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  Chapter One

  

  A Lonely Birthday


  Mrs. Winterbourne had three letters on the morning of her fiftieth birthday. Being a person who loved to savour life to the full, she did not immediately open them, but examined the handwriting on the envelopes. One was from Paris, and she recognised the sender, Dr. Batten, who had been in the East Surrey Regiment with her husband at the Battle of Loos in the autumn of 1915, and had come home on leave shortly after, to call on her and tell her some details about his fellow-officer’s death, one amongst the fifty thousand in that ding-dong struggle which wiped out most of the young men from Limpsfield village, where she was still living in 1930.


  The experiences of that battle, where poison-gas was again used, had affected Dr. Batten’s outlook on life. After the war he had married a French woman, and settled in Paris with the determination to specialise in respiratory diseases. Once a year he wrote to his friend’s widow. Now here was the fifteenth anniversary tribute.


  Mrs. Winterbourne did not immediately open that letter. She knew it would be a polite repetition of its fourteen predecessors, carrying an invitation for her to come to Paris again—she had been once, in the first dark days immediately after the war when grief swelled afresh and drove her like an autumn leaf up and down the confines of her small world. Since then she had resumed control of herself and her destiny, as she thought, and anchored herself to the responsibility of bringing up her daughter Joan; a double responsibility now that the girl was fatherless.


  The second letter was from Joan, twenty-five years old, and married to the man of her own choice, John Boys, a don at King’s College, Cambridge, whom she had met while she was an undergraduate at Newnham, during a winter vacation with a climbing party in Switzerland.


  It was the fact that the third letter was from this son-in-law, that made Mrs. Winterbourne pucker up her still pretty brows. She was perplexed. Why did the children, as she called them, write each under separate cover? It was as ominous as sleeping in different rooms. She attacked Joan’s letter first.


  “Dearest,” it began (habitually rather than emotionally), “a happy birthday, and I wish I could buy you the earth; but something is coming from The Stores by delivery van direct. If John were here I know he would include something intense, for he has always been more in love with you than with me. But he’s not here. Immediately the students went down he was off as usual to harden his muscles and reinforce his iron will. He’s walking in the rain along the Pennines I presume. I last saw him in studded boots and mossy flannel bags, with a rucksack containing a change of hair-shirt. He kissed the air somewhere about six inches from my carbolised face and with a wave of the hand was gone. I thank God I can’t go because I have a good excuse. I’m devilling for my Professor, digging into the Middle Ages again, Court Rolls and all that. And he wants the fodder urgently, to get his book done before some American rival steals his thunder.


  “I wish I didn’t feel lonely here, in spite of the work. It makes me ashamed of myself, though I don’t know why I should be. Marriage should not be a one-sided affair. But I’m not grumbling. After all, fidelity is something to be thankful for in this libidinous age. And that is John’s strongest suit. He’s as faithful as Helvellyn, or The Rock of Ages. He could climb up his own constancy, and find it as formidable as the Matterhorn. It has its funny side. I mean the relationship, not the constancy. But I feel inclined to come home for a while, and to shut up the flat here in Cambridge, which is dreary in mid-winter after term finishes. It’s the coldest place on earth; and I begin to feel I would like a touch of extravagant, Latin warmth for once in a while. Dear old Limpsfield; I think of it now, a blaze of December colour along Titsey woods and along the secret brooks. And the bracken on the Common! Mother, I wish sometimes I’d never grown up and left you, or wanted things, and a person, so much. However, I must get on with the job. I will ring you up when it is done, and I may fulfil my threat to descend on you.”


  Mrs. Winterbourne read this through twice, and tapped it against her teeth, as though it were a coin to be tested. The puzzlement did not leave her brow. Obviously she was haunted by previous thoughts on the matter. This letter was a straw in the wind. She turned to the third.


  “Dear Mary,” it said. She had absolutely refused, from the start of the marriage four years ago, to be called ‘Mater’ as John Boys had shyly tried to name her. And ‘Mother’ was a little too close for a man of nearly forty, a rocklike individual, son of the Church, devoted to his work as a physicist. Being shy, he was at first shocked that his mother-in-law should demand to be treated so unceremoniously. Being also inarticulate, he accepted gratefully.


