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Terror in needlepoint coe

It is not often that one encounters
a talent like that of John Keir Cross. He
has that special quality which creates a
sober, real, proper world — an old-fash-
ioned world if you will—in which terror
lurks among the aspidistras, poison is
served in delicate bone-china tea cups, and
the antimacassars form a lacy veil con-
cealing bloody horror. He pinpoints the
macabre so deftly, so neatly, that the
reader is glancing nervously over his
shoulder before he realizes he is in the
safety of his own home.

Not all these stories are of such
human foibles as murder and the pecca-
dilloes of deranged minds. Mr. Cross does
not ignore the supernatural: but again, he
is so very matter-of-fact about his ghosts
and apparitions that they assume a horrid
reality, something well within the bounds
of possibility, even for the most skeptical.
The line between reason and madness is
very finely drawn indeed.
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to S. T. McF.
a man now dead,

with this epitaph:

Here lieth a sad boy
O, he was haunted, haunted
By terrible dreams
He knew not what he wanted

And he was a bad boy

Yet, lady, it seems
There were glorious times
When he was a glad boy
And made little rhymes

Here lieth the mad boy
Who made little rhymes



Thbe Glass Eye

THERE ARE THINGS that are funny so that you laugh at them,
and there are things that are funny but you don’t laugh at
them at all—at least, if you do, you aren’t laughing because
they amuse you: you are doing what Bergston says you do
when you laugh—you are snarling. You are up against
something you don’t understand—or something you under-
stand too well, but don’t want to give in to. It’s the other
side of the familiar thing—the shadow turned inside out—
the dog beneath the skin of the dog beneath the skin.

You can take, for example, the case of Julia. Is it pos-
sible to laugh at people like Julia? I have never been able
to. Yet Julia is funny—there is something monumentally
funny in that terrible gaunt shape, in those wide and
earnest eyes, in the red, moist tip of that nose of hers that
seems longer than any nose in the world. There is some-
thing funny in her uncanny genius for saying the wrong
thing—but when she does say the wrong thing a whole
world of tragic miscomprehension comes to the surface.
The blue eyes smile seriously—the whole pose and attitude
register the fact that a remark had been made. Behold!
Julia seems to say— a remark, my friends, a remark! . . .
And everyone shuffles a little and looks the other way, or
hastily talks about something else.

For example: Some people with a young baby came to
see my wife and me just after we were married. The
mother went out for a walk, leaving my wife to look after
the child. She suddenly said, glancing at the clock:

“Heavens, it’s time I went upstairs to feed Celia’s in-
fant!”

And Julia (the blue eyes smiling) looked up from the
magazine she was reading.

“Is it bottle-fed?” she asked . . .

Julia is over forty—forty-two, to be exact.

9
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A friend of mine, a man who makes up verse for the
magazines, wrote a poem about Julia. He called it:

To Julia: A Song for a lost, mad girl.

O, she thought she was in China
And a million mies away,
All among the tall pagodas
Where the shining geishas play;

And the mocking-birds were singing,
And the lanterns burning red,

And the temple bells were ringing—
Softly, softly in her head.

And those high and frozen mountains
Brought her comfort in the night—
Golden fish in silver fountains

Wove her garments of delight;

And the rich mimosa blossoms
Scented all the shining air,

And the mocking-birds were nesting—
Quietly, quietly in her hair . ..

Now, I want to tell you a story about Julia. Is it a funny
story? I don’t know—I just don’t know. There are two
people concerned in it, and in a sense they were both
funny—IJulia and this man, Max Collodi, I mean. But I
don’t think the story is funny. It is grotesque. There is
one small twist in it, one odd and unaccountable thing . . .

I must tell you something first. If you call on Julia in
her little flat'in West Kensington where everything is just
so—where the Burne-Jones panels by the mantelshelf har-
monize so beautifully with the William Morris design on
the wallpaper, where the volumes of the Tauchnitz edition
of the Best English Authors smile on you from the book-
shelves like rows of well-kept false teeth—if you call on her
for tea, say, from the Japanese handpainted cups—you will
see, on the mantelpiece, something that will haunt you
more than any other thing in that room of ghosts. You
will go away with your brows drawn together in a frown
and your lips pursed up in an effort to understand, to piece
things together. But you will see no more than it can see.

It is the story of that thing that I want to tell you—the
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story of that unaccountable Glass Eye, nestling on its little
bed of black velvet on Julia’s marble mantelshelf.

Somewhere in one of the philosophic books of the East
there is another story about a Glass Eye. It concerns, if I
remember rightly, a beggar who one day asked a philoso-
pher for alms. The philosopher refused and went on his
way. But the beggar was a trier and pursued him, shrilly
demanding money. He pursued him right out of the city,
till at last the philosopher stopped in exasperation and
said:

“All right, I'll give you money. But on one condition.
One of my eyes is a glass eye. Tell me which eye it is and
you shall have all I possess.”

The beggar looked at him intently, and at length said
solemnly:

“Your right eye, Master, is the glass eye.”

The philosopher was astonished.

“Tell me how you knew,” he cried. “That eye was made
by the greatest craftsman in the world—it should be im-
possible to tell it from a real eye. How did you know that
my right eye was the glass eye?”

“Because, Master,” said the beggar slowly, “because your
right eye was the one that had a compassionate look in it.”

Five years ago, when Julia was thirty-seven, she lived in
a bed-sitting-room in a narrow-shouldered house between
West Kensington and Fulham. It was a small room, with
yellow wallpaper stained with damp at the corners. There
was a marble-topped washstand with a flowered basin and
ewer on it. The pictures on the walls were coloured en-
gravings of old sailing ships—the landlady’s father had
been captain once of one of those long, slender vessels that
had paddles as well as sails. On the mantelshelf was an
eight-day clock, and in the tiled hearth stood a rusty gas-
ring on which Julia did her cooking.

At this time Julia did not have the reasonably good job
she has now. She was clerk to an old-fashioned solicitor, a
man named Maufry, who even in the 1940’s still wore a
square black top hat and wrote to his clients by hand, tak-
ing copies by the old moist paper method.

The loneliness and desolation of Julia’s life were appal-
ling. She did not know any of us in those days, 'so she did
not have even the slight companionship and relief we
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afford her. She got up in the mornings, made herself tea
on the gas-ring and cooked a slice of toast before the gas-
fire. She lunched cheaply at an A.B.C. tea shop, with a
book propped up before her. In the evenings she cooked
a simple meal—fried some gammon, perhaps, or a chop,
and boiled some vegetables (all on the same gas-ring, of
course—a complicated conjuring trick this, involving much
juggling with pots and pans). Then, having washed up,
she read, or wrote letters to her sister in Leicester. - And
went to bed, generally at ten or half-past.

What went on in her mind? Did she ever gaze at the
engravings on the walls and wish she might sail in those
vanished ships to unimaginable places? Did she, as she
read her books—dull novels by dead authors about people
who had never lived—did she ever permit herself to be
wafted away in fancy to some other and more picturesque
life, in Spain, Italy, Morocco? Did she long for a knock
at the door? Did she hope that the young man in the flat
above might come home drunk one night and enter the
wrong room? Did she look back on the past and speculate
on why it was that things had slipped so unnoticeably
away from her?

That past of hers . . . Did she realise, do you think, that
such lost souls as hers are doomed to fail in everything
they touch? She was not a virgin: she had been seduced
at the age of eighteen by an elderly Midland business man
she never saw again. She had been in love—at one time she
had even been engaged (to a young man she had met on a
holiday at a sea-side resort). But she never met the object
of her love—a lecturer at a church discussion group she
had once attended: and her fiancé, after six months’ tergi-
versation, finally sent back her letters and the gifts she had
showered on him, and disappeared. The last she heard of
him he was living at Liverpool, having married a show-
girl from Manchester. So, through the long years, old
Maufry got all her devotion, and the small cripple son of
her sister got all her love—her chilly and half-frightened
love.

Once a year this child was sent to London to live with
Julia while his mother went to visit her husband’s people
in Wales. The spinster curtained off a corner of her room
and borrowed a cot from her landlady for the boy to sleep



THE GLASS EYE 13

in. She fed him magnificently, took him to cinemas and
theatres, bought him toys and books galore. And he, a
pale, large-headed child, with eyes like balls of putty, ac-
cepted everything unquestioningly. The only reward he
ever gave her was 4 wan, abstracted smile.

It was late one summer, during one of Bernard’s visits,
that the tragic episode of the Glass Eye began. Julia had
bought tickets for the Old Palace Music Hall in Fulham.
She and Bernard sat in the red plush stalls indifferently
watching the show. It began with an act by two acrobats,
a man and a woman in white tights and spangled pantees.
The only thrilling moment was when, at the end, the
woman climbed a chromium-plated pole that was balanced
on the man’s chin. She slipped and almost fell. Julia,
visualising the white—clad figure falling into the stalls—as
seemed inevitable, on top of Bernard’s crippled legs—
clasped the boy convulsively to her. He looked up at her
in surprise, repelled by the smell of camphor from her
clothes. She, as the woman on the stage righted herself,
felt sweeping over her an immense wave of relief and ten-
demess. For the rest of the first part of the programme she
trembled violently from time to time, looking down at the
pale, abstracted boy. If anything should happen to him,
while he was in her charge . . . She had an almost uncon-
trollable longing to touch the boy’s bare, warped knees—
only to touch him. She had never touched anyone.

After the interval there were some ballads by two stout
operatic singers, then an eccentric cyclist took the stage,
and then came the high spot of the show. It was an-
nounced on the programme thus:

MAX COLLODI
The Gentleman Ventriloquist
with his amazing
Dummy
‘GEORGE.’

The curtain rose, and in a moment Julia forgot every-
thing. She forgot Bernard, she forgot the little room with
yellow wallpaper, she forgot Mr. Maufry and the high
stool on which she sat in his office. Only one thing in the
world existed for her—the figure of Max Collodi.
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As he sat there on the stage with the spotlight on him
it was impossible to conceive anything more handsome.
His dark hair gleamed, his jaw showed a slight blue
shadow. His moustache was exquisitely clipped, his high
square shoulders spoke of great strength. His temples were
narrow, his eyes deep set, his chin was cleft, his teeth,
when he spoke, shone like jewels.

George, the dummy on his knee, was a grotesque doll
about three feet high, with a huge tow head and staring
eyes. Its head moved quickly from left to right, its voice
was high-pitched and nasal as it answered Max’s questions
with clumsy wit. Julia did not notice the act—she did not
hear the cross-talk, paid no attention to the pathetic little
song that George sang. She was staring at the incredibly
handsome young man, watching every suave, slightly stiff
movement. When the tab curtains swung together at the
end of the act she was still staring, motionless, her blue
eyes shining, the end of her long nose slightly and patheti-
cally damp. In that one moment she realised that there
could be no other man in all the world for her but Max
Collodi. All the empty years, the acres of desolation, had
been leading up to this glorious climax.

As if she were in a dream she took Bernard home. She
gave him some hot Ovaltine and put him to bed in the cot
behind the curtain. Then she went to bed herself and lay
for a long time staring up at the dim ceiling and listening
to the night noises. Footsteps echoed through the open
window from the street— the slow, measured footsteps of a
policeman, the quick patter of a young man going home,
from a dance perhaps, the strolling, mingled footsteps of
lovers. Now and again, from somewhere inside the house,
a board creaked. A mouse scuttled across the floor—
shivering slightly she heard it scraping round the gas-ring,
at the spot she had spilt some grease earlier in the day.
From somewhere beneath her came the resonant snoring
of the landlady.

And all the time, as she lay there, she was thinking of
Max Collodi. She could not get his image out of her mind
—but she did not want to get his image out of her mind.
He was, she reckoned, thirty-—thirty-two: only five years
younger than she was. What had been his life? Was he
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(hideous thought—push it under)—was he married? Max
Collodi, the Gentleman Ventriloquist . . . A ventriloquist.
A man who could throw his voice. A superb accomplish-
ment, it seemed. Thirty-two . . . She, if she took proper
care, if she learned to make-up properly, might pass for
thirty-five. Was he tall? All the time, on the stage, he had
been sitting down—he had not risen even to take his cur-
tain call. But he seemed tall—the broad shoulders vouched
for his tallness. Max Collodi . . . A wonderful name-—a
name full of poetry. Max Collodi. Mrs. Max Collodi.
Madame Collodi. Or was it Sefiora Collodi?

She heard footsteps mounting the stairs outside. The
young man in the flat above had come home. Suppose—
suppose she was Sefiora Collodi? She was liying in the up-
per room of their villa in Italy—on the the outskirts of
Rome. Max had been appearing at the theatre. He was
coming home, dead tired. It was his footsteps she could
hear dragging up the stairs. In another moment the door
would open. He would come in. He would get into bed
beside her. She would hold him, she would comfort him,
she would send him to sleep.

The footsteps passed and a few moments later she heard
the door of the flat above open and shut. She sighed and
turned over in bed. Sefiora Collodi . . .

Next day, Bernard was due to leave for home. Julia got
permission from Mr. Maufry to have the morning off and
took him to the station. She hardly pnoticed him. She
kissed him good-bye mechanically, then sent a telegram to
her sister to say that he was safely on the train. Then she
had lunch—and for the first time in years she did not have
it at the A.B.C. She went to a small café opposite the Old
Palace Music Hall. There was just the chance, as she sat
there, that she might see Max going in or coming out.

The afternoon passed somehow. Even old Mr. Maufry
noticed Julia’s abstraction, but he attributed it to the fact
that she had been seeing her nephew off. He himself was
not feeling very well those days, so he gave Julia orders to
close the office early, set his square hat firmly on his head
and went woodenly off to his old-fashioned bouse out
Chiswick way.

Julia, for her part, locked up the office, hurried home,
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boiled herself an egg by way of supper and then went out
—to the Old Palace Music Hall. There, in a ferment of
impatience, she sat through the acrobat act, the eccentric
cyclist act, the ballad-singing act. By the time the indica-
tor showed her that Max Collodi was next on the bill her
heart was beating painfully, her hands had grown warm
and clammy, her eyes were staring wide.

“Oh, I'm only a ventriloquist's doll,”
sang the ridiculous George—
“Only a ventriloquist's doll, that's all . . .”

But Julia did not care what George was. It was Max,
his master, she was interested in. She stared at the well-
groomed, suave, poised figures, smiling so gently and pity-
ingly at George’s bétises. She noted the small bow that he
gave to acknowledge applause, the gentlemanly restraint
of him—so wonderfully unlike the exuberance of most
Music Hall artistes. Max Collodi . . . Of course—he was
made up. It was possible that off stage he didn’t look quite
so young. Thirty-five, perhaps. Yes—thirty-five . . .

The curtains swung together. The audience applauded.
Julia sat still, entranced. They were applauding him—her
Max. The curtains parted again. He was still sitting there,
bowing a little and smiling, with the fatuous George grin-
ning oafishly on his knee. Max looked straight ahead. By
sheer will-power Julia tried to make him look in her di-
rection—she had read of such things being possible. But
perhaps her will was not strong enough.. Max continued
to look straight ahead, at the audience in general. It was
impossible to believe that anyone could be so handsome.
A woman in front said so in a loud whisper to her neigh-
bour, and the neighbour replied with a sneer: *“Yes—too
handsome, if you ask me.” Julia glared at ber fiercely.
She could have murdered her.

She walked home slowly. On a bill on the hoarding near
her house she saw his name in large lettering—*“Max Col-
lodi, the Gentleman Ventriloquist, with ‘George’ . . .” She
looked hastily about her to see no one was near, then
quickly tore away that corner of the bill. In her room
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she straightened out the crumpled piece of paper and
stared at it for a long time before tucking it away between
the leaves of one of her favourite books.

Now I must ask you to believe what may seem to you, a
normal human being, the impossible. But remember the
thirty-seven desolate years, the long empty hours in that
terrible room with its peeling yellow wallpaper and its
engravings of long-lost ships. Remember the far-off se-
duction almost twenty years before, the broken engage-
ment, the square, soulless hat of Mr. Maufry. Remember
the solitary meals conjured from that single gas-ring, the
cold, unlovely love that had concentrated itself on the dis-
tant and unresponsive Bernard. And remember the story
of the Eastern philosopher’s Glass Eye. That other Glass
Eye—the one that now rests on black velvet on Julia’s
mantelshelf—that is all that remains these days of Julia’s
affair with Max Collodi. A Glass Eye—a curious, even a
terrible relic . . .

Every night, for the rest of that first week of her passion
for Max Collodi, Julia paid her three shillings and six-
pence to sit in the fauteuils (as they were called) at the Old
Palace Music Hall. She sat with her gaunt fingers picking
convulsively at the plush-covered arms of her seat: she sat
with her earnest eyes fixed in fascination on the sauve
spotlighted figure of the ventriloquist: she sat with her
long nose twitching, a minute drop of moisture forming
always on the red tip of it.

She found, on the counter of a nearby newsagent’s shop,
a little pile of what professional theatricals call hand-outs
—postcard size photographs of celebrities, with quotations
from their press notices on them. Some of these featured
Collodi, and without hesitation (but with a furtive look
round to see that no one was watching) Julia swept half-a-
dozen of them into her hand-bag. They showed the ven-
triloquist sitting with his dummy, George, on his knee.
His signature—a large, bold scrawl—was written across the
bottom right-hand corner of the photograph. The extracts
from the notices were printed in a column on the reverse
side of the card:

“. .. An extremely skilful exponent of the polyphonic
art...”
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“. .. Mr. Collodi succeeds in convincing us in the course
of his exhibition that the term ‘artist,’ so often misapplied
these days, can still be used with accuracy to refer to a
Music Hall performer . . .”

“, .. A great, a memorable display . . .”

Julia took the cards home and placed them, with the
torn fragment of the playbill, in her copy of the Journal
of Marie Bashkirtseff. She looked at them every night be-
fore going to bed. She looked at them every mormning
before setting off to work.

At the same newsagent’s she bought, at the end of the
week, a copy of The Stage. She knew (from her fiancé in
the old days, who had always been interested in theatri-
cals) that show people usually inserted notices in this
journal to say what theatres they were appearing in. To
her joy, Max Collodi had done this: after his engagement
at the Old Palace he was due for a week’s appearance at
the Pavilion, Finsbury.

Every night she travelled across London and paid her
three and sixpence to sit in the fauteuils of the Pavilion,
Finsbury.

And the following week, acting as before on the infor-
mation in The Stage, she paid her three and sixpence at
the Hippodrome, Streatham.

I said I expected you to believe impossible things. This
is one of them: the foolish infatuation of an ageing woman
of great ugliness for a Music Hall performer . . . Julia was
blind. Yet she did not have Glass Eyes. You, perhaps;, are
the one in the position of the Philosopher in the Eastern
tale. She was the beggar—without his wit and acuteness.

The end of it was when Max Collodi was going on tour
(as she was informed by The Stage) Julia gave her em-
ployer, Maufry, a week’s notice. She had a small capital,
simply invested, accumulated through many years of sav-
ing: it was this that, with no thought for the future, she
proposed living on while she followed Collodi about the
country.

And she did one other thing. She wrote Collodi a letter.

I am not able to quote the letter—I don’t know what it
said. I know that somewhere in the course of it she asked
if she might meet the ventriloquist. And I know that she
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got a reply, written in the large hand of the signature on
the postcard (the hand of an egotist—or a man in need of
asserting himself), to say that Mr. Max Collodi was grate-
ful for her praises, but that he never gave interviews.

I know also that Julia went on writing to Collodi. And
that he went on replying. And that, as time passed, he
seemed to grow warmer towards her—even friendly. Once
—in Bradford—he asked her to send him a photograph:
and Julia, with great trepidation, sent him a blurred snap-
shot taken long ago by her fiancé. She appeared in it sit-
ting on a lawn against a background of fuchsia and veron-
ica bushes—very shy, with her head to one side. A very old
snapshot it was—a daylight-exposure print on matt paper.
They had said, in those days, that it was the dead-spit of
her: the bobbed hair caught up in a bandeau of Japanese
silk, the frock with no waist that ended above the knee, the
ear-rings of emerald cut glass—they were all very much a
part of Julia at twenty-three. And she sent this snapshot
to Max Collodi as a portrait—a dead-spit portrait—of
Julia at thirty-seven. Close your left eyes, my friends—
look at Julia with the Glass Ones.

* L4 * »

It was at Blackpool that Julia eventually met Max Col-
lodi, in a small hotel in a street off the Promenade—the
Seabank Temperance Hotel, Bed and Breakfast 6/6. The
meeting was the end of the episode—or the beginning of it.

It happened in this way.

Julia, in her letters to Collodi, kept suggesting that they
might meet. In the beginning he reiterated his statement
that he never gave interviews. But later, as she grew more
persistent and he more benevolent, he began to hint that a
meeting might be possible. Perhaps it was the dead-spit
portrait. Perhaps he wanted to savour the adulation at
closer quarters. It was, I think he felt, worth risking. I
said at the beginning of this tale that Max Collodi too, in
his way, was funny.

In the letter he finally wrote consenting to a meeting
and fixing a time and place, he made, like the true theatri-
cal he was, certain conditions. She was to stay only for five
minutes this first time. Later on, perhaps, if she still
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wanted to go on seeing him, they might arrange longer ap-
pointments. And he had (he said) an aversion in real life
to strong light, being so much in his professional life under
the glare of the limes and the footlights. So the hotel room
would be dimly lit. If she did not mind (an arch touch
this) being received in a half-lit hotel bedroom by a strange
man, with no other chaperone besides his dummy, George,
then would she go to the Seabank Temperance Hotel,
Mortimer Street, Blackpool, at 10 p.m. on Saturday eve-
ning, after his show at the Winter Garden Theatre. And
he would be happy to tell her something about himself
and to hear, in his turn, something about her.

You will not want me to go into details about the hour
and a half that Julia spent that evening before the mirror
in the boarding-house at which she was staying. It was
a large mirror with a chipped gilt frame. The quicksilver
had come off from the back of it in sporadic, smallpox-like
patches, and in one comer the glass was warped, so that
you appeared curiously elongated in it, as if El Greco had
painted you. Nor will I say anything about the agonies
that Julia underwent before she could make up her mind
what to wear. Did she, in the end, decide that there was
no hope of appearing exactly like the dead-spit snapshot?
Did she, with an unadmitted joy, bless Max for arranging
the dimly-lighted room and an interview of only five min-
utes? Did she have qualms that when she had said “if she
still wanted to go on seeing him,” he might have meant:
“if I still want to go on seeing you”? It is impossible to
answer these questions. I only speculate and tell the story.

At ten minutes to ten Julia was walking to and fro near
the Seabank Hotel, waiting for the hour to strike. She was
shivering—and not alone from the slight chill of the night.
On all sides of her people were enjoying themselves. The
town was ablaze with coloured lights, there were a thousand
conflicting jazz tunes in the air, from the dance halls, from
the piano-accordions and ukuleles of the young men and
women who strolled about the Promenade in groups with
little white paper hats on their heads that had “Kiss me
quick, Charlie” written round the brim. Beyond all these
things was the sea, glittering under the lights but cold and
detached, no part of the scene at all—the “broad Atlantic”
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as Julia automatically referred to it, remembering all the
books she had read.

She glanced at her watch. It was two minutes to ten.
She pushed open the swing door of the hotel and walked
up to the reception desk.

An old man, bald, with a hare lip, peered at her. She
stumblingly asked for the number of Mr. Max Collodi’s
room. Number Seven, he told her—on the first floor, stair-
way to her left.

She blushed a bit as she walked across the hall feeling
his eyes on her back. As she mounted the stairs, taking
care not to trip over the worn carpet where it had escaped
from the brass stair-rods, she dabbed at the damp tip of
her nose with a small scented handkerchief—Attar of
Roses from Boots, at 4/6 the bottle. She prayed to God—
and she believed in God—that no one would see her. And
no one did—if you except the stucco cherubs that decorated
the pillar tops of the Seabank Temperance Hotel.

She reached Number Seven.

“O God,” she prayed, “help me, oh help me!”

She tapped on the door. His voice came through it to her
—unmistakeably his voice, the voice she had heard from
her seat in the fauteuils of a hundred different Music Halls.

She repeated her prayer and walked in.

He was sitting facing her behind a large mahogany table.
Even in the dim light she could not mistake him: every
line of those handsome features was printed deep on her
memory.

He inclined his head in the brusque, slightly stiff way
she knew so well—it was the bow with which he acknowl-
edged applause in the theatre.

“Dear lady,” he said. “Pray sit down.”

And she timidly sat down—at the table, facing him. She
did not know what to say—what was there to say? To gain
time she quickly and nervously glanced round the room.
An ordinary room, with flowered wallpaper. There was a
high box-spring bed, the striped ticking of it showing be-
neath the bedcover of lilac damask. There was a wardrobe
and a small chest-of-drawers—and (she noticed, God help
her!) a white china chamber pot peeping out from the
half-open door of a commode. Lolling grotesquely on a
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chair to Collodi’s left was the dummy, George: a fantastic
figure in that half light with its huge tow head and painted
smile.

She looked quickly back at the ventriloquist. He had
not moved—still held his head slightly forward. He was
smiling in his chilly professional way. She remembered
the woman in front of her at the Old Palace in Fulham—
“too handsome, for my liking . . .”

“Mr. Collodi?” she said, hesitantly. Her voice sounded
thin and false—not herself speaking at all, but someone
else; soméone else in her body, trembling, aching, sick in
the stomach.

“Max Collodi, at your service,” he replied, still smiling.

And suddenly there swept into her, as she sat there, a
terrible, an overwhelming desire. It was a desire she had
experienced before, in the Old Palace, when it had seemed
that the acrobat was going to fall on top of Bemard—the
desire to touch. She wanted to touch Collodi-——to touch his
hand, his forehead, his blue-tinted jaw. And after those
thirty-seven years this craving, gathered and condensed in
this one moment, was not possibly to be denied.

She got up. She stood for a moment staring wildly,
breathing in hasty, dry gasps. She walked quickly round
the table and touched Collodi on the cheek with her gaunt
quivering fingers. Then she screamed—or she made the
movements of screaming, though no sound came from her
but a terrible dry croak. For Collodi, with the fixed pro-
fessional smile still on his face, toppled sideways and fell
from his chair with a crash to the floor. -

There was one moment of beastly silence and then there
was a scream: but not from Julia or the someone else who
seemed to have taken possession of her body. No. It came
from the chair where George had been lolling grotesquely.
Now, as she stared, it was to see George standing up on the
chair, his hideous painted face twisted with rage and fear
and sorrow. And, as she stared, she realised that at last she
had met Max Collodi, the ventriloquist.

She started to laugh. Sobs of laughter shook her whole
angular frame. She stared at the dummy on the floor—the
beautiful staring face she had loved so much. And, not
fully knowing what she was doing, she gave in to the storm
that was wracking her. Screaming terribly, she drove the
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high heels of her shoes into the padded body and waxen
mask of the thing. It still smiled. One of its eyes shot out
and rolled across the floor, but it still smiled. And all the
time the misshapen being on the chair that was the real
Max Collodi, the writer of that bold, assertive hand, the
big-headed painted dwarf that had sat on the knee of the
thing on the floor, that had spoken in two voices, a fair
one and a foul one, working the movements of that hand-
some mouth and head by means of small pneumatic bulb
controls—that misshapen, unlovable creature was weeping.
How could he have hoped to get away with it?—he who
was, in his own way, as hungry as Julia?

Gasping, blinded by her tears, Julia turned to run from
the room. Her foot trod on something round and hard.
She stooped half-wittedly to pick it up, then ran down the
corridor, past the stucco cherubs, clutching it in her hand
so tightly that it socketed itself in her palm. It was the
Glass Eye of the thing on the floor—the Glass Eye that now
rests, as a terrible relic, on its black velvet bed on Julia’s
mantelpiece.

» * » *

Well, that is the story of Julia and Max Collodi. I think
of it every time I go see her in that little flat where
everything is just so. And I think of that other story about
the Eastern Philosopher. And I wonder, every time I look
at the thing on the mantelshelf: Which of my eyes is a
Glass One?

I think of the thirty-seven years—the forty-two years
now. I think of the yellow wallpaper and the vanished
ships and the white paper hats on the Promenade at Black-
pool. I think of the A.B.C. lunches, the volumes of the
Tauchnitz Edition, the broad, cold sea with the lights on
it. And I think of my friend’s verses:

O, she thought she was in China
And a million miles away,

All among the tall pagodas
Where the shining geishas play;

And the mocking-birds were singing,
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And the lanterns burning red,
And the temple bells were ringing—
Softly, softly in her head . . .

There is one more word.

Max Collodi, the Gentleman Ventriloquist, made no
more appearances. There are no notices about him in The
Stage.

But about a year ago I had a letter from a friend of mine
who was holidaying in Scotland.

“Things have been brighter here these past few days,”
he wrote. “A small travelling circus has been visiting the
district. One of the clowns is a sad-faced, large-headed
dwarf, about three feet high. He calls himself Maximilian.
I’ve seen him several times walking in the village—a fan-
tastic little figure. He has a beautiful voice, which comes
(I don’t know why it should) as a surprise. He has an odd
affectation too (it must be an affectation, for he doesn’t do
it during his circus act) : he wears a black patch over one
of his eyes.”

My friend did not say which eye. Remembering the
Eastern tale I have often wondered. Left?—or Right?



The Last of the Romantics

HE CAME INTO THE PARROT every afternoon. He was very
old, very mild-looking, with wide blue eyes. He wore a
high cravat with a jewelled pin. His hair swept back from
his pink forehead—uvery soft hair, it was, and silvery. He
looked like the traditional musician—the waiters and some
of the regulars even called him Maestro.

But most of the clients—and particularly the sentimental
ones—called him The Last of the Romantics.

He ordered tea for two every day. They know him in
The Parrot, of course—there was no question of anyone
looking askance bececuse he had no companion. They
brought him a little white pot and two cups. He set them
out most elaborately—one for himself and one at the va-
cant place opposite him. Then he poured—but into his
own cup only. He stirred gently, with a slow, quiet, delib-
erate movement. Then, with a dignified smile, he raised
his cup to his lips, inclined his head very slightly to the
empty place, and sipped the special delicate brew The
Parrot was famous for.

Then he did a curious thing. The Parrot was one of
those restaurants with a special little lamp for each table—
if you wanted it en you pulled a small chain with a hook
at the end of it. The old man, after he had drunk his first
cup of tea, and before he poured out his second, lifted
the empty cup from the vacant place opposite him. And,
still with the dignified smile of his lips, he hooked the
handle on to the end of the lamp chain. Then he watched
it dangling there, slowly revolving, for the rest of his tea-
time . ..

“It must be a very romantic story,” sighed little Miss
Patillo.

For three afternoons in succession she had gone to The
Parrot with Thomson Purbeck. The first afternoon she
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watched The Last of the Romantics with surprise: the
second afternoon she sighed deeply: the third afternoon
she delivered herself of her judgment. It was, of course,
typical—she was incurably a sentimentalist: perhaps just
a little soft. That may have been why Purbeck had chosen
to have an affair with her. He liked little soft yielding
things—it gave him, he claimed, a great joy to disillusion
them.

He chuckled now at little Miss Patillo’s remark. His
long nervous fingers plucked at a corner of a menu. He
lounged back in his chair with his shoulders hunched.

“It depends,” he said, “on what you mean by romantic.”

“Well—don’t you think there must have been . . . some-
thing, Thomson? You know what I mean. He was in love
—terribly long ago, of course. And they used to come here
every day for tea. And then one day she didn’t come—she
died, perhaps. Something like that. Or maybe their par-
ents didn’t approve of the match. And every day since
then he has come here—alone—to the same table. And or-
dered tea for two, just like he always used todo . . .”

“I adore you, Patsy,” said Purbeck, looking solemnly
into her wide eyes. “I simply adore you. You’re wonderful.
In three days! . . . And what do you suppose he is, my
sweeting? What does he do for a living?”

Patsy stole a quick and elaborately furtive glance to-
wards the old man at the table across the restaurant.

“He’s retired now,” she said triumphantly. “He was a—
a schoolmaster. Or—or something in the Civil Servicel
But he’s retired.”

Purbeck threw his head back and laughed aloud.

“Glorious, glorious!” he cried. “And I bet if I asked
you, you could tell me the girl’s name and what her father
did and the age of the minister who was all booked up to
marry them! Darling Patsy!”

He leaned forward suddenly and took her hand.

“Thomson,” she said, “be careful! There are too many

ple.”

“I could eat you, Patsy,” said Purbeck. “Mouthful by
mouthful—very slowly and deliciously—thirty-two chews
to each bite, the way Mr. Gladstone recommended. I'd
have those sparkling eyes in a cocktail, on the end of little
sticks—like cherries.”
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She laughed—a shade uncomfortably. And glanced to
the mirror on the wall beside her to see that her lipstick
wasn’t smudged.

“Don’t be silly, Thomson,” she said. “You are silly
sometimes—you say such silly things.”

“Patsy, dear,” he went on, “if you only knew it you’ve
given me the most wonderful cue of my whole life. H I
waited a thousand years I’d never get a cue like that again.
I’'ll always adore you for it—always. After we’ve been to
bed together once or twice we’ll probably drift apart, we
two—you’ll find me with another woman one day. Or we’ll
have a lovely scene and you’ll accuse me of mental cruelty.
Maybe you’ll cry for an hour or two—I hope you do: I like
to feel that a good woman is shedding tears for me. Then
you’ll recover and marry someone very solid. And later on
you’ll remember me as something in your life that was a
little bit haunting—and, shall we say?—pleasantly unpleas-
ant. You'll possibly even shudder. But I, Patsy—/ shall
remember you with everlasting gratitude as The Girl Who
Gave Me The Perfect Cue!”

