‘Well, yes, all right. You can have dinner here and we’ll talk afterwards. I’ll arrange it.’

‘Alors—bien! I come to your house this evening. A quelle heure?’

‘Make it half-past seven, will you Raoul? I’ll have to cope with dinner and then there’s the baby to put to bed. You remember I have a daughter now? She’s two and a half.’

‘Ma foi!’ said Raoul. The things attractive women did to themselves! She would appear, untying a white flannel apron, holding out hands red from washing little garments, her lap all spread from sitting on a low chair for hours with a baby sprawled across it; when he had known her three or four years ago, already she had been putting on weight. But she had been—très gai! Très gai, toujours gai! And something a little more. That evening under the trees out at Carouge.… A pity that at the last moment … But all English women were virgins at heart. ‘Alors, ma chère—à bientôt!’

Matilda put down the receiver, looking ruefully at her ruined hands; such good hands before Emma had arrived, not small, but white and always well-manicured, with the oval nails impeccably varnished. It was her one gesture to vanity, to any maintained preoccupation with her appearance. In the old days it had been different, the gay old, racketting-round old days of her working life in London; she had earned good money and spent it too, on clothes and hair-do’s and what the French so impressively call one’s maquillage. There had been nothing else to spend it on. But now … Oh, well—one couldn’t have all this and Thomas and Emma too, and one wouldn’t swap, not in a thousand years. She got up and shook herself back into the frame of mind that copes with dust and dinners and nurseries, but still she glanced at herself with reawakened eyes as she passed the looking-glass. My God I’m getting fat! Oh, well, she thought again—what the hell? If I look thirty-eight it’s because I am thirty-eight; and she was not so vast that a good black dress couldn’t still do wonders for her. For the rest—if one had never had beauty, one had worked all the harder at the other thing—and she knew that she still could whistle a tune that would bring the little birds fluttering down off their branches, cocks and hens and fledglings and eggs and all!

Except perhaps Raoul. Raoul was a Latin, and almost frighteningly cool and appraising and faintly cynical. He divided his relations with women into three pigeon-holes—devotion, a sort of flirtatious friendship, and something that he referred to as ‘eroteek leuve’. Matilda since her abortive adventure in Geneva into eroteek leuve had been relegated to the second category; but their desultory friendship had continued sufficiently over the years, to permit of her writing at once when Rosie was sent to Switzerland, to beg him to keep an avuncular eye on her. Poor man, he was doubtless now hastening to apologize for having failed in this unexpectedly arduous duty. Geneva was a little place and probably humming by now with the doings of the English Miss.

Melissa was in her little basement kitchen making some pastry with thumpings and bangings and rollings that went to Matilda’s heart. No wonder she suffers from backaches, she thought; not to mention indigestion. She stood on the stairs and called down to her. ‘Melissa—have you been up to Mrs. Evans yet?’

‘No I haven’t, Mrs. Evans,’ said Melissa, thumping away.

‘Well, could you go soon? She must be wondering what’s happening.’

‘I can’t go yet,’ said Melissa. ‘I’m making some pastry.’

‘Couldn’t you make your pastry later on?’

‘No, I’m afraid I couldn’t,’ said Melissa. ‘It has to stand. You have to leave pastry standing, you see,’ she added kindly; Melissa was past-master at teaching her grand-mother to suck eggs.

‘Not that kind you don’t,’ said Matilda. ‘Only puff.’

Melissa looked at her pityingly and immediately she was assailed by doubts. ‘In any case, Melissa, I really don’t think you can start making pastry before you’ve even been upstairs. Why must you have it to-day?’

‘Well, it’s my afternoon out,’ said Melissa, as though that explained everything. She took the war into the enemy’s camp by adding that she was very sorry but really she could not go changing her plans at the last minute and start cancelling dates and things, one had to consider other people too, and she was frightfully sorry but at the eleventh hour like this one couldn’t get out of one’s arrangements.…

‘Nobody’s asked you to,’ said Tilda, reasonably.

‘Oh? I thought you called downstairs. As the gentleman’s coming to dinner.…’

‘How do you know the gentleman’s coming to dinner?’