  “I’m taking a walk, to harden up a bit after term. The weather is just right for it; heavy rains against bouts of N.E. counter-blasts. Quite a struggle at times on the summits, with patches of fog. Not a soul about, except a shepherd here and there looking for strayed animals. One or two noble sunsets in spite of the inclemency. I wish young Joan were here; but she’s losing heart lately. Working too hard for old Watson. Can’t you have a word with her? I’ve tried, but she just freezes when I jockey her. I’d like to talk to you about this sometime. She’s been getting into a habit of biting lately. It’s been going on all the year; and I can’t understand why. We both have our work to do, and our lives are very full. Do you think it rankles that she got only a Second instead of the predicted First? If so, it wasn’t my fault, for I did my best to keep her nose to the grindstone during her last year, after we had met on that climbing expedition in 1924. But she was so keen on getting married that she would live in the future, and day-dream about it instead of plugging away at the job in hand. She could have got that First without ropes! Well, I must push on. I’m writing this in a scruffy little hotel near Scafell, after an early breakfast. Rain still falling, and growing colder. Good hardening weather! Wish you were here, relieved from all your good works for a while. The wind on the heath, brother! Happy birthday to you. Joan is doing something at The Stores.”


  The letter from Paris was opened last, and thoughtfully Mrs. Winterbourne first went to the window of her sittingroom, and looked across the woods. Rain was falling here too, steadily and musically, a quiet drumming on the roof of the old cottage, and a distant whispering among the bare twigs of the oaks and birches that stood around the clearing before the cottage. Suddenly she felt lonely. She would not allow herself to be disconsolate, however, and turned to Dr. Batten’s annual. It was, as she expected, the usual quiet reminder from a remarkable man. She had not seen him for over ten years, and during that decade he had been working at pressure, a dedicated soul, supported by his wife, a woman of some property, and a nurse during the war. The invitation to visit them in Paris was repeated. What made Mrs. Winterbourne marvel was that so slender an acquaintance could be maintained, without more to feed it. Dr. Batten must have had close contact with hundreds of casualties during that dreadful September in 1915, but he had remembered, and remembered with emotion, the occasion of her husband’s death on the barbed wire so unexpectedly thrust up by the Germans on Hill 70 in the heat of the battle. The names of that fatal neighbourhood were stamped on her memory: Loos, Hulluch, Cité St. Elie, Festubert, Neuve Chapelle, and the terrible Bois Hugo where the enfilading machine-gun fire drove back the 24th Division. Details were beginning to fade; but names stood like gravestones in the cemetery of the past. Among them lay her love, her marriage, Joan’s father. There had hardly been time to explore his nature. Was it perpetuated in their daughter, the forthright, somewhat tempestuous young woman, given to great indignations and equally great recoils?


  A fiftieth birthday spent alone, in familiar surroundings, is too ghost-ridden to be comfortable. Mrs. Winterbourne tried to busy herself, determined to throw off the depression that had settled over her after she had read the three letters, the only post that morning. Was she entirely forgotten by the rest of the world, the many acquaintances, the neighbours? What of the many people with whom she worked locally, and those in London, all of them fellow-folk in interests and matters of taste, members of the various societies working for peace, the several freedoms, the promotion of the arts and more enlightened gardening, a dozen activities in which she took part, with the intention of making the human family less bloody-minded and destructive? But no doubt all these good workers were more concerned with mankind as a whole, than with any single individual. She reflected modestly upon this, but it did her no good that day, and she had to confess to herself by the evening that the dear little cottage, the garden, the whole setting of her life for the past decade, were as unreal as a stage backcloth. A muggy drizzle fell after luncheon, and day faded out about three o’clock, beaten down by the tiny hammers of the rain thudding on what few leaves still hung on the trees. “Why was I born in December?” she asked Milly, her cook, who lived in the village and came in daily, cycling over the common and down the hill to the cottage in the woods.


  Milly had not been able to answer this question; but she looked curiously at her employer, with whom she had been on friendly terms, unbroken by a cloud, ever since taking the job ten years earlier. During that time, Milly had married; but she would not give up her post with Mrs. Winterbourne, and there had been no arrival of a family to force her to do so. The relationship was a cool one, but it was serene.


  “You want a bit of a change,” she said. “I always say that as soon as you start thinking about yourself, something must be wrong. It doesn’t do. Arthur got like that when he was away from work with shingles, and he properly got on my nerves. He began asking me questions about himself. It was uncanny, and I said so. I sent him off to his mother up North, and it did him a world of good. Just a change of scene, that’s all you need. It’s brooding, that’s the danger.”


  Milly’s bracing remarks were effective, and Mrs. Winterbourne determined to take herself in hand. She was indeed surprised at her weakness, one quite out of character.


  As though to draw her back to her more normal condition, the telephone rang soon after dark, the first sound to break the day-long silence indoors and out. She heard Joan’s voice, distant, querulous.