She giggled.

“Silly,” she said.

“No my love—I mean it. And to prove it, I'm going to
tell you a story.”

“You mean about—him?” she asked eagerly, nodding
briefly at the old man, who was now sipping his second
cup of tea and watching the empty cup revolving on the
lamp chain. “Oh Thomson—I knew I was right! I knew
it was romantic!”

“Yes, you were right,” he said. “And you were right on
other counts too. You were right about his being a retired
Civil Servant. And you were right about the love affair,
and the pair of them coming here every day for tea. And
you were even right that she died . . . But darling, I'll be-
gin at the beginning. And then, remember, I'm going to
eat you, very slowly—and starting with your left ear lobe
as a sort of hors d’oeuvres . . .”

He chuckled again. Then he lit his pipe, chewed thought-
fully at the stem of it for a moment or two, and began,
in a very low voice, while little Miss Patillo leaned closer
and closer across the table towards him, so that she could
wallow in every word.
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“In those days,” said Purbeck, speaking very much as
the Story-Teller—as if Patsy were a child, almost, “—in
those days, you must understand, The Parrot was a much
smaller concern than it ijs now. It was very attractive, of
course, and it had its regular clientele. Among them was
our old friend across the way. Very much younger, of
course—it was while he was still working as a Civil Serv-
ant. He had his regular table. And every day he ordered
~—ijust as he does now—tea for two. Only in those days—"

“She was with him!” burst in Patsy eagerly.

“Yes, dear. She was with him. You must picture her—
as I am sure you do—as a very beautiful woman. She was
tall and she was dark—she had lovely smooth black hair,
with a middle parting, gathered in a little hard bun at the
back. Her neck was lovely—white and soft. She dressed
exquisitely. And, of course, the Maestro—the old boy—
well, putting it simply, he worshipped her.”

“I knew it,” cried Patsy.

“Of course you knew it, darling,” said Purbeck softly.
“I’'m not really telling you a story—I'm only confirming a
whole lot of things you know by that wonderful instinct of
yours. But it passes the time, dear—it passes the time . . .
I suppose you know about the other man too?”

“The—other man?” gulped Patsy, a little crestfallen.
“Oh!...” .

“Oh yes—there was another man. Not a very pleasant
man. His name was—well, let’s call him Richardson, just
for the purposes of the story. And let’s call the woman
Valerie—it wasn’t her real name, of course, but it suits her
very well, as it happens. Right then—there you have the
set-up:—The Maestro, madly in love with Valerie—bring-
ing her here to The Parrot almost every day for tea and
sitting staring across the table at her as if she were 2 god-
dess: Richardson somewhere in the background, very
handsome and very suave (I'm sure your instinct tells you
he was very handsome and very suave, my darling), and
then the beautiful Valerie herself, tall and exquisite. And
in love with—now who was she in love with, Patsy? Eh?”

Purbeck paused. His pipe had gone out. He relit it,
smiling at Patsy through the smoke as she stared at him
impatiently.
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“Darling,” he said at length, “alas, all women aren’t like
you. There are very few of them that feel the way you do
about things. And Valerie certainly didn’t. Oh—not in
the least bit. She was a curious woman—rvery sensual, for
one thing. These pale dark women usually are. I don't
suppose the likes of you can quite understand these things.
I mean, you wouldn’t understand if I told you that while
Valerie was sitting here letting the Maestro make love to
her—while he was talking marriage and building up mag-
nificent plans for them both at that very table over there—
all that time, darling Patsy, Valerie was going home in the
evenings to——"

“To Richardson!” gasped Patsy.

“You've guessed it,” said Purbeck. “The instinct again.
She was living with Richardson, dearest. She was his mis-
tress. And all the time there she was, letting the old boy
go on and on . . . I don’t know how these things happen,
Patsy. They just do. People get into ruts—they form hab-
its. Maybe Valerie wanted to break away from Richardson
—maybe it was just one of those habitual fleshy ties, you
know. She wanted to start up afresh with the Maestro,
perhaps. And she just couldn’t quite break the Richard-
son habit. Maybe it was that. Or Richardson may have
had some sort of hold over her. I don’t know. I can only
speculate about this part of the story——there’s always one
part of a story, you know, Patsy, when you can only specu-
late. The things we can never really understand—not one
of us—are human motives. We can only say objectively
that such and such a thing happened. We can only, in the
last analysis, relate events.”

“Did—did the old man know about Richardson?” asked
Patsy.

Purbeck shook his head.

“Not him. At least, not till But I'm anticipating, as
they say in the books. I was really only at the point where
I was telling you about Valerie’s relationship with Rich-
ardson. I suppose she tried to break things off with him—
charitably one must suppose that. There were probably
scenes. She possibly told him she wanted him to let her go
so that she could marry the Maestro. And he, I expect,
sneered at her and said oh to hell with leading a decent
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life, and then that probably led up to 2 really big scene,
so that it was quite inevitable that

Purbeck paused again, smiling at the tense Patsy.

“What was quite inevitable, Thomson?” she asked. “Oh,
Thomson—don't be silly! Please! What was it?”

“Of course,” said Purbeck slowly. “I'm only supposing
it worked that way, my dear. It may have been something
else. She may have been a vicious woman—women of her
type often are. She may have been deceiving the Maestro
with Richardson quite callously and deliberately. In fact,
when I think of it—I mean, when I look over at the poor
old soul there . . .”

He broke off and looked across at the old man at the
other table. He chuckled again.

“Poor old devil! Poor, poor old devil! . . . Coming in
here for all these years and ordering his tea for twol . ..
Sentimental, eh? Or maybe——"

He shrugged. For a moment he seemed to have forgot-
ten Patsy’s presence. She tugged at his sleeve to remind
him.

“Thomson—please! Oh don’t be silly! What happened,
darling?”

“Eh? What happened? . . . Oh—of course. The story.
Well, my love—the famous instinct. You were right. You
really told me the story, you know—right at the beginning.
Valerie—— Well . . . Valerie died.”

There was something in Purbeck’s tone that filled Patsy
with horror. She looked at him for a moment intently, her
little plucked brows drawn closely together.

“You mean—that chha.rdson killed her? Oh Thom-
son!”

“Not quite, my love. Just a little slip on the instinct’s
part—ijust the tiniest slip. It was slightly more complicated
than that. Oh, it was a famous scene, my dear! The Par-
rot thrived on it—that’s how it really got going. It was
notorious for weeks. Of course, it’s all very long ago now
—it’s all forgotten about. But people used to come crowd-
ing in here—just to stare and be morbid, you know . . .

“You see, dear, one day, when the Maestro and Valerie
were having tea there, at that very table, and he was talk-
ing about the future and their marriage and all that sort
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of things, the door opened and in came a couple of plain
clothes policemen. And they marched straight over to the
table, and one of them put his hand on Valerie’s shoulder,
and then, of course, with the old boy sitting there listen-
ing, it all came out—every word of it. That was how he
heard about Richardson—after it was all . . . I mean—after
she had »

“Killed him!” breathed Patsy. She had gone quite pale
—she held her chubby little hand to her heart.

“It created a tremendous sensation at the time,” said
Purbeck solemnly. “Oh, immense! The papers were full
of it. But it had been—well, a pretty messy and obvious
affair, and Valerie—well, I told you, darling—or rather,
you told me. Valerie—died . . .”

Patsy was silent, breathing deeply.

“Oh Lord,” she said at last. “Oh Lord! She was—ugh!”

She looked across to the table on the other side of the
room. The old man had finished his meal and was pre-
paring to go. The empty tea-cup from the vacant place
hung quite still at the end of the lamp chain. Patsy shud-
dered.

“Oh Lord!” she said again. “And all these years he’s
come in here and ordered tea for two! . . . Oh Lord! Poor
old man—and she had been living with Richardson . . .
all the time. And then she was ha oh Lord!”

She stared, horrified, at the dangling cup.

Purbeck, with a slow smile, leaned very close to her
across the table.

“Darling Patsy,” he said, in a very low voice, “before I
eat you there’s just one extra little thing I’ve got to tell
you. It’s about the Maestro—before he retired. He was, as
you said, a Civil Servant—he was the most curious and ter-
rifying of all Civil Servants. He was—well, you know, dar-
ling—someone has got to do it. Has it ever struck you,
that? Someone’s got to do it, darling.”

“What-"’ she asked dazedly.

He looked at her for a long time with his intangible
smile.

“He was the Public Hangman, darling,” he said at last.

There was one long terrible scream, and then Patsy be-
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gan to have hysterics. Purbeck leaned back in his chair
again.

“Yes . . .” he said slowly. “It all depends. It all depends
on what you mean by romance . . .”



Clair de Lune

A GHOST STORY

“YOU MUST COME,” said Christine. “You simply must, my
dear. It’s the most wonderful place. You meet such inter-
esting people . . .

There was a copy of the New Statesman and Nation
under her arm. I loved Christine. She was almost too
typical—if you encountered Christine in a book or a play
you would say she was overdrawn. She was large and very
pale. She dressed outrageously. She had a high-pitched
humourless voice. If you sat on top of a bus with Christine,
people looked round the moment she began to tatk: if you
went to a cinema with her (she would only go to French
or Russian films—or perhaps to a Disney festival in a
News Theatre), she would whisper penetratingly about
“trends” till people went “ssh” on all sides. Christine was
“in on” things, When I first knew her it was education.
Then she had religion for a time (but she called it “scien-
tific humanism,” or something). Then there was town-
planning—*‘reconstruction.” It was all—she said—part of
a “widening horizon.” It was “awareness.”

I loved Christine; and felt, in a queer helpless way, sorry
for her. I believe that at the root of her there was a quiet
kind, ordinary human being. She had had one big love
affair—beautifully worked out—with a married man. His
wife was away—abroad for a time. Christine and this man
sat for two months or so discussing the situation from all
angles. In the end, when, in the light of scientific human-
ism, they had decided that an affair would be justified,
they went to bed together. When the wife came back they
would explam they were intelligent people: Christine
would give up the man, whose first duties, of course, lay
with his wife and children. It would be a tableau beauti-
fully illustrative of the virtues of enlightenment.

The wife came back. The great confessional took place.
Christine sat forward in her chair, her brows drawn to-
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gether. The man stood before the fireplace (I think it was
at Letchworth he lived), and explained lengthily. The
wifg poured tea and listened. When it was all over she
said:

“I see, George. Two lumps of sugar, isn’t it, Chris-
tine?...”

A week later she—the wife—went off with another man,
who apparently had been in the offing for a long time.
The husband lived with Christine for a month, then he
had another explanation tableau (not at Letchworth this
time, for he could hardly live there with Christine, could
he?—enlightenment notwithstanding). It was Christine’s
turn to say: “I see, George.”

“Somehow it didn’t work,” she said to me long after-
wards. “We weren’t in tune. But I admired George’s in-
tegrity so much—he was so straightforward and honest
about it all . ..”

And I looked at her big sad white face and pondered
deeply. Either she had great courage or else she was just
plain stupid.

But this story isn’t really about Christine. She only
started it all when she said, in that high plangent voice:

“Do come, my dear. You’ll meet such interesting peo-
ple...”

“Christine, darling,” I said, “—do you see that roadman
sweeping up dung over there? He is an interesting person.
He has two legs, he has two arms, he has a heart and a pair
of lungs. He has a wonderful arterial system and an epi-
glottis. He is a fascinatingly interesting person.”

“Don’t be stupid, Harry,” said Christine. “You know
what I mean. There’s a woman down at Crudleigh who
once met George Moore.”

“Do you mean that she hasn’t an epiglottis, Christine?”
I asked mildly. '

She looked at me, her brows pulled together. Tony
came in at that moment and gave her a great hearty slap
on the behind.

“Hullo, Chris,” he cried. “How’s the horizon; eh?—still
widening?”

She blinked and looked sad. I felt sorry for her again
and cursed myself for a sentimentalist. I always do curse
myself for a sentimentalist and a fool. If I hadn’t been so
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sentimental the whole, strange business of the Crudleigﬁ
ghost might never have happened. At least—However . . .

Crudleigh was a long low house with a thatched roof.
It was very old. At one time it had been a whole row of
cottages. Downstairs there were several long narrow rooms
—a music room, a writing room, a discussion room. They
were furnished with hand-made plain oak tables and stools,
rough Indian mats, and yards of coloured hessian.

Upstairs were many little bedrooms. Bare wooden
floors, more mats, divan beds with hand-printed fabric cov-
erings, rough baked pots and vases in the windows for flow-
ers, a few tasteful books, more hessian, and some small se-
lected pictures—wood-cuts mainly, or prints from lino-
blocks.

In the grounds were many outbuildings. Far-off, buried
among the outbushes of Crudleigh Combe, was a small
solarium where you could sunbathe in the nude. Nearer
at hand, across the croquet lawn, was a shed with some
potters’ wheels in it. A small brick building in the back
yard housed a hand-loom. A hut at the foot of the salad
garden contained a little turning lathe and an old-style
hand printing press.

It was pouring with rain when Christine and I arrived.
We walked through the woods, she with her big swinging
stride that threw her flared skirt out in great ugly sweeps,
I scuttling a little behind, dodging the drips from the trees.
Except for the swishing of the rain through the leaves,
everything was quiet and somehow mournful. Now and
again I would stumble against a big yellow fungus and it
would go rolling in pieces among the undergrowth.

Just before we reached the house we heard quick foot-
steps behind us, and as they got nearer there came the
sound of hasty breathing. I looked round. A young man
was running towards us along the path. He was dressed in
a singlet and running shorts which clung to him closely,
sopping wet, showing his gaunt ribby figure. HlS earnest
face looked like a horse’s.

We stepped aside and he swung past us, with a grunt of
recognition for Christine.

“That’s Hector Lowe,” she whispered to me. “He must
do his five miles a day—always, wet or fine.”
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I said: “Oh—what an interesting person,” and we walked
on.
We eventually entered the long low lounge. An im-
mense log fire smoked dismally at one end of it, and round
it, in a semicircle, sat a little group of people. One of
them, a tall willowy woman with black tousled hair, ad-
vanced to meet us. She was dressed in a little Chinese
jacket with a long cling skirt, and her hands and ears
were laden with jewellery.

“Christine, darling,” she murmured, in a husky, mourn-
ful voice. “How enchanting of you to come. And this is
your friend?”

Christine introduced us. The woman was the famous
Tess Beauchamp, who owned and ran Crudleigh. She
showed me to the others—I say “showed” deliberately, for
her whole attitude seemed to imply that I was something
dreary, brought in almost by accident, that had to be put
up with. The people round the fire looked up desultorily.
They were a strange-looking bunch: an old man with a
patriarchal beard, dressed in a green velvet jacket (a Mr.
Belarius), a young man named Dobson, who absently fin-
gered a lute, two women, both gaunt-looking and with
drooping, heavily-mascara’d eyes, and a young angular girl
who wore a turban of green silk and was engaged in cut-
ting the leaves of an exotic-looking book with a carved
pearwood paper-knife.

“Now do sit down, you two,” finished the Beauchamp.
“Mrs. Fletcher is just telling us about the first time she met
George Moore.”

We sat down—Christine on a hessian-covered pouf, I
on a hard, perfectly flat wooden stool that gave me hel!
after the first ten minutes.

Mrs. Fletcher—one of the mascara-eyed women—talked
on and on and on about George Moore. It seemed that
she had been his sole confidante—their conversations must
have been interminable. Dobson, as a constant back-
ground, fingered his lute. The young man with the horse
face—Hector Lowe, the runner—came in, having presuma-
bly completed his five miles, and then we all drank weak
China tea from handleless home-baked cups.

Christine sat on her immense behind, her skirt flaring
out all rourd her, her brows drawn intensely together. I



CLAIR DE LUNE 37

suffered a damnable torture from my hardwood stool and
wished myself a thousand miles away.

We had been sitting like that round the bleak fire for
perhaps half-an-hour. Outside it was already growing
dark. The rain had stopped and a light damp breeze was
in the air, slowly dispersing the grey, low-lying storm-
clouds. A big cypress just outside the window opposite me
swished gloomily against the wall, as if engaged in a slow
rhythmic dance. Mrs. Fletcher’s carefully modulated voice
went on and on, with occasional husky interjections from
Tess. And I felt, creeping over me as I sat there, an un-
accountable sense of sadness. I felt isolated and forlorn
among those strange folk in that old bare house. I began
to wish I had never acceded to Christine’s request to meet
the “interesting people”-—I was annoyed with myself for
having been so weak—and for having been sentimental
enough to feel sorry for Christine. She was all right, I re-
flected, as I watched her drinking in everything that Mrs.
Fletcher had to say. She would go on—there would always
be something for her to do: there would always be literary
and debating societies. who would welcome her as a
member—perhaps she would write a book one day, for
one of the Left Wing Clubs. And the others too—the in-
teresting people; old Mr. Belarius, half-asleep, fingering
his white beard: Tess Beauchamp, chin on hand, so that
her rings were shown off to their best advantage (vast
heavy rings they were—Celtic jewels in silver mountings) :
young Dobson, his lute set aside for the moment, his head
turned so that we could see his profile (he tried to look, I
am certain, like the misty photographs of Rupert Brooke
that frontispiece the Collected Poems): the girl with the
turban—she was Dobson’s sister, I discovered later, and
her name was Sylvia—all tight and bleaky virginal, clasp-
ing her knees in her hands and staring into the smoky,
sizzling fire . . . They were all all right—there was no need
to worry about any of them: they had some sort of plan of
campaign—they knew what they were doing. Either all
this was a phase they were passing through, in which case
it did not matter, or it was something they had arrived at,
in which case it did not matter either. But still, as I sur-
veyed them, I felt the unaccounable mournful sadness—
the same sadness I had felt in the damp woods as Christine
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and I made our way to Crudleigh: the same sadness of old
things, and decay, and quiet forlorn places.

Thinking of the woods I turned for a moment to look at
Hector Lowe, the runner. He was the strangest of all the
Crudleighites. He sat bolt upright in his chair, munching
slowly at a raw carrot. His long horse face was puffy and
drawn-looking—it seemed to me, at a venture, that his five
miles had exhausted him. As I looked, he solemnly crossed
one stringy leg over the other and struck his knee sharply
with the edge of his hand. He did this several times, test-
ing his reflexes: and apparently the result was not quite
what he had hoped for, for he sighed and shook his head,
then brought out a little book and wrote something in it.
I smiled, and was on the point of looking from him back to
Christine, when something else attracted my attention.
Faintly, ineffably faintly, and thin and tenuous against the
low monotonous voice of Mrs. Fletcher, I had heard a
chord of music.

I looked at Dobson, thinking that perhaps he had picked
up his lute again. But no: he still sat balancing his profile
—and the lute lay on the floor where he had placed it, in
the little dark corner beside the fireplace. 1 thought I
must have been mistaken in thinking I had heard the music;
but even while I looked at the instrument, with the pale
lifeless firelight reflecting from its polished belly, again
there came the ghostly chord—a melancholy interval, ex-
actly in tune with the unaccountable sadness I was fecling.
And just for 2 moment I had the impression—an aston-
ishing, fleeting impression—that lingering over the lute
strings in that dark cornmer were two white emaciated
hands.

I looked more closely and they had gone. I stared at the
circle of listeners again, but they were all intent on Mrs.
Fletcher’s recital. I blinked my eyes—they had been play-
ing tricks on me in the bad light, I decided. Yet just for a
moment, unmistakably, the hands had been real—small,
pale, infinitely delicate: and sad—as sad as the chord they
had plucked.

I shivered. I had a sudden uneasy sense that all was not
well—there was something just under the surface in that
strange house. Somewhere, lingering in the background,
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were other things—there was at least one other guest at
Tess Beauchamp’s party.

I stirred, found my voice, and suddenly threw a banal
remark into-Mrs. Fletcher’s monologue. The guests all
looked at me disdainfully—Christine blushed as if she were
ashamed.

We went through to the dining room and had some-
thing to eat—not before time, as far as I was concerned.
We sat at a long refectory table, on forms, and ate first
some soup in wooden bowls—a thin, saltless vegetable brew
—then had salad and brown bread with peanut butter, and
finished with some dried fruits—dates, figs, and brown and
withered dehydrated bananas. I still felt hungry at the
end of the meal, and took an opportunity, when all the
guests had their attention fixed on something Tess was
saying, to slip two hunks of bread into my pocket-—it
would always be something to gnaw in my bedroom later
on,

After the meal we trooped into the music room, and old
Mr. Belarius sat down at a harpsichord there and played—
quite pleasantly, I thought. Then Sylvia Dobson took up
a recorder and, accompanied by her brother on the lute,
blew h:r way tensely through an arrangement of the Pur-
cell Golden Sonata. Half-way through I managed to signal
to Christine to come outside with me.

We walked slowly about on the damp croquet lawn in
the dusk, with the sweet sound of the recorder coming
through the windows to us. I had a mallet in my hand,
and now and again shot a ball absently towards a hoop.

“Tell me, Christine,” I said, “what is the history of
Crudleigh?”

“It used to be a row of cottages,” she said. “They were
built around 1820—it was some sort of housing ex-
periment, I think—a group of London ladies financed it—
blue-stockings. Then round about the middle of the cen-
tury a set of artists took them over and started a colony—
the Crudleigh Water Colour Group—they had the same
sort of ideas as the Pre-Raphaelites a little later on. Then
in 1880 the cottages were reconstructed into one long
house and some friends of William Morris’s took it over.
Tess bought it about three years ago, after it had been
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lying derelict for a time, and started running it as a guest
house.”

“For interesting people,” I gibed. “No, what I meant,
Christine, was—has anyone died here? Committed suicide,
or been murdered—you know the sort of thing.”

She looked at me strangely.

“Good heavens, Harry—what on earth put ideas like that
in your head? Of course not—at least, I've never heard of
any such thing.”

I started on another tack. I sent a ball scooting through
a hoop, then straightened mysef, swinging the mallet.

“Tell me, Christine,” I said, “why does Tess use wooden
dishes? And why does she serve the food in them without
salt?>—that dreary vegetable soup, for instance?”

“Really, Harry! You know perfectly well that wooden
dishes are a hundred times healthier than any other sort—
besides, Tess makes them herself on the turning lathe—it’s
one of her crafts. And as for salt—if you took any interest
in dietetics you’d know that mineral salt is bad for you:
all the latest books say so. If you cook vegetables properly
you don’t need it—and it’s far better for you without.”

She went into a long statistical report about the latest
situation in dietetics. I listened as patiently as I could.
When she had finished she said:

“Anyway, Harry, why did you ask? It’s not the sort of
thing I should have thought you would have been inter-
ested in.”

I remained swinging the mallet a long time. Then I
said:

“Christine—in very old books—not the sort of books I
suspect you’ve ever read—there are such things as witch-
craft recipes and so on. One of them tells you to use
wooden dishes and to cook without salt—that is, if you
suspect that there are evil spirits in your house.”

She stared at me, her brows drawn together.

“Harry! You are mad!”

I shrugged and prt down the croquet mallet. We walked
a little way into the Combe. The grass was wet and the
woods were solemn and still. Occasionally there came the
little patter of drops of moisture on leaves—once a shiny
quiet grass snake glided away from beneath our feet.
There were now only a few straggling fingers of cloud in
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the sky—the little breeze had died. A faint lingering pink
showed over the low hills to the west, some stars were out,
and the nearly full moon was poised almost straight above
our heads. From the house, far-off, there came the thin
sound of the recorder: Sylvia was playing, now, an arrange-
ment of Au Clair de la Lune.

We walked in silence back to Crudleigh. As we rounded
the corner into the yard I heard deep breathing again, and
occasional heavy gruntings. It was Hector Lowe. He was
dressed in his singlet and shorts again, and, with his horse’s
face intently drawn, was engaged in a vigorous shadow-
boxing.

“He does it every night and morning,” whispered Chris-
tine as we passed him and entered the house.

“He’ll wear himself out, that man!” I muttered.

I lay in my little room, unable to sleep. I had eaten my
hunks of bread and dipped into every book in the hanging
bookshelf above my bed. Now I lay on my back, smoking
a cigarette and staring at the ceiling.

And once more there crept over me the indefinable sad-
pess I have mentioned. Something elusive was in the air,
something fragrant yet full of a dark foreboding. I tried
to pin it down: I was, I knew, subject to moods—time and
again in the past I had felt elated or depressed for no real
seeming outward reason. But this was altogether different
—was at once intenser and more nebulous than any mood
I had ever experienced. It was a lyrical, elegiac sadness—
a sense of things lost and gone away: a feeling of growing
old, I might almost say—yet what reason had 1, at thirty, to
feel that I was 0ld? And all the time, as I lay there, I saw
in my mind’s eye the two little hands fluttering over the
strings of the lute, and heard quite clearly the forlorn thin
chord they had sounded.”

I finished my cigarette and stubbed it out in a small ash-
tray of hand-beaten copper. Then I switched the light out,
turned over on my side, and tried once more to sleep. But
the effort was useless. I lay wide-eyed, staring at the moon-
light as it fell across the bare boards of my room.

I thought of the strange people on all sides of me. I won-
dered what dreams they were having—Christine, for in-
stance, her white sober face set determinedly (for I imag-
ined she approached sleep in the same way she approached
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everything: very intensely, working it all out). Or the
curious Hector Lowe—was he lying on his back or his side?
—which was more correct according to the latest health
journals? Was he making notes even in his sleep of the
number of breaths he took per minute? Was young Dob-
son presenting his profile to the moon? Was Mrs. Fletcher
wandering in the Elysian fields arm in arm with George
Moore, listening to his latest confessional with a look of
immense sympathy on her gaunt face? Or Sylvia—what dis-
mal virginal visions did she have? A free-love affair (sooner
or later she was doomed to such a thing) with a young
poet? She meets him at a gathering of the Young Com-
munists’ League—they go to Unity Theatre—they stand
at a Promenade Concert staring a miniature score—they
sit in the gallery at Sadler’s Wells during the Ballet season.

I sighed. The night was warm. The window—a swing
lattice—was only slightly open. I pushed back the bed-
clothes and went across the room.

The night was still and lovely. Before me, spread out
in a long gentle slope, was Crudleigh Combe, the leaves all
silvery in the moonlight and seeming to stand out quite
individually on the trees and bushes. The air was damp,
although the sky was almost empty of clouds—it was plain
that more rain was on the way. It manifested itself in a
slight creeping ground mist that blurred the edges of the
shadows.

I lowered my gaze—then suddenly gasped and gripped
the window sill tightly. Again I could hardly believe my
eyes—again I felt that what I saw was no more than a trick
of the weird light. But there was, as I stared, no possibil-
ity of mistake. Below me, standing just beyond the croquet
lawn, was a young girl. I thought for one brief moment
that it was Sylvia Dobson: but that illusion went immedi-
ately. The girl on the lawn was smaller than Sylvia—in-
finitely more delicate and more slender. And her face was
ineffably beautiful—pale and forlorn-looking in the moon-
light.

For a full minute, I looked at her—and it seemed to me
that she, as she stood with her hands at her breast, was gaz-
ing equally seriously at me. And then I made a sudden
resolution. I knew that just under my window was one of



CLAIR DE LUNE 43

the many Crudleigh outbuildings. In a moment I was over
the sill and had lowered myself on to its sloping roof.
Then I had scrambled across the tiles and was running
over the lawn.

But she was gone. In the brief interval while my back
was towards her she had slipped away. I stood disconso-
lately facing the spot where she had stood—and again the
sadness was all over me and around me. Far-off, deep in
the woods, an owl cried desolately.

This time there was no question of illusion. I knew that
she had been standing there, quietly, staring up at me.
And I knew something else, too: that the small beautiful
hands that had been held at her white bosom were the
same hands that had hovered over the strings of Dobson’s
lute...

I went back to bed and lay for a long time thinking in
the silence. Towards dawn the threatening clouds at last
assembled, and I eventually fell asleep to the low swishing
of the rain in the trees?

What is a ghost? There isn’t any use any more in argu-
ing whether there are such things or not. I know, quite
simply, that there are ghosts—and more than ghosts. I have
seen and felt far too much to be able to hold any other
opinion.

Yet most accounts of ghosts are wrong—no matter how
circumstantial they are, they are wrong: indeed the very
fact of their being circumstantial makes them wrong.
Ghosts are not things—I doubt if they are even people:
they are feelings. They are all unaccountable essences—
they are your own self sitting gravely and accusingly on
your own doorstep. That is why this story is vague and
nebulous—all the time it is groping to describe something
that is literally indescribable. Nothing spectacular hap-
pens—there is no sudden horrifying dénouement in which
the girl in the garden turns out to have died violently and
unhappily at Crudleigh in the past—all my baiting of
Christine on that point sprang only from ignorance. Yet
the girl in the garden is the story—and though I have not
seen her since that visit of mine to Crudleigh, she has
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haunted me quietly and terribly and with an aching per-
sistence through all the years between.

Who was she?—what was she? Unanswerable questions.
I know nothing about her—except that now, in my mind,
she is more real than any of those ghosts of Tess Beau-
champ’s: old Belarius, the two Dobsons, Mrs. Fletcher—
even Christine.

I did not even know—definitely—that first night I saw
her that she was a ghost. After all—was it impossible that
a real girl should have been standing in the garden look-
ing up at my window?—a girl from the village, perhaps, or
a guest I had not met either in the lounge or the music
room? I may have imagined the hands—perhaps my mind
had invented them as a distraction from the boredom of
listening to Mrs. Fletcher: and only my damned sentimen-
talism associated them with the girl in the garden... Yet
there was more in it all than that. There was a feeling that
there was more in it than that. Not fear—not once in
the whole strange business was I afraid: except perhaps
when—But no. Even then it wag horror and not fear.

And I knew definitely, next evening, that she was a
ghost—and I knew something else too. And it is something
I still know, and cannot escape from.

... She was standing in exactly the same position. Ex-
pecting her I had stationed myself at the window, with my
raincoat over my pyjamas. The night was cloudy—only
occasionally the moon broke through and lit up the whole
quiet scene. It was in one of the dark intervals that I first
became aware of her—as an uncertain shape just beyond
the croquet lawn. Then the clouds parted and she was
there, fully revealed, very small and frail, with her little
hands at her bosom.

I opened my window wide and leaned out, staring at
her. She did not move. And, cautiously this time, I low-
ered myself over the sill and oa to the roof of the outhouse.
Keeping my eyes fixed on her, T edged my way over the
slates, till eventually I stood facing her, with only the lawn
separating us.

For a long time I stood there; then, with my heart beating
a shade more quicky, I walked slowly over the wet
grass until I was no more than a foot or two away from

©r.



CLAIR DE LUNE 45

She was frightened. Her eyes were large, she was trem-
bling. Her small white hands were all the time picking
nervously at her dress—hovering at her bosom as I had seen
them hovering over the strings of the lute. What could I
possibly say to her? She was a ghost-—I was as alien to her
world as she was to mine. Quite quietly and suddenly, as
I stood there, I saw how immense was the gulf between us.
There was no real communication—she was a different
thing—she existed on different terms. And all around me
was the dead weight of utterly helpless sadness that had op-
pressed me since my walk through the woods to Crudleigh.

Her trembling stopped and she heaved a great sigh.
Then she turned and made a little movement away from
me.
“Wait,” I said—foolishly, for how could I know if she
would understand me? But the exclamation came invol-
untarily.

She stopped: and then, very slowly, she moved back close
to me. She looked at me with a curious, almost compas-
sionate expression in her large eyes. She was beautiful in
the dim light—her face small and wan, her frail figure so
neat and trim in the elegant little gown she wore.

Her lips did not move, but she was speaking to me-—I
knew what she was saying. I set it down here—as I shall set
down our other conversation too—as speech: but it was not
speech—after that first “Wait” of mine I never again
opened my lips to her, but communicated in the sense, as
she did to me.

“It is not you,” she said. “Not you at all. Why did you
come when it was not you?”

“Who are you?” I asked her. She remained unrespon-
sive, staring, and plucking at her dress. Then she suddenly
shuddered.

“It is not you,” she said again. “It is not you they are
waiting for.”

“Who are They?” I asked.

For a moment she did not reply. Then she shivered
again and said:

“The Black People—the Other Ones.”

A cloud covered the moon. There was a little rush and
flicker as a small bat darted over my head. I started-—and
suddenly all about me there was a sense of icy coldness and
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menace—the whole air was full of menace. I looked round
quickly. Nothing—only shadows, and her dim outline be-
fore me. But for a moment—only for a moment—perhaps
communicated to me by my contact with her—there was
the knowledge that we were not alone. Other things were
round us in the quiet corner of the woods—they were
pressed tight on all sides, invisible: and they were not as 1
was—or even as she was.

The cloud passed. I looked at her. Her eyes were wide
and full of tears. Then, as it were impulsively, and with-
out saying anything, she put out her small hand and seemed
to touch me on the cheek. I had a sensation of a breath
—something diminutive—soft, but infinitely cold: and
then, quite simply, she was not there—she had gone, as if
she had never been hefore me.

The grass was wet through my thin slippers. I was
chilled, though in my bedroom earlier the night had
seemed warm. The trees and bushes rustled as a sudden
corner of the breeze swept through them.

I went back into the house—slowly, not quite in my
proper senses.