‘I thought you called downstairs,’ repeated Melissa, hastily.

‘It’s Monsieur Raoul Vernet,’ said Matilda, to cover her acute embarrassment at having caught Melissa out in listening on the office extension of the telephone. ‘He’s a Frenchman; at least he’s a Belgian actually. He knew Rosie in Geneva.’

‘Ah—quelle domage!’ said Melissa, shrugging in an excessively Gallic way. ‘Mais je suis.…’ She fumbled for the word and at last was obliged to resort to a literal translation. ‘To-night I am occupied.’

‘Oh, but I would not dream of inconveniencing you,’ said Matilda in inaccurate but tremendously rapid French. ‘It was merely that this very old friend of mine was on his way to Belgium by air and it would have been nice if I had been free to go out with him on the one night he was here; but of course if you’re occupied, you’re occupied, and I would not lower myself to ask favours of you and you don’t understand a single word of what I’m saying, do you, my precious French scholar?’

‘Of course, of course,’ said Melissa, smiling valiantly.

‘Well, please do go up now and help Mrs Evans get dressed.’ Granny, despite the exercise she got throwing things out of windows, could not raise her arthritic right arm sufficiently to do her hair; which, strictly speaking, was not her hair at all, but Thomas’s, since he had paid a great deal for it in a Bond Street shop. (If Damien could have seen how little remained of old Twm’s ill-gotten Capitalist gains, he would doubtless have despised the old gentleman heartily for having, out of so much opportunity, made so little disgraceful profit.)

Thomas was out in the garden with Emma who had discovered a filthy old bundle of rags which had somehow got itself launched in a neighbouring tree, and, determined that it was a birdie, was hurt in her feelings because it would not fly away. He was a small, slight man; the autumn of life had got into his hair transmuting its sovereign gold to the dead brown colour of the falling leaves; his face was creased into a foolish smile and his fine, white, spatulate doctor’s hands encouraged the birdie to fly with a flurry of unavailing gesture. Tilda joined them. ‘Thomas—will you be in to dinner to-night?’

‘Why?’ said Thomas warily.

‘Raoul Vernet’s coming; that Frenchman from Geneva, you know.’

‘People from Geneva are Swiss,’ said Thomas.

‘Well, as a matter of fact he’s actually a Beige, so there. And don’t you be trying too. Except for trying to get home for dinner in time. He’s coming at half-past seven.’

‘What time’s he going?’ said Thomas.

‘How do I know when he’s going, darling? But if you’re bored,’ said Matilda, very offhand, ‘you can always pretend you’ve got a case and slope off into the office.’

‘Oh, can I? Good,’ said Thomas, innocently.

‘Well, then, look—I’ll start a build-up when he comes about how you will have to leave us after dinner; and then you can make an excuse and hop off. Only, don’t let me down; don’t forget to hop.’

‘I may be late, anyway,’ he said. ‘It looks as if there’s going to be a fog. If so, I’ll just have dinner on a tray in the office and not appear at all. Where’s Rosie?’

‘I don’t know—still hogging it in bed I expect.’

Thomas picked up a ball and threw it for the poodle. ‘She doesn’t seem very well since she came back from Thingamajig.’

‘It’s the change of food, I suppose,’ said Tilda, quickly. ‘And Damien will take her out drinking beer at the Hammer and Sickle or whatever his pub is.’

‘On the contrary, she’s gone off alcohol altogether, she doesn’t even have a drink before dinner now. And that’s funny too,’ he said, thoughtfully; adding, suddenly: ‘Who did you say was coming to dinner to-night?’

‘Raoul Vernet, darling; that chap I had a flirtation with once, in Geneva.’

‘Oh yes, in Geneva,’ said Thomas, vaguely. ‘What’s he doing in London, all of a sudden?’

‘How do I know?—some business meeting or other.’

‘I see. And he’s coming here to dinner and you want me tactfully to leave you alone together afterwards.’ There was a strange light about the garden as though one were looking at the high brick walls and the narrow path and the pear trees and the mulberry tree, through clouded spectacles. ‘Anyway, if this fog gets going, I shall probably reach home after he’s gone and not even meet the gent.’ He gave her a brief smile; but he did not look much amused as he walked away into the house.