  “Is that you, Mother? Look, I think I’ll come home to you for a few days. I’ve something I want to say, and I can’t talk about it on the phone. Is that all right? Am I putting you out?”


  Mary did some quick thinking, for her diary was on the desk in her dining-room: but she knew that not much was happening, amongst her several committees, most meetings having been put off until after Christmas.


  “Why not come to-morrow?” she said, quietly, though she was relieved to have this mood of loneliness so happily broken. “Let us meet in Town and get some of the shopping done on your way down.”


  This was agreed, and Joan rang off. Her mother knew better than to try to get more information out of her by questioning her, especially on the telephone.


  The house was quieter than ever after that interlude, and the widow shut herself in for the night, alone there, in the midst of a countryside where she played so active a part with her good works, and her apparently selfless nature. A wind sprang up, flinging masses of dead leaves against the windows, where they scratched and rustled like ghosts, clamouring from the past. She went early to bed, and to her astonishment, found herself weeping as soon as her head touched the pillow. ‘Milly must be right,’ she thought. ‘Something must be done. I suppose it is my time of life. Well, I hope it won’t last long.’ And upon that practical surmise, she fell asleep.


  Chapter Two

  

  Battling Through Fog


  Next morning dawned cold and misty. Below the open and rising ground on which the cottage stood, the woods lay scarved, vague masses of dark vegetation under a milky sky. Mary felt more cheerful, however, as she bustled about, preparing for the day in London. In spite of the cold, the Austin Seven started up immediately, and Mary drove to Oxted station with time to spare.


  As the train approached London, daylight faded away under an overhead fog, but the line was clear, and the train arrived on time. Mary took the Underground to King’s Cross, and waited there until her daughter’s train came in, half an hour late.


  She saw Joan in the distance, walking towards the barrier, striding past people, her head up, a newspaper in one hand, a brief-case in the other. She saw her mother and waved the newspaper, but in a dispirited way that set Mary wondering again.


  “You are tired darling,” she said, looking up at the young woman’s handsome face, a feminine replica of that of the dead soldier-stockbroker.


  “I am tired,” replied the girl firmly, “I’ve hardly slept for a week.”


  Mary took her arm, and they left the station, to come out into the dark Town.


  “Good God!” said the girl. “How very appropriate!”


  “Why, Joan, whatever is the matter?”


  Mary stopped and turned to her, forcing the girl to stop too. She saw the over-intensity of those normally serene features, the emphasis with which Joan stood as though stamping the pavement into submission.


  “Don’t ask me here, Mother. I can’t talk about it now. Let’s forget everything and concentrate on our shopping. There’s some sense in that, perhaps. Now where do we go first?”


  Mary was instantly overcome by the illusion of being the younger of the two, and she followed Joan in silence for a while, trying to control her anxiety. She studied the rebellious hair, which made a halo round the shabby toque. She observed how the broad shoulders stooped, as though shrinking from something unpleasant. She was so nervous that she could almost feel the pavement vibrating under the girl’s angry tread.


  “Where’s your luggage?” she said.


  “Oh God, I’ve left it in the train! Not even competent to manage that! Here, hold this and wait for me.” She thrust the brief-case into her mother’s hand, and fled.


  A quarter of an hour passed, while Mary stood outside the station, consumed by uncertainties, a forlorn figure in the gloom. Then Joan reappeared, carrying a small suitcase, which she held up triumphantly.


  “It had already got to the Lost Property Office. What a fool I am. This won’t do, Mother. Let’s pull ourselves together, after wasting all that time.”


  She was cheered by this small success, and kept this animation for the rest of the morning. Only once, during lunch in the restaurant of a crowded shop, did Mary venture to look enquiringly at Joan; but before she could speak, the girl took fright, having intercepted the glance.


  “Don’t look at me like that, Mother. I know what you mean, but we can’t talk here. I’m not sure of myself. I don’t possess your universal kindness. I’m really a wickedly selfish creature. You know that. You know how I bully you. It’s no use telling me …”


  “I’m not telling you anything, Joan. Let us do as you say, and wait until we get home; if we ever do get home out of this dreadful atmosphere.”


  The fog had now come down, and penetrated even into the heated shops. It hung about among the lights, cloaking each bulb with a nimbus of sulphury shadow. Shoppers began to cough, to draw their collars close about their throats and chests. The traffic slowed down, its roar diminishing to a rubbery rumble.


  “We’d better make for Victoria station,” said Mary, “before the rush-hour begins.”