From that time on I lived two separate lives at Crud-
leigh: a superficial one as one of Tess’s party, and a deep
and secret one when I thought of the girl in the garden.
When 1 first arrived with Christine it had been my inten-
tion to stay for only a few days—long enough to fulfil my
duty to her. But now the time dragged on and I could
not bring myself to leave—God knows what Tess Beau-
champ and her guests thought of me, for they must have
seen in a hundred ways that I had nothing really to do
with them. I moped through their queer little rites and
ceremonials—old Belarius’s harpsichord sessions, when he
played arrangements of his own of old unknown folk
songs and dance suites: Mrs. Fletcher’s anecdotes (she was
writing a book on George Moore and used sometimes to
read passages from it to us, in a high nasal chant) : the Dob-
sons in full spate as duetists, he on his lute and she on
her recorder. Mrs. Feltcher’s friend—the other gaunt mas-
cara’d woman (2 Miss Delaware) made and operated pup-
pets; and sometimes there were performances in the long
lounge, when Miss Delaware disappeared behind the
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screening of a small stage and jerked her dolls through
long symbolic plays, with Tess Beauchamp reading all the
male puppet parts in her deep husky voice. On occasions
like this I went into a kind of dream. I had no interest
in the small grotesque figures before me—or in the other
puppet-figures, the audience: I was all the time letting my
mind dwell on the image of the girl in the garden. I went
over and over the conversation we had had, I pondered
every expression I had seen on her face. In some strange
way, now that I had seen her, had been so intimately close
to her, I no longer speculated about who she was, or what
she was. I knew, with absolute finality, that she was a
ghost—not the ghost of anyone, but simply a ghost: some-
thing else. It was not a question of believing or disbeliev-
ing—not even a question of wondering why. She was a
ghost, and there was an end to it.

And she haunted me. The days passed, and since that
conversation in the garden on the second night of my visit
to Crudleigh, I had not seen her. I waited at my window,
shivering in my raincoat, till dawn sometimes. But she did
not come. I looked for her, peering into the bushes be-
yond the lawn till my eyes were strained and aching—but
there was no shape—no sign or shadow. I looked for her;
and I looked too, sometimes, with a sort of horror, for the
Others that she had talked about. But there was nothing
in all that time—only on occasions, as I stood there, the
sense of sadness—and another sense too, now, mingling
with it: a sense of menace and foreboding.

Yes, I thought of her all the time. Her small sweet face
was before me—I could not escape from it. The memory of
the little caress she had given me compelled my imagina-
tion always. As time passed I realized that I did not want
anyone else but her—not in the whole world: she was all
my life. It was the others that were unreal.

—All, that is, except Hector Lowe. As the days went
on I found myself developing an almost morbid interest in
this strange man. Perhaps it was because, in another way,
he was as much cut off from the Beauchamp crowd as I
was—we had an affinity in our separation. The truth about
him, it seemed to me, was that he was just not interested
in people. He thought of nothing but himself and his
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health. His room was next to mine, and sometimes, in the
early mornings, I would hear him battering at a punch-
ball, or working desperately at a little stationary rowing
machine that he had. I would see him from my window,
darting through the trees of the Combe as he ran his five
miles. I would come across him shadow-boxing in a cor-
ner, or sitting testing his reflexes, his long face drawn and
worried as he made little entries in his notebook.

I tried, once or twice, to draw him into conversation;
but all the time we talked his eyes were darting about dis-
tractedly and he was plainly thinking of something else—
perhaps the number of calories he had in him, or the
exact amount of roughage he would be having with his
next meal.

“Where did he come from?”’ I asked Christine one after-
noon when we were walking in the village. But she, usu-
ally so well-informed about people at Crudleigh, could on
this occasion tell me nothing.

“He was here at the time of my last visit,” she said,
“—about three months ago, that is. I don’t think Tess had
any knowledge of him before he arrived—he answered one
of her advertisements in a magazine—you know—Attrac-
tive Guest House, Approved Food Reform Society.”

Then she added, to my slight surprise:

“He frightens me a little, you know, Harry.”

“Frightens you, Christine? I shouldn’t have thought
that anything could frighten you.”

“Oh yes. There’s something—well—unbalanced about
him. He isn’t at peace with himself.”

“Are any of us?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” she said solemnly. “Lots and lots of people
are at peace with themselves, thank heaven. You are, for
instance, Harry.”

I smiled ruefully. )

“Am I, Christine. I’'m glad to hear it.”

She drew her brows together in ber intense way and
added:

“Yes—you know what you want.”

“And what is it?”

“I can’t tell you that,” she said, in her most solemn
voice. “Perhaps you don’t even know yourself, Harry—
consciously. But it’s there all right. You know.”
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Poor old Christine! Big, clumsy, hopelessly wrong on
almost every point. But it was impossible not to adore her.

I remembered, as we walked on—she, as usual, swinging
her skirt about her hips as she took her big gauche strides
—I remembered with a kind of irony the phrase she had
used to attract me to Crudleigh:

“Do come, Harry. You'll love it. You meet such inter-
esting people ...”

Well, it’s an old tale now—all over and done with. Noth-
ing remains. A few keepsakes and remembrancers and
that is all. Some snapshots Christine took of Crudleigh
before they pulled the old house down, a water colour I
did from the window of my room of that little corner of
the Combe beyond the croquet lawn. And the letter I had
from Hector Lowe—that curious pedantic letter in the
wavy handwriting: faded and worn now with the years, it
has been folded and unfolded so often.

And the terrible sense of loss and sadness that I feel
when I think of the girl in the garden. I sit now, for
example, staring out of my window on this April evening,
with the sky smoky and pink, the outlines on the roofs and
chimney pots all hazy in the Spring mist over the city . ..
and it is as if, all the time, I am groping unhappily to pin
down, only for 2 moment, the whole nebulous sense of her.
But she has gone. She haunts me, there is no escape from
her—but now it is only as a memory that she haunts me:
a memory of things that have slipped away and are lost—
intangible things: sunlight on the wall of a nursery, the
scent of a visitor who came to tea, the solemn sweetness of
one’s very first love affair. The memory of a shadow in
moonlight. And that is all.

I saw her only once again during my visit to Crudleigh:
and for some years the full horror of that last meeting so
compelled me that all the quiet sadness of my real feeling
for her was swamped. But fortunately the horror could
not last for ever. I can write of it now—as I must write of
it—in perfect detachment. There is no question of under-
standing it—I can relate and no more. Who the Others
were—what they were—1I have no inkling. It was only that
just for a moment I seemed to see the other side of the coin
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—the shadow of the shadow. There was a hole in the air...

It was a week after the conversation I had had with her
at the edge of the Combe. All evening I had been stand-
ing at the window, looking out. Downstairs there had
been one of Miss Delaware’s puppet shows, and, after it
was over, young Dobson and his sister stayed on in the
lounge, playing the lute and the recorder. The thin sounds
came up the stairs to me as I stood shivering a little in the
darkness; and I found my mind full of the image of the
little white hands I had seen the very first night of my
visit to Crudleigh. Eventually, towards mldmght the mu-
sic stopped, and I heard the two players creepmg stealthily
to their beds.

The night was dark. After a few days of fair weather
the rain had come back, and the air was full of the rhyth-
mic whisper of it. Next door, from Hector Lowe’s room,
I heard the continuous light creaking of the rowing ma-
chine. He was doing his last desperate exercises before
going to bed.

I stood for perhaps an hour longer, and then, worn out,
I went to bed. For a little time I tried to read, but my
mind would not stay on the printed page before me, and
towards two o’clock I fell into a heavy doze. My last sensa-
tion, I remember, was a recurrence of the unearthly sense
of uneasiness and foreboding that had afflicted me since
first I heard, from the girl in the garden, of the Black Peo-
ple. I started up once at a rustle and scurry from some-
where overhead, then sank back again to the pillow, telling
myself it was only a rat in the raftering of the old house.

I do not know how long I slept—an hour, perhaps, or a
little more. It was a heady, stupid sleep. I know I was
dreaming, in a vast struggling way—but what the dream
was I have no recollection. There were heavy, blanket-
ting layers of consciousness—I was like a man smothered
and held down.

And then, I remember, I slowly became aware of things
—uneasily and unhappily. I fought back through the lay-
ers to the surface. And even before I was fully awake—
while my eyes were still closed—I knew that she, the girl in
the garden, was with me. There was no mistaking it—she
was with me, and she was calling to me.
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I opened my eyes. She was standing by the bedside—I
could see her quite distinctly in the dim light from the
corridor that came through the skylight above the door.
Her small face was pale—even paler than I remembered it:
her whole attitude was agitated—she trembled. She wrung
her hands mournfully—she was weeping.

I sat up in bed, staring at her, not yet properly con-
scious. A slight moaning breeze had sprung up outside
and was circling the house, whistling a little under the old
eaves and rustling the ivy and Virginia creeper against the
walls. The casement curtains billowed and flapped into
the room—and again, overhead, the rat went scuttling
along the rafters. And as I looked at the wan figure be-
fore me in the dusk I was filled suddenly with an immense,
a mortal, horror. Not at her, but at the something else that
now I felt to be all about us—pressing in on us in the dark-
ness, foul and malevolent, making the very air all black
and restless. And I longed, as I lay there, weak and sweat-
ing under that terrible sense of doom, to reach out my
arms and put them round the trembling small figure. But
it was not possible—no contact with her was possible. At
the most, from her, there could be the soft diminutive ca-
ress she had given me in the garden—not a touch, but
rather a breath: a little ghostly gesture across the abyss . ..

“It is time,” she said. “They are waiting. It is time.”

I did not answer. I wanted to scream out—to make some
noise to break the terrible spell. Yet I was bound, in a
curious and hideous way, to silence.

“The Black People?” I asked her at last, fighting to
make the contact.

“Yes. It is time. They are coming.”

We remained for a long while looking at each other.
Her eyes were wide and glistening, her little mouth was
quivering. Then suddenly her trembling stopped. She
stiffened—her whole attitude was one of immense, intol-
erable horror. She put out her hand and touched mine as
it lay on the counterpane. I was filled with a terrible icy
coldness. And as I gazed at her she screamed—not aloud,
but through the sense, the way she spoke to me: a high,
beastly, silent shriek that bored through my brain like a
white cone.

And simultaneously, with my ears, I heard filling the
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air a hoarse, strangled, gasping sound—animal-like, horri-
ble in the silence. And I knew at last that the Others
were with us in that room—sweeping past us like a black
wind. Invisible, horrible beyond all powers of descrip-
tion, dark, greedy, malevolent things, pressing in on us as
they passed. Before me there opened an immense gulf—I
reeled helplessly on the verge of something unutterably
beastly. Then they were gone. The gasping ended in a
long hoarse sigh. It was over—whatever the agony, it was
over. I lay back weakly on the pillow. The little cold
hand was withdrawn. I tumed my eyes for a moment to
look at her—and I knew it was the last glimpse I would
ever have. The horror had gone out of her face. She still
trembled, but her expression now, in the dim light, was
infinitely sad and full of pity. Her small white hands were
at rest.

I closed my eyes. When I opened them again she had
gone. The room was empty. I fell asleep, exhausted. I
knew nothing, understood nothing—except that it was all
over, at last. Whatever terrible thing had happened in
that old house was finished. There was nothing but peace
in the air—and the old forlorn sadness. As it were, in the
atmosphere, there was the thin lost chord of music she had
sounded on the lute...

I was awakened at eight o’clock by old Mr. Belarius. He
was agitated—clad in a camel-hair dressing gown, with h1s
grey hair and beard all w1spy and matted.

“Anderson, Anderson,” he cried, as he shook me,—*“for
the Lord’s sake come quickly! Young Hector Lowe has
hanged himself!”

I was out of bed and into a dressing gown in a moment.
Outside, in the corridor, Tess Beauchamp and Christine
were huddled together with pale frightened looks on their
faces. Tess wore a long clinging kimono, Christine
clutched about her a shapeless blue overall. Her hair was
stuck with curlers, her complexion, without a trace of
make-up on it, was blotchy and pimpled.

All this detail I took in, irrelevantly, as I pushed past
the women with old Belarius and made my way into Hec-
tor Lowe’s room. Young Dobson was there before us, star-
ing stupidly upwards into the corner behind the door. I



CLAIR DE LUNE 53

followed his gaze. A rope had been slung over a small old
rafter that crossed the ceiling diagonally, and swinging
slowly from the end of it, his feet about ten inches from
the ground, was Hector Lowe. The long horse face was
red and bloated, the eyes bulged out of their sockets, the
whites of them quite purple. It was a beastly sight. I
averted my gaze.

“I came up about a quarter of an hour ago,” said young
Dobson, in a low helpless tone. “I wanted to borrow one
of his diet books—he told me last night he’d lend it to me
if I came up this morning. I couldn’t get any answer when
I knocked at the door, so I opened it and walked in, and
—and—"

His voice trailed away and there was a long silence. I
saw the frightened faces of the two women framed in the
doorway. It was old Belarius who spoke first. He cleared
his throat and then said nervously:

“Anderson, he—he left a letter for you. It’s over there—
on the table.”

I looked dazedly to where he was pointing. A small
parchment-paper envelope rested against some books. It
was addressed: “Henry Anderson, Esq., Personal,” in a
thin angular scrawl.

I opened it absently and started to read. I was aware of
a whispered conversation behind me, and furtive scuffling
noises as the two men cut down the body. Outside, after
the rain, the sun was shining. The air was fresh, a bird
sang lustily in one of the bushes in the Combe. But these
things impinged on me incidentally: my whole attention
was focussed on the letter.

This is what I read:

“Mr. Anderson,—I am writing this to you because I be-
lieve from the few conversations we have had that you will
be the most likely to be able to understand what I must
say before I commit suicide. But I do not expect you will
understand fully—I do not indeed believe that anyone will
or can. It is only, in the end, because I must in some way
justify this action I am being forced to take to put an end
to all the torment I have suffered.

“I am not a healthy man. My earliest recollections are
of the sick-room. A long succession of mysterious maladies
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—shaded lights, medicine bottles, people stooping over my
bed and talking in low grave tones. My father died when
I was very young and my mother was morbidly solicitous
about my health. Of this part of my life I remember little.
There were long journeys, there was a succession of differ-
ent doctors. I had, in the early days, a private tutor, fol-
lowing on the acid governess who had supervised my first
steps in education: but when I was twelve this young man
left our household and I was sent to school.

“I will not dwell on the unhappiness of my schooldays.
You will understand that as a weakling boy, things were
not made too easy for me by my companions. The only
reason I mention my going to school at all is to empha-
sise that from this time on I lived away from home. I saw
my mother only during the vacations, and thus we grew
very quickly to be comparative strangers to each other.
She was a curiously reserved woman. She had very few
friends and only one relative—an unmarried sister who
shared the house with her.

“I was fourteen when my mother died. At this time my
health had improved considerably, I was able much more
to lead a normal and an energetic life—it was, I can most
certainly state, the only happy period I have ever experi-
enced. Yet this brief interlude was completely shattered
by the death of my mother. I went home one Easter vaca-
tion to find that my aunt was alone in the house. She said
my mother was ‘away’—she was nervously evasive of all
my questions—perhaps my mother would be back, she said,
before I left home for school again. But she did not come
back. I moped disconsolately through the holiday, with
my aunt making gallant attempts to amuse and entertain
me. We avoided mentioning my mother after the first few
days—I sensed that there was something terrible and mys-
terious in the air.

“I went back to school. Two days before the summer
vacation was due to start, I got a telegram from my aunt
to hurry home. My mother was dead.

“The effect on me was incalculable. We had been, as I
have said, almost strangers—there was a reserve between
us: yet her death left a great and an irreparable gap in my
life. My health again grew bad—I toiled unwillingly
through University (fortunately there was no shortage of
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money—my father had left a lot and it was carefully in-
vested, and administered, on my mother’s death, by my
aunt). It was at this time I began first to grow morbid
about my health-—hypochondriacal, I suppose: yet in the
light of all that I have since learned, is it surprising that I
was so?

“But here again I do not want to dwell on detail. I have
set myself a limit of half-an-hour for the writing of this let-
ter. I swore to confine myself detachedly to facts. And so,
in order to fulfil my planned design, I must hasten to a
conclusion.

“Let it suffice for me then to say that when I was
eighteen I made the terrible discovery that has obsessed
me ever since and poisoned my whole life. I had often
wondered how my mother had died, but had never dared,
remembering her previous evasiveness, to question my aunt
about it. At this time, however, she—my aunt—fell seri-
ously ill, and just before she herself died, she told me the
truth. I write it here as the final—the only clue to any real
understanding of why I am doing what I must do.

“My mother had committed suicide. For three months
before her death she had been confined in a lunatic
asylum. And in doing so she had fulfilled, in her gener-
ation, the inevitable destiny of her family—and my family.
The history, as I then learned it from my aunt on her
deathbed, was of a terrible thread running through the
whole line—an ineluctable hereditary insanity.

“There is no more to say. My aunt died ten years ago.
To describe in detail the agonies of introspection I have
since undergone would be impossible. They have ended
in the decision I have mentioned. Yet I would wish it to
be understood that the decision has been taken for the
sake—the sole sake—of putting an end to the torture. Itis
not the other thing—not that, but, oh, my God, the ghastly
fear of that! The wakening every morning to the dread
that perhaps that day—in some sneaking and to me un-
noticeable manner—the time had come for me. I have
been a man pursued and beastily haunted. And I can stand
no more.

“It is five minutes past three. The rope is ready. I sub-
scribe myself, as my last sane earthly act,

Hector 1. Lowe
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I folded the letter slowly and slipped it into my pocket.
The men had cut down the body and had laid it on the
bed, covering it with a sheet. Belarius was dazed, young
Dobson’s face was pale—he seemed sick.

I looked round the room. Already the dull quietness
of death had settled over it. The rowing machine lay
pathetically motionless in a corner, the punch-ball stood
beside it, a blank brown face, it seemed, on a thin and
armless body. Thrown over a chair were the singlet and
shorts I had seen Lowe wearing when first he passed
Christine and me in the woods.

I glanced at his books on the table. They were mostly
thin paper-covered pamphlets with titles like Health and
Diet and The Importance of Protein. There was one
heavy leather-bound volume, however, with its title in
gilt Roman lettering on the spine: Some Aspects of He-
reditary Insanity. And by the bedside, on a small shelf,
was a vellum presentation copy of The Hound of Heaven.

I sighed and went through to my own room. I packed
disconsolately; and, in the afternoon, Christine and I left
Crudleigh.

I have tried as far as I could, to set down this narrative
detachedly and dispassionately. At this distance I think it
has been possible—it is ten years since it all happened.
There is no explanation—no implication, even. I know
nothing. Only the letter remains, and it is a dismal and
unsatisfactory index to the tragic agonies of that intro-
spective and neurotic man. He himself is as unreal to me
as they all are.

No—I no longer speculate, even. You, if you want to,
may form conclusions—you may construct theories about
the girl in the garden—you may decide who she was, and
who, or what, the Black People were. I, after all this
time, only accept it all—it is something that happened—
something in which I was involved. There is no expla-
nation—as I said before, I do not even, nowadays, want an
explanation. It is all there, in my memory, ineffably—
sometimes torturously—haunting. In my mind’s eye I see
the small white figure beyond the croquet lawn: and some-
how, in her whole spirit and attitude, there is the essence
of the little French song Christine and I heard as we
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walked in the garden at Crudleigh: Ouvre moi ta porte
. . . Pour V'amour de Dieu . . .

Christine is married now. She married a West Country
farmer, of all people. She has two children—a boy and a
girl. The last time I saw her she had views on child wel-
fare and education. When the children are old enough
they will go to Dartington Hall.

Tess Beauchamp is in America. She gave up Crudleigh
after the suicide—the publicity embarrassed her. The old
house was run for a time by a young doctor as a private
nursing home, but somehow the venture never succeeded.
Eventually, three years ago, it was pulled down— to ac-
commodate a new road that was being built in that part of
the country. I went down out of nostalgic curiosity, and
stood disconsolately watching the big dredgers at work
over the remains of the croquet lawn.

As for Belarius and the others—I never saw any of them
again. Once, at a concert, I thought I saw Miss Delaware,
the puppet woman. But it was only a fleeting glimpse and
I might easily have been mistaken. There are so many
people like Miss Delaware who go to concerts.

No, it is not these people I care about—not one of them.
It is not they who haunt me from those days, it is not
their faces I see as I sit quietly looking back—at my piano,
perhaps, playing Debussy—Clair de Lune—because, in
association and atmosphere, it captures so exquisitely the
ineffable mood of those days when I looked down and saw
the girl in the garden . . . But she has gone, there is no
use in searching any more.

Only sometimes, as I walk home on a moonlight night,
or stand, as I often do in the evenings, at my window
here in London, looking out—sometimes, if the mood is
deep enough, I seem to hear as from an infinite distance
the small forlorn lute chord. And I have a clear fleeting
image of those two little white hands. And I find myself
wishing

But no. It is all past. 1 know nothing.




Hands

My life was a biack charnel. I have caught
an everlasting cold . . .

JoHN NEVILLE had been teaching for three years; six
months’ relief in a small school in the south of Scotland,
two and a half years in Cruach Academy in the north. He
taught English, and there were two masters above him
in his section—Grant and Hamden. Hamden was the
senior. He was fifty-five, thin, tall and dry. His hair was
lifeless and untidy, it dangled in a sort of limp hook over
his collar at the back. He had a habit of wrinkling up his
thin nostrils as if in a continual sniff of disapproval, and
his watery, pale blue eyes seemed. always strained and
painful. But it was his hands that fascinated Neville.
They protruded from his eternally frayed cuffs, long and
gaunt, with huge knobbed knuckles and bulging veins.

Grant was different in every way. He was beefy and
good-natured, he made fatuous broad jokes and roared
with laughter over them, he was lenient with his pupils
and lamentably incompetent. He was married to a big
vulgar woman as coarse as he was himself. Hamden was
unmarried—he was his own word) a misogynist. ,

Neville did not like either of his colleagues. He could
tolerate Grant more easily than Hamden, but Mrs. Grant
gave him an uncomfortable and overpowered feeling.
The only woman he had ever really liked (apart from his
mother, whom he had adored) had been a fellow-student
of his at St. Andrew’s University: a girl named Rosemary.
But that was all far off and on another planet. On this
planet were only the enormous fleshy bulk of Mrs. Grant
and the huge abominable hands of Hamden: .and of
course the children—the serried ranks of the children,
hastily scrabbling through Addison and Steele and Shel-
ley and Keats.

58
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2

“Dear Herbert,—It is after eleven o’clock, but I do not
feel like going to bed. Perhaps it will relieve my mind
to write to you for a bit. Yet what do I mean when I say
it will ‘relieve my mind’? I don’t think I’'m unhappy—I
know I'm not. Only bored—interminably, unbelievably
bored. Yes, I'm a very odd fish. I went to the cinema
to-night, then had a glass of beer and went for a walk.
I went up the hill and sat on the grass. It was very quiet.
A mist was over the town, then beyond it the mountains,
very dim and mysterious and majestic. There were long
fingers of purple cloud with the gleam of the setting sun
through them, then a mauve and pale blue sky with some
half-hearted stars. When I came down I found that my
old landlady had gome to bed and left out my usual glass
of milk. And here I am. To-morrow we start the tests
for next month’s exams. You know:—'Put the following
poem into your own words. What did the poet mean
when he said . . .’ etc. etc. Ugh! Think of it—I've been
here for almost three years. Is it any different teaching
in England? I don’t suppose so.

“Hamden is unbearable. I think I could kill him easily.
I probably shall some day. Making out the test papers
seems to fill him with a dismal dry ecstasy. He asks me for
suggestions, but never pays any attention to them when
I make them. He’s writing a text-book, you know—on
précis construction. Grant keeps on saying ‘he needs a
woman, you know—anot good for a man.” Then he says—
‘so do you, Neville.” I passed his house on my way down
to-night, and that gross cow of a wife of his was pulling
down the blinds in the front room. You could see every-
thing she’s got against the light.

“I wish we could meet and have a long talk, like in the
old days. I feel very cut off here. I try to keep abreast of
things by reading, but really it isn’t easy if you can’t argue
it all out with someone, and of course there’s no one here.
To-night’s an example. I got some of Schopenhauer’s
essays from the library and meant to have a quiet evening
with them. Then suddenly I couldn’t seem to be able
to focus my attention—I had to get out. So I saw a
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wretched American film instead. I couldn’t tell you what
it was about—it’s a sort of dope to sit in the dark and
stare at the screen. A young couple in front of me kept
whispering and fondling each other—holding clammy
hands—and there was an old woman beside me who went
on sighing and weeping over the sad scenes.

“There’s a drunk man just passed outside the house
singing Annie Laurie. 1 think I'll have to try to get down
to Glasgow this week-end—I need a break: I might call
and see MacDowell—haven’t had a chat with him for—
oh, eighteen months. I think a bit of his cynicism would
do me a lot of good . . .”

3

In the Cruach Public Library one evening Neville
met Miss Tainsh, junior Modern Languages mistress.
She had joined the staff of the Academy the term after he
had, and as newcomers they had been drawn together for a
little while. But now it was some months since they had
talked.

They left the Library together, Miss Tainsh carrying
a novel by Arnold Bennett, some poems by Hardy and a
book of Scarlatti’s music. Nevilte had a volume of Shake-
spearean criticism and a book about Kant. They walked
along the street, chatting about school topics.

Miss Tainsh was small and quite pretty. She had a
nervous, forlorn manner, and a way of venturing her
opinions tentatively, as if in constant fear of being proved
wrong in whatever she said. Neville was abstracted. Once,
as they chatted, he glanced down at her and appraised
detachedly her wide eyes and moist pink lips.

“If one liked to exert oneself,” he thought, “one might,
quite easily . . .” And then: “But after all, why exert
oneself?”

After a time Miss Tainsh said, in her hesitant way: “I
hear you had a—difference of opinion with Mr. Hamden
to-day.”

“So it’s gone round already,” said Neville bitterly,
Then he added: “I suppose they told you we'd come to
blows?”
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“Oh no,” she said quickly. Then, hesitantly again:
“You—didn’t, did you?”

“Of course not. We—disagreed, that’s all.”

“He must be rather a difficult man to get on with,”
she ventured, after a pause. “I’ve only spoken to him
once. He’s very uncommunicative, isn’t he.”

“He’s dead,” said Neville vehemently. “He’s got no
opinion—nothing—that hasn’t been out of fashion for
fifty years. We had our tiff over these wretched test
papers. He said I'd marked them too leniently. I told
him they were too ridiculously difficult and pedantic for
any child.”

“They said that he—threw a book at you.”

“He threw my corrected papers at me. I left them lying
on the floor and walked out.”

They reached Miss Tainsh’s home. She lived in a small
half-villa with her mother.

“Would you—care to come in for a cup of tea?” she
asked, stumbling as always over the words.

“No thanks. I'd better get home—I've got some more
papers to correct.”

As he made his way towards his lodgings he passed
Grants’ house. Mrs. Grant was in the front garden, water-
ing the flowers. The earth had a sweet smell in the cool
summer dusk.

“Hello, Neville,” called out Mrs. Grant, in her bluff,
larger-than-life way. “George tells me you’ve been rowing
with old Hamden.”

“Oh, it was only a difference of opinion. Nothing
much.” _

She laughed noisily. “What about coming in for a
glass of beer?” she called. She had set down her watering-
can and was wiping her hands on her apron. He saw how
tight her skirt was round the behind and how beefy her
calves were.

“No thanks. Got to get home—papers to correct you
know.”

In his room he sat on the edge of the bed, thinking.
First of all, Miss Tainsh. Her first name, he knew, was
Miriam. Then, Mrs. Grant. He had heard Grant call her
Florence. Then, Hamden. He thought of him as he had
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sat at his desk, complaining in his high, querulous voice
about the marking of the test papers.

*“No dam’ good, Neville—no dam’ good at all.”

Then the thin nostrils wrinkling, the watery eyes strain-
ing through the old wire-rimmed spectacles, and the great
gaunt hands fumbling awkwardly among the foolscap
sheets.

Neville saw nothing ahead of him. It would be another
ten years before Hamden retired. Then Grant would
become senior master and he would slip into Grant’s job,
and some new young devil would come in his place as
junior. Suppose he went to another school—the same sort
of life would wait him there. He might marry—someone
like Miriam Tainsh, if not even Miriam Tainsh herself.
Grant had said: “You need a woman, Neville.” A half-
villa. Miss Tainsh’s mother a permanent guest in the back
room. A visit to the Grant’s. Beer and cards—Miriam
playing Scarlatti as a diversion.

And then his thoughts drifted and he found himself
thinking of Rosemary, his old flame of University days.
He remembered how they had sat hand in hand on the
beach at Montrose one day after a bathe, listening to the
remote sigh of the surf. He remembered the first time he
had kissed her—how they had clung together so passion-
ately for a moment, the air full of the perfume of night-
scented stock and someone, far-off, playing the Donau-
wellen Waltzes on an old piano. His thoughts went fur-
ther—to his mother. He got into bed and lay staring into
the darkness. Lost worlds.

“A bloody sentimentalist,” he said to himself. “It’s all
past. Leave it alone. Do something. Face up to things.

Don’t be a bloody sentimentalist,”

4

Some weeks went by. One evening Neville went to the
Grants’ for a meal; one Sunday afternoon he had tea with
Miriam Tainsh. At the Grants’ he ate enormously, then
sat suppressing his indigestion and laughing in a strained
fashion at Grant’s coarse jokes. At Miss Tainsh's he sat
with his tea-cup poised clumsily in his hand, making some
sort of conversation with Miriam and her mother. Mrs.
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Tainsh was a little deaf and the inanities of the con-
versation had to be repeated in a shout into her ear. Both
visits were exhausting in the extreme.

He went out one evening for a long walk. There was
a spot about three miles from Cruach where the road fell
down on one side in a sheer drop to the waters of a long,
gloomy loch. There was a strong wooden fence along the
side of the incline, and for a long time Neville leaned
on the top bar staring into the black water far below. He
couldn’t swim.

It began to rain—the thin, chilling rain called Scots
mist. He walked back to the town with his collar up-
turned, soaked to the skin by the time he reached his

lodgings.
5

Every moming Neville’s landlady gave him porridee,
bacon and egg, hot rolls and butter and strong sweet tea.
He always sat for ten minutes after the meal, reading the
newspaper, while the landlady hovered about the kitchen
making attempts to start conversation.

He read about international unrest, and it all seemed
fabulously remote from Cruach, from this small room
with its old-fashioned range and its over-abundant orna-
ments.

“Will the school holidays be comin’ soon, Mr. Neville?”
asked the landlady.

“What? Eh? Oh yes—next week, Mrs. Duthie. Next
week.”

He went on reading and sipping his tea. An acute
situation in the Balkans. War in China. Threats of war
in Europe.

“Is there something organically wrong with my brain?”
be wondered. “I can’t grasp this, I can’t cram it in. If I
were living two hundred years from now I could master it
as history, I could teach it. It would be more real than it
is at the moment . . .”

He finished his tea and walked down to the school.
There was a note for him in the masters’ common room.
Hamden wanted to see him before school began. He put
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on his gown and mortar-board and made his way to the
senior master’s room.

Hamden was sitting back in his swing chair when he
went in. His great gnarled hands were clasped at his chin
and he swung himself slightly from side to side, so that
the ancient chair creaked monotonously.

“Ah, Neville, I wanted to see you. Sit down, sit down.”

He waved vaguely at a chair and Neville sat down, say-
ing nothing, waiting resignedly for whatever it was that
Hamden had to tell him. The senior master cleared his
throat and picked up a pencil from the desk. Then he
peered suddenly at the younger man and said:

“Look here, Neville, I'm damned sorry we’ve had—
well, words this term.”

“I'd forgotten it already, Mr. Hamden,” said Neville.
He was staring at the huge knobbled hands as they played
with the pencil. ’

“Quite. Of course. What I mean is—well, it’s no dam’
good having rows. I mean—school life’s trying enough
as it is. I mean—you’re young . . .”

“So are the pupils,” said Neville. It was like a dream—
the graceless movements of the hands fascinated him.
An acute situation in the Balkans. War in China.

“Quite so, quite so,” said Hamden in his dry way.
“That is why we are helping them to grow up, Neville.
Anyway, don't let’s quarrel. I've no doubt your views will
change.”

The conversation went on with desultory apologies on
both sides. Then, in the distance, they could hear the
bell for the first period. Hamden put down his pencil.

“Well, I have sixth-year boys. Let’s shake hands on it,
Neville, eh?”

" They shook hands and Neville went to the door.

“A holiday will do you good,” Hamden called after
him. “I think you’re a bit run down—don’t look healthy.
School life makes you like that, you know. I'd a devil of
a time my first three or four years.”

Neville looked back at him—at his yellow, stretched
face, his lank hair, his stooped, rachitic frame.

Then he went to his third-year boys and tried to interest
them in Twelfth Night.
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6

“Dear Herbert,—Another week of it and then, thank
God! a break for two whole months. I don’t know what
I'll do with myself. I have a feeling that I might go to
Montrose for a fortnight or so, and then perhaps down
to the border. Is there any chance of your being in Scot-
land? If so, let me know and we’ll try to arrange a
meeting.

“Hamden made a heavy-handed attempt to smooth
things over this morning. Really I wasn’t interested—
he’s too fantastic altogether. A figment of my imagination
—or of his own, I don’t know which. Anyway, we shook
hands for what it was worth. I don’t know how we’ll get
on when school resumes. Oh well, what the hell does it
matter after all?”