‘Well, what a bloody day!’ said Tilda to herself, following him. With this fog coming down, should she leave Emma in the garden, or make up her mind to a morning in the nursery? And had Melissa gone up to Granny yet? And what on earth could one give a fastidious Frenchman for dinner? And Rosie? She went upstairs to the little attic room with its frilly curtains and patchwork counterpane. ‘Rosie! Aren’t you getting up?’

‘I’ve been up,’ said Rosie, coming to the surface and poking out a round face unattractively covered with nourishing cream. ‘I got back.’

‘Are you feeling rotten?’

‘Morning sickness,’ said Rosie. ‘Me! Morning sickness!’

‘You haven’t been going and taking pills and things?’

‘No, I haven’t. Tedward won’t give me a thing and then he just pretends that they wouldn’t do me any good anyway, and only make me feel worse. As if I could!’

‘Well, I don’t know what to do, Rosie,’ said Matilda, moving round the little room and automatically picking up and tidying away the scattered things. ‘Thomas has noticed that you aren’t well and now he’s getting worried.’

‘You don’t think he’s guessed?’

‘Well, he’s a doctor,’ said Matilda, shrugging hopelessly. ‘Honestly, darling, I don’t know whether we ought not to tell him.’ And yet she was desperately reluctant to do so. Thomas’s heart was buried so deep, under so many layers of reserve and detachment and astringent unsentimentality, that if he broke it over this affair of his precious Rosie, there was no knowing how to apply the balms that might help to mend the heart of an easier man. ‘Oh, by the way, I don’t know how you’ll feel about this, but Raoul Vernet’s in London. He’s coming to dinner to-night.’

Rosie sat bolt upright in bed and her jaw dropped. ‘Raoul?’

Yes, I expect Raoul knows a thing or two about you, my puss! thought Matilda. Though what he could have to tell more shattering than Rosie’s own blithely shameless confession, it was difficult to imagine. Poor man, she thought, now that one comes to consider it, he’s probably coming here, trembling, to warn us of her affair with her student, never dreaming that she’s already quite gaily informed us herself. She said: ‘You needn’t see him if you don’t want to.’

‘I don’t want to see anyone,’ said Rosie. She sat up in bed hugging herself and looking very white. ‘I’ve got a frightful pain.’

‘A pain? Where? What kind of pain?’

‘Well, just a pain, Tilda, all over. I mean, sort of all over here,’ said Rosie, making a circular movement with one hand in the general area of her stomach.

Matilda looked at her dubiously. ‘What—all of a sudden, like this?’

‘Sudden! I like that,’ said Rosie. ‘I’ve been dashing back and forth to the huh-ha all morning.’

‘Well, stay where you are for a bit,’ said Matilda, not very sympathetically. She went down to the telephone with Gabriel, the poodle, at her heels, and rang up Thomas’s partner. ‘I say, Tedward, I’m terribly sorry to worry you, but Rosie doesn’t seem too well. You wouldn’t be passing this way, would you? Thomas has gone.’

‘I’ll drop in this morning, Tilda,’ said Tedward immediately.

‘Oh, bless your little cotton socks, Tedward, could you?’

‘I’ll be round,’ said Tedward, cheerfully.

Melissa was coming downstairs from Granny’s room. ‘Is Mrs. Evans all right?’

‘Yes, she’s fine,’ said Melissa. ‘She’s in the desert to-day—I think she’s in an old silent film or something, ackcherly, The Shake or something.’ She added with a rare gleam of humour that that was rather a comfort because there was no chance of a flood in the desert and very little of earthquake or fire so they ought to have a quiet morning.

Matilda sent her out shopping for to-night’s dinner, and lugged the baby in from the deepening fog. Tedward arrived and was closeted with Rosie. He came downstairs and accepted a cup of coffee in the office. ‘I don’t think it’s anything out of the way. What brought on this pain, do you know?’