  But Joan objected. She made the excuse that there were thousands more gifts to be bought. This was an excuse for putting off the confession, and Mary at last rebelled. They reached Victoria to discover that other people were of the same mind. The station was packed with a crowd of parcel-encumbered shoppers. Blackboards with cancellations and new directions stood on easels. Overhead, under the dome, a thick cloud of chocolate-coloured smoke hung like a sagging tent. Beyond the station, all was dark, though the hour was only three o’clock. From time to time, if there were such a factor as time, a fog signal exploded, and yet another train rumbled to a standstill. Distant lowings from down-river suggested that tugs were in difficulties in and beyond London Pool.


  The two women fought their way to a barrier and a platform where a lunch-time train still waited. They found seats, and sat there, in a cold coach, with their parcels about them, the racks being already filled. “One thing, it teaches us patience,” said a passenger. Mary, sitting pressed against her daughter, felt the girl’s body start, and she half-expected her to make some rude retort. She put her hand on Joan’s lap, and patted the firm flesh. There was no response. Joan was determined on being alone in the universe.


  After two hours of great discomfort and cold, mother and daughter reached Oxted, and groped their way to the car in the station yard. But now it needed some persuasion, and Joan had to lift the bonnet, tickle the carburetter, and swing the handle a dozen times before the engine woke. The fog here was vegetable instead of mineral, but it was hardly less thick, and Joan had to drive in low gear all the way to the cottage. But she appeared to welcome the needed concentration, and hummed to herself as she peered ahead, hugging the verge of the road up through the back of the village, over the Common, and down to the great wood. Here, where the Weald opened, the mist thinned a little, revealing the nearer trees and bushes beside the lane. The headlights of the car struck the coloured trunks and sweeps of halfnaked fronds, making sudden flares of yellow, umber and gold, but tarnished gold. A falling leaf from time to time crossed the windscreen, screaming with light, then vanishing. Once an owl glided in front of the car, an unreal apparition that left behind it a cry that choked upon itself as though smothered by the drip, drip of the clinging mist.


  “Home at last, and thank you,” said Mary, when Joan followed her into the cottage after putting the car away in the thatched stable. “I thought we were doomed.”


  “I never abandoned hope,” said Joan. And so the mother and daughter kept up this pretence of cheerfulness, giving themselves another respite and taking comfort from the physical pleasure of being indoors, warm, wrapped in familiar surroundings, where every object had its intimate whisper of memory, wistful perhaps but no less endeared.


  Mary kindled the fire in the open hearth, and the flames from the paraffin sprinkled over the ashes lit up the Elizabethan brickwork, the door of the bread-oven, the gap of the salt-recess, the logs piled up and over the two seats in the chimney corners. As Mary went to draw the curtains, her cat appeared outside the casement, two eyes gleaming, and a coral-red mouth opening and shutting, the sound of the appeal cut off by the panes. She opened the window and he sprang in, his blue-grey fur bedewed, and his whiskers drooping. Shuddering as he walked, he made for the centre table, where he rubbed himself at an angle against a leg, purring and mewing together, protesting against the inclement weather and half-blaming his mistress. Joan stooped and roughly ran her hand along his coat, from head to tail, bringing it away wet and stuck with loose hairs.


  The cottage was still lighted by oil-lamps, and the flat odour of them added to the rustic mood of the interior. With curtains drawn, the log fire now burning fiercely and hissing as it attacked the damp soot of the upper chimney, the two lamps casting pools of golden light and saturating the air with an almost visible texture of peacefulness, the two women forgot the outside world, and settled down before the fire, with tea and the opportunity for small-talk.


  But the mother could wait no longer.


  “Now, darling. What is it all about?” she asked, filling Joan’s cup again.


  Joan hesitated, stared fixedly at the fire, clutched the cat on her lap and made it cry out in protest. She turned to her mother, who saw her breast rising and falling, shadowed and lit by fire-glow.


  “Look, Mother,” she said at last. “John and I can’t go on as we have done. I can see that I made the mistake of urging him into marriage. But I begin to feel that I might just as well have snatched a boy out of the Fourth Form. I wonder somebody hasn’t informed the R.S.P.C.C.”


  “Don’t be facetious, Joan. It sounds so bitter. I can’t imagine what …”


  Joan suddenly changed her mood. Turning abruptly, she spilled the cat from her lap, and jumped up, to pace before the fire, marking the tiled spaces with her large shoes.


  “Well, the truth is, that our marriage is no marriage at all. We’ve had four years of this boyish comradeship, and I can stand it no more. It’s turning me into a crank, a monomaniac.”