“Did you meet Miriam Tainsh when you were here? I

can’t remember. She’s quite nice—I talk to her now and
again. Negative, but not disturbing. She’s grown unac-
countably friendly with Mrs. Grant—I can’t think why.
You couldn’t imagine two women more unlike. Well,
maybe that’s the reason. Tainsh spends a lot of time round
at the Grants’, at any rate. Queer: one can never forecast
things. .
“Don’t be surprised at anything. I feel queer these days,
as if on the verge of something (can’t put it any more
clearly than that). Well, maybe I only need a rest and a
change. It is a bit of a job giving oneself continuously to
insatiable youngsters (I wish I could even take the noble
view of schoolmastering) . ..”

7

There was a boy in the third year named Elder. He
was oafish and unlovable, good at nothing at all. But if
there were any jokes to be played, Elder was always mixed
up in them. His jokes were clumsy and pointless, but he
had a reputation among his classmates nevertheless and so
did his best to keep it up.

On the morning after his interview with Hamden, Nev-
ille went to the classroom where he was taking History.
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When he went in the boys were sitting in unusual quiet-
ness. Then he saw that someone had scribbled some fatu-
ous verses on the blackboard. He immediately suspected
Elder but said nothing and went over to the board and
picked up the felt duster. He rubbed at the verses and im-
mediately a long smear of thin liquid glue appeared on
the blackboard. There was a suppressed titter from the
boys. Neville stood for a minute wearily gathering pa-
tience, then he turned round with the expression of mar-
tyrdom he always assumed of such occasions. And at that
moment the door opened and Hamden strode in.

- He peered at Neville standing with the duster in his
hand, then at the smear of glue, then he surveyed the
suddenly timid boys. His thin nostrils wrinkled and the
tight skin round his mouth began to twitch a little.

“Come out the boy who did that,” he quavered, point-
ing at the board with one of his long crooked fingers.

One or two of the boys glanced involuntarily at Elder,
whose face gave no doubt at all about his guilt. Hamden’s
long arm swung round until it pointed at him.

“You—Elder. Was this your doing?”’

Elder said nothing, he only blushed unhappily.

“You can come and see me at the interval,” went on
Hamden. Then he turned to Neville. “I wanted to see
you about something but it can wait till later. Meantime
I'll send in the janitor to clear up that mess.”

He went out, and there was a little restless movement
through the class. Neville went up to his desk and began
the lesson in his listless, resiened way.

When the bell rang for the eleven o’clock interval, Nev-
ille went straight to Hamden’s room. The boy, Elder, had
already arrived. He was standing with his hands behind
his back, staring unhappily at the three-thonged strap that
lay on Hamden’s desk. Hamden himself was looking
through some papers. He glanced up and blinked as
Neville entered.

“Well?” he asked. “Do you want to see me?”

Neville nodded brusquely.

“I want to know what you propose to do to Elder,” he
said. He was speaking mechanically, with no rage, no feel-
ing at all. But he seemed to have a set course of action,
dictated by something outside himself altogether.
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Hamden leaned back slowly and his chair creaked. He
stretched out his arm and picked up the strap, then began
passing it through his hands, twisting his gaunt fingers
through the thongs. Elder seemed surprised but dumb.

“To do to Elder,” repeated Hamden slowly. “To pun-
ish him. Of course.” Then wrinkling his nostrils: “Have
you any objection?”

Neville nodded again. Now he was a little surprised at
his own actions.

Hamden said nothing for a moment, then he rose slowly
from his creaking chair and came round the desk.

“Come here, Elder,” he said. “Put out your hand.”

Elder glanced for a moment at Neville, then he began to
move forward, stretching out his hand as he did so. Sud-
denly Neville advanced. He stopped Elder with a gesture,
then went up to Hamden and, with a sudden effort of
strength, twisted the strap out of his hand.

There was an intense silence. Hamden and Neville faced
each other, the older man blinking in fury. His face was
yellow, the tight skin twitched, he was trembling slightly.
Then suddenly he said, in the high, querulous tone he
adopted when he was moved:

“Leave the room, Elder. Leave the room, I say.”

The boy went out, scared and embarrassed. The two
men continued to stare at each other, then with a sudden
gesture Hamden went back to his chair and sat down
heavily.

“Really, Neville, you go too far,” he said.

“Elder is one of my pupils,” said Neville in a low voice.
“It’s up to me to give him any punishment he deserves. I
won’t have him tortured out of all proportion to what he
did. It was only an end of term joke. It doesn’t warrant
that.”

He threw the strap down on the desk. The heavy, stiff
leather uncoiled itself slowly.

“I’'m responsible for all the English pupils,” said Ham-
den. “If you want to know, I determined to punish Elder
myself because I knew you’d do nothing.”

“I would have punished him,” said Neville quietly, “but
in my own way.”

“Cha!” Then Hamden suddenly raised his voice. “It’s
no dam’ good. 1 won’t have it. I tried to talk to you yes-
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terday, Neville. By God, if I didn’t think you were run
down I'd take the whole matter to the authorities. You
know dam’ fine how Dr. Christie views insubordination.”

“You can do what you like,” said Neville, shrugging.

He went out. In the corridor he saw Elder, still dazed
and sheepish looking.

“You can come to my room, Elder,” he said. And there
he took his own strap from his desk and gave the boy
three good strokes across the palm. Then, when Elder had
gone, he threw down the strap and sank into his chair.
The bell rang for classes, but it was a full ten minutes be-
fore he rose and went along to the classroom.

8

That evening he called on the Tainshes. Miriam an-
swered the door. She was startled and vague.

“Mother’s gone down to the church—it’s her mid-week
service night,” she explained.

He lopked round incomprehendingly at the lifeless fur-
niture and ornaments. There were bits of old-fashioned
china, some photographs (one of Miriam as a child, an-
other of Miriam in her degree cap and gown), a screen
before the fireplace with some stags painted on it in oils,
and an aspidistra in an old Delft pot. A book of Haydn
sonatas was open on the piano. '

Neville sank wearily into a chair and leaned back on
the hand-worked antimacassar.

“Oh God, I'm tired!” he said. Miriam stood flutteringly
before him. He realized she was asking if he wanted a cup
of tea.

“Tea? No ... No, thank-you.”

There was a silence. Miriam was searching for some-
thing to say. He could see that she didn’t understand his
mood but was aware that any of the usual social gambits
would be out of place. So she was helpless and embar-
rassed.

“I expect you won’t see me next year,” said Neville
suddenly.

“Why not?”

~ “Hamden will have me booted out. We had a colossal
row to-day. I thought he was going to strike me.”
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“Oh... Oh...”

That was all she could say. She had seated herself gin-
gerly on the edge of a sofa.

“Well, what the hell does it matter?” he went on bit-
terly. “I don’t care. There’s bound to be a war in any case
soon. There’ll be air raids. We’'ll all be blown to bits.”

“But where could you go? I mean—what would you do?”

“Do? Oh there’s a world outside Cruach. There's al-
ways something to do. I don’t know . ..”

There was silence again. Then she ventured tentatively:

“Why don’t you get on with Mr. Hamden? 1 mean—oh,
I know he’s difficult and all that, but if one sinks one’s own
personality——"

“Hamden isn’t the half of it. He’s only a sort of—a sort
of crystallization. He gives all the unresolved bits of me
some sort of ‘local habitation and a name.” What I'm
fighting against isn’t Hamden—it isn’t even Cruach, It's—
oh, well. Forget it all.”

“Fighting . . . I don’t know what you mean by ‘fight-
ing,’ ” she said timidly.

“Neither do I,” he said with a sudden snigger. He got
up to his feet and began to walk restlessly about the room.
She was still sitting on the edge of the sofa, following him
about with her wide startled eyes.

“What’s this?” he said abruptly, stopping for a moment
before the piano and fingering over the first theme of the

sonata. “Haydn . .. Tum-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-tum . . . Why do
you go to the Grants’?” he asked suddenly, turning to her.
“J——" she was nervous, his sudden jump from subject

to subject was ununderstandable to her. “I——just go.
Mrs. Grant—asks me.”

“That cow! Oh well. I shouldn’t have thought you’d
have anything to say to each other.”

“Well-—school. She’s all right.”

He had stopped in front of her and was staring down at
her. Suddenly he said, inconsequentially:

“You have lovely hands, Miriam. Soft and white and
beautiful. Lovely hands.”

He could read the fear in her big eyes.

“Miriam " he began. But he didn’t know any longer
what it was that he wanted to say. He was inarticulate,
his mind was blank—except that he knew of something
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that was there, struggling desperately in the background
to make itself clear.

“No it doesn’t matter. I've forgotten. I’m sorry I’'m like
this. I'll have to go.”

“But what’s the matter? I mean—can’t I help you?”

“No. I don’t know. I haven't felt like this before—not
as strongly. There’s something wrong. Maybe it’s only
because I need a rest—I’ve been working too hard over
these wretched tests and exams. I wish——" He hesitated.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing. I'm going. I'm sorry if I've disturbed you.”

He went to the door. But something stopped him.
Whatever it was that was tormenting him, he seemed to
have been goaded to the limit of his endurance. He felt
as if his chest were bursting, and his eyes were hot so that
he could hardly see. Then he was aware—in a strange, im-
personal way—that he was kneeling on the floor with his
head in Miriam’s lap, sobbing uncontrollably.

She did not know what to do. She kept on saying:
“John—John—what is it, John? . . .”

His sobbing spent itself and he was still. In the silence
he could hear the ticking of the cheap clock on the mantel-
shelf. Her lap was warm. He could feel a slight trembling
in her legs.

“Oh God,” he said suddenly. “I’m sorry.”

She did not say anything. She seemed very small and
curled up inside herself—on the defensive, he found him-
self thinking, always on the defensive. It was no good,
something had gone wrong. No sort of relationship be-
tween them was possible. He was ashamed of his sudden
lack of control. He did not want to say anything more to-
her. He felt himself alone. Explanation—even to himself
—was impossible.

“Good-night,” he said abruptly. He went to the door
and walked, a little unsteadily, down the garden path.

And now he gave up finally any attempt to understand
himself—to understand anything. He felt like an autom-
aton. He had some vague sense of being directed and
controlled—he knew in a queer way where he was going
and what he was doing. And resistance—even if he wagted
to resist—seemed foolish.
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9

He walked through the dusk slowly but with determina-
tion. Without having to think he took the right turnings.
In ten minutes he had reached his destination—a small
house standing alone at the end of the road leading up to
the school.

He rang the bell and waited. Thete was silence, then
a fumbling sound as a door-chain was unhooked, and he
was facing Hamden—Hamden grotesquely clad in a short
dressing-gown of stiff silk, blinking in the dusk at his un-
expected visitor.

“Neville,” said the senior master at last. “Come in.
This is unexpected. I couldn’t recognize you.”

Without a word Neville followed the older man inside.
He heard the rustle of the silk dressing-gown and the shuf-
fle of Hamden’s slippered feet. Then he was in a study, lit
dimly by a big standard lamp—a statuette of a buxom
Eastern girl holding up a torch.

“Sit down, sit down,” said Hamden. “’Pon my soul I
don’t often have a visitor. Sit down.” He fused around
for a moment or two, pushing things nervously about with
his great hands. They seemed more than ever grotesque as
they protruded from the sleeves of the dressing-gown.

“He thinks I've come to apologise,” thought Neville.
“He’s getting ready to crow. Well, let him, let him.”
Aloud he said: “No thanks. I won’t sit down. I wanted to
see you for a moment.”

“Have a cigarette,” said Hamden. He leaned over the
desk for the box. His lanky grey hair hung in its curious
hook over his collar.

Neville held the cigarette to the match that Hamden
offered. Then he looked round the room. It was com-
fortable in a heavy, Pre-Raphaelite way. There were nu-
merous books, some chairs of mellow leather studded with
brass nails, a few pictures, a rack with pipes of various
sizes and ages. The desk itself was salid and expensive,
well polished, though covered with innumerable small ink-
stains. It was littered with books and papers. There was
one heavy glass paperweight and a big, decorative paper-
knife of brass. The blade was long and slender and re-
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“flected the light from the houri’s torch in a dull bar against
the gloss of the desk.

“Well, now,” said Hamden, with a thin conventional
smile, “what can I do for you, eh?”

Neville made no answer. He looked straight into Ham-
den’s pale strained eyes. He felt nothing at all. But still he
knew what he would do.

The silence grew uncomfortable for Hamden. He
coughed, his nostrils twitched. With his knobbled fingers
he took the cigarette clumsily from his lips and turned to
the desk to look for an ash-tray.

Quickly Neville leaned forward and picked up the pa-
per-knife. With a surge of all his strength he drove it into
Hamden’s back. And there was an extraordinary rush of
feeling, an enormous blinding sensation.

“Finished, finished! Oh Christ, finished!”

Hamden was still standing, with the knife protruding
from his back. Then he gave a strangled, high-pitched
groan and slid along the desk, sweeping some papers and
books to the ground. He lay in a warped, incredible atti-
tude for a moment or two, then toppled to the floor, his
long thin fingers twitching like the legs of a dead frog.

Neville stared at him for a long time as he lay there in
painful immobility. Then his lips curled back from his
teeth in a terrible dry snarl. He knelt down. He grasped
the handle of the knife and levered it with a slow and
beastly deliberation from the wound. The same uncon-
scious force that had motivated him ever since he had
left Miriam Tainsh caused him now to hear, without emo-
tion, the soft, sucking, squelching sound the knife made
as it left the wound.

He leaned back on his haunches, gasping a little—the
knife had been buried deep, it had clung powerfully to the
flesh, as if held by hands inside. He looked at the blade,
glinting red beneath the houri’s lamp. Not sharp—but sharp
enough. He had strength—the thing inside him had
strength.

And now his eye travelled to the oozing wound in Ham-
den’s back: and, from the wound, over the black stiff silk
of the dressing-robe to the hands stretched out on the
hearthrug. They had stopped twitching—Ilay open, grasp-
ing: vile white things with the blue veins standing out in
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relief, the short hairs on the fingers black and stiff against
the skin.

Little bestial grunts came from him. He went forward
on his knees. He hacked, he stabbed, he sawed with dread-
ful strength. The small red veins stood out on the whites
of his staring eyes. He sobbed. He sweated terribly. The
muscles of his thighs ached. The hearthrug was a charnel.

But the thing inside him was singing.

“Good Lord!—Neville! What’s the matter man? You’re
ill—you look ghastly.”

Neville pushed past Grant into the hall and thence into
the florid living room. Mrs. Grant was standing by the
fireplace, dressed in a huge loose dressing-gown. Her saggy
shape was outlined through the thin cloth. Her mouth was
open. She stared at Neville stupidly.

“Let me get you a drink, old man,” said Grant. “You
look all-in. Whisky and soda. Where are the glasses,
Florence?”

Neville raised his hand.

“I don’t want a drink,” he articulated, in an unrecog-
nizable arid whisper. “Listen, Grant—listen. I want you
to know. I’'ve murdered Hamden. He’s dead. I've mur-
dered him.”

He looked at Grant’s wide, foolish face—then beyond
him to Mrs. Grant. She was standing in the same position,
her podgy hands clasped over her stomach. His eyes
seemed to focus on her whole huge, bulging and repulsive
figure. He began to laugh uncontrollably. He sobbed with
laughter. She stared at him in horror.

And the horror increased—she raised her hands to her
flabby mouth as she saw him take from his pocket a thing
she at first imperfectly recognized. Screaming now he
waved it toward her. He held it in one hand and, with the
trembling fingers of the other, felt at the bloody stump of
it. He found what he wanted—the slimy end of the long
tendon. Foam edged his lips as he held the beastly thing
out at her and jerked the gristly cord. The mottled, clayey
fingers of the hand grasped hideously at the air—Ilike the
claw of a chicken when the tendon is pulled.

Mrs. Grant dropped her hands from her mouth. She
started to retch, trying to vomit. And to Neville it was
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funnier than ever. He dropped the hand and sank to a
chair. He kept on staring at Mrs. Grant. She filled his uni-
verse: Rosemary, Miriam, the ranks of the children—all
were lost in the great mountain of her pinky-white bulg-
ing flesh. And it was incredibly, fantastically funny. He
went on laughing. Grant was pummelling him in an effort
to stop his hysteria. But he went on laughing.

11
A letter from Herbert Campion to George Grant:
“Ramornie,”
Eton Bridge,
Chadford,
Derbyshire.

My dear Mr. Grant, _

I cannot tell you how shocked I was to get your letter
about poor John Neville. It is impossible to believe that it
could have happened. It is as well that he knows nothing
of it now—they will give him the best of everything in the
asylum, I know, and do nothing to bring any memory of
the terrible thing into his mind.

I cannot deny that he has always been strange. In his
recent letters to me I had the impression of something
going on in him, something quite nebulous that was a
worry and a goad. But even before these letters there was
an unaccountable streak. In our days together at Univer-
sity I was constantly encountering a black wall of terrible
morbidity—as if malevolent forces over which he had
no control were at work inside. Perhaps it was because of
his tragic upbringing. It was a woeful story—did he ever
tell it to you? He was born just after the outbreak of the
1914 war. His father was an officer in the army and John’s
mother, with the child, followed him to whichever town
he was stationed in. At the time when he was sent over-
seas they were living at Sheerness. Two nights after the
departure of the father (and on the eve of their own return
to her people in Scotland) there was a German air raid on
the town. John and his mother were lodging in a small,
flimsily built house—sleeping on a mattress in the base-
ment. A bomb fell on them and the house collapsed.
John’s mother had rolled over on top of him when she
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heard the whistle. He was completely unhurt, though ter-
ribly shaken. She was rather badly injured by masonry.
A beam fell right across bher hands, crushing them—it was
only her indomitable courage that made her able to go on
holding herself over John. The pain must have been terri-
ble. It doesn’t bear thinking about. One mustn’t let the
imagination dwell on such things.

The father was killed in France about a month after
that. John lived with his mother and her people in Scot-
land. He was inordinately attached to her. She had to have
her hands cut off as a result of the air raid incident. He
has often described to me the awfulness of seeing her, beau-
tiful, very dignified, but with special long sleeves on her
garments to cover the stumps.

She died when he was twelve. His love for her has col-
oured his whole life—even to the extent, I remember at
college, of his being preoccupied by anyone who bore the
same or a similar name. Her name, by the way, was
Miriam.

A tragic story, all of it. And now this ending to it. Ter-
rible, terrible.

Many thanks to you, Mr. Grant, for all the trouble you
and your good wife have gone to on John’s behalf through-
out this whole ghastly business. If there is any mortal
thing I can do, do not hesitate to let me know of it.

I am, sir,
Your obedient servant,
Herbert Campion.



Miss Thing and the Surrealist

WE LIVED IN THOSE DAYS in a constant turmoil. Artists
we were most consciously—Surrealists, moreover, for the
Movement was at its fashionable height then. Things have
changed a lot however. As far as I know only two of us
have stuck to the profession—if you discount Tony del
Monte who became an academician (and called himself
Antonio). Tania went on to the stage didn’t she?—and
reached Hollywood somehow, I remember (as Howard
Darby said, she got into the Temple of the Muses by the
tradesmen’s entrance). Jo Haycock married someone
from Yorkshire (or Wales?) and poor Chloe Whitehead
went mad. And of course there’s me (but I was only on
the verge of things ever).

And Kolensky.

But what happened to Kolensky is what this story is
about.

And then there was Miss Thing.

You must understand in the first place that we attached
more significance to our lives than to our work. We were
concerned with being artists. We looked like artists. We
behaved in a manner. Our mode was intended as some
sort of gesture—a rude one—five extended fingers at the
nose aimed at—what? (All that we secretly were, perhaps,
and were afraid or ashamed of.) That -»#as almost what
we understood by Surrealism. It consisted as we saw it of
a series of outrageous snarls. What we flattered ourselves
was panache was a sort of temper.

Traces of it all remain. I find shreds still clinging
secretly to my own personality—I see large fragments
attached to Howard Darby.

It lingers in aspects of style.

Yet amidst all the turmoil of the amorality of it and
the picturesqueness of it and the earnestness and (look-
ing back now nostalgically) the glory of it, there were

76
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some of us who were serious and good artists. Kolensky I
believe was a good artist—and an honest Surrealist. And
Chloe Whitehead had a streak of queer genius somewhere
-—but she went mad, poor lass, and is out of it all and away.

We had what we fancied was our wit. It was meant to
shock.

For example:—Some of us were walking along the
King’s Road with some people—some cousins of Tania’s.
We passed a tall house with a woman shaking blankets
out of one of the upper windows. Some feathers were
fluttering to the ground and the large loose white thing
waving seemed like a bleached tongue out of a toothless
oblong mouth.

“Oh look,” cried Tania, “that house is being sick . . .”

Or again:—We were all talking about Christianity one
night with some earnest theological students.

“How could it possibly fail to have an enormous pub-
lic?” said Chloe. “Look at its founder. He had the best
exit in history.”

On another occasion I remember Howard took us all
to a crowded and noisy little restaurant that we knew of,
where there was music and a permanent buzz of con-
versation. He had just been reading an anecdote about
Baudelaire. He waited for a moment when the music
stopped suddenly and the clatter dropped for an instant,
then said in a loud tone as if continuing a conversation
he had been shouting through the din—

. but have you ever tasted little children’s brains?
Ah they re the thmgs They’re very sweet—like little
green walnuts .

Yet there were occasions of great seriousness—when
suddenly something assumed momentous symbolical sig-
nificance because, I am sure, of the way we had accus-
tomed ourselves to look at life. I remember one night
Jo Haycock and I were sitting talking in my room over-
looking King’s Road—in the World’s End part of Chelsea,
I should mention. It was late and wonderfully quiet—
towards two a.m. And suddenly in a long gap in our
quiet conversation there sheared beastily through the
night a ghastly prolonged loud scream. We stared at each
other and rushed downstairs.

We found a little shocked crowd on the pavement
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opposite. Some ambulance men came and the screaming
ended when they took away the dreadful forlorn thing.
A wretch of a prostitute had flung herself from the top
floor of the tall house opposite the one in which I had my
room. She had impaled herself on the area palings instead
of dashing mercifully to the stone as she had hoped.

Jo and T went upstairs again and made tea. We were
sick. We were haunted for days by the long scream of
agony shearing out across the big quiet city. All the Sur-
realistic peering into the unconscious with its emphasis
on the lower motives—all the speculation in the world
could not satisfy the big strange question about Alice
Emmanuel (as the papers told us her name was) and the
black body falling through the night to the blunt hideous
spikes.

But all this is not any part of the story—at least not
directly. I should talk first about Kolensky and in doing
so introduce Miss Thing.

But she was Kolensky’s big Surrealist gesture. She was
a creation—a personality. She was a work of Art—if you
concede a work of Art is something made out of nothing
—bits ard pieces put together and something intangible
emerging, that has or takes a life of its own. Miss Thing
was that.

Kolensky was forty or farty-five—a cadaverous man
with deep sleepy eyes. Indeed he seemed always to be
sleeping—to need much more sleep than most people did,
yet to sleep in a heavy and poisoned way. A diabetic you
might have said though he wasn’t in fact. He was a man
too who seemed to have secrets. He talked seldom and
when he did it was slowly and as if on guard. He wore
a beard—it was one of his disguises. (I did myself in those
days, for there is always a time—at least one time—when
you must from yourself disguise yourself. Later on you
realise that when you meet your own ghost sitting quietly
and accusingly on your doorstep when you go home at
night, he must look like you yourself or he has, poor soul,
no meaning.)

Kolensky’s studio. was at the top of a large house near
Battersea Bridge. It was as it were a sort of outhouse
built on to the flat roof. You ascended to it by the inside
stair but the last flight was no more than an elaborated
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ladder that took you through a sky-light. Then you were
in the open air. Kolensky’s door faced you.

The door was painted Blue. And for a handle—well it
is here that we encounter the first of Miss Thing.

The handle of Kolensky’s door was a Hand—a white and
beautifully made wax Hand. It was held a little open and
at the wrist there was a small circlet of lace that covered
the join of it to the wood of the door. To open the door
and go in, in answer to Kolensky’s sleepily-shouted bid-
ding, you took hold of this Hand as if you were shaking it
and turned it just like a door handle—which is what it was
after all. But to touch that clammy wax unyielding thing
was curious—oh curious. People not like us in our valua-
tion of these attitudes turned away.

The Hand then was the first of Miss Thing. The other
Hand was inside the studio—but let me take it all in order.

You went in: and like as not Kolensky lay on the bed
half asleep. You had perhaps gone to see some of his
canvases—quite beautifully powerful things some of them
—but it was not to them that your attention was first at-
tracted. No. You saw, my friend, the Rest of Miss Thing
—the Rest of the Gesture.

The truth was that Miss Thing (it was Howard’s name
for the personality she undoubtedly became in our minds)
was Kolensky’s studio. He lived almost literally in Miss
Thing. The only thing that was missing was Miss Thing’s
face—but she needed not a face, that woman—the face is
only an index—you give up faces after a while—it is only
strangers you know by their faces. Miss Thing you knew
by presence and implication.

There were of course the Parts. Protruding incon-
sequentially from a wall was a beautiful rounded Breast
of coloured wax. The other Breast stood on a table. It
had holes pierced in it symmetrically all round and flowers
stuck out of these like the glass things people in the
suburbs use. (Daffodil time showed the Breast at its best
I think. Snowdrops made it forlorn, roses made you think
of Dowson.)

In the centre of the studio was a large lovely chair with
curved legs. These legs ended in two little and beautifully
made wax Feet.

The fireplace was very low. The mantelshelf was a
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plain long board sustained on two pillars one on either
side of the fireplace. They were the wax and footless Legs
of Miss Thing.

In a comer by the inner door of the studio and also
protruding from the wall like the first Breast was a small
smooth feminine Belly all waxen. The Navel was a little
bell-push—you pressed it and an electric bell rang away
in the basement for the desolate old woman who did
Kolensky’s charring.

A big sideboard stood all along one wall of the room.
Stuck on the centre mahogany panel of it were what were
unmistakeably recognizable as the smooth and delicately
pink Buttocks of the Presence.

Kolensky’s bed was a narrow one and old fashioned.
On top of the iron rails at the foot of it were the usual
brass balls rather tarnished. Equivalently at the head of
the bed (as it were overlooking the artist as he slept like
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John in the rhyme) were
bright wax eyeballs.

And the other Hand?—to complete the Parts?

When you were visiting Kolensky you went perhaps
into the lavatory. At the end of the flush chain and like
the one on the door, half open to be grasped, was the other
Hand. Here again—to their embarrassment—the unini-
tiate had been known to turn away.

To us in those mad days that second Hand was the best
of the gesture.

But all of Miss Thing we loved. The whole idea was a
glory. Kolensky was our king—the noblest Roman of us
all. We hardly noticed his canvases. To us he was the
man who lived in Miss Thing. He was the true Surrealist
—the noblest and only begetter . . .

And so it came about, you see, that when we numbered
ourselves we numbered Miss Thing also. She was one of
us. She was the unexplained presence we all at one time
in our lives feel dogging us—what Keir Cross (a devilish
queer friend of mine—a writer) calls somewhere The
Other Passenger. A door would open mysteriously in a
draught—Miss Thing was in, we said. Some fabulous co-
incidence impressed us—Miss Thing had arranged it. One
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of us lost something. Miss Thing—that occult hooligan—
had hidden it.

Those beautifully made waxen Parts all stood for a
personality somewhere hidden in our own minds. Kolen-
sky had as I've said created something. She—It—was The
Secret Sharer, The Incalculable Factor. It was genius to
have conceived her and to have carried her out so exqui-
sitely. We grew fond of Miss Thing—we loved Miss
Thing. She was our communal Familiar.

We used to say that Miss Thing was able to defeat
anyone—anyone. No one could stand up to Miss Thing.
Surrealism and Miss Thing combined were uncombatable.

Yet I have a feeling in my heart that Miss Thing was
most subtly and most shamefully defeated. Howard and I
were talking about it only the other night and speculating.

What after all is Surrealism? Who was the greatest
Surrealist of us all?

Was in indeed Kolensky?

Or was it Vera?—Vera the last and the outside edge?

Vera was the woman Kolensky married.

Vera—for truth.

Vera. I write it carefully. V-E-R-A. In writing it so
carefully I am confessing a weakness. It is now necessary
to describe Vera. But I hedge. I hesitate. Where to
begin?

Why did Kolensky marry Vera? Was he mad? There
was a theory at one time that Kolensky was mad. Or was
he still in his role of King of the Surrealists?

Where did Kolensky even meet Vera? That pale ascetic
face of his surely never wandered over Putney Bridge or
into Wimbledon. It never was poised over flowered tea-
cups in villa drawing rooms. It never opened its thin-
lipped mouth to receive small cress sandwiches or slices
of Madeira cake. That leonine mop of Kolensky’s never
rested back on embroidered antimacassars. Those large-
knuckled hands never turned over the leaves of family
photograph albums.

Yet plainly it was from Putney or Wimbledon that
Vera hailed. It was from Putney or Wimbledon that
Kolensky like a ravenous Asmodeus snatched her. He
introduced her suddenly into our company complete with
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her lavender scent and bher cream lace fichu. And we were

aghast.

... She was at that time I should say nearer forty than
thirty. She was small. She had a round smiling face and a
prim manner. Her hair was done in a little bun at the
back. When she walked out she wore black cotton gloves
and a toque.

She was the incarnation of all we gestured against.
And here she was in our midst, all waiting to be gestured
at. Yet somehow—

My friend, I am a poor lost sinner. There is nothing
I understand. In those far-off mad days when we lived in
Chelsea and ate kippers and drank beer and daubed at
canvases or struggled with monumental poems I thought
in my young folly that I had an occasional inkling as to
what it was all about. I thought I knew a thing or two as
we stood at twilight on the Embankment looking at the
dying sun on the water and the big misty shapes of the
pylons and sneered at Whistler and Turner. I was in my
eyes an exceeding wise ancient patriarch as I juggled with
Ezra Pound and Salvador Dali and turned to Dostoevsky
for light reading.

But the day of my deliverance was at hand. Vera had
arrived.

Would you believe it if I told you that she still went
to chapel after she married Kolensky and came into our
midst?>—twice on Sundays and once on Wednesday eve-
nings? You could see her prim small figure, like a bird’s,
go skipping along Oakley Street with a Bible clasped in the
chubby gloved hand. She smiled and nodded as you
passed her as if you were yourself a Wimbledon spinster
—yes even to Jo and to Chloe she nodded, with their
sandals and home-woven skirts and enormous blood-red
earrings.

We were helpless. We did not know what to do. You
see she had done, when she arrived among us, the unan-
swerable thing. She had accepted us. She liked us!

She liked every one of us. She accepted every icono-
clasm with a distant and patient smile. She could no more
understand Howard Darby’s aphorisms than we could
understand her passion for going to church. But they
did not outrage her—they did not disturb her.
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Even Tania’s more suggestive witticisms were accepted.
Even Chloe’s wildest blasphemous verses raised no mgre
than a faint sweet blush.

Poor Chloe poor Chloe! Mad, mad and with straw i’
the hair. ..

And Kolensky?

We said at first that Kolensky would tire of Vera. She
had been, we said, a new sort of gesture. He had found her
and brought her home as we used often in those days to
bring things home from the junk shops—an ornate gas
bracket, a hideous vase, a chamber pot with the willow
pattern on it—anything for a gesture. Or she would tire of
him, we said. The mystery of it all was upcen us. Kolensky
the polymorphous pervert (as Howard once called him)
and Vera the Wimbledon Virgin. She would run away
screaming. He would revolt her.

But he did. not revolt her. She did not run away
screaming. She cleaned out his studio. She cooked his
meals. She washed his violent flannel shirts. When we
went to see him and sat into the small hours talking
monumentally round every subject under and over the
sun, she sat quietly knitting and nodding. She looked at
him with fond soft eyes. He was we could see the most
marvellous thing that had ever happened to her. He was
her Golden Boy.

She was, in short, in love with him. And I honestly
think now as I look back with some sort of balance on it
all that he—yes Kolensky—was in love with her. She was
eminently respectable. She was gas-light and horse-hair
and plush and aspidistras. She was th: doyenne of a
thousand vicarage tea-parties. She was Cheltenham Spa.
She was Trollope and Mrs. Hemans and Charlotte Yonge
gld Ella Wheeler Wilcox. But she was Kolensky’s Golden

irl.

So we nodded to each other wisely—for we had to be
wise about something, with so many illusions crashing
madly all round us. -

“Miss Thing,” we said smiling. “Let’s leave it to
Miss Thing. She’ll destroy Vera. She will avenge us.
Miss Thing is not to be trifled with. Miss Thing is not
to be accepted as easily as all that, Miss Thing is a Pres-
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ence and a Personality to be coped with. No one from
Wimbledon can live blithely in Miss Thing and dis-
regard her. Miss Thing will rise in her wrath and de-
stroy. Miss Thing will smite and Miss Thing will spare
not. Miss Thing is the Final Ally. ..”

So we watched and nudged each other and waited.

We waited.

We waited.

We nudged each other and waited.