‘I think it was the mention of a gentleman called Monsieur Raoul Vernet from Geneva. He’s coming to dinner to-night.’

‘From Geneva?’ said Tedward.

‘Yes, he’s suddenly turned up and says he wants to talk to me. I suppose she’s scared of him spilling the beans—though I should have thought she’d spilt enough herself, already.’

‘She’s told you everything has she?’

‘Yes, she’s perfectly frank about it; she doesn’t seem in the least ashamed.’

‘They aren’t these days,’ said Tedward, tolerantly. ‘Who is this Raoul Vernet?’

‘Well, he’s a chap I did a bit of bundling with myself four years ago; I met him when Thomas was at some conference at Lucerne or somewhere and I couldn’t bear the other wives and stopped off in Geneva. I sent Rosie over with an introduction to him and I suppose now he feels bad about what’s happened and he wants to talk it over.’

‘Well, that’s something,’ said Tedward.

‘To tell you the truth, my dear, I think Rosie was heading for this kind of thing anyway, whatever anyone did. However, I shall have a talk to him this evening; I’ll get Thomas to push off in here and leave us alone.’

‘He doesn’t know yet?’

‘I’m terribly afraid he’s beginning to suspect. He’s noticed her always being off-colour.’

‘Well, tell him I saw her this morning and I thought she’d had a touch of gastritis, probably due to food poisoning of some kind; that’ll put him off the scent; and meanwhile we’ll get cracking on it and think up something or other to do with her. We must fix her up in some job abroad or something; a year in Italy next time, learning Italian.’

‘I’m afraid Rosie’s going to talk the same language wherever we send her,’ said Matilda. ‘And we’ll have to think up somewhere further—Thomas would always be popping over to Rome or wherever it was, on visits.’ Upstairs, Emma started yelling and she got up and said, ‘I must go, pet.’

He rose too, putting down his coffee cup on the mantelpiece, looking about for his coat and gloves. ‘I must go too; I shall take twice as long on my rounds with this bloody fog. It’s a filthy day out.’

‘It’s a filthy day in,’ said Matilda, holding his coat, with one ear cocked for real desperation to enter into the baby’s cries and force her immediate attention. ‘The poor wretched child’s been hoicked in and out of the garden like a jack-in-the-box, Melissa was making pastry at nine o’clock this morning, apparently on the general grounds that it was her afternoon off, though what that can have to do with it I simply can’t see; and Granny’s galloping about the desert in a Rudolph Valentino film. The din overhead is the sofa flat out under whip and spur. But I wish she’d let him catch up with her now; a long, long, silent kiss, the silenter the better, would suit my headache fine.’ There was a crash overhead. ‘Oh, now what? Either Adbul the Disgusting has fallen over the trip-wire outside her tent, or the Sheik has felled him to the ground, not a moment too soon.’ She went to the top of the basement stairs and yelled for Melissa to go up for goodness sake and see what was happening. Melissa yelled back that, sorry, Mrs. Evans, she couldn’t come now, she was just taking her pastry out of the oven.

Tedward strolled out after her, laughing. ‘Never mind, Til! You cope with the old girl, I’ll see myself out.’ Gabriel followed him barking gaily, under the chronic delusion that anyone in an overcoat was necessarily about to take him walkie-palkies, and Annaran, the Siamese cat, who was very sillily called after the film Annaran the King of Siam, poised ready to dart out to certain death under the traffic wheels of Maida Vale. ‘Gabriel! Annaran!’ shouted Matilda, in despair, above the din. The telephone rang, Emma reached boiling-point, Rosie screamed out from her attic that if that was Damien on the ’phone she would come down and speak to him, and out of a first-floor window flew a long-sleeved woollen nightie. A strong smell of burning pastry arose from the basement. ‘My God, what a house!’ said Tilda. From the hall came a last shrill yelp of disappointment as Tedward shut the door in Gabriel’s face; followed by a squall as it closed upon Annaran’s shining tail. The fall of the nightgown had been followed by a heavy silence in Mrs. Evans’ room. To-day of all days!—Granny was always at her most impossible, after Worse than Death.
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