  “My dear child …”


  “I know. It sounds quite indecent. But when a man lives with you and treats you one moment like a fellow-soldier, and the next as though you were a dangerous Lilith or Delilah creeping towards him with a pair of shears to strip him of his manly strength, what are you to do, as a woman—as a woman, Mother; and that’s the blunt truth?”


  Her voice broke, and Mary feared that she was about to burst into a flood of weeping; but indignation took charge again, and drove her to a further pacing of the floor. The logs on the fire collapsed, sending up a flight of sparks, and Mary got up, walked round her daughter and drew the logs together. The girl ignored this interruption, and spoke again.


  “This university life is all very well. I enjoy that. But when it is cut off from reality—you know what I mean? Yes, that’s what it comes to. John is so concerned with his magnificent physical condition, when he’s not in the laboratory, that he begins to look upon me as a menace. Nothing must come between him and his fitness for climbing. You know he’s joined the Alpine Club, and goes up there to read for one night a week? That leaves me out at least for that part of his life. And for the rest—well, you see that I’m trying to tell you, Mother. I’m only human, and I can’t stand it any more. I’ve been a fool over him. He says so himself; accuses me of spoiling my career at Newnham because of what he calls my emotionalism. Emotionalism! It makes me want to say something beastly, something that smells of the stable and mother earth. But there it is. One can’t do it. All I know is, we’ve got no children, and are not likely to have any.”


  Mary felt herself going colder and colder as she listened. She had no warmth of experience to draw upon. For the past fourteen years all her efforts of will had been directed to quelling the fires of nature. She believed that she must be direct and candid with the distracted girl.


  “I don’t know what to say, Joan. I had no idea of this. You both appeared to be so happy together, with your work, and your expeditions. Didn’t you meet on the mountains? Life has drifted away from, from … It is so long now since I had your father. We were happy enough; without question. All was so natural. You were born at the end of our first year. Then your brother died. That frightened us a little, but it made no difference to our relationship. You know what I mean.”


  She knelt before the fire still, gazing into the past.


  “But after I lost him. Yes, that was the end of things. I had to put all that behind me. I was afraid, Joan. I am afraid still, though I begin to grow old. An old woman, changing into something poor and strange. I don’t recognise myself. But I want to help you. I don’t believe in violence. You must not be …”


  “Don’t imagine I’m being headstrong, Mother. This thing has been growing for the past two years, though I’ve tried to hide it, dismiss it. The fact is, he’s not made for marriage. I love him, and he thinks he loves me. But all this fasting, and remorse; all this self-dedication as though he were a Greek athlete or a medieval monk. The two ways of life are utterly incompatible. I’ve done with it all, Mother, done with it. And nothing in the world will make me carry on with it. We had it all out before he went off for his rock-climbing. I accused him finally of being abnormal, and he was terribly hurt. But it’s true, it’s true. Either that or we are physically incompatible, and he does not really want me. Sometimes I’ve thought that he was either a child, or a man belonging to a generation older than mine. It was as though, as though he were more in love with you, Mother, than with me!”


  Mary, still kneeling before the fire, looked up almost slyly at her daughter, though she spoke as one shocked.


  “Joan, how can you say such things?”


  “Well, sometimes it has looked like that. He worships you; he hovers over you—yes, hovers. Perhaps it is because you are smaller than I—and still so lovely, with that silver hair framing a face that you and I both take for granted, but must have driven men mad in the past—and could do so to-day, too, if men were still capable of that sort of thing. But I sometimes think the biology of the human male has been altered. It’s turned away from … Oh, I’m talking rot, Mother. I can only speak from my own experience. And I know this. My own marriage is a failure, and I’ve done with men for good. That’s final, and it’s no use crying over it.”


  She finished this speech with an emphasis that left the air confused with a hundred broken questions. Mary could say nothing. She got up, returned to the tea-tray, and poured herself another cup, which she sipped thoughtfully.


  “Well, darling,” she said at last, after Joan had subsided into a sulky silence, “the only thing is to take some active steps. We cannot leave the matter thus. Do you mean that you have agreed to part? And if so, on what terms? I am not prepared to believe this is the last word. I had a letter from John too for my birthday—by the way, thank you both for the present, which I’ve not yet opened, owing to our preoccupation. He says nothing about so serious a decision.”


  “Of course not. He never will. He has a genius for skating round reality—unless it’s made of limestone and is stuck fifteen thousand feet above sea-level.”


  “Oh well, love, we are all made in different moulds. What you need now is a complete change. So do I. Dr. Batten has written from Paris, as usual on my birthday, asking me to go over. I’ve never done so, since that first year after your father was killed, or rather when the war ended; though for me the war did end when he was killed in 1915. I know it sounds weak and selfish. But I’ve tried to make up for it since, and to cancel out my own feelings.”