Little whispering voices ran all ronnd us as we waited.
“Miss Thing,” they said. “Miss Thing . . . She will
destroy. That clammy wax Hand on the Blue door will
one day rend the sweet usurper. Those Eyes on the bed-
post will stare her out of countenance as she kneels one
night to say her prayers. That Navel bell-push will one
day summon an astonished charlady who will discover
Vera insane and gibbering on the floor with Kolensky
senseless with sleep on the bed and impervious . . .

“Go to, go to!” the voices cried. “There is a rat behind
the arras of that respectable chamber of Vera’s mind.
And the rat is Miss Thing. Go to, goto...”

We waited. We waited.

And nothing happened.

Vera accepted Miss Thing. The Presence seemed to
be conquered. That little woman from the suburbs re-
mained undisturbed by the monster her man had created.
The Presence seemed to be conquered. On Vera’s journey
there was no Other Passenger.

But yet—(somewhere William Shakespeare says,

“But yet” is gaoler to bring forth
Some monstrous malefactor).

I feel it sometimes in my bones as I look back that
Vera conquered Miss Thing in thus accepting her. At
other times it seems that after all it was Miss Thing that
conquered Vera. The female Achilles of Wimbledon
had her heel. She dusted the Parts of Miss Thing each
day, she filled up Breast 2 with fresh flowers. But in her
vulnerable corner she was wounded . ..
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All this, you must understand, was before they took
Kolensky away and hanged him.
But now—to the climax. It is called:

DEFEAT

WE WERE SITTING one night in Chloe Whitehead’s studio.
It was a large room with a north light. The furniture
was sparse—it consisted for the most part of drawing-
donkeys set in a semicircle round the fireplace. There
was no fire though it was chilly. It was one of our gestures
that we could not afford a fire. So instead the fireplace was
filled with beer bottles some full and some empty. On the
mantelshelf was a figure of Chloe in the style of Epstein
(Tania’s work). On the wall was a portrait in oils of Chloe
in the style of Picasso—the Blue Period. (This also was
the work on Tania.) On another wall was a mystic Ar-
rangement of circles and lines in the style of Ben Nicholson
(another example of the work of Tania).

(The thing about Tania was that she was the only one
who didn’t know that she borrowed. When she eventually
got on the stage I seem to remember it was because she
bore a certain fleeting resemblance to John Gielgud...)

To continue:—In a corner of the studio was the little
printing press on which Chloe did her poems. They were
issued in extremely limited editions on rice paper with
simple covers in two colours. There were some half-dozen
poems or lyrics in each little book and the volumes were
titled as they were issued: Opus 1, Opus 2, Opus 3, and so
on. She had just finished printing the first batch of Opus 7
and was reading us the opening poem-—a longish lyric
in the evocative manner. The People of the Moon it was
called, I remember.

Tania lay back on the divan with her hands behind
her head. Tony del Monte knelt on the floor beside her
picturesquely stroking her temples. - Jo Haycock was
astride one of the donkeys with her eyes closed (she looked
like a neat little horse did Jo—some passing fancy by
Chirico). Howard Darby was on another donkey with
a half-empty beer glass dangling from his hand. 1 squatted
on the floor staring upwards at Chloe who stood leaning
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against the mantelshelf with her lovely hair falling down
all over one side of her face and covering one eye.

(Poor Chloe! It was impossible not to adore her with
that deep modulated voice of hers and the green cat-eyes
that never rested for an instant. I wonder what undreamt-
of Surrealisms she stares at now in the asylum. And are
they a patch on Miss Thing?)

She read:

The dead are quickly buried

bury the dead

with tall white candles for remembrance.
Yet let us forget the candles after all
dfter all we have only a moment.

It is all an approximation.

I could say:

“Do you remember this, remember that?”
But the poignancy is rare

and is not to be conjured:

the poignancy is rare

and is not to be perjured.

The dead are better buried

the candles are easily blown out

and the room is easily darkened ...

(My thoughts went wandering away as the deep slow
voice went on. As they so often did chose days they
circled round Vera. I had a vision of her rising in the
morning with her hair in a little pink net: of her cheer-
fully preparing breakfast: of her dusting those hideous
Parts. She goes out for a moming shopping expedition—
Kolensky still abed. She returns. She climbs the inner
stairway and mounts the glorified ladder at the top of the
house. She faces the Blue Door. She puts out her soft
smooth hand to grasp without a tremor that pale un-
yielding waxen Thing ... Ugh! I shudder—and wonder.
She accepts. She accepts!...)

The voice went on:

O you and I were meant for other things indeed,
there was a destiny for us
a shade of something glorious:
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some hint and echo from a greater height
for other men to cling to!

Our banner waves diaphanous-

is, as it were, an ancient tattered map,
long scrawled upon but splendid,

of countries from an old lunatic dream
and stories never ended . ..

(Vera with a Woolworth’s feather duster. As she works
perhaps she whistles or hums a tune—a hymn tune from
the Wimbledon prayer meetings or the Sunday School in
which she was surely a teacher. We Are But Little Chil-
dren Weak or Jesus Wants Me For A Sunbeam. She buys
some flowers—anemones I fancy. She cets them in the
Breast. She steps back with her head cocked to one side
like a bird’s to admire the effect. She accepts, she ac-
cepts...)

And suppose that you and I

suppose that we

inept and condescending

gathered our thin resources round about

and, in the autumn, in a willow trance,

sounded our trite alarums to the moon

and led our own dry ghosts but once to dance? . . .

(Kolensky is her Golden Boy. She defeats us all by
accepting. The Personality conjured up by those scat-
tered Parts has no effect on her. The years of ingrained
respectability, the antimacassars, the plush and the horse-
hair, the Madeira cake and the vicarage tea-parties—
they count for nothing. She is not defeated. She accepts
and conquers. . .)

And now the voice moves slightly up in tone and
tempo as the climax is reached. Chloe shakes her head and
the hair falls away from the lovely cat-eyes.

The people of the moon are starry-eyed,

They sing sweet songs all day and dance the night:
Their little heads are empty all of brains, their hearts
Are small soft balls of plasticine delight.

And they remember nothing of the earth,
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No echo reaches those enchanted lands

They cruelly cruelly sup on others’ blood—and then
Pluck out their lovers’ eyes with soft white hands.
But O! I love the people of the moon!

I love their secret smiles and haunted songs

And suddenly Chloe stopped. She looked up. She put
her head on one side and listened. We all listened. And
in the strange silence that crept all round us with the
stopping of the reading voice, we heard a terrible long-
drawn scream.

It died away. I looked up—at Jo Haycock. And my
thoughts went rushing—as I knew hers also did—to that
occasion when we were sitting in my room, high overlook-
ing the King’s Road in the World’s End part of Chelsea.
I had a vision—a hideous one—of the dark falling body
of Alice Emmanuel . . .

And now in the silence that replaced the scream we be-
came aware of a harsh low sobbing. It came from imme-
diately outside the door of the studio. And even as we
stared at that door and speculated wildly, it swung open
and there came—or staggered—into the room a figure we
hardly recognized. The lace fichu was askew, the hair was
wild, the violet eyes were rimmed with red and streaming
with tears.

“Miss Thing,” gasped Vera wildly. “Oh God oh God—
Miss Thing!...”

Our hearts leapt up. We had beheld! The voices had
whispered aright. Miss Thing had won! The monument of
respectability had toppled.

But literally, my friend. With another wild cry the
Wimbledon Achilles fell to the floor in a faint.

L] * L  J

My friend, there are layers and layers. Life, said How-
ard once, is like an onion. You peel the layers and there is
no core. It only makes you weep.

All that is so long ago you see. So incredibly far away. A
sort of dream. We were glorious in our way I suppose—to
ourselves of course as we look back now. It is all over



MISS THING AND THE SURREALIST 89

and we have grown beyond it. I grope like Proust among
the images.

There are in life no climaxes. In a play the curtain falls
at the end of a scene between lovers—and we applaud and
cry “Bravo!” In life we have our scene—we embrace.
But the curtain never falls. The chair arm sticks into our
ribs or our partner has halitosis. And at the height of the
scene we need to go to the w.c.

They came and took Kolensky away and hanged him.
A fitting end for the King of us all perhaps—that sparse
body dangling through the trap door. Perhaps he was even
asleep when they set the noose . . .

But there was nothing dramatic about it all. No real
climax. It was all accidental somehow. It wasn’t that that
Vera went to the police about—not that at all.

It was all something else. It wasn’t that, that the years of
ingrained respectability revolted against. She was horri-
fied when she found out what her visit to the police had
done.

Yes, it is all a sort of dream—a far-off dream. I see
us grouped round Vera as she lay on Chloe’s divan—I see
us as shadowy figures, unreal. The little book called
Opus 7 lay where Chloe had dropped it on that high dra-
matic announcement. I remember glancing down at it
and even reading a line or two while they held up brandy
for Vera to sip.

Our banner waves diaphanous

is, as it were, an ancient tattered map,
long scrawled upon but splendia,

of countries from an old lunatic dream
and stories never ended . ..

“You mean,” cried Tania, “Miss Thing is real?”

And Vera sobbing and nodding blindly.

“Yes, real,” in a dry hopeless moan. “Not wax at all—
embalmed-—embalmed! . . . I found out, you see, when I
was going through those old papers this moming. I’d no
idea—1I didn’t know. I found the marriage certificate, you
see—I found that. And when I looked more closely at the
Parts—when I cut into the Legs at the side of the mantel-
shelf . ..”
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She sobbed here wildly. Tania clutched at her throat—
to stop being sick.

“And you went to the police?” asked Jo in a low strained
voice.

“Yes ... Yes...And they came—oh God!—they came
to arrest him! This evening—an hour ago!”

The tears were terrible. She couldn’t speak. I thought
of the shrieking figure of Alice Emmanuel.

Yes layers, my friend—layers, layers.

“He’s gone—he’s gone. And I'll never se¢ him again—
oh never, never, never!”

My heart twisted round in my breast I remember. She
wildly smoothed her flying hair and gazed at each of us
in turn. A curious bleak agony was in her eyes.

“You see, you see,” she gasped breathlessly—"it wasn’t
that—oh Lord it wasn’t that! I didn’t mean—"

She stopped and gulped an enormous breath.

“It was only—you see—he hadn’t told me. It was false
pretences. It was a sort of—bigamy. He married me under
false pretences. I didn’t know, I didn’t know. Oh, it was
cruel of him, cruel of him! But I didn’t mean them to—
oh my God! It was only he didn’t tell me he had been
married before! It was false pretences—false pretences!
That’s what I went to the police about! ...”

. . . Strange how we’ve all dispersed and separated. Only
Howard and myself left now. Tania on the stage—Jo mar-
ried. Tony del Monte an academician. And Chloe, poor
lass, gone mad.

We went to see her the other day, Howard and I. She
was quiet and gentle. She asked for news of all her old
friends. We talked in low voices for an hour or so and
then came away.

Impossible not to be nostalgic about one’s youth. Now
that one has settled down it seems—well, never mind. It
is only a layer long since discarded.

I was looking at Chloe’s Opus 7 the other day. The last
book she ever printed. The last few verses of it come into
my mind. I chanted them over and over again to myself
as we came back from seeing her the other day.

They say below that I am mad.
Well—mad I am, mad, mad.
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And there are other things they say

That I have thrown my life away:

That I was drowned long since and do not know
O there are many whispers from below!

O little white worms have eaten my heart
And devils have picked my brains apart.
Lady, they say I have sisters three

Who have blanched my veins by the olive tree
Lady, O lady, have pity o’ me ...

And Vera? The last I heard of her she was working in
a Camberwell mission among what they call Fallen Girls.

She gives her name as Mrs. Kolensky.

And if anyone—some serious boy from the University
Settlement—asks sympathetically: “And—MTr. Kolensky?”

She answers, her little prim mouth slightly tightening:
“Mr. Kolensky—died, you know . ,.”



The Little House

I HATE MONEY. I don’t hate it for itself, but for what it
does to people. Perhaps I have grown into this attitude
because I have been working for fifteen years as an insur-
ance agent. In this business things are valuated in terms of
money that never ought to be valuated so. Maybe I am
over-sentimental—people have always told me I am sen-
timental and expect far too much of folk. Well, that may
be no more than something in my blood: I am a Scotsman
—of Highland extraction originally. (The Campbells of
Argyll were my forbears, but of course nany of them—
my family among them—migrated to the Lowlands at the
time of the Lorn Wars, when Montrose’s men sacked In-
verary—so thank Heaven at any rate that my immediate
ancestors were not concerned in the Massacre of Glencoe!)

However, that is by the way. I soon had much of the sen-
timent (perhaps sensibility is a better word?)—I soon had
it knocked forcibly out of me whea I went into the insur-
ance business. To begin with, in that world you have
tables—long lists—of terms in which, in a sense, your Com-
pany is preparing to lay wagers on the probable length of
a man’s life! Your Company, so to speak, bets a man so
much that he will not lose a leg or an eye in an accident,
or that his house will not burn down, or that he will not
run over an old lady in his motor car. Perhaps the Com-
pany loses the bet (though not very often), and in this case
it assesses the value in money of the said loss of leg, and
pays up after the necessary forms have been filled in. So
you can see that after a time you get into a way of thinking
that it is not very human. A cynical point of view.

The first time this attitude began really to upset me was
when I was working at the counter of our Head Office in
the days before I went on the road as an agent. It was my
job to interview people who called, and to help them to

92



THE LITTLE HOUSE 93

fill in proposal and claim forms. I remember a ruddy-faced
pleasant-looking man came in one day. He was laden down
with doctors’ certificates and so on. He was a stone-worker,
and his employer was insured under the Workmen’s Com-
pensation Act, indemnifying him against injury or sick-
ness among his employees. This man who came in had
silicosis, and so was entitled, under his master’s policy, to
a weekly allowance from my Company. I paid him the
money-—something like 35/- it was, and thereafter every
week he came in and filled up his form. Gradually the
ruddiness left his cheeks—he began to look frail, all eaten
away. Eventually he could hardly walk through the big
revolving door—and his thin white hand, as he signed the
form I filled up for him, used to tremble and shiver. Then
one day he did not come at all: his wife came instead—a
little sweet-faced woman, very quiet. For a few weeks she
continued to come in, and then suddenly one day she was
dressed in black, and her face seemed even paler than
usual. She collected the last payment. We took the file
away, stamped it “Closed,” and put it in a box. And that
was the end of that—I never saw her again.

The idea distressed me: the whole implication that the
man’s life was a kind of commodity, you see. It had an
assessed value—in terms of hard cash. I didn’t like it at all.

So there—that was how I felt. That was how I came to
begin to hate money. But the illustration I want to give
you of the way the desire for money twists people’s whole
attitude to things has nothing really to do with insurance
—at least, not directly. I am not a writing man, you know,
but only an ordinary individual putting down some ran-
dom thoughts; and so I have been rambling through an
introduction instead of driving straight to the point. How-
ever, in a sense it is all relevant.

Ugh! When I think of this business of the Little House
I want to run away and hide my head! However—it may
not affect you that way: it’s all a question of point of view.

Let me begin, then, by telling you that all this happened
a number of years ago. I, being a Scotsman (and therefore
calculated to be able to deal with other Scotsmen better
than a Sassenach could), have been transferred by my Com-
pany to the job of travelling agent in the Fife and Forfar
districts. I liked the work, I must say—it was good to get
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about and see the country. I was kept fairly busy too, and
since there was a commission percentage on most of my
work (and I being on the point of getting married and so
needing money), I welcomed this fact most heartily.

I don’t know if you know the little town of Monteviot?
It’s a small seaside resort on the East coast of Scotland not
far from Dundee. Rather quiet at most times of the year,
but suddenly busy during the Dundee holiday week, when
all at once it fills up with hundreds of workers from the
City, all intent on having a good time. There are few
attractions beyond some golf links and a long expanse of
lovely sands for the children, with the big icy breakers of
the North Sea rolling continually over them. But it is a
place to go—it’s the seaside.

As it happened I had some important business calls in
and around Monteviot, and, on this particular occasion I
am writing about, I had to go there for at least two days,
in order to get through all this work I had. Unfortunately
it was the time of the Dundee Fair Week—the town, nor-
mally full of available hotels and boarding-houses, would
be crammed to overflowing. I would, I decided, as I mo-
tored along the flat coast road, be lucky if I got accommo-
dation at all.

A few miles from the town, as I was motoring calmly
along admiring the scenery, my car suddenly jerked,
coughed stupidly and then chugged to a standstill. 1 got
out and heaved the bonnet up. Nothing serious, I could
see—some carburetor trouble I could easily repair. So I
got out my tools and my little motor repair manual (I al-
ways carried one—in a travelling job like mine you never
knew what sort of trouble you were likely to encounter),
and calmly and determinedly set to work.

I mention this accident for only one reason: it held up
my progress and made it inevitable that 1 arrived in Mon-
teviot just on dusk—a time, Heaven knows, when all the
boarding-houses were likely to be full to the attics. I felt
very down-hearted indeed as I drove along the esplanade
road. It was a beautiful night, with the tide far out and the
mauve sky reflecting exquisitely from the hundreds of
yards of damp flat sand. But I had no eye for such things.
I was looking not out to sea, but inland—scanning the To
Let signs.
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I put my car in a garage and set off on a systematic per-
ambulation. I tried one or two of the better-known hotels,
but the proprietors only laughed in my face. “Man,” they
said, “dae ye no’ ken? It’s Fair Week. There’s folk in the
baths, folk on the landings—there’s folk even in the coal
cellars. Ye'll be lucky if ye find a set-down the nicht.”

I cursed my luck and set off on my wanderings again. I
tried the boarding-houses, but there they were even more
ribald at the idea of giving me accommodation than the
hotel people had been. I fell into a mood of hopelessness
and despair and started thinking in terms of getting my
car out of the garage again, parking it in some quiet cormer
of the beach, and somehow curling myself up in it to spend
the night. But this idea I was far from relishing: I had a
big deal to pull off rather early the next morning, and felt
that it was important to get a full night’s rest on a bed.

I found myself finally in a small, rather squalid street
on the North side of the town. Right at the end of it,
standing isolatedly in a tiny withered garden, and sur-
rounded by a fence all ramshackle and, in patches, decayed,
was a small detached villa with a Rooms cign in the front
window. As a last resort 1 pushed open the creaking gate
and went up the path.

The door was opened by a sour, acrimonious man in
shirt-sleeves.

“Good evening,” I said. “I wonder—have you any ac-
commodations? Anything—it doesn’t matter what it is.”

He looked at me surlily.

“We’re full up,” he grunted.

“Oh surely there’s something,” 1 said, in my most whee-
dling tones. “Even if it’s only.an old sofa on a landing.”

“Not an inch,” he replied.

I was on the point of retiring when a thin drooping
woman made her appearance at the end of the corridor
behind him.

“What is it, Cecil?” she called, in a shrill, querulous
voice. “Who is it? What does he want?”

(The idea of the man’s name being Cecil struck me as
grotesque. He was so sour, so yellow in the face—so ut-
terly misanthropic.)

“It’s a man for a bed,” he called over his shoulder. “I've
told him we're full.”
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She shuffled along the corridor till she stood beside him.
Then she peered at me closely out of small, hard, red-
rimmed eyes.

“Aye, we're full,” she grunted at last. “It’s Fair Week.
Ye were daft to leave it so late.”

“I couldn’t help it,” I said. “I’'m here on business—I’'m
not with the Fair folk, worse luck. Could you not find me
some corner?—I’m dead beat with looking for a bed.”

She shook her head slowly and was, I thought, on the
point of refusing point blank. But suddenly a queer,
greedy, cunning look came into her eyes.

“How much were you thinking of paying?” she said.

“Oh—anything reasonable. What’s your usual charge?”

She peered at me again. Then she took her husband’s
arm and led him back into the passage a little way. She
leaned close to him and whispered with a kind of dry, hor-
rid earnestness. He puckered up his eyes and shook his
head. But she went on and on at him, and eventually I
could see that he was conceding to whatever plan she was
putting forward.

It was at this point that I noticed that the couple were
not alone in the corridor. A little girl of about five or six
was standing just beside the woman. She was a lovely little
creature, with big solemn eyes and masses of fair wavy hair.
I smiled at her, but she only stared at me in a serious, shy
way.

While I was still trying to win the child’s confidence,
the woman advanced towards me again.

“Maybe we could squeeze you in,” she said. “There’s an
attic. It’s only a little room—I don’t use it normally. But
I'll have to get it ready. And it’ll cost you—" (she hesi-
tated) “—a pound.”

“A pound!” said I. “For one night!”

“Oh, you needn’t come if ye don’t want,” she said
quickly. “I'm not forcing you. But it’s a pound if you
want it.”

“Can you give me a meal?” I asked.

“Breakfast in the morning. But I can’t cook for you at
this time of night, I'll give you a cup of tea.”

A pound for one small room for one night was fantastic.
But I thought of lying all cramped in my car—with the im-
portant deal to look forward to in the moming.
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“All right,” I said. “T’ll take it.”

I made to enter the corridor, but she held up her hand.

“Wait,” she said. “I can’t let you in yet. I've got to get
the room ready. You'll have to go away and come back in
half-an-hour. And it’s money in advance, please.”

“Isn’t there somewhere I could sit down?” I asked. “I'm
dead beat.”

But she shook her head. “You’ll have to go away and
come back,” she repeated. “There isn’t a corner—we’re
full up with folk—every room: and they’re all abed.”

There was nothing for it but to do as she suggested. I
reluctantly gave her a pound note and went away down
the path. As I closed the gate behind me I noticed the
name on it: “Fairweather.” And I thought—My God!
Fairweather!—and a couple of sourer-faced so-and-sos I
never saw in all my life!

As I walked up the street towards the town I saw, peep-
ing at me from the almost-shut door, the little girl with
the solemn eyes. I waved to her cheerily, and had the im-
pression that she was thawing a little: she gave me a small
half-smile before she closed the door completely.

I wandered disconsolately about the town. A few
drunken men were abroad, and some courting couples,
standing close together—mere huddled shapes in doorways
and close mouths. I was desperately hungry, but of course
no restaurants or even public houses were open. Fair
Week notwithstanding. The Scots, you know, take their
pleasures solemnly: even when they are off the leash they
must circumscribe themselves with rules and regulations.
The licensing laws laid it down that places of public re-
freshment should close at half-past nine, and so, no matter
how holiday a spirit was abroad, at half-past nine the town
packed up.

In the end I found, in a side street, a small fish and chip
shop. The smell of vinegar and hot tallow was nauseating,
but I was desperate and went in. A huge Italian woman
lolled her sagging bosom on a zinc counter., She was
dressed in a greasy white overall and was talking to a girl
in an incredibly short and tight skirt. When I asked for
chips she said there wasn’t any—nothing left but “black
puddings” (mottled, sausagy things, made of oatmeal and
pig’s blood). I said I would have one, and she went to the



98 THE OTHER PASSENGER

big tin friers at the back of the shop to get it. While she
was gone the brassy girl in the short skirt leered at me hor-
ribly. She was a tart of the worst sort, with a little gold
chain round her left ankle and hair all streaked and patchy
with peroxide. In the naphtha-flare lighting of that beastly
little shop she looked ghastly.

I made my escape with the hot and slippery pudding
wrapped up in a bit of old newspaper. The only place to
go was the beach. And here I had to pick my way among
reclining couples, searching timidly for an unoccupied
dune to sit on. Once or twice I was heartily cursed—at
other times there would be a rustle and a furtive scamper-
ing as two dark shapes made off into the dusk from beneath
my feet: I think they thought I was a spy from the Watch
Committee.

Eventually I found a corner and sat down disconsolately,
munching at my black pudding. There was by this time
a considerable nip in the air, and I was far from happy.
There 1 was, you see, stranded in that small town, with
people enjoying themselves in a dull sordid way on all
sides—and I with no real guarantee of even a good night’s
rest. I distrusted the Fairweathers—there had been some-
thing grim and avaricious in their whole attitude. Un-
pleasant people—except for the sweet-faced little girl.

It was her, I must confess, that I was thinking about as
I made my way from the beach back to the small detached
villa. Overhead, the sky was a clear cold blue, with a thin
crescent moon just rising above the sea. The roar of the
incoming tide fell faintly on my ears, and winging away
across the damp sands, flying low, was a little flock of wild
ducks.

It was all strange—unreal—like a dream. Except for the
little girl. I looked forward to seeing her again—it was the
only bright spot in the whole programme before me. I
loved children, you see—people told me I had “a way with
them.” And I had seen, even in the small glimpse I had
had of her, that the little girl was very sweet—not in the
least like her parents . . .

Well, back I went. And I did succeed in drawing the
little girl out and having a chat with her. And she was al-
together enchanting—not in the slightest bit shy once I
had broken down the first barriers. When I got to the
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house Mrs. Fairweather grudgingly asked me in, and led
me through the dim passageway to a small squalid kitchen.
It was an appalling room—untidy, with a lingering smell
of cooking and washing about it. There were two wall
beds—Dbig cupboard-like things, with heaps of dirty-looking
blankets on them, and patchwork rag coverlets. A clothes-
horse stood before the range, with some damp flannel
nightgowns and mittens on it, and on a pulley drier at
the ceiling there hung, in clusters, some socks of coarse
grey wool, brown and discoloured about the feet, and a
few sets of long men’s drawers, all baggy and darned at the
knees—hairy and shapeless things, horrible in the dim
light from the gas bracket above the mantelshelf.

Mrs. Fairweather gave me a cup of stewed tea in a
cracked and-badly-washed mug. Then she went upstairs—
I could hear her shuffling along the passageway, grum-
bling as she went. There was no sign of Mr. F.—I took it
he was helping his wife to get my room ready. I was left
alone in the kitchen with the little girl.

For some time we looked at each other, smiling. I was
distressed at seeing her out of bed so late—in a comer of
the kitchen was a small tumbled cot that I took to be hers.
I asked her what she had been doing.

“Playing,” she said cheerfully.

“With your dolls?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. I've got a lot of dolls—so has Janet.”

“And who is Janet?” I asked.

“She’s my little sister—not so old as me.”

“And what’s your own name?”’

“Marjorie.”

(It struck me as strange that the sour Fairweathers
should have two little daughters. Somschow one didn’t
expect it of them—with their hard yellow faces they weren’t
the family type.)

“Where were you playing?” I asked her.

“Upstairs and outside. Father made Janet a little house,
you see—he’s a carpenter. And I've been playing there
beside her with my dolls.”

I felt, I must confess, a bit warmed toward Mr. Fair-
weather. If he could find time to make dolls’ houses for
his children, perhaps he wasn’t so bad after all. I remem-
bered that his face had not seemed so thin and cruel as his
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wife’s—1I remembered the way she had whispered to him
in the corridor, he acquiescing: perhaps he was just hen-
pecked?

“And where is Janet now?” I asked the little girl. “Is
she in bed?”

“Oh yes—she’s been sleeping for a long time. Out there,
she added, nodding towards the back door of the kitchen.
I took it that there was some sort of little out-house in the
yard that the carpenter Fairweather had converted into a
nursery for the younger child.

“You ought to be in bed yourself,” I said with a smile
to the little girl.

“Oh, I'm just going,” she said. “I was helping mother
with Janet, you see, so I couldn’t go earlier.”

At this moment Mr. and Mrs. Fairweather shuffled into
the kitchen.

“Your room'’s ready,” muttered the woman. “You’d bet-
ter go up. It’s late—we want to bed ourselves.”

I gave Marjorie a good night and followed Mr. F. up-
stairs, he holding a candle in his cupped hand, so that the
shadow of his crooked and stooping frame leapt gro-
tesquely on the wall as we mounted. We climbed to the
very top of the house, and then he led me along a short
corridor. From behind the doors on either side of it I
heard snoring—the other guests, I supposed.

There was another very short flight of steps at the end
of the corridor, and at the top of them a small door,
painted a dull brown colour. Fairweather pushed this open
and stood aside for me to go in.

“Here y’are,” he said gruffly. “It’s no’ palatial but it’s a
bed. The wife’ll call ye in the morning. What time would
suit?”

“Half-past seven,” I answered. Then I added: “Your
little daughter is charming, Mr. Fairweather. You must
be very fond of her. Is the other one as nice?—Janet?”

“Janet?” he said, in a strange, stupid tone. “Oh—her
...Oh, yes—yes...”

He stood for a moment peering at me. I had the impres-
sion he wanted to say something. Then suddenly he turned
abruptly away.

“Good night,” he said, and shut the door—with, I
thought, unnecessary violence. I heard his footsteps going

”
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down the little flight of stairs and along the corridor.

I shrugged, then turmed to survey the room. A gas
bracket was on at a peep above the mantelshelf and I
turned it up full.

It was a tiny room, very bare. The bed was small, cov-
ered with a white heavy lace counterpane, badly in need
of ironing. The wallpaper was faded and wan—a design
of small pink flowers on a yellow background. There were
two pictures—one a dark oil painting in a gilt frame of
some sort of landscape, the other a tinted photograph,
bound in passe-partout, of a little girl of three or four.
She was rather like Marjorie—the same wide solemn eyes.
I took it to be Janet.

I undressed, turned the light out, and got into bed.
And there I lay for a long time, unable tc sleep. I don’t
know what it was—there was a strangeness, an uneasiness
all about me. I had a recurrence of my previous impres-
sion that I was living a dream. The Fairweathers were not
quite real—the house was not quite real. My whole impres-
sion of the dark little town, with the cold sea creeping up
to it, was curiously nightmarish. I was haunted by a vision
of the two squalid women of the fish and chip shop—the
gross Italian with her sagging bosom, the tart leering hid-
eously in the naphtha light. And the black pudding lay
heavily on my stomach, giving me heartburn, so that the
greasy taste of it kept coming back into my mouth.

To crown all, I was cold. There was an unwelcome
chill in the bed. I remembered the Fairweathers saying
that the room was not often used, and certainly it had, all
about it, the unhappiness of an unlived-in place. Yet there
was even something more than than—an atmosphere—a
clamminess. The cold was not an ordinary cold—it was
the bleak, impersonal cold of the sea I could hear in the
distance outside. I wondered who had occupied the room
in the days when it had been used. Had they felt this
penetrating chill?—was that, indeed, why the room was out
of use?—because it was incurably damp? And the Fair-
weathers had let it to me, for the sake of the money they
were getting—knowing I was desperate for a bed, and
therefore willing to run the risk of a cold or rheumatism?

In the end, exhausted as I was, I feel asleep. My last
thoughts, I remember, were of Marjorie. I hoped I would
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see her in the moming—she seemed the one sane, healthy
thing in the whole peculiar set-up. Perhaps I would see
Janet too? I had a vision of them playing pleasantly and
innocently with their dolls in the little house that Fair-
weather had made—grotesquely out of place in all the
squalor of Mrs. Fairweather’s kitchen.

There it was, then. That was the most of life, it seemed
to me—things in juxtaposition. That’s what it all boils
down to in the end. Good things and bad things side by
side—the sophisticated and the innocent rubbing shoul-
ders...

Well, I am nearing the end of my little story. It is not
really a story at all, I suppose—an incident. a situation, no
more. It is basically very simple—but, as in the silicosis
episode 1 mentioned, it is the idea that compels me: it is
the attitude the situation implies and subtends. All I
wanted to do was to set down this happening—this adven-
ture, if you will—as an illustration of the point I made
when I started writing. Perhaps my own sense of values
has got a bit twisted? It may be the old Scottish sensi-
bility: perhaps, when I think of Janet and Marjorie, I go
over-sentimental (I always was so fond of children, you
see); or perhaps, when I think of the Fairweathers, I go
cynical—as a result of the insurance years. Oh, well—it
doesn’t matter. I'm out of insurance now——retued these
past eighteen months .

Mrs. Fairweather banged surlily on my door at half-past
seven. I got up, feeling cramped and stiff and not particu-
larly well rested. T washed and shaved as best I could in
cold water in a little bathroom I found at the foot of the
small flight of stairs. Then, at a quarter-past eight, I went
down for breakfast.

It was served in the front downstairs room of the villa—
converted suddenly, I could see from the bundled mat-
tresses and blankets in a corner, from somebody’s tempo-
rary bedroom. One or two guests were alrcady eating when
I arrived—a small man with pince-nez, unshaven, who hid
himself behind a morning paper, a large woman with a set,
grumbly face, and two young girls (one of them, to the
large woman’s plain disgust, in a wrap and mules).

Mrs. Fairweather put some lumpy porridge before me,
and a pot of weak tea, and then a pair of dry salty kippers,
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cooked in vinegar. The memory of the black pudding of
the night before was still closely with me—I did not relish
the food in the slightest.

Just before I finished my breakfast the four other guests
got up and went out, the small man leaving me his news-
paper. I was left in the dining room alone—the other
guests in the house were plainly late-risers. I glanced
through the paper, finishing my tea, and was on the point
of getting up to go myself when I saw a small figure re-
garding me from the doorway.

“Marjorie!” 1 cried—brightening immediately at the
sight of her small solemn features. ‘“You’re up and about
early.”

“Oh yes,” she said, advancing a little way into the room.
“I have to be up, you see, when mother begins to get the
breakfasts.”

“And what about Janet?” I asked. “Is she still asleep?”

“Oh yes. She’s outside.”

“With the little house?”

“Oh yes.” She nodded vigorously.

“I'd like very much to see Janet’s little house,” 1 said.
“I’ve got to go in a few minutes—do you think it would dis-
turb her terribly if you and I went around to visit her?”

“Oh no,” she answered solemnly. “It would be all right.
We could go out the front door and then round,” she
added, after a moment’s pause. “Maybe mother wouldn’t
like us to go through the kitchen when she’s busy with
the breakfasts.”

I nodded and rose. She took me by the hand quite con-
fidently and led me to the front door. 1 was, I must con-
fess, looking forward to seeing Janet—and also, strangely
enough, to seeing the doll’s house. The more I thought of
it the more intrigued I was at the idea of the surly Fair-
weather going to the trouble to make toys at all for his
daughters. Perhaps his acrimonious manner was only some
kind of shyness?—he was, maybe, quite gentle and domesti-
cated underneath?

Marjorie, chatting cheerfully all the time about the vari-
ous dolls I would see, led me round the house and into a
small yard at the back. There were various sheds and
outbuildings and many planks of timber lying about—a
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notice at a back entrance to the yard read, I perceived:
“C. Fairweather, Practical Joiner.”

“Now,” said Marjorie, lowering her voice to a whisper,
“this way. She’s in here.”

She made for the smallest of the sheds—the one nearest
the house. It was hardly, I remember thinking with some
indignation, the sort of place I would want to put my
daughter to sleep in, no matter how crowded I was for
accommodation. It suddenly dawned on me that it must
have been Janet’s nursery I had spent the night in—the
Fairweather’s greed had done the child out of a bed! Yet I
suddenly remembered their saying that the room had been
out of use for some time—and I remembered the clammy
dampness I had felt in the sheets.

Marjorie pushed open the door of the shed and we
went in. I blinked in the sudden dusk.

“There it is,” said Marjorie, “—over there. That’s the
little house.”

She pointed over to a corner away from the door. By
this time my eyes were a little bit accustomed to the gloom,
and I saw, lying on a bench, the little house—a small box-
like thing of plain wood. From the position of its sloping
roof it seemed to me to be lying on its side.

“But where’s Janet?” I asked, looking round.

“QOh, she’s in the house,” said Marjorie. “Come over and
look—it’s all right, you won’t disturb her.”

She dragged me towards the bench. Then suddenly I
shuddered and released her warm little hand. I stopped
dead and stared—at the small, calm waxen face, so like
Marjorie’s, that I could see before me in the little house!

The little house, my God! I saw what sort of a little
house it was that Fairweather had made for his younger
daughter. A little house she would live in for a long time.

It was a plain small coffin!

And all the time, as I stared, Marjorie was chattering
on:

“She was upstairs, in the attic, sleeping in bed there,
till Mummy and Daddy heard you were wanting the room.
Then Daddy brought her down here, and we put her in
the little house he’d made for her just after she’d fallen
asleep. She’s been asleep for an awful long time—and she
was terribly ill before she fell asleep—I wish she’d wake
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up. But I think they’re going to take her away somewhere
to-day—I heard Mummy and Daddy saying so this morn-
ing. But I hope she comes back, and then we’ll both be
able to play with our dolls in the little house, the way I
was doing before we put her in last night.”

She broke off suddenly, with a little “Oh,” and looked
past me to the door. I turned around. The Fairweathers
were standing framed in the morning sunlight. She was
ercct, defiant, with her hands folded over her apron—he
was shuffling and shaking his head embarrassedly.

We looked at each other for a long time. Then Mrs.
Fairweather said, in a low, cold, even tone:

“You’d better go, Mr. Campbell.”

I did not reply. I walked past them into the house. 1
got my coat and case and went away. I did not look back
once as I walked along the street towards the garage where
I had parked my car.

You see what I mean? It’s money—the way it twists
your senses of value.

I'm glad I'm out of insurance. It was beginning to
make me think like that myself—I was beginning to assess
things in terms of cash. But I don’t think, even if I'd been
in insurance for a hundred years, that 1 would ever have
got to the way of thinking the Fairweathers did.

Think of it—for one extra pound! That little creature
lying dead in the attic, waiting to be buried. And they
moving her out so that they could let the room!

I suddenly knew why it was they had wanted me out of
the house for half an hour. And I knew—God help me!—
why my bed had been so cold.

Ugh! It’s the idea of the thing, you know . . . And poor
little Marjorie, talking quite blithely about the Little
House, and about Janet being asleep. And probably think-
ing it was a doll’s house that Fairweather was making—
and playing quite happily with her dolls in it till they put
her little sister there . . . '

Well, maybe my friends are right. Maybe I am senti-
mental and expect too much of folk.



Music when soft voices die . . .

1 HEARD OF THE DEATH of Sir Simon Erskine some five
years ago, when I was taking a long holiday in my beloved
Scotland. I had known him quite well—a terrible man,
moody, powerful, irascible. They said he was only forty-
eight when he died. Yet, when I had last seen him, about
two years before, at the time of the tragic death of his
young wife, he had seemed at least eighty. I remember
him then, standing in the porch of that huge, bleak house
of his, a brooding and lonely figure, holding tight about
him the black cloak he favoured, his already white hair
blowing round his temples in the etermal winds of that
wild corner of Perthshire. He was the last survivor of the
Pitvrackie Erskines—the Black Erskines, as they had been
called in the old Covenanting days: stern, merciless, re-
ligious men, who believed (if truth be faced) in hellfire
and damnation and not much else. It was one of the Black
Erskines who, with one mad stroke, had swept the head
from the shoulder of a young officer who, in his cups,
had questioned some religious truths. And another of the
clan, on discovering his wife in adultery, had hanged the
woman with his own hands, after immolating her lover
most dreadfully before her eyes. A terrible, half-beastly
family they were, with a long history of bloodshed and
cruelty behind them.

About a month after the death of Sir Simon, the factors
announced an auction of this properties and effects at
Vrackie Hall. I was sufficiently interested to travel in the
creaking old bus from Perth to Pitvrackie that day: not
only was I keen to see the curious old house again on
its storm-swept promontory among the hills, but there
was the chance of picking up a treasure or two. Sir
Simon had been a man of many accomplishments. He
had been interested in a thousand things—in 17th Cen-
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tury Dutch painting, in Romantic English literature of the
late 18th and early 19th centuries, and, above all, in un-
usual musical instruments. He had, too, done much big
game hunting in Africa. It was in Africa, in fact, that
he met Bridgid Cannell, whom he later married, and
whose strange death affected him so terribly. Indeed, let
me be honest and say that it affected him almost to the
point of madness. There were wild tales of his behaviour
during the last two lonely years of his life—tales of how
he shut himself up for days on end in the big library of
Vrackie Hall, of how the scared servants heard him some-
times weeping aloud, sometimes laughing, and some-
times, as it were in a disconsolate frenzy, beating on a
collection of mative drums he had brought back from
one of his African expeditions. The wild, primitive
rhythms, going on through the hours and throbbing into
the farthest comners of the dark house, hypnotized him,
perhaps, into forgetting his bitterness and the terrible
sense of his loss. He was a2 man whose mind was delicately
enough poised as it was, God knows—a man who feared
loneliness for what it might do to him, yet who nursed
his passions jealousy and secretly. Neither Bridgid nor
his first wife had near-succeeded in fathoming him—it
was as if he needed them, he needed their company and
the comfort of their bodies, yet was unwilling to let
them have access to the inermost parts of him—a Blue-
beard who kept one chamber eternally secret. His first
wife, a young Scotswoman of good family, had, after five
years of him, run off incontinently with a middle-aged
American doctor. The fact that she had no child by him
but had been delivered of a son within a year of meeting
the American, weighed bitterly with Sir Simon. And
when Bridgid died childless, so that he saw the line of
the Black PErskines ending with him, he raged vilely
against the destinies: and so shut himself up in the decay-
ing house, seeing no one, brooding jealously among those
priceless possessions of his, weeping like a spoilt child over
his failures, beating insanely on those damnable drums
and sending the throbbing, restless voices of them across
the valley and against the forbidding harsh face of old
Ben Vrackie itself . . .

I reached the house that day of the sale in a battered,
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irritable condition. Gusts of wet, mist-laden wind had
worried at me as I mounted the mud-raddled roads to
the Hall from Pitvrackie. Dull clouds sagged over the
peaks of the hills that surrounded the house, the pine
forest that flanked my path were silent and evil seeming,
heavily adrip with moisture. I saw no one, save, at one
point, an old cross-eyed tinker who carried, over his
shoulder, a long pole slung with dead rabbits, all matted
and patchy from the damp. A fawn-coloured, evil-eyed
ferret stared at me out of his pocket. I had a fleeting
remembrance of an old childhood fear—that ferrets were
capable of springing at human throats and sucking the
blood therefrom: but the beast, I saw, was chained to the
tinker’s wrist. I gave the man a greeting but he did not
reply—passed on his silent way, his squinting eyes fixed
on the roadway before him as he walked.

Vrackie Hall stood back from the road in a large park
full of trees and gardens that at one time had been care-
fully laid out. There was a drive of red gravel. The en-
trance gates were made of elaborate wrought-iron and
there were, above the pillars of them, two eagles, staring at
each other with their heads turned sideways. They were
made of soft stone that had been eaten away by the
weathers, so that they seemed to have a frightful and pain-
ful disease. The big house itself, built three-quarters of a
century ago on the site of the old Erskine Castle, was a
mixture of many styles and periods. There was, first, a
large porchway flanked with smooth Grecian pillars, the
arch of it embellished by a florid frieze consisting of fes-
toons of fruits and flowers with, occasionally in the midst
of them, pot-bellied nymphs in modest attitudes. There
were festoons above some of the windows too, and many
tiles, glazed in yellow and green, with small fat cupids on
them and long formal garlands of flowers. The windows
themselves were large, and some of them had inset panes
of stained glass at each corner. Those on the front of the
house had narrow barred shutters in the French style
folded back from them, some a dingy cream colour, others
painted in flaky green with white underneath. On the
south wall there was an exuberant creeper of a rich glossy
brown that merged into fresh green at the top and sides:
on the back wall there were espalier fruit trees, pegged
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symmetrically to the lime-eaten bricks. The roof was tiled
with slates of varying shapes, some square, others pointed
like diamonds and others curved and scalloped—the layers
of these last ones looking like enormous fish scales. And
on top of all, overtowering the chimneys, was a domed
belfry decorated with still more stone festoons and with,
inside it, a small rusted bell that had come from an old
monastery of St. Fechan, the ruins of which could be seen
among the trees in a corner of the park. That old bell had
been rung for three days after the death of Bridgid Erskine
—not as a sign of mourning: as a last forlorn hope that its
clamour, borne out over the hills, would guide her back
through the thick mountain mist that was her death-pall
to the house where her distracted husband awaited her.

It was a hideous house, this home of the Erskines. I had
often speculated, in the old days, on how it was possible
for a man of Sir Simon’s fastidiousness to live among its
rococo carvings. But he seemed singularly attached to it—
it was, he once sardonically said, an embodiment, a pro-
jection of his own over-elaborate and tortured mind.

When I arrived that day at Vrackie Hall for the auction
sale it was to find a small silent company already gathered
in the big lobby. The auctioneer had not yet appeared—
he was, I understood, a Glasgow man, one Gregory, famed
for his dry wit. But it appeared to me, as I looked round
the group in the dark hall, that he would have little oppor-
tunity that day for the exercise of it. There were about a
dozen serious-faced men and two women, and they talked
quietly together in twos and threes. I recognized some
acquaintances—one of the women was a dealer in Perth, a
Miss Logan: I had been introduced to her the year before
in my mother’s house. Standing alone in a corner was an
old man I had seen at several sales in Scotland before (I
was, you must understand, profoundly interested in such
things, with an eye for old tapestries). This man, I had
the fancy, came from Dundee, where he had a business of
some strange sort-——we none of us had ever discovered
quite what it was, though we knew it to be lucrative and
had the impression that it had something to do with draw-
ing or designing. His name was Menasseh, and he was a
small, wizened fellow with a large head covered with an
obvious toupee.
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I roamed about the tables for some ten minutes. There
were, I could perceive, even at a cursory glance, some
exquisite things. Among the paintings were two minia-
tures by Koninck that I coveted instantly, and a small
landscape by Samuel van Hoogstraaten that I would fain
have seen in my rooms in London as a companion to the
de Hooch Study of a Hillside Town I had acquired at
Christie’s a year before. There were some beautiful vases
from the Delft potteries and a Mortlake tapestry— a copy,
unless I was heavily mistaken, of one of Le Brun’s Gobelin
cartoons. In a comer I saw a most masterly carved lime-
wood cravat, attributed, according to the notice on it, to
Grinling Gibbons. Among the books was a first edition of
Lewis’s The Monk and a copy, signed by Maturin himself,
of that strangest of works, Melmoth the Wanderer. There
were some Blake drawings too, and some of the Master’s
hand-coloured prints for the Songs of Innocence. And
among all these beautiful things, curiously out of place
even in that strange house, was Erskine’s collection of
African drums. I shuddered as I looked at them, recalling
the man’s mad, grief-wracked thumping of them during
the last two years of his life. They were, in their way, I
suppose, beautiful enough. The largest ones were made
of parchment stretched on hollow hardwood trunks, with
primitive designs carved round them. There were two en-
chanting but repulsive small drums, however, that had for
sounding boards polished human skulls. I could see, from
a close examination of the larger one, the low brow and
long cranium of the primitive. The parchments of these
(as were also the parchments of some of the large drums)
were held tight by means of small carved ivory pegs, driven
in at an angle. The stretched surfaces of them bore a de-
sign in coloured dyes—a serpent coiled in a curious way:
three coils at the tail end, an erratic figure eight in the
centre of the body, and two coils again at the head, with
the long fangs pointing downwards. It was the mounting
of these skull-drums that particularly attracted me. A
small hole had been bored in the forehead of each and
the end of a long bent bar of chased silver inserted therein,
so that the drums inclined at a convenient angle for the
player. The drumsticks—long, polished bones—rested in
hollows in the bases of the silver bars. Yes, beautiful
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things in their way, they were, as they stood there on the
table beneath Erskine’s trophy heads of buffalo and lions
and his crossed game rifles. It was impossible not to be
fascinated by them, though they contrasted so strangely
with the more delicate products of the less barbaric civili-
zation.

I wandered upstairs, since there still seemed little chance
of the arrival of Gregory, the auctioneer. One or two of
the buyers were looking at their watches and I heard one
of them say something about the “Glasga’ ” express being
late as usual, he supposed. Ilooked into some of the rooms
on the first floor, but most of the portable things had been
carried downstairs and the bigger pieces were covered with
dust-sheets—they were being sold with the house.

I was standing at the long stained glass window at the
end of the corridor looking at the mist-cloaked hills, first
through the clear panes and then, to give more interest,
through the red and the blue ones, when I heard a step
behind me and a cheerful deep voice.

“Hullo, Mr. Ferguson. I didn’t know you were coming
to the auction or I'd have suggested we travelled up from
Perth together.”

I looked round and found myself confronting Miss Lo-
gan, the dealer I had met the year before at my mother’s
house. I greeted her civilly and we stood together chatting
—talking of my mother first and of what we had both done
since our last meeting, and then going on naturally to the
things downstairs and Sir Simon.

“You knew him, didn’t you?” the big woman asked, and
I nodded.

“Oh yes—quite well. A curious man. Impossible to
understand.” )

“I met him once,” said Miss Logan thoughtfully. “He
made me very uncomfortable—so bleak and cruel, some-
how. I was at school with his first wife, you know.”

I expressed myself as interested—as indeed I was.

“Was she—well, as volatile in those days? I mean—you
know how she went off with the American doctor ”

“Oh yes, I know about that,” said Miss Logan quickly.
“No—it was really a most curious thing. She wasn’t at all
like that at school—rather serious and unenterprising, in
fact. I could never quite understand it all . . .”
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She fell silent, staring out at the hills. Then she added
ruminatively:

“A tragic man—tragic. And the last one of that terrible
family. What exactly was the story about his second wife?
—do you know it? I've heard odd rumours, of course, but
I was in France at the time. I never heard the real truth
of what happened to her.”

“Nor did anyone,” I said shortly. “You’re looking now
at the only one who does know the truth of it all.”

“What do you mean?” asked Miss Logan, turning for a
moment from the window, at which she had been stand-
ing firmly implanted in her expensive brogues.

“Ben Vrackie. That old mountain is her graveyard—and
her only father confessor. There were two of them, you
know,” I went on, “Bridgid and an old friend of Sir
Simon’s—a well-educated South African Negro called
David Strange, a lawyer, I think. Simon met him in Cape
Town about the same time that he met Bridgid. He was
holidaying here with the Erskines and one Sunday after-
noon he went out for a walk in the hills with Bridgid.
Simon would have gone too, but he had a headache and
went to lie down instead . . .”

I paused for a moment, looking through the red pane
at the clammy mist creeping and twisting round the sum-
mit of the old mountain. Then I continued:

“They never returned. They stayed out longer than
they had intended, and in the evening one of those sudden
and terrible mountain mists came down. Simon sent out
search parties—he rang the old bell in the belfry for as
long as the mist lasted—three whole days—as some sort of
signal to them. But they never came. They must have
wandered for miles—you know how it is when you are lost
in a fog—and then slipped and fallen into a gully, perhaps.
Their bodies were never found . . .”

“Horrible,” said Miss Logan with a shudder. “And that
was it, then . . . It must have been appalling for Sir Simon
—appalling!”

I nodded.

“It was. He had set such store on this second marriage—
the last of the line, you know. Particularly after the tragic
disappointment his first wife had been to him . . .”
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We were silent. There came a slight commotion from
downstairs and, looking over the banister into the hall, I
saw that Gregory had arrived. He was divesting himself
of his coat-—a large, red-faced man, benevolent in appear-
ance: singularly out of place in that over-crowded room
with his big, bucolic personality. He was joking with some
of the buyers.

Miss Logan and I went downstairs. The buyers were
collecting round the dais that had been set up for Gregory.
We joined the solemn, whispering group.

2

I stop my narrative here for a moment. It is not easy
for me to write—I am no literary man. The sheer manual
labour of setting things down is enormous, to say nothing
of the wearing effort of codrdinating one’s facts and ar-
ranging them in reasonable coherence for the reader. The
pen moves over the paper, the ink flows, the page fills up.
Words and more words, yet somehow all the things one
had hoped to say remain unsaid. I sit here at my desk in
my sequestered room in London, five hundred miles away
from Pitvrackie, struggling to set down something about
the beastly things that happened in that hideous house.
Why? It is, with those pothooks on paper, to exorcise the
ghosts that have been haunting me since ever I learned the
truth about Simon Erskine? I don’t know. I only know
that for five years I have wanted to do this, I have looked
forward to doing this. It may never be read—secretly, I
hardly want it to be read. If it is, it can harm no one now.
They are all dead—old Samuel Menasseh is dead: even
Miss Logan, I learned about six months ago in a letter
from my mother, died suddenly of heart-failure in her
shop.

And there it all is—all those miles away and all those
years away. Above my desk now is the van Hoogstraaten
landscape I saw and coveted that day of the sale at Vrackie
Hall. I bite the end of my pen as I contemplate it. It
stands as a symbol for all the horror I have felt through
the years—it is impossible for me to look at the peaceful
hillside scene without thinking of old Ben Vrackie as I saw
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him that day through the stained glass with the blood-red
mists all about him. And I seem to hear, in my heart, a
throbbing echo of the forlorn music thumped out in the
empty, soulless rooms of Vrackie Hall by the grief-torn
man who was, so tragically against his will, the last of the
Black Erskines . . . Well, it is all an old tale now—older
with the writing of it, whether that writing is good or ill.
How should I know how best to set the story down? How
should I know how to arrange events in a sequence that
will give the utmost dramatic value to them? I may em-
phasize unimportant things, I may hold back on things that
should be thrown into relief. I am not a professional. I
write for one reason and for one reason vnly—because I
must.

So. I light a cigarette. I return to Vrackie Hall on that
day of the auction.

We stood round Gregory, the auctioneer, in a small de-
pressed group. Bidding was good, though the scene was so
curiously lifeless in the grey light that came in from the
hills through the big windows. Gregory made some valiant
efforts to exercise his famous wit, but we were unrespon-
sive—his voice rolled away into the recesses of the hall and
the stairway. In the end he gave up. He became mechani-
cal. He lowered his voice, he took to nodding and signal-
ling, the tap of his gavel was almost inaudible. I lost inter-
est after I had bought the van Hoogstraaten and the Mort-
lake tapestry I had had my eye on. I wandered away from
the group of bidders and began to glance through the
books. I was turning over the leaves of an early copy of
Vathek when my eye was distracted by the figure of the
strange old man, Menasseh.

He was standing a little to my left, before the table dis-
playing Sir Simon’s big game trophies. His attitude was
one of extreme horror—yet the horror was grotesque: his
small wizened body was rigid, so that the musty black cloth
of his coat was stretched tight across his shoulder-blades,
his pale eyes seemed to protrude, his toupee had slipped a
little awry, giving him an irrelevantly rakish aspect. I went
gn observing him for some time, then moved over beside

im.

“Good morning, sir,” I said. *“You seem, like myself, to

have lost interest in the proceedings over there.”
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He started, then, adjusting his old wire-frame spectacles
with, I noticed, a trembling hand, he said:

“Yes ... I—DI'm afraid I have. 1...”

His voice trailed away. He glanced back at the table and
I followed his gaze—to the drums that were among the
African trophies. He coughed. Then he suddenly took
off his glasses altogether and started to polish them with
an old silk handkerchief.

“I know you sir,” he said quaveringly. “I’ve seen you
before—several times.”

“I'm often in Scotland,” I replied. “And when I'm in
Scotland I’'m often at the sales. My name is Ferguson. I
know that your name is Menasseh—I've seen you fre-
quently too. I take it you’re a dealer?—or are you only an
amateur, as I am?”

“Eh?” he stammered (it was as if his mind were not fo-
cussing properly—he was thinking all the time of some-
thing else). “No—mnot a dealer. Only an amateur, Mr.
Ferguson.”

He put on his spectacles again and stared back at the
drums on the table. His gaze was particularly drawn to
the two small drums with the silver mountings. He passed
his hand over his brow—his toupee fell even further askew.

“Horrible—horrible,” he muttered. ‘“God of Abraham,
it’s horrible . . .”

He seemed to go into a trance for a moment or two.
Then he put out his finger and traced, with the trembling
point of it, the singular design of the coiled serpent on the
parchment of the small drums. I watched him, fascinated.

“Hideously attractive things,” I said, by the way of an
opening. “Typical of Sir Simon to have had them—a man
of curious tastes. You know how he is said to have beaten
on them frantically for hours on end after the disappear-
ance of his second wife?”

“Yes,” said Menasseh, in a whisper. “Yes. I know . ..”

“A strange sign of grief.” (I was still searching to bring
him out—he was, there was no doubt, affected to the very
roots by something.)

“A strange sign of grief indeed,” he muttered. Then
once more he fell distrait. It was a long time before he
added, in an almost inaudible undertone: “A terrible sign
of grief—terrible and horrible . . .”
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I looked at him, drawing my brows together. He was
white. He kept moistening his thin lips with the point of
a colourless tongue. I wanted extremely to ask him what
it was that was upsetting him, yet after all I hardly knew
him. I found myself, in the long silence that ensued after
his last remark, wondering who he was and what he did
(I had forgotten, when I asked him if he was a dealer, how,
in the old days, we had speculated on his occupation.)
Printing, was it—or drawing? Something of that nature,
I recalled. Perhaps it was a little publishing business? Yet
it was more than likely I would know of it if it were pub-
lishing: that was my own line of business—I knew most of
the trade in Scotland. Whatever it was it was lucrative—
1 remembered having heard that he was a wealthy old
fellow.

Suddenly we became aware—simultaneously—that two
of Gregory’s assistants were moving towards us. Apparently
the African trophies were the next item or. the catalogue.
I glanced quickly at Menasseh.

“Now’s the time,” I said smiling. “You seem interested
in these drums of Erskine’s. They're going up, I fancy.
Are you buying?”

He gazed at me, his eyes large behind the thick glass of
his spectacles.

“Oh no,” he whispered. “Oh no. God forbid it . . .”

The two men in green baize aprons were lifting some of
the larger drums, preparatory to carrying them over to
Gregory’s dias. Menasseh, I saw by this time, was looking
quickly backwards and forwards in an access of nervous
apprehension of some sort. He suddenly leaned close up
to me.

“Ferguson,” he said, “I can’t keep it, I can’t. I must
tell someone. I want to see you—I must see you.”

“We could go outside,” I said, a little disturbed, I had
to confess, by his urgency. “I shall not be bidding again.
will you?”

“No. No. Not here,” he muttered. “Not here—I can't
stay here. It has upset me too much—I must go away from
here, quickly.”

He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and thrust a card
into my hand.
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“If you are in Dundee,” he said, “if you should be in
Dundee——"

“I have to be there at the end of this week, as it hap-
pens,” I answered. “I have a little business which I am
mixing with my holiday. Thursday, I should say—or pos-
sibly Friday.”

“Good. Good. Then could you call on me? For God’s
sake could you call on me?”

I nodded: and he, in his nervousness, set his old head
nodding up and down too. I fingered his card, looking at
the address on it:

SAMUEL MENASSEH
39, THE PORTWAY
DUNDEE

“My business address,” he said, reading my thoughts.
“But come anytime, anytime this week. I shall be there.
I have a little room behind the shop where I live—I only
go to my house outside the city at week-ends and so on.”
Then, reading my thoughts still more deeply, he added:
“My business is strange—very strange. Don’t be surprised.
It’s a little—unpleasant. I don’t tell people about it—I
won’t mention it here . . . But come, sir—oh for God’s
sake I beg you to come! It will haunt me, this—I’ll have
no peace!”

He said these last words quickly, in a hoarse, strained
whisper. Then he turned and was gone. I was left holding
his card, staring after him as he hastened over to the mas-
sive door. He had left me with an intolerable curiosity—a
sense of dismay over his hurried and half-finished sen-
tences.

1 was brought back to my senses by the deep, healthy
tones of Miss Logan’s voice. She was standing, a sane, co-
herent figure in her brogues and tweed costume, watching
the men as they carried the little skull-drums to Gregory’s
dais.

“Ferguson,” she called. “Come quickly. Look at these—
they’re lovely. I'm having these—by Jove, I'm certainly
baving these.”

I slipped the old man’s card into my pocket and went
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over to join her. She was by this time holding the smaller
drum up to the light and examining the silver base.

“Look here,” she said excitedly. “What an odd thing.
Someone’s scratched some verse on the silver—look at it,
Shelley, of all strange things!”

She read out solemnly:

“Music, when soft voices die,
Vibrates in the memory . . .”.

And she laughed.

“Qdd thing to find on the mounting of an African drum,
I must say. Your old Sir Simon was a devilish queer fish, if
ever there was one . . .”

I had to agree. Above all I have to agree to that . ..

3

Almost midnight. Incredible how quickly the time has
gone. I started writing shortly before ieven, and since
then have interrupted myself only for long enough to brew
some tea at about ten. My pen hand is cramped and pain-
ful and my eyes ache terribly from staring at the white
paper. Yet I cannot stop—I must go on now.

I look back at what I have written. I feel a sinking in
the stomach. How imperfectly I have set things down! A
rambling introduction, too much description, a conversa-
tion which, on paper, seems disjointed and insane. Yet I
have tried faithfully enough to keep a clear head over this
nightmare. I have tried to set things in their order, to
conjure up some sense of atmosphere. The old house, the
death of Bridgid and David Strange in the terrible hill
mist, the tragic last months of that haunted, lost man . . .
You see, I know it all now, I know every shade of it. And
this informs every word I write, every thought I have in
this quiet room. My pen moves over the paper slowly and
carefully——I stop to think before every word. I know all of
it—all of it.. ..

My remembrances go, irrelevantly, to Miss Logan. By
her very inconsequence in this nightmare she is the most
grotesque figure of them all. Tweeds, brogues, untinted
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lip-salve. The more select journals, the Scottish National-
ist movement, long walks on the moors with one of those
sticks with spikes on the end and handles that fold open to
form a little seat. And her shop with the Chelsea china,
the old spinning wheels, the pictures on wood, the church-
warden pipes in bundles, the little ornamental shepherd
crooks of green Nailsea glass. And somewhere among all
these things, tucked away in a corner, perhaps, when her
first enthusiasm for them had waned, the little drums. I
do not suppose she even knew of those insane weeping
fits of Sir Simon’s, when he sent the sound of those drums
across the valley . . .

She had met him once, I remember she said. He had
made her uncomfortable. She had been at school with his
first wife. A quiet girl. She had never been able to under-
stand——

What? How could she understand? Miss Logan in her
little shop, dying of heart failure. Yet had her heart ever
started? A man to her was a companion for a walk on the
moors. Of course she had never been able to understand,
with her babbling of Shelley. How could she?

No matter, though. She had her shop, with its green
Nailsea glass. And over the door of it, in gilt, old-style let-
tering, one word: Antiques.

And now, as I near the end of the story, I think of an-
other shop, a stranger shop. I found it, in the twilight, in
a side-street near the docks in Dundee. It was low-fronted,
ill-lit by a flickering gas standard at the kerb of the pave-
ment. The window had nothing in it, above the door was
no sign to announce the trade or occupation of its tenant.
The name, no more, in faded block capitals:

SAMUEL MENASSEH

I knocked, and heard the echo of my knock go rolling
into the dust and darkness inside. I waited, impatient. A
sailor stumbled in the dusk further along the street, sing-
ing in the drawn-out, lugubrious tones of a drunken man.
I knocked again, and from inside this time there came the
sound of shuffling feet and the undoing of a chain.

He seemed smaller now, the old man, as I looked down
on him from the pavement. He wore a loose, grey-wool
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cardigan and, on his head, instead of the toupee, was a
skullcap of black velvet—a little biretta of the sort the
cantors wear in the synagogues. I greeted him and he
nodded. Then he motioned me to follow him and I went
inside.

It would be a mockery to say that I was not, in all des-
peration, impatient and curious. I remembered too acutely
the old man’s broken conversation in the hall at Vrackie,
the whole sense of dismay and nervous horror that had
come from him. In the intervening days since that inter-
view I had seen too often, in my mind’s eye, that white
wizened face, those long trembling fingers of parchment
tracing the design of the snake on the other parchment of
the drums. I was consumed by impatience. As I followed
him through the dim corridor to the sitting room at the
back of the shop, I searched feverishly about me for some
sign, some illumination of the mystery of him. But there
was nothing. Half-way along the corridor we passed an
open door that led into the shop proper. I peered anx-
iously through it. Dimly glimpsed in the light from the
gas standard outside as it flickered through the window,
was a counter, exceptionally low. Suspended above it from
the ceiling was a long, flexible, snake-like thing—a piece of
gas tubing I thought at first, and then had the curious
fancy that it was a drill—the cable lead of a pedal drill,
such as old-fashioned dentists use. But fantastic to sup-
pose that the man was a dentist. Besides, I had no more
than glimpsed the appliance in the gloom . . .

We reached the small sitting room. I stood for a mo-
ment opening and shutting my eyes, accustoming them to
the light that came from the gas-bracket above the mantel-
shelf. The room was poorly furnished—a table, a basket-
chair by the fireplace, an old dresser, a wardrobe. In the
corner a divan bed. Some books in a hanging shelf, a fret-
work pipe-rack. And for pictures—

I, so accustomed to the beautiful in pictures, so used to
the shaded tones, the colours in harmony, the designs so
subtle, so balanced—all the magic of the Masters: I, with
my fastidious passion for tapestries and delicate needle-
worked panels—what could I make of the monstrous things
on the walls of that room of Menasseh’s? Unframed, stuck
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to the plaster with rusted drawing pins, glazed with layers
of size varnish—those rioting tortured dragons in wild reds
and blues, those posies of purple flowers, those bleeding
hearts transfixed with arrows, those fleshy nudes in violent
pink, with bellies sagged and scarlet-nippled breasts—what
could I make of them? And yet, I knew that I knew them
—they were, in their style, unmistakable. I searched my
memory and then, in a moment, could have laughed
aloud. For I had, by a wild coincidence, been thinking
just outside, while I had listened to the drunken sailor go
stumbling along the street—as it goes, you will understand,
when one’s mind wanders inconsequently in its own secret
places and among old associations—I had been thinking
then of a fascination of my childhood: whether that sailor
were, as had been the only sailor I had known as a child—
tattooed! And I understood the meaning of the drill that
hung from the ceiling of Menasseh’s shop—I had an image
of the dye-charged needle at the end of it stabbing again
and again into white, tight flesh . . .

I turned and looked at the old man.

“Yes,” he nodded. “Not pleasant, not pleasant. Not a
very—select job, tattooing. I keep it a secret. I have
money, you see—it makes money for me. I can gratify my
passions for the beautiful things in the sale-rooms. You
should see my house outside the town—beautiful, beauti-
ful. Different from this,” he added, sweeping his arm
vaguely round the room. “Oh different, much different
. .. But it makes money, this. You haven’t an idea—the
people who want it—big men: lawyers—I did a lawyer
from Glasgow last week—he came up specially. Women,
too. I'm busy—all the time. There’s a sort of fascination
in it for some people—all sorts of strange and unexpected
people . . .”

He went on, rubbing his hands together. It was incredi-
ble and fantastic—too much. But at the back of my mind
was beginning to throb the idea that has haunted me
through these years. On the table in that little room,
smaller than those other charts on the walls, but like them
painted in brilliant water colours and covered with size,
was a design I had seen before. A serpent coiled in a curi-
ous way: three coils at the tail end, an erratic figure eight
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in the centre of the body, and two coils again at the head,
with the long fangs pointing downwards . . .