  “That’s the trouble, Mother. All this abnegation and arid self-control! But it looks as though I am in for a course of it now. How else am I to carry on?”


  So the talk went on, between mother and daughter, neither of them able to express herself fully, or to bring under control the flood of emotions and disconnected memories released under the clash of words and events. The evening drew toward bed-time, and after Mary had inspected the gift sent that day from The Stores, and both she and Joan had had baths and sipped cups of cocoa and nibbled at biscuits, they parted for the night, having agreed to accept Dr. Batten’s invitation, concluding that nobody would be more surprised than he. Mary added, as they parted for the night, that she could barely remember what the doctor looked like. She faintly recollected a thin man in uniform, with a face heavily lined each side of a wide mouth, the eyes sunken under a lined brow, and lank hair. “He stooped,” she said, pausing with her hand on the door-knob, as though it were a handle to the past. “It looked so odd with a man in uniform.”


  “Well, you will see what time has done to him, Mother. But I must first finish off my last job for the Professor, before he goes off to America. That will take a few days. But we need a little time, surely, to pack our things?”


  They agreed, and parted. Mary noticed that the cat had followed Joan into her room, and was not turned out again.


  Chapter Three

  

  A Long-Standing Invitation


  Joan’s work for her Professor took a week, but during that time her mother got busy, arranging for the departure and an indefinite stay abroad. This activity was deliberately maintained to prevent her from worrying about Joan’s marriage and the threat to it. Mary thought John Boys rather an adorable person, with his childlike enthusiasms, his utter lack of self-consciousness, and his old-fashioned attitude toward women. He always made her feel frail and helpless, and she found that a relief from the part which she had forced herself to play in the lonely drama of her widowhood. For she never succeeded in disguising the fact that her life was lonely, in spite of her devotion to Joan, and her activities and good works locally and in London. It was as though she were conducting herself through a glass screen, or over the telephone. Everything, and everyone, stood at a slight remove from flesh and blood contact. She did not care to examine that matter more intimately.


  The cottage in the wood was left to the care of Milly, who would keep the place aired and clean, and could be depended upon. Nothing to worry about there. Mother and daughter found themselves in the boat-train at ten o’clock one calm morning in mid-December, rushing through Kent, too excited by travel-fever to be able to see what they were looking at through the windows of the compartment. Winter sunshine touched the coloured landscape, flashing on oast-caps, ponds, and the wires in the hop gardens. Flights of rooks rose from the fields as the train disturbed them. The travellers looked furtively at the surface of the sea as the train ran alongside it through Folkestone Warren. But all was calm, even glassy, with the sun burnishing the water to blue steel, under the tempering of a slight mist.


  Both of them were quiet during the crossing. They walked the deck, their heads protected in silk handkerchiefs against the breeze. Gulls skated on air round the boat, darting down from time to time into the great blocks of glassy water thrown aside by the vessel. The Channel appeared to be empty, and both shores were soon lost behind the mist.


  At last, but sooner than they anticipated, the coast of France grew from a smudge to a solid, and took shape in cliff, downside, beaches, and the approach to Calais Harbour.


  “I’ve not seen it for over eleven years,” said Mary sadly. She was realising that she was about to step ashore on the ground where her husband lay. Was something missing in her, she asked herself, that she had not been again to visit his grave in the well-tended cemetery? But the regularity of the tiny graves, the sameness of them, had filled her heart with a dreadful sense of futility that had almost made her cry out against God. She had not dared to go again.


  Joan took her arm, as they stood waiting at the gangway, amid the cries of porters, and the excitement of a party of skiers on their way to the Alps, young folk perilously encumbered with the tools of their pastime.


  “This is your suggestion, darling,” said Joan. “So we’ve got to enjoy ourselves, or all the effort and money will be wasted.”


  Mary looked swiftly at her daughter, surprised by this touch of perceptiveness. It cheered her, and it also made her feel guilty at having given way to so gloomy a reminiscence, when the girl must surely be needing all her attention. She obeyed Joan’s gesture, which sent her first down the gangway. They found their reservations on the train, and sat down to luncheon, which began as soon as the train moved.


  The winter afternoon gradually faded over northern France, but a wind had sprung up, whistling round the carriages and clearing away the mist. Darkness beyond the windows was pinned by diamonds of light from farmhouses, and Amiens and Chantilly glittered in the night. Joan fell asleep, but Mary could not lose herself. She watched her daughter’s face, the handsome oval of her chin, touched with a petulance by sleep; the fair hair disordered by travel. “I wonder if she is too strong-minded for him?” she asked herself suddenly; and her thoughts turned to the husband, somewhere in the Pennines, his climbing-boots ringing on the rocks, his rucksack light with a mass of papers concerned with problems in physics, the by-product of Lord Rutherford’s research work at Cambridge.