* *® L *

Half-past one. Almost finished. A century, since I
started to write. How did it go?

“I heard of the death of Sir Simon Erskine some five
years ago . . . I had known him quite well—a terrible man,
moody, powerful, irascible . . .”

I had known him quite well . . . How did I dare to
write that? How could I—or anyone—know him? No one
in the world—no one but those half-beast forebears of his.
And they, thank God, have gone out of the world—as he
has. The line of the Black Erskines is ended, and forever.

Ilook at the quiet picture above me. Samuel van Hoog-
straaten—a still man, unperturbed. His world a hillside
scene in Holland: small square houses, lines on canvas. To
my right, on the wall there, is the Mortlake tapestry.
And what association have these things with the things
Menasseh told me in that room of his behind the shop?. ..

David Strange, the young Negro lawyer—the descendant,
he claimed, of Kings Cetewayo and Dingaan: for he had,
as he showed Menasseh, the royal serpent of the Zulus
needled into the dark skin of his breast. And the woman
with him in the shop that day, with Menasseh copying the
design on to her breast, while she flinched at every needle-
prick, holding tight with her white hand to the dark hand
of the Negro . . . The sign of blood-kinship among the
Zulus, that serpent. Menasseh had been intrigued by the
design of it and had made, on paper, one copy: but no
other copy, at any time, on any human skin but hers . ..

My hand aches terribly. I sit back. I look at my fingers
as I stretch them out to ease them . . .

I think—oh God knows what I think! Of the two skulls
that were the sounding boards of those hellish drums. Of
Miss Logan tramping over the moors. Of those other two
—of blood-kinship—setting off that Sunday afternoon for a
walk on Ben Vrackie. Of Sir Simon saying he had a head-
ache and so being unable to accompany them. Of the neat
round holes in the skulls in which were inserted the ends
of the silver mounts. Of the rifles on the walls of Vrackie
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Hall. Of the bodies that were never found. Of the shape
of the larger skull, the low brow and long cranium of the
primitive—the Negro. Of the merciful hill mist that came
down on the grim old mountain—red and terrible seen
through the glass of that hideous house...

Yes, what do I think . ..

Of the two last years of the last of the Erskines, his fits
of weeping, his fits of laughing, his fits of

No. The image fades. The ghost goes out of me., I think
of nothing. Except, coming over the years, the echo, terri-
ble in this quiet room, of Miss Logan’s cheerful voice:

“Someone’s scratched some verse on the silver—Shelley,
of all strange things . . .”

Yes. Shelley, of all strange things.




The Lovers

IT WAS YOoU, talking about ghosts, that put me in mind of.
it. She’s the only ghost I ever saw, and I didnae ken she
was a ghost till after I saw her. At least—I think she was a
ghost. When I cast my mind back I don’t rightly see what
else she could’ve been. Yet the way that man sat there be-
side her, quite joco—och, it was no’ canny, it was no’
canny.

But I'll tell ye the story as best I can. I'm no’ a tale-
maker, but sitting here at our crack over a dram, I'll ha'’e
a shot at gi’eing ye an account o’ it. And if I use the wrong
words and suchlike, well ye’ll just have to put up wi’ that. -
Ye'll mind I’'m no’ an educated man—I had to leave the
school when I was twelve to get apprenticed to my trade.
We were a big family, you see, and my mother was sair put
to it to get enough to fill a’ the mouths in the house. So
when the chance came for me to be apprenticed to old Mr.
Macliwham the Electrician in Stirling, my mother took
it, and I started haudin’ tools for the repair men at seven
and six a week.

Of course, you must understand that this was all a long
time ago. In those days there was not a great lot of houses
in Scotland that had the electricity. But it was comin’ in—
it was like motor cars, it was fair sweeping the land. So old
Macllwham got a good business going in the end—we were
aye kept hard at it, not only in Stirling itself, but travel-
ling all over the countryside, you see, because there was so
few electricians—and in them days too you hadn’t the Cor-
poration to put the current in your house, you had to have
all the fitments put in by private firms like ours. (By the
way, it was queer me mentioning motor cars just now.
This man I'm going to tell ye about had something to do
wi’ motor cars, if I remember right. I don’t know exactly
what it was, but it’s in my mind that he was someway con-
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nected wi’ that trade . . . Anyway, we’ll come to that later.)

Well now, at the time that this happened that I'm tell-
ing ye about, I had been wi’ Macllwham for nigh on eight
years. I was a repair man myself by this time, and since
I was young and guid i’ the health, I got the part of the
job going over the country. I liked it fine—I was aye a lad
for seeing the sights and meeting folk. And there was
plenty o’ that—the auld man had mair business than he
could rightly handle. We were aye on the go—I've often
thought that mebee it was because I was gey tired and
overworked at the time that I saw yon woman at all . . .
Oh well—let’s not bother with trying to explain it—ye can-
nae really explain some things. At least—the likes o’ me
can’t—I'm an ordinary working electrician—and I wasn’t
even that in those days, but just a mechanic repair man
that could hardly even sign his ain name and certainly
couldn’t understand any of the big words folk use when
they’re talking about this kind o’ thing.

Now old Macllwham had a customer on his books that
lived in an old house just outside Dunblane. His name
was Gemmell. He had had the electricity put in about ten
years before—just before I joined the trade. Old Macll-
wham had put it in himself—and I must just say this about
the old man, though he was a good master to me all the
years I was with him: he was no’ muckle good as an elec-
trician. Anyway, what happened was just at this time we
began to get letters from Gemmell saying that all the fit-
ments in his house were breaking up, and would Macll-
wham’s send out a man to have a keek at them. At first the
letters were quite polite and business-like, but as the time
went on and nothing happened, he began to get angry—he
said he was reduced to oil lamps again over most of the
house. The old man sent him letters saying he was sorry
but there was a terrible pressure of work and so on, and he
would send a man as soon as he could. And so it went on
like that for a while.

Well, that was the first time I heard of this man Gem-
mell. He was an oldish man, you know—he had retired
from business to this old house outside Dunblane. I wish
I could remember what this business of his was. I'm posi-
tive it had something to do with motor cars—he had made
his money hiring them out or something. I can’t rightly
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remember, though—except that it had something to do
with motors. Anyway, it doesn’t matter—it’s just that ye
get a sort of tick—ye know what I mean: something sticks
in your mind and ye want to remember it, but it just es-
capes you all the time. We'll forget it—I'll get on wi’ the
story.

Where was 17—Yes, I mind—old Macllwham saying
he’d get a man out to look at Gemmell’s fitments as soon as
he could. Well, the chance came at last. And it happened
this way:

I was to be in Dunblane for a big job for a few days, and
then I had to hurry back to Stirling. But there was just
the off chance I'd be able to fit in the Gemmell house on
my way back. Macllwham wrote to Gemmell and told
him this—but he said I'd be so busy in Dunblane that I'd
just have to do his job when I could—mebbe I wouldn’t
be able to tackle it till the evening, for instance. Gemmell
wrote back and said it didn’t matter when I came as long
as I came—I could come in the middle of the night if I
liked, the main thing was that the job should be done.

So that was the way of it, and off I went to Dunblane. 1
got my job done there without bother, though I didn’t
finish it till well after five o’clock, and by the time I'd
had my fish tea wi’ the old landlady I used to stay with
there—a right douce body she was too, and fine I liked her
—it was near half-after six before I reached old Mr. Gem-
mell’'s house. And it was winter too—a dark and dreich
time yon, wi’ the rain slanting down as I got near the
house, and me with a long job to look forward to and
then a cauld journey back to Stirling when it was finished.

I knocked on the door. It was a queer house—sort of
blind, if you know what I mean, standing up there against
the wild sky, with the big poplar trees swaying and swish-
ing all the way round. And the fact that there wasn’t a
glim of light coming from inside—on account of the elec-
tricity, you see—that made it all worse. It was an eldritch
sight a’thegither.

Gemmell came to the door after I'd been knocking for a
good three minutes. He was a dour-looking, peering sort
of man—suspicious-like. He stood there in the mirk wi' 2
wee oil lamp in his hand, wi’ the door only barely open,
spiering at me who I was and what I wanted. When 1 said
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I was frae Macllwham’s he gave a sort of grunt and then
stood back and asked me ben. I went—but none too
happy, somehow. There was a sort of cold and dampness
in yon house—an unhealthy spirit somewhere.

I went into the kitchen first. He lit up an oil lamp and
I had a look at the fitments. It was exactly the way I had
expected—they were just done. What wi’ old Macllwham’s
skimpit work, and the general damp and decay o’ yon
house, they were fair fallin’ to bits. It was just a matter o’
fittin’ news ones, and I started on that job straight away,
wi’ Gemmell fidgetting about in the background like a
hen on a hot griddle.

I worked quick, so’s I could get finished and away afore
it was too late. I got done wi’ the kitchen and the upstairs
places inside the hour, and then I said to him, The front
room—what about that?

“Oh aye,” says he. “The front room. Yes. You'll have
to do that, won’t you.”

There seemed to be something on his mind. He stood
thinking for a wee, then he says again:

“Yes. The front room. Mphm. Well—it’s this way—
just along here.”

I went after him. Just when we got to this front room
he stopped and keeked round at me, as if he wanted to say
something. Then he seemed to change his mind and
opened the door.

It was a big room, and the minute I went in I felt a
queer sort of smell in it. I don’t know what it was like—
nothing quite wholesome—a sort of camphor smell, but
queer, wi’ an edge to it. I didnae like it—I just didnae
like it at all. There was something about the whole room
that I didnae like——a sort of coldness in it, though there
was no’ a bad wee fire in the grate. It was when I looked
over at that fire that I got my shock—though there wasn’t
any reason why it should have been a shock—just somehow
I had had the impression, you know, that Gemmell was
alone in the house-—the way he had answered the door to
me, the quietness there had been in the place all the time
that I was working. But you see, man, there was a woman
in that room—sitting down by the fire. And there was
something about her—I don’t know what it was—but a
something that linked up in my mind in an instant wi’
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the queer cauld in the air and the unwholesome smell that
I told ye about.

She was a woman about eight or ten years younger than
Gemmell—a bonny enough wee body, dressed in black.
She sat wi’ her hands folded in her lap—very straight—on
a sofa, And she was smiling—but not at me—she didnae
even look at me. She had her eyes fixed straight ahead
and she didnae move—she didnae budge an inch. I couldn’t
see her very clear in the bad light, but I had the impres-
sion that she was—och, how can I put it?—no’ quite real.
She had a high colour—she looked, if ye know what I
mean, ower healthy—a wee thing too fresh.

Gemmell had come into the room behind me—I could
feel him fidgeting about at my elbow. He gave a sort of
cough and then he says:

“This is my wife,” he says.

“How-do-ye-do, ma’am,” says I—but the wee soul never
answered—not a word. She sat there just staring ahead, wi’
that smile o’ hers. She never moved—I was a wee thing
frightened.

“You mustn’t pay any attention to her,” says Gemmell,
wi’ a queer sort of half laugh. *“She’s——" But then he
hesitated. “Och, never mind,” he says, “get on wi’ your
job.”

Then he went over and sat down beside her and he
leaned close up to her and then he says, in a very loud
voice—a sort of shout:

“It’s the electric man, dear. He’s come to mend the
lights—and then I'll be able to see ye properly.”

He laughed his wee nervous laugh again. She never
budged—not an inch. And I fear properly got the wind
up. I don’t know what it was—there was just a wee some-
thing about her .

Well, I got on wi’ the job. All the time I was workmg
be kept his eyes on me—a sort of jealous and suspicious
way, I thought—I could feel it. If I glanced over he would
give his wee laugh. Dod, man, I hated yon job! That
damned smell was in my nose—a sort of—och, the Lord
kens what it was! Sulphur it was—or no—was it forma-
something? We had it burnt once in our house at Stirling
when my wee sister Jessie had the scarlet fever. Something
like that. But it wasnae really the smell or the cauld that
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was worrying me—it was just yon woman. As the time
went on I just wanted her to move. I didn’t want her to
speak. I just wanted her to move. Every time I keeked
over at her, there she was, wi’ that sonsy wee face a’ glow-
ing in the firelight—and smiling, ye ken, wi’ him quite
joco beside her. It was damnable—there was something
about it that was damnable. I wanted to drop my tools
and run out o’ that terrible house—I didnae care where,
just to run.

I got finished at last.

“There,” says I, “it’s done. Now I’ll just switch on the
light tae see if it’s working, and then I'll have to be go-

He was up like a flash. And there was a sort of feared
look on him.

“No,” he gasps, “dinnae try it! It'll be fine—I ken it’ll
be fine!”

“I’ve just got to check on it,” I says.

“No, no. Ye dinnae need tae—I ken ye made a job o’
the others, and this one’ll be the same. Dinnae bother.”

I couldn’t understand the man. But what could I do?
He was dancing about in front of me, fair jumpit wi’
fright or something. Then he turns suddenly and cries:

“The electric man’s finished now, dear. He’s just
going.” '

And he gives his wee nervous laugh,

“Ye'll tell Mr. Macllwham to send me his bill,” he says.
“I'll settle wi’ him at once.”

And almost before I could get my tools packed up he
was bustling me to the door. I keeked back once, over his
shoulder—and there she was, in exactly the same position.
And the smile was still on her face . ..

Eh, ghosts did ye say? Man, man!

D’ye ken what happened? It gi’es me the jimjams to
mind o’ it now. But I'll tell ye, I'll tell ye . . .

I was in no healthy mood yon night when I left Gem-
mell’s house. I walked along the road fair sweating, wi’
the wind soughing round me in the trees like a warlock’s
skirlings.

And then, thank God, I suddenly minded I had seen a
wee pub as I walked out to the job earlier on, and I
thought—Well, Andrew boy, it’s you for a dram, and be
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damned to the train for Stirling for a whiley! And in I
went, and cried the dame for a nip.

I got down in a corner to shift it, and presently in comes
a wee man and joins me. I was fair in the mood for a
healthy crack, and it wasn’t long till we was gossiping at it
like well-tried cronies. A nice wee man he was too—a
ploughman from the big farm up the road, just ayont
Gemmell’s house.

Of course we talked about Gemmell. The whole thing
was too heavy on my mind for us not to. And by this
time, ye see, wi’ a couple o’ nips in me, I was mair inclined
to laugh at the old chap, and to feel it hadnae been as
queer as I had thought it all at the time. And there I was,
just telling the tale—beginning wi’ the time I landed, and
him coming out wi’ his wee oil lamp to the door, and the
fixing of his fitments in the kitchen and up the stairs, and
then the wee hesitation he gave at the door o’ the front
room before he ushered me in.

“And then,” says I, quite perjink, “we enters, you see,
and he introduced me to his wife ,and I says, quite polite-
like—"

I stopped there and looked up at the wee ploughman.
He had given a sort of splutter and a cough—and now I
could see he was gaping at me, wi’ his mouth open, and the
whisky glass trembling in his hand.

“His—wife?” he says.

“Aye, whit wey no’? Ye’re gey surprised. Can a man no’
be mairrit? But losh, a queer wee woman yon? She didnae
move—"

“Guid help us!” says the little man. “His wife, ye say?
Guid help us! James Gemmell’s wife is dead—she died
eight years ago!”

I felt the wee hairs bristling.

“He said it was his wife,” I says—but a’ the time, in my
eye, mind you, I had a picture o’ that wee body in the
dim light—no’ moving an inch.

“Janet Gemmell’s dead this eight years,” say the wee
chap dourly. “And it was a sad day for yon man when she
died. I never kenned a couple more attached to each
other. He fair worshipped her—he wouldn’t let her out o’
his sight, almost. We used to call them The Lovers...
Oh man, it shook him sair when she slippit awa’.”
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I never said a word. The wee man went on, shaking his
head:

“Aye, aye. It was a’ a bit queer wi’ him after she died.
If he could’ve brocht her back from the grave he would’ve
done—he was fair daft on her, fair daft on her, auld though
the pair o’ them was. We all expected him to have her
buried decently in the kirkyard up-bye, but maybe he
didnae want to have the thocht o’ her so near. He took her
away somewhere. And he came back in a big closed motor
car about three months after, and from that day to this
we’ve hardly seen him. He stays in the house most o’ the
time . . . Pair man, pair man!”

I got up and went out, wi’ my last dram untouched on
the table. I walked into Dunblane for my train, very quiet-
like in the dark. You see, I kenned 1 had seen her. I
kenned the two of them had been together there. Some-
how, by some devilish cantrip, they were there—the two
of them, in that big house—and she dead for eight years
... Man, man, ye could have slippit the skin off my banes
that night, it shivered so loose about me . ..

Well, that was the time I saw a ghost—and as I told you,
I never knew she was a ghost till after I had seen her. And
I'm just an ordinary sort of man-—nae book-learning, as I
said.

Oh wait a minute, wait a minute. I’ve just remembered
what Gemmell’s business was before he retired. I knew it
had something to do wi’ motor-cars. Hiring them out, it
was. Taxis. That’s it. I mind it used to say it on his note-
paper when he wrote to Macllwham. He had a fency pro-
fessional sort of name for it though. What was it?

Aye—I remember. Taxi-dermist. That was it. Aye—
taxi-dermist.

He was just an ordinary wee man in business after all,
you see. Was that no’ queer?



Tbe Other Passenger

THE SPARKS FLY UPWARD

SITTING LIKE THIS, with the blank sheets before me, trying
to codrdinate things before setting them down, I see, above
all other images, that wry and beastly figure as it burned:
the head lolling grotesquely on the shoulder: the arms out-
stretched and nailed to the crosspiece of the frame that
had, in the children’s excitement, gone all askew; and I,
only I, in all that cheering company, with any notion of
what was behind the leering mask.

The flames rose slowly at first, I remember: then, as the
straw and the twigs caught properly alight, roared round
the sagging clothes and played on the whole crooked fig-
ure. I sniffed the air in a sort of ecstasy of relief—and
realised immediately, thinking in grotesque parallel to
Lamb’s “Dissertation Upon Roast Pig,” why I did so...

WHERE TO BEGIN? The evening in the fog? The first time
I heard the sound of the piano come creeping along the
corridor? The scene on the platform of the Underground
with Miller, and the terrible scream rushing through the
crowd to me? Or further back still, to the first vague pre-
monitions?

I remember, long ago, when I was a student, going to a
party. We were very young. We sat round the fire with
the lights out, playing a game we called “Horrors.” The
idea was for each guest to describe the most horrible thing
he could think of. We each took our turn—I remember I
had something naive, about a skeleton. It was good fun—
we laughed a lot. We had all taken part except one shy
pretty girl who sat on the outskirts of the circle. In a si-
lence she said, in a low voice:

“Shall I tell you the most horrible thing I can imagine?
You waken suddenly in the night. You have that ineffable
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feeling that there is someone else—some thing else—in the
room with you. You stretch out your hand for the matches,
to investigate. And, quite qu1etly and simply, the match-
box is placed in your hand .

We all fell silent. As for me, something swept over
me—a sudden expression had been given to something I
had known always secretly. For the first time I had a real
overwhelming, haunting sense of—well, call it what you
may want to: I have my own name.

We go, you see: and with us goes always Another Passen-
ger. He is beside us in every deepest action and speaks
through us in every fateful announcement. There is no
escaping him or his influence. His voice whispers suddenly
in the night, his presence intangibly lingers at our shoul-
der when we feel ourselves most alone. He is the Man on
the Back, the Secret Sharer. He is the Worm that Dieth
Seldom, the Great Sickness.

Yet in it all there is, I suspect, a terrible paradox. We
do not hate him. We fear him, perhaps: but secretly, in
our hearts, we still love him. He may be the Worm: if he
is, he is Brother Worm.

We go: and he—the Other Passenger—is always at our
side. Always, always, always—to the grave: and perhaps
beyond it. ..

MY NAME, I should tell you, is John Aubrey Spenser. I
am a pianist, thirty-five years of age. I was, when all this
began, engaged to be married. My fiancée’s name was Mar-
garet du Parc, daughter of Georges du Parc, the violinist.
She was (perhaps you have seen portraits of her?—there is a
famous one by de Laszlo) most exquisitely beautiful. Yet
God knows my own remembrances of her now are all
vague enough. That has been the most devilish part of it
all—I forget things. I forget good things and only remem-
ber old agonies. I remember inconsequential torments
from my childhood days, for example, and so everything
mounts to a deep, ferocious resentment.

I was born in Scotland—an illegitimate child. My father
was an extraordinary man—morose, untidy, clever, lazy.
He was one of the Spensers of Barnhall in North Perth-
shire, a big farming family—old puritans, with the fear of
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God and a love of the Devil in them. My father’s father,
the head of the family, was a dour, powerfully charactered
man: autocratic, hard-working, firm in his belief that a
man should beget and keep on begetting. Hence there
were fourteen children—my father the youngest.

The old farmer’s death was typical of his life—precise,
sparing in emotion, with not a word wasted. As my father
used to tell me the story, he came in one night from the
fields and stood for a few moments silently in the farm-
house doorway. Then he heaved a great sigh and said, in a
perfectly matter-of-fact voice:

“Aye, Barnha’ will need a new maister in the morning.”

Forthwith he collapsed in a heap and by the morning
he was dead.

The farm went to my father’s eldest brother, Finlay, a
typical phlegmatic Spenser. They still tell the story in the
Barnhall district of how, when his young son Geordie had
been killed in France in 1915 in the First World War, he
appeared wild-eyed on Barnhall Station and slammed his
wallet down on the booking-desk. He had no hat or coat,
but under his arm he carried his big double-barreled rab-
bit gun.

“I want a ticket for France,” he said. “By Goad, I'll get
they de’ils for killing oor Geordie! . ..”

MY FATHER was the schoolmaster in a little two-teacher
school in the country—the dominie, with the school-house
thrown in. A terrible house—damp, draughty, with no
drains and a big pump in the yard to provide the water
supply. We used to have to wrap great lumps of brown
felt and straw round the pump in winter so that it
shouldn’t get frozen. I used to think it was some sort of
live thing when we did that.

When my father got that school his sister Bertha went to
keep house for him. She had a maid to help her, and there
was my father stuck away in the country with no woman
but Aunt Bertha, so he couldn’t help going after the maid
—there wasn’t anything else to do. Anyway, I was the re-
sult of that. When my mother became pregnant my father
tried to get her out of the way, but he bungled it (as he
bungled everything) and my Aunt Bertha found out.
There was a scene—my father told me later, before he died,
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that she gave them both hell—particularly my mother. She
had the poor little thing sent to her people and gave her
some money, and when I was about two she had me
brought up to the school-house. My mother’s people were
too poor to object—what the hell did they want me for
anyway?—and there I was, with Aunt Bertha pretending to
the Minister and anybody that was curious that I was her
cousin’s orphan.

There wasn’t any maid in the house now, and as soon
as I was old enough to lift an axe, my Aunt Bertha began.
I think I was her revenge—against everything. She kept a
strap hanging up beside the mantelpiece—one of my fath-
er’s shaving-strops, with an iron buckle on it. She used to
hit me with it if I didn’t get the sticks split quickly enough.
But that was nothing compared with some of the things
she used to do. If I wet the bed she used to make me stand
outside in the frost in my nightshirt till she decided it was
dry. That was a favourite punishment of hers—making me
stand outside in the cold. Sometimes it was so bad I
couldn’t close my fist to knock on the door and ask to get
in again. Another of her punishments was not to give me
anything to eat. She would send me up to bed without
anything, and I had to lie under one old blanket and listen
to her down below in the yard wrapping up the pump. I
hated her. She was a big thin woman, very angular, and
she used to wear long woollen drawers like a man in the
winter time. We went to Church every Sunday and I
could hear her singing beside me in a deep man’s voice,
and sometimes the Minister came to tea and she sat in im-
mense dignity with a big caimgorm brooch on her dress
and gave him slices of black bun.

I didn’t see much of my father in those days. He hated
Aunt Bertha as much as I did. I remember once, during a
meal, she was haranguing him, and suddenly he picked up
the oil-lamp and threw it at her. It didn’t hit her, but the
lamp got smashed against the wall and there we were in
the dark, dead quiet for a minute or two, and then she be-
gan again, just where she had stopped. I was terrified.
Then I remember the door opening and my father’s sil-
houette in the frame, and then we could hear him pacing
about in the next room, swearing to himself. He used to
spend most of the evenings like that—walking backwards
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and forwards in his study. He drank a lot. Sometimes the
footsteps stopped and we heard him muttering, but they
would begin again—perhaps, even, he would start singing.
You can picture Aunt Bertha and me sitting there and just
listening to him all evening, she bolt upright with that
great cairngorm at her breast like a huge sore.

When I was old enough to go to school it was worse. I
had to do my jobs in the evening or early morning—no
matter what the weather was like, I was out in the yard
chopping wood, with an old storm lantern to see by. One
of my jobs was to empty the dry-closet, and she used to
wait till it was dark before she told me to do that. I used
to hate going down to the foot of the garden with my lan-
tern and digging a hole and struggling to lift up the bucket.
It was so heavy I had to strain and strain, and when I was
about eight one of the boys at school told me about hernia,
and I was sick with fear every time, but I strained till I
was crying because I was so terrified of her. ..

Aunt Bertha died when I was eleven. When she was ill
my father and I used to sit downstairs, very quiet, but both
of us were hoping she would -die. And when she did, the
moment she did, I felt guilty somehow—for wishing it—
as if I had caused it. Then the next day I thought: O God
—no more sticks to break! . .. and I began to cry in a silly
relief. And then for a time my father and I managed in a
sort of way, the two of us, in the school-house, but with his
drinking and some other things too in the district, matters
had gone too far with the authorities and my father got
transferred. It was no sort of promotion—simply a trans-
fer, to a school in Glasgow. We moved about two months
after Aunt Bertha’s funeral. I remember helping my
father to pack his books. He was most methodical about
them—I have often thought how strange that was. They
were all classified and catalogued. .. Lord, I can just see
him!—standing there peering at some book or other, turn-
ing over the pages with his long crooked fingers and his
yellow hair falling over in front of his eyes. ..

BUT ALL THIS IS IRRELEVANT—eXcept in that it is these old
haunting things that I remember nowadays, and nothing
of the good times. Nothing of Margaret, beyond the vague
association of something warm and good—ineffable and
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forlorn, too, like an echo. Oh the facts are there—I re-
member, detachedly, the facts. But nothing of the essence
—no hint at all of that since that devil came on the scene
and destroyed every good thing between us.

The Other Passenger. The man in the Dark. ..

I remember—it was, most surely, the first time—walking
in Bristol. Five years ago. I was booked for a concert and
had decided to travel from town the evening before it.
The train was two and a half hours late—there was a heavy
fog.

When I got out at last at Temple Mead Station it was
to find that no buses were running—no taxis, nothing. I
set off to walk to my hotel in Clifton. I can’t begin to de-
scribe the weird, muffled quietness. The fog was so thick
I couldn’t see the pavement I was walking on. When I
reached the City Centre I heard, on all sides, thousands of
footsteps. The people were walking home from work—all
traffic was stopped.

There were no voices. Occasionally a woman giggled
nervously, but no one spoke—there was something awe-
some in that impenetrable wall of mist. Only those thou-
sands of muffled footsteps going on determinedly and
slowly.

I groped my way towards the University. And I remem-
ber I was thinking—irrelevantly enough, as one does—of
the early days: my breakaway from Scotland after the
death of my father, my incredible success with scholarships,
my first concert. Impossible to connect myself, as I walked
there, with the shivering and weeping boy who had
knocked so helplessly on the door of that decaying school-
house. Impossible to imagine what Aunt Bertha would
have thought—she who had forbidden me to touch the old
walnut cottage piano in my father’s study till he had inter-
fered growlingly (only for the sake of countering her!) and
said I might play if I wanted to—and might even have les-
sons from Miss Ramsay in the village . ..

I groped on slowly up the hill. And then I became
aware that among all those straggling footsteps there was
one pair close to my own—almost in time with my own. I
peered into the fog. Whoever it was, he was no more than
a foot or so away from me.
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I made some ineffectual remark—some fatuous state-
ment about the fog and the discomfort. There was no
reply. I walked on. The footsteps continued.

And suddenly a curious fear came over me—intangible,
but overwhelming and insistent. I reached out my hand.
I moved it backwards and forwards. There was no one
there—no one at all beside me. Yet all the time—devilishly
and rhythmically—the footsteps were going on. And there
was, in the yellow mist, a sort of chuckle, and a whisper.

“Spenser—pianist. John Aubrey Spenser—pianist. .."”

1 STOP HERE FOR A MOMENT. I read back what I have set
down so disjointedly, in such confusion and unwillingness
of spirit. What will it convey to a detached reader? Will
he have any notion of me?—a picture in his mind? That
strikes me as funny—the idea of anyone having a picture
of me in his mind. A young man—dark, thin, with narrow
temples. It is what they call “a sensitive face.”

A young man with a slight Scottish accent. A picture
in a reader’s mind. When all the time it might be—

Do you remember, in Peer Gynt, towards the end of the
play, there is the famous storm scene? Peer is on board
ship, returning home at last from his adventures. He
stands on the deck watching the storm. Then suddenly he
becomes aware that someone is standing beside him at the
rail—a Stranger. Peer had thought himself the only passen-
ger on board, yet now he falls into conversation with this
mysterious travelling-companion. The man bargains with
Peer for his body if he should die in the storm. In the
end, unsatisfied, he leaves Peer—he goes down the com-
panion way. Peer asks the ship’s boy who the Strange
Traveller is.

“There is no other traveller,” says the boy. “You are the
only passenger.”

“But someone was with me a moment ago,” cries Peer.
“Who was it that went down the companion way just
now?”

“No one, sir,” says the boy. “Only—the ship’s dog...”

I cannot concentrate. My mind wanders. I cannot as-
semble my thoughts. If I were anything of a creative artist
I would be able to impose an order on all this. Yet can
there be order? I am not concerned with creating a work
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of art—I am putting things down. And I am putting them
down as they come into my head—and as simply as I can.
I cannot be logical—sequence is only a convention after
all: there isn’t any time or scene, character isn’t a progress.
What matters isn’t what happens or when it happens, it’s
the accumulation of things—bits and pieces, states of
mind, a fragment of an eyebrow, five minutes in a tram-
car, a pair of shoes that don’t fit, a slap in the face, a kiss,
a diseased kidney, disgust at a spittle, a woman’s legs, de-
sire, the smell of onions—all these piled and piled on top
of each other and represented in descriptions of odd en-
counters, conversations, the contents of a room, a recorded
memory. What matters isn’t what happens or what is said
or even felt—it’s the sense from the whole, the smell of it.
That’s why I must simply write as it flows—as if I were
talking to you.

Very well, then: things—the things that surround me as
I write.

My room is large. I keep it dimly lit because of my eyes.
To my left, in the corner, is my piano. It is the most beau-
tiful thing I have ever possessed. The firelight gleams on
the polish. Open as it is, it is like the Winged Victory. I
compare it with the old cottage piano in the school-house
—panels of green faded silk and two ornate brass flanges
for candles.

On the wall behind the piano, arranged in steps, is my
collection of Blake engravings—the Job series, beautifully
reproduced. Over the mantelshelf a portrait of Chopin
On the right-hand wall a caricature of me by my friend
Peter Ellacott and a photograph of the de Laszlo portrait
of Margaret. Beneath these my books and my music cabi-
net. For the rest, furniture—some beautiful pieces picked
up in the sale rooms. On the little Chippendale table by
the fireplace is a small old photo-frame containing a por-
trait of my mother—her people sent it to my father when
she died. The print is faded, the yellow glaze cracked di-
agonally across at one corner. She was a little, sad-faced
girl, with ber hair piled up on top. Round her neck there
is a locket. Whose portrait, I wonder? Her son, John
Aubrey? A lock of his hair?

The desk I write at is the only thing that has stayed
with me through the years. It was my father’s desk—I re-
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tained it when his few effects were sold at Glasgow. The
greenish leather with which it is topped is scored and worn
and ink-stained. Scratched roughly on the wood of one
of the drawers—as if done absently as he brooded in his
strange way—is his name: Edward Spenser.

So, then—my room. I have described it—I have men-
tioned some of the things that are in it. Yet I have not
mentioned—I have not dared to mention—

No. Even now I haven’t the courage. I am too com-
pelled by that damnable smile . . .

THE FOG WAS THE FIRST TIME—the first real time. Then
there were other things—small things. Then finally—

Look: I must be detached. I must set it down without
opinion or ornamentation. I must report. I am Spenser—
very well then: Spenser and his friend Miller are in an
Underground Station. People move on all sides—faces held
up for a moment, smiling or agonized, then whisked away
into limbo. Noise. A distant distorted voice crying “Stand
clear of the gates.” Miller and I arriving breathlessly at
the moment a train starts up and moves out. I swear—I
am disproportionately irritated by missing the train.

“The next one doesn’t touch our station,” I say.

Miller shrugs—damnably imperturbable. He suggests we
sit down.

“If we can,” I grumble. “There’s a devilish crowd.”

One of the devilish crowd suddenly heaves into me and
I swear irritably again.

Miller: The poor fellow couldn’t help banging into you
with that enormous case. You ought to do something
about those nerves of yours, Spenser.

Spenser: 1 know—I’'m sorry. It’s overwork—I’ve been
practising too hard. And this confounded weather—rain,
rain—all the time it’s rain. There isn’t any end to it.

Miller: Never mind. We can have a drink at the other
end—one of Jameson’s special rye juleps. Think of that
and sit down and be patient. There’s room here.