  But Paris was approaching, and Joan was wakened by that apprehensiveness latent in all travellers’ minds. The two women tidied themselves, collected their luggage, and stood in the corridor watching the lights of the city. At the barrier of the platform in the Gare du Nord, they were instantly approached by two men, one in advance of the other.


  “I recognised you, Mrs. Winterbourne,” said a quiet voice, “we don’t need to re-introduce ourselves.” Mary shook hands with Dr. Batten, and presented her daughter, who towered above the stooping figure whom she could not see distinctly under the gloomy station lights. She was aware of a surprisingly small hand that gripped hers firmly; and of a pair of sharp eyes that could not be dimmed even in that dismal setting.


  He said nothing to her, merely stood for a moment with her hand in his. Then he turned, and his companion, who had been lingering in the background, came forward. “My brother, Colonel Tom Batten,” said the doctor. Mary greeted the stranger, looking at him vaguely, for it was useless to try to register any impression in this gloom. Nor did she detect a trace of irony in the doctor’s voice. She noticed only that he out-topped his brother, being a head taller than the Amazonian Joan, who was struggling with him about the luggage.


  The doctor did the talking as he led the way to the car. The other three were shy, and the women tired.


  “We’ve put you into an hotel only a stone’s-throw from home, Mrs. Winterbourne. Our flat is almost wholly a professional headquarters, and no place to invite you to stay in, as you will see. But you are dining with us to-night, if that is agreeable. You did meet my wife? There are two children now, a boy and a girl, both bilingual monsters, aged nine and seven. They would not add to the comfort of visitors. I fear we are negligent parents. But their uncle, who has been here for some time, is licking them into shape with army discipline.”


  The colonel chuckled, and took the suitcase from Mary, to stow it into the boot of the car. She saw his face clearly as he laughed, the scar down one cheek, the slightly drawn lip that side, the grey eyes and slight expression of bewilderment. Joan saw him too, but she diagnosed the expression as shiftiness.


  The colonel drove, timing himself expertly with the Paris traffic, so that the passengers’ terror was gradually lulled, as he tore down the Boulevard de Sébastopol, past the front of the Palais de Justice, up the Boulevard St. Michel, to draw up at a small hotel close to the Raspail Métro station.


  “While you get yourselves installed,” said the doctor, “we will put the car away and my brother will come back for you. Take your time. We dine at all hours, but to-night the meal is planned for eight o’clock. That gives you an hour.”


  Mother and daughter found themselves in two small, communicating rooms at the side, overlooking the large Cimetière du Sud. They could hear the traffic rumbling along the Boulevard Raspail past the front of the hotel, the noise rushing up the side road, the Rue Edgar Quinet, in momentary bursts of activity.


  “This will do, won’t it?” said Joan, who liked being high up, and in a new building where everything was clean. “The colonel’s not very communicative, is he?”


  They began to unpack and hang up their clothes, coming and going between the two rooms as they changed into dinner dresses and coats. A maid interrupted, and offered her services most pleasantly. They purred with a sense of comfort in the super-heated atmosphere.


  “Monsieur is below,” said the maid, adding, to their amusement, “but it isn’t important,” as she filled the wardrobes and stacked the suitcases on top of them.


  Joan spoke French readily, for her research work had brought her over to Paris frequently since she had taken her degree and married. Mary, after eleven years, was quite at a loss.


  “I’ve become a rustic, Joan,” she said. “It will keep you busy, shepherding me around.”


  “Unless the colonel relieves me of the task,” said Joan.


  They both laughed, and went down by the lift to the lounge, where Colonel Batten sat reading the Paris Daily Mail, horn-rimmed spectacles half-way down his nose.


  It was a sensitive nose, with finely-cut nostrils over a trim moustache, as Mrs. Winterbourne noticed. She saw, too, his neat figure when he jumped up and lowered the newspaper. His grey hair was cut short. The only odd thing about him was the scar down his right cheek, and the point where it just touched the lip, to rob his mouth of expression, and thus adding to the slightly enigmatic character of his grey eyes.


  There was nothing enigmatic, however, about his glance of admiration, and his quiet courtesy, as he looked at Mary, and bowed slightly, as though he had caught something of French ceremony as between man and woman.