Spenser: Thanks. Have you a cigarette?

Miller: 1 think so ... There you are—and don’t throw
half of it away, the way you usually do these days. These
are special.

Spenser (and I gave a nervous laugh here, I remember):
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All right—TI'1l try not to. God—this crowd! You’d wonder
where they all get to go to.

(A train is heard approaching in the distance.)

Miller: It’s the rain—people prefer travelling under-
ground when the weather’s bad. One of those things—
must be a headache for the Transport Authorities in bad
weather.

Spenser: Here’s a train. I don’t suppose . .. 2—No, ours
is the next one.

(The train draws up. People move in and out of it.
There is even more noise as background to our conversa-
tion.)

Miller: You should take a rest, you know, Spenser—get
away for a few days.

Spenser: How can I? You know I have a concert tour
coming off. I must practise. It’s all right, Miller—I'll be
all right once I get the Chopin Fantasia into my fingers.
And besides—(I break off and draw quickly at the ciga-
rette.)

Miller: And besides what?

Spenser: 1don’t know. One of two things—queer things.
You know—like that night you phoned me—that business
down at the Six Bells.

Miller: Oh I wouldn’t worry about that. It’s the sort of
thing that might happen to anyone who was a bit over-
worked.

Spenser: 1 suppose so. All the same it—it worries me.
Sometimes I think-—oh, never mind.

Miller: Think what, old chap?

Spenser: Oh—the blues, the blues. (I hated Miller’s
unctuousness—nhis hearty “old chap.”) 1 find myself think-
ing sometimes how easy it would be to—well, shove oneself
under a train, for instance.

Miller: Don’t be a fool, man. Where would that sort of
thing get you?

Spenser (sighing): Nowhere, I suppose. Forget it, Miller.
I'm only talking for talking’s sake. I get these periodic
bouts of depression—always have done.

(Shouts: ““Stand clear of the doors,” etc.; and bustle.)

Miller: Besides, what about Margaret? Chaps that are
engaged to be married can’t go about chucking themselves
under trains. There are responsibilities, you know.
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Spenser: Yes, I know. Forget the whole thing, Miller.
The train’s going out—we’re next.

(The train starts.)

Miller: You're just about the queerest chap—

(It is at this point, if I remember, or in the middle of
some such fatuous remark from Miller, that there is a sud-
den scream from a woman. A pause in the crowd noises,
then they start up more busily. The train moves out and
away.) What’s that? What’s wrong?. ..

Spenser: 1 don’t know—they’re all crowding up to the
end of the platform. There’s been an accident or some-
thing.

Miller: 1 can’t see—confound these people! Don’t
shove, damn you! Come on, Spenser—Ilet’s go and see . ..

(The crowd noises thicken. We push our way through
somehow—led on by Miller's morbid curiosity.)

Spenser: Miller, wait—it’s...if it’s an accident it’s
hardly—

Miller: Oh, come on—don’t be squeamish.

(We reach’the end of the platform. A dishevelled and
partly hysterical woman is talking to an official.)

The Woman: . . .but he did—I tell you he did jump!
He was standing here—right beside me. They’re trying to
say I’m imagining it all but I know I’'m not. He was stand-
ing here, just beside me—

The Official: Who was?

The Woman: The man. And when the train started he
jumped down—on to the line—just as it was entering the
tunnel. Oh, it was horrible!

(Her lip quivers. She begins to weep. She is trembling
violently. The official looks puzzled. He appeals to the
crowd. No one else has seen anything at all. He looks
down at the glistening line. He addresses the woman, he
touches her arm and tries to calm her.)

The Woman (wildly): But I tell you he did jump, he
did! He was wearing a raincoat and a soft sort of velvety
hat, and he—

(She breaks off suddenly.)

The Official: What’s wrong, madam? What are you star-
ing at?

The Woman: That’s the man—there!—that’s him, in the
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crowd! That’s the man I saw throwing himself in front of
the train. .

(A pause.)

Miller: Spenser—she’s pointing at you! This is fantastic,
man—she’s pointing at you!

. . . THAT WAS FOUR YEARS AGO—nine months after my visit
to Bristol and the episode in the fog. There had been
other things—little things. One of them I have mentioned
already, in the conversation between Miller and myself in
the previous section:

Miller rang me up one evening. He was jocose—I
thought at first he had had too much to drink. I accused
him of that and he immediately became ponderously and
jovially indignant.

“My dear Spenser,” I heard his reedy voice exclaim,
“there can’t be any mistake. I'm not the sort of chap to
go about imagining things. I asked you if you wanted a
drink and you shook your head. You had a whisky and
soda in front of you, half finished.”

“What time was it?”’ I asked, irritated by his persistence.

“Just before closing time—about a quarter to ten. I
went in with Jameson. I said to him ‘There’s Spenser’—I
remember it distinctly, ’cos he commented that he hadn’t
seen you since he’d met you and Margaret at Peter Ella-
cott’s party last month.”

I was in no mood to listen to him going on and on. I re-
peated that I hadn’t been at the Six Bells the night before.
He laughed.

“Nonsense, my dear Aubrey—I can’t be wrong,” he
cried. “You’ve been overworking, old man. You must
have started playing your wretched piano, then got up by
sheer force of habit and slipped out to have one before
they closed. What is it they call it>—amnesia . ..”

I hung up on him finally. And I went thoughtfully over
to my writing desk and took up a letter I had had a few
days before—from Helen Bannerman, Margaret’s friend.
I found the passage I wanted and read it slowly to myself
several times.

“...I didn’t know you ever came to this part of the
country—I mean, you’ve never even mertioned that you
knew my corner of Wiltshire. But there you were, as large
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as life, coming out of the Post Office. Of course, I pulled
up the car immediately and went back, but you must have
slipped round the corner and got off in that little two-
seater of yours mighty quick—there simply wasn’t a sign
of you. I asked the old lass in the shop if a man had been
in and she said oh yes, you’d bought some tobacco: and
when she said it was an ounce of Honeymead I knew it
simply must be you. Besides, you were wearing that
ridiculous velvet hat you favour—I couldn’t mistake it. I
must say it’s a bit thick for you not to have called—I expect
you were fantastically busy as usual, but all the same there
are the fundamental courtesies . . .”

I knew in my heart as I stood there that evening that
the day before I received this letter I had been thinking
I needed a rest. I had thought that if a few days in the
country could have been possible . ..But I knew it was
out of the question. I had gone stoically on with my work.
As far as I could calculate it, at the time Helen Banner-
man must have thought she had seen me, I was in a bus
somewhere between Knightsbridge and the Marble Arch.
Miller’s talk of amnesia came into my mind. I had a
wild notion to try to trace the bus and ask the conductor
if he remembered me. But it would have been absurd.
And there wasn’t any doubt—I could never have had the
time to get down to Wiltshire—I had been at an orchestral
rehearsal that very morning of the supposed encounter . . .

And then—the scene in the Underground. And Miller’s
strained, incredulous voice:

“Spenser—she’s pointing at you! This is fantastic, man
—she’s pointing at you!...”

Yes, fantastic. Fantastic as I walked home that night
through the empty streets. All about me, it seemed, there
were little evil whispering voices. I felt ili—I found myself
shivering. Fantastic that I kept glancing over my shoul-
der, fantastic that I strained my ears to hear other foot-
steps than my own in the long quiet street. Fantastic, fan-
tastic.

I mounted the stairs to my flat, slowly, with a year be-
tween each step. I was monstrously weary. There was no
reality in me—it was all fantastic. The thirty-five years
were fantastic, the appalling effort to get anywhere, to do
anything, to break away. I saw the weeping boy standing
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out in the cold, the cairngorm on my aunt’s black dress. I
saw my father’s silhouette in the frame of the door, I saw
the yellow hair fall over his eyes as we packed his books
on that last day. My father and my mother—all over with
them now, they were gone. The shadows coming together
and drifting apart.

And as I mounted that dark stairway. I remember, in
the few moments that it took me, there came back, sud-
denly and sweetly and with infinite poignancy, my first
small love affair. Irrelevant—fantastically irrelevant. Part
of my weariness and the weight of the years and all that
was in me over which I had no control . . . I was fifteen—it
was before I left Scotland, while I was still at school. Her
name was Ellen. We walked-—endlessly, with long embar-
rassed gaps in our conversation. Sometimes, as we walked,
Y put my arm round her waist—timidly, and after much
debate with myself. Once, when we were resting on the
grass after a long evening walk, I began to caress her and
fondle her. She did not resist and I pulled her gently back
until we were lying together, very close, with my arm un-
der her neck. We were quite still and my heart was beat-
ing, and I saw, as I looked at her in the twilight, that her
eyes were wide open and shining and her lips were parted.
And I found myself, I remember, wanting to cry—to put
my face against hers and cry, very softly and without pas-
sion or effort. ..

“For he is like to something I remember,
A great while since, a long long time ago ...”

We go. Somehow we go. And with us goes always that
other silent Passenger.

I reached the top of the stairs. I felt in my pocket for
the latch-key as I went along the corridor. And then I
stood still, my hand outstretched to the door.

Softly, from inside my flat, there came to my ears the
sound of a piano. Not my piano—the sound of an old pi-
ano: but the music was Chopin—the Fantasia on which I
was, in those days, so seriously working.

I remember I smiled wryly—I was tired, monumentally
tired. 1 opened the door and switched on the light. There
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was no fear in me—only an infinite resignation. I knew
what I would see—I knew, without hatred, that the old
enemy was there—that from now on there could be no
peace between us.

He was sitting at my piano—for a moment shadowy as he
played. But he rose when I entered, and the music
stopped. He advanced, smiling a little. He was, unmistak-
ably, as I had supposed him to be. Dark, thin, and with
narrow temples—it was what they call “a sensitive face . ..”

NOWADAYS I HAVE NONE of that bland, elated remoteness.
Not any more. There’s only a quiet rage nowadays—I
know what has to be done. Too much has happened, you
see—there’s been too much to fight against. Too mon-
strous an accumulation of sheer things. At every turn I've
been defeated—defeated over my music, my friends, de-
feated over Margaret. And defeated hopelessly as I stood
in the November frost sniffing the air, with the shrill
screams of the children in my ears and the sagging, hideous
effigy aflame before me.

I realise suddenly, as I write, that I am speaking as if it
were all over and a hundred years gone by. And it was
only a few days ago. And it is not all over—not yet—not
quite . ..

I looked over at my piano—the Winged Victory. I look
up at the portrait of Chopin and think of him, haunted
too, in his cell at Valdemosa. I look at the Blake engrav-
ings—the book of Job. “Man is born unto trouble, as the
sparks fly upward,” I remember.

It had been too much of an effort, too great a struggle.
I wonder—has my disease been that I have had too deep
a grudge?—that I haven't fitted in?—have been, in secret,
a chronic enemy of society? But what the hell! It’s been
a matter of keeping going—of being out of things and
fighting to get in them again and keep in them. The only
thing you have is yourself, and there you are, just you
yourself, and not one other thing caring a damn. It hasn’t
been circumstances—one rises above circumstances. You
just stand there—it’s like being God. And suddenly you
have a sort of terror, because there isn’t anything to show.
In the old days, when I was beginning, I used to walk
along the Strand or Oxford Street and look at the people
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and think: Not one of you knows about me—not one of
you knows what it was like emptying out that closet-
bucket or standing with my fingers frozen in the darkmess
outside the house. But that was me—and this is me...
And I could have gone and smashed their heads in with
an axe, because I wanted them to know about me. ..

It all ties up. I stretch out my hand—to find a match-
box, to grope in a fog, to open a door. It all ties up.

And you, I suppose, would put me in a text-book. You
would have a label on my forehead. You would have me
on a statistic sheet, with the size of my collar, the shape
of my brow, the state of my digestion. You would want a
cause. You always want a cause—you want a cause for
war, a cause for peace, a cause for unemployment, a cause
for juvenile delinquency and the spread of venereal dis-
ease. But what’s a cause?—and where does it begin or
end?...

All I know is that there are people and things and there’s
movement. I don’t believe there’s direction—there’s only
movement. And I’m a person and I've had to go on being
a person.

“The sparks fly upward...” I think of that sagging
figure nailed to the crosspiece—and only I with any notion
of what was behind the leering mask.

1 HEARD OF HIM AGAIN—I saw him again. For these four
years I have seen him and heard him. He has walked be-
side me quietly in the darkness. He has sat with me here
in my room, he has silently pulled at my sleeve at signifi-
cant moments. I have been aware of him with me at the
piano on concert platforms. As I fluffed my music, half-
weeping, I have heard his voice whisper in my ear: “John
Spenser—pianist . . .” I have, on the point of saying some-
thing, looked up—to find him silently regarding me, the
quiet and damnable smile on his lips: and my words have
remained unsaid. He has gone in my place—he has done,
in a hellishly logical way, the things I have secretly wanted
to do: and, having done them, has destroyed them utterly
for me forever.

I have hated him till I have sobbed my hatred out loud
—yet I have, at the height of the agony, looked up for him,
expected him: and have secretly rejoiced at finding him.



148 THE OTHER PASSENGER

For me, now, there is nothing left in the wake of his
destruction. Peer goes home from his adventures. The sun
shines on an empty house.

I know what has to be done. An evening’s writing, for
the sake of getting it all down somehow, and then—I know
what has to be done. On the desk before me—my father’s
desk—the razor is ready. It too, when it is open, is a small
Winged Victory . ..

THE GREAT GROMBOOLIAN PLAIN

HOW LONG AGO since I met Margaret? A month?—ten
years?—yesterday?

In actual fact, I find, looking at my diary, it was on the
15th of May, 19—, six years ago. It was at Mrs. Wheeler’s
house—Rosalind Wheeler, the first friend I had when I
came to London. I had met Margaret’s father before, of
course—we had done some concerts together, and a half
a dozen broadcasts. A taciturn, elegant man, I found him,
but a fine artist.

Mrs. Wheeler was giving us tea in her house at Notting
Hill. She was, in a mild and harmless way, something of
a lion hunter. She introduced people by telling you im-
mediatey what they did. “This is Mr. So-and-So, Aubrey.
He writes, you know. Aubrey is Aubrey Spenser, the
pianist, Mr. So-and-So—I am sure you two will have a lot
to talk to each other about...”

Introduced like that, there never was anything to talk
about. Conversation at Rosalind’s tea-parties was as dull
as anything Letchworth or Welwyn ever produced. But
that never mattered—Rosalind had more than enough to
say for all her guests.

“This is Margaret du Parc, Aubrey,” said Rosalind.
“She plays the violin—like her father. Or do you profes-
sional musicians prefer to say fiddle? I never know. Any-
way, dears, you two are bound to have lots to say to each
other, so I'll leave you to it. I see that dear Sylvia Ellacott
has arrived—Peter’s sister. She sculpts, you know . ..”

Margaret and I smiled wanly at each other. We went
out into the garden and sat down in a couple of deck-
chairs. Behind her, I remember, was a fuchsia bush, the
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little artificial-looking flowers bobbing up and dowm in
the slight breeze.

Within six months we were engaged to be married.
Rosalind was delighted—to think that it was she who
had brought us together! It was at her house we had met!
At one of her parties!

“I knew you had lots to say to each other,” she cried. “I

remember distinctly saying so when I first introduced
you...”
NOW MARGARET IS NO MORE than a photograph of the de
Laszlo painting of her on the wall of my room. There is
no bitterness about it—as I said, when I started writing, 1
can hardly remember. Only the facts. Perhaps (and in
admitting this to myself I may, subtly, be touching the
very keynote of this whole fantastic thing)-—perhaps there
was, secretly, from the beginning, a reluctance—a knowl-
edge that between us there never could be anything satis-
factory and permanent. It was an elaborate and lovely
pretence—a conceit, in the old Elizabethan sense. It was
another way of being successful: Spenser, the shivering
boy in the cold, the illegitimate son of a drunken Scottish
dominie and a servant girl—and the fiancé of the daughter
of Georges du Parc, the violinist.

Yes, I knew that all the time, I suppose—or I tell myself
I did. 1 don’t know—I don’t know anything at all any
more. Like the expanding book-cases in the advertise-
ments—it’s all always complete but never completed. . .

We went one summer to St. Ives for a month—Georges,
Margaret, mysetf and Helen Bannerman. We had a house
just outside the town, overlooking the smalier of the two
bays. To reach the shops you had to go through a laby-
rinth of small cobbled streets with crooked houses, some
with nets hung out to dry on the sills. The weather was
windy and beautiful most of the time, with enormous
clouds lolloping over the sky like huge Dr. Johnson wigs
and a pale green sea (to quote Helen) like a slightly
naughty lady coquettishly pulling back the white frills of
her petticoats from shining tawny legs. It was like holi-
daying in a water-colour exhibition, again as Helen said.

“Where is Zennor?” I remember Margaret asking, about
a week after our arrival. “Is it far away?”
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“Not very,” said Helen. “ ‘A limb of a walk,” according
to Mrs. Tregerthen—but she has very short limbs. Three
or four miles I should say.”

“I’d like to go there. That’s where D. H. Lawrence had
his cottage, you know. People are very unexpected, aren’t
they,” she added. “One would have thought of something
more luscious than Comwall for Lawrence. 1 wonder if
anyone reads him nowadays?—all that talk about Dark
Gods of the Loins . ..”

“I think he was really rather a dreadful man,” said
Helen with a mock shudder.

“I’'m not so sure about Cornwall,” I remember I said
slowly at this point. “I think it was Lawrence’s country—
the country of his whole generation and attitude. You can
see it in his face. Any picture of Lawrence is just like a
map of Cornwall. That was his spirit too—rather arid.”

“Arid?” smiled Margaret. “Well, that’s a new one at
least. I should have thought arid was the last epithet one
could apply to Lawrence.”

“Yes, the last,” I said. “After all the rest, the last, Arid.”

Margaret looked at me curiously.

“Anyway,” she said with a little laugh, “we can walk
over to Zennor someday and have a look at it. Apparently
there’s an inn called The Tinner’s Arms where he lived
for a bit. Think of it—The Tinner’s Arms! It takes all
the romance away.”

“Lawrence would soon have put it back,” I said drily.
“He spent his life putting the romance back over things
like The Tinner’s Arms . ..”

No, the holiday was not a success. I was depressed by
the Comish landscape—the low dry fields with their stone
dykes, the bare hills, the derelict towers of the old tin
mines. Only the sea I loved—I would sit for hours simply
staring at the vast bulk of the water, its magnificent blue,
the pure white of the fretting foam. I used to long for a
storm—an immense, violent storm, so that I could run out
on the rocks and be buffeted by the wind and bathed by
the lashing spray. Sometimes, in the evenings, I stood in
the garden of our house with Margaret, watching the slow
sunsets—the dead, smoky disc sinking behind the horizon
and then the changing and fading pastels. mauve and pale
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green merging to purple . ..and I would debate whether
1 should tell her, in those uncomfortable silences that fell
between us, about the figure 1 was aware of all the time at
my elbow.

I knew what he wanted: I knew, as a small hard fact,
what he would make me do. But it was always a matter
of putting things off. Impossible not to linger. Because,
after all—

No, never mind. It all ties up. Ome stretches out a
band...

“She has gone to the great Gromboolian Plain,
And we probably never shall meet again...”

STRANGE. I feel a little light-headed. Beyond it all. Facts
—it reduces itself to facts. I could make, almost, a cata-
logue of facts. Speculation is no longer possible. I no
longer think in terms of things like amnesia. How should
I explain it? How should I care if he is subjective or
objective? You who classify, who label—that must be your
task.

It is your task to say:

(1) A woman on an Underground platform has an
hallucination that she sees a man throwing himself under
a train. It is possible that she was in some sort of tele-
pathic sympathy with the mind of the subject, John Aubrey
Spenser.

(2) A man Miller imagines that he sees the subject
(John Aubrey Spenser, a forementioned) in a public house,
whereas the subject was, to his own certain knowledge,
somewhere else altogether at that established time.

(3) A woman Bannerman supposes that she sees the
subject one hundred and fifty miles from where, at that
alleged moment, he is. The possibility again of some sort
of telepathic sympathy between Bannerman and the panel,
causing the former—an otherwise healthy and balanced
woman—to experience a subjective hallucination (see
Dunkelhaus on Hallucinations, Appendix II, p. 649) . ..

(4) The panel Spenser—a neurotic type—has the con-
stant sense of another self controlling him and motivating
him. The hallucination is so powerful that he contends
that this other self has a fleshy and objective existence.
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He even contends that he has touched this Other Self—
he has, he says, had his hands (his strong-fingered pianist’s
hands) round the throat of this Other Self: he has, while
the Other Self smiled most damnably strangled him in this
way to death, thereafter causing the body to be burned . . .

(5) The panel, Spenser, erstwhile pianist, is therefore
mad...

No. Facts. A catalogue of facts.

Fact 1: A cairngorm brooch.

Fact 2 : A picture of a woman with hair piled up on
top and a locket round her throat.

Fact 3 . A photograph of a de Laszlo portrait.

Fact 4 : A letter, in the possession of Margaret du
Parc, violinist, from John Aubrey Spenser, late pianist,
breaking off his engagement to her.

Fact 5 : A footstep in a yellow fog.

Fact 6 : A heap of charred straw and old clothes, the
remains of a Guy Fawkes bonfire organized by Eric Jame-
son, a friend of John Aubrey Spenser, as an entertainment
for the children of the district in which he lived . . .

Fact 7 : A small razor.

WINGED VICTORY
. . . 1 CAN PICTURE my friends rallying round. I can picture
Jameson and Miller meeting in the Six Bells and in a
welter of “old chaps™ and bovine kind-heartedness saying:

“Poor old Spenser! Gone to bits! What’s happened to
his playing? Never gives a concert now, does he . . . Queer
how chaps disintegrate. Probably needed a woman, poor
fellow. I suppose we must do something about him—do
something to shake him out of it.”

“I'm having a sort of party next week-end at my place
at Wraysbury,” says Jameson. “Fifth of November and
all that. Got to do something. I’'m having a Guy and fire-
works-——for my kids and their friends, you know. Could
always invite him down to that. I don’t suppose he’ll
come, but he might, you know. It’d do him good . . .”

I did go down to Wraysbury. Since it is facts we are on
now, let me say that I went because I had no heart to
refuse. I was indifferent. What did it matter if I went or
stayed? So it was easier to go—and I went.
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That was a week ago. Since my return on Tuesday I
have not once moved out of my flat here. I have—knowing
what had to be done—compiled this manuscript. It covers
my desk in thirty closely-written sheets. Disconnected,
pointless, an amorphous scribbled mass. It was to have
been immense—I began, you remember, vastly. The
antecedents of the author—the farmer, my grandfather,
with his epigrammatic exit line: “Aye. Barnha’ will need
a new maister in the morning.” Then my father and my
aunt—a portrait of the author as a child. All in order and
as it should be. But somehow in this—as in everything—
something has gone wrong. I haven’t the heart. All that
I had wanted to say (more about Ellen, for example, and
more about Margaret)-—all these things have gone by the
board. I emerge as a sort of inverted Proust: A la Re-
cherche du Temps Trouvé.

A paragraph—a rest—perhaps a few moments’ dozing—
an interlude on the piano—a scratch meal—another para-
graph. So it has gone. Not what I meant—not it at all.

And now there is only a little more to be said. It is late,
and I cannot—I haven’t the heart to spin it through an-
other night.

In the street it is quiet. On the mantelshelf the clock
ticks slowly. On the wall, in steps, the Blake engravings.
“The sparks fly upward.”

I went to Wraysbury. And He—inevitably—went with
me.

FACTS DETACHED. The story of my life in simple facts.

Jameson’s house. Large, modern. It must have cost him
a fortune. Furnished expensively in appalling taste. A
beautiful piano in the lounge on which they urged me (as
a sop) to play. “Won’t you give us a piece on the piano,
Mr. Spenser?” A blue China carpet on the floor, a ceiling
tinted in pale green. A Chinese lacquer motif in the din-
ing room—too much chinoiserie altogether.

The Jameson children filled the house with an air of
excited expectancy. They showed us the boxes of fire-
works, they took us out to the yard to see the Guy, all
ready propped on a heap of branches for his next day’s
martyrdom. He sagged from a crosspiece of old creosoted
wood, wretched, limp, with a grinning Scaramouche-like
face. I shuddered a little as I looked at him with' the
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yellow straw packed round his feet-—to keep him from the
cold through the long night vigil before him. In the
twilight he was tragic.

We went indoors and the children were sent to bed.
We adults played cards for a time, and drank Jameson’s
special rye juleps. Then, yawning, one by one we went
upstairs.

Facts, eh? I can give you the facts. It’s all I can give
you now, as I sit here writing, so near the end. As in a
curious far-off dream I see the facts—unreal—the unrealest
things there are.

Opposite the door in the little room that Jameson had
given me there was a long wall mirror. I stood on the
threshold for a long time regarding myself solemnly.
Then I closed the door behind me. I turned to the right
and the reflection turned in sympathy to his left. I walked
over towards the bed, beyond the range of the mirror-
frame. And, smiling, the other figure walked with me.

I sat down on the edge of the bed, infinitely weary. He,
still smiling, sat opposite me in a little iow armchair of
brown uncut moquette.

INDICTMENT 5 ABOVE :—The panel, Spenser, is mad . . .

Am I mad? Was I mad in that moment in my room at
Jameson’s house when all the accumulated rage of the
thirty-five years mounted up to a pitch of fury? How
should I care any more whether it was hallucination or
not? All I know is that he was flesh and blood. There was
no mistaking that he was flesh and blood when 1 put my
fingers round his throat. There was no mistaking that he
was flesh and blood when he sagged limply in my arms and
I lowered him gently to the floor.

A thousand things were in my mind—a thousand small
humiliations. How should I, among all things listed, list
those? Can you understand humiliation? Can you under-
stand the humiliation of simply being the shape you are?—
of having the colour of hair that you have? . . .

And, as always, coming into my mind irrelevantly, even
at that high moment, there was one disconnected incident.
It was before I left school—during my last term, when I
was fifteen. In my form there was a boy named Gallacher,
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a barren, vindictive, twisted creature with a permanent
grudge against one of the masters, Rivers, who taught
Mathematics. One part of our school was in a very old
house and the rooms were heated by huge coal fires in
the winter time. It was typical of Gallacher that he should
go to grotesque lengths and use this fact to gratify his
revenge. He began in the school workshop and in the
laboratories, heating pieces of metal and holding them
in his bare hands until he could touch iron that was not
positively red hot. Then, when he considered himself
ready, he chose a day when the Algebra lesson was due
to follow the mid-morning interval and put the poker
in the schoolroom fire for the duration of the break.
When the bell rang for class he lifted the poker out,
carried it across the room and set it down on River’s desk.
Then he went to his seat and sat caressing his cheek with
his palm to experience the heat that was in it from carry-
ing the poker.

When Rivers came in he saw the poker lying on his
desk and, all unsuspecting, picked it up without hesi-
tation. The pain must have been excruciating, but he
gave no sing of feeling anything. Instead he carried the
poker back to the fireplace and laid it in the fender. Then
he turned and faced us. He was desperately white, and
suddenly he threw out his hand towards us so that we
could see the great red weal across it.

“You’ve burned my hand!” he cried. “Look—you’ve
bumed my hand!”

And he stamped out of the room. A few moments later
he came back, with the Rector and Iles, the Janitor. Iles
stationed himself at the door and spectacularly turned the
key in the lock. Meantime the Rector had mounted the
master’s dais and was surveying the class, while Rivers
stood by with his hand wrapped in a duster.

“No one will leave this room,” said the Rector im-
pressively, “until I have found out who did this abomi-
nable thing to Mr. Rivers.”

There was silence. One or two of the boys glanced
toward Gallacher. He sat with a vacant, stupid smile on
his face, rubbing his hand against the edge of his desk.
The Rector sat down.

“I'm quite prepared to wait,” he announced drily. “I
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can always get Iles to fetch me in something to eat. You'll
have the pleasure of watching me.”

Up to his moment I had taken no great interest in what
had been going on. But suddenly, I remember, a peculiar
and intangible sensation began to grow inside me. 1
watched the Rector, fascinated, studying his fresh healthy
features and following his eyes as they roved slowly round
the room. Then suddenly, without my own consent, as it
were, I rose to my feet. The Rector’s brows went up.

“You, Spenser? Well, weil!”

I was aware that the class was staring at me amazedly. I
could see Gallacher, still with the fatuous smile on his face.
I knew they all thought I was being quixotic, getting them
out of a scrape, and that knowledge suddenly began to an-
noy me. It was not that that was in my mind at all. I did
not know what it was, but it was not that.

I was escorted by Iles to the Rector’s room. The old
man opened a drawer and took out a short, two-thonged
strap of tough leather. He passed it through his fingers
and looked at me quizzically.

“Was it you, Spenser?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Why did you do it?”

I made no reply. My heart was pounding, I remember
and I could feel my knees trembling slightly. The Rector
went on:

“It isn’t usual to punish in the fifth,” he said slowly.
“When it is necessary it means that the punishment must
be a heavy one.”

He was looking out of the study window ,and now sud-
denly he turned and said quickly:

“Why did you say you did it, Spenser? You know you
didn’t.”

I still made no reply. I stared at him foolishly. And
suddenly he made a gesture of annoyance and strode to the
desk to pick up the strap.

“Ach!” he cried. “Hold out your hand . . .”

I STEPPED TO THE DOOR and put out the light. Then I drew
back the window curtains and stared out over the fields.
The moon was full. The outbuildings cast long silent
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shadows on the silvered ground. I shuddered. The frost
glistened and sparkled. I thought—I remembered . ..

I lowered my eyes. In the yard below me, huddled and
grotesque in the clear blue light, was that stuffed and
tragic figure.

For a moment I stopped breathing. Then, quickly, with
sly and quiet movements, I went over to the door, opened
it, and listened in the corridor. The house was dead.
Leaving the door open I tiptoed back intc my room and
put my hands under the oxters of the thing on the floor . . .

IT 1S LATE—TO0O LATE. I fill my pen with ink for the last
few pages. I light a cigarette—my last cigarette.

It all ties up. I stretch out my hand for a last cigarette:
I stretch out my hand to open a door: I stretch out my
hand sadly, as a last sentimental gesture, to Margaret. [
was a man who lived in the dark. I stretched out my hand
for a light to see by—and a light was quietly and simply
given me.

Why should I waste time now by building up the dra-
matic climax? I should describe, in detail, with a cumula-
tive atmosphere, the nailing of that terrible thing to the
crosspiece, the weeping struggle I had to drape the sagging
ancient clothes round its limbs, the ecstasy that was inside
me as I packed the yellow straw tightly, tightly round the
foot of it . . . But there is no dramatic climax. There is
only, all about me, a flow of images.

The piano, open, a Winged Victory. That other small
Winged Victory on the desk beside me, half-covered with
the pages as I write. A little heap, too, of my father’s
books on the desk: Jevons on Logic, two volumes of Car-
lyle, Renan’s Life of Jesus . . . the books I helped him to
pack on that last day at the school-house when he stood,
remote and statuesque, with the yellow hair before his
eyes.

No. There is no climax. If there had been—if it might
have been over as I stood there with the children’s laugh-
ter in my ears, looking desperately for some sign, some
diminutive sign—looking till the last smouldering frag-
ment of cloth stopped glowing on the heap of charred and
blowing ashes . . . if a climax might have been possible . . .

Jevons on Logic, What else but devilish logic is there
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in it? What else but hell’s own logic explains and justifies
me as I sit here writing in my room? Would this have
been written at all if it hadn’t been for logic?

1 shiver. The first has burnt out—there is no glow on the
polish of the piano. I stretch my cramped limbs. I stare
straight ahead. I know what has to be done. I stretch out
my hand to clear the papers from the razor. I open it.
The delicate blade shines in the dim light from my stand-
ard lamp.

I test the edge on the little hairs on the back of my hand.
1 must remember what I once read in a book—to hold the
head forward, not backward, as would seem natural.
Otherwise the jugular is not severed, and that would be
fatal-—for both of us . . .

1 PERMIT MYSELF a final jest.

“We, the undersigned, do hereby swear that all con-
tained in this document is true. We affirm that we were
bom, thirty-five years ago, the illegitimate son of a Scottish
schoolmaster and a servant girl. We affirm that we are a
thin young man with narrow temples—what is popularly
called ‘a sensitive face.” We affirm that we are no longer
engaged to Margaret du Parc, violinist. We state that we
were seen throwing ourself under an electric train, we
state that on Monday of this week we underwent ordeal by
fire and are, in consequence, purged and purified. We
state and confirm these things and sign this document un-
der our hand and red seal this 9th day of November at five
minutes to twelve o’clock.

John Aubrey Spenser, Pianist,
John Aubrey Spenser, Pianist.”

FOR THE LAST TIME I pause. I stare straight ahead. I stare
to my left. But not to my right. Never, never, never to
my right.

Because he is there! He is there—to my right. There
was no escaping him—no release in the ordeal by fire. He
is there, smiling his damnable, everlasting smile. It is he
who has written this story! . . .

I knew he would be there. I knew it when, on Tuesday,
I returned from Wraysbury. I knew it as I stood with my
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hand stretched out to open the door of my flat. Faintly,
from inside, I heard the sound of a piano. I could have
wept. It was the music that Margaret and I, sentimentally,
as one does, had associated always with ourselves—be-
cause, as I put it, it was such a perfect description of her.

Debussy—The Girl with the Flaxen Hair . . .
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