  “Have I hurried you?” he asked. And she realised that this was the first opportunity he had given them to hear his voice. Or so it seemed. It was a pleasing voice, more that of an actor than a soldier; modulated and touched with an overtone of emotional promise. It caught Mary’s interest instantly. She smiled without replying.


  “There’s no hurry really. I’m at a loose end to-day—resting a bit, you know. Actually, I’m staying in the hotel here. Luke’s flat is no place for selfish comfort lovers. He’s something of an oracle, or a witch-doctor, here in Paris. All the local hospitals overflow into his quarters, for he’s a consultant to most of them, when it’s a question of chest troubles. He started this special interest during the war, with gas cases. Ghastly business, that. It has killed soldiering—as a trade, I mean. And those tanks, too. It goes beyond all bounds of humanity. And I’m not being a sentimentalist, longing for the good old times. War is war. But there has to be a set of rules somewhere, so that we know how to draw the line.”


  Having once started, he lost all shyness, and rattled away cheerfully while guiding the women across the boulevard, up it for a few yards, and then down a turning to the left, called the Rue Boissonade.


  “This is a sick quarter. Nothing but hospitals behind here. Luke loves to be on the spot. And Vivienne, that’s his wife, my sister-in-law, a grand woman, is just as keen. She was a nurse during the war. And by heavens, she is still one. The parable of the Good Samaritan pales beside their story. But here we are. They are on the first floor. Not much to look at from outside. Get’s a bit monotonous, all this heavy Hausmann stuff, great blocks of pseudomagnificence. But we go right through, across the courtyard. That makes for quietness; something to be desired, in Paris!”


  “Are you here for long?” asked Joan, abruptly, as they climbed the stone stairs.


  He looked at her sharply, and hesitated.


  “Well; I’m not very sure, at the moment. It depends on various things.”


  “I see. It’s not just a holiday?”


  Colonel Batten looked appealingly at Joan’s mother, and she at once felt that the girl was being importunate. She must come to the rescue.


  But there was no time to do so. The door opened, and an elderly maid ushered them in. She was a grave woman, more like a nun than a domestic. Her gold-rimmed spectacles examined them benevolently, but severely. She ignored the colonel. “Madam is with Doctor in the consulting-room, and asks you to excuse her for a moment.”


  She led the way from the long hall, that stretched right and left, with numerous doors on each side. One of these opened to the drawing-room. Though it was large, it was over-crowded, and partially screened off by a huge, four-fold screen of painted leather, past the end of which protruded the end of a single-bed, where lay an open violincase. Out in the open, between two large french-windows stood a boudoir grand, littered with loose music sheets and albums. A performance must have been hastily interrupted, for the violin and bow had been laid on top of this debris, and a small bust had been knocked over. The maid picked this up and righted it, and Mary saw that it was a bust of Brahms.


  The disorder was not out of keeping with the rest of the room, for small tables and ill-assorted chairs stood about, most of them filled with papers, journals, books, a velvet house-coat, a brief-case, a lady’s handbag (of enormous capacity), an evening scarf and several newly-ironed lace handkerchiefs smelling of eau-de-Cologne. A work-basket on legs stood beside a low arm-chair beside the farther window, against a radiator. It had overflowed, and bundles of socks, a shirt, and other undergarments, lay all round it. One arm of the chair was porcupined with needles and pins.


  “How homely it looks,” said Joan, innocently. Her mother looked at her, however. She knew that assumption of innocence. It could be intimidating. She saw the colonel look too. So he was not lacking in perception. He was not a mere soldier, she told herself.


  “More like an English country vicarage half a century ago, don’t you think?” he said lightly.


  The long curtains at the windows fluttered in the draught as the door opened, to admit the doctor’s wife.


  “Oh, forgive, forgive!” she exclaimed, in a deep contralto voice, rushing at Mrs. Winterbourne and towering over her. For a moment she hesitated, then convulsively put out her arms and folded the small Englishwoman in an embrace that almost lifted her off her feet. “I have known you so long, though we have not met, except once a year when you replied to Luke’s letter. Ah, then I met you! Such expressive letters. You are literary, Madam? No? It is a gift wasted. And this is your daughter? She is like me, eh? Not made in Dresden! We shall have much in common. Are you like me, also, given to confusion, so untidy because of the way life goes, always something happening, always the unexpected? And have you a husband who is a saint, and a slave at the same time, the slave of half the population of Paris? No, I hope not, for your sake. I am the most harassed woman in France.”


  Mary examined her features while she was speaking. Her words belied her appearance, for the broad face was unlined, the fair hair, smoothly dressed, without a touch of grey. Good health, good spirits alone could stamp a face with such serenity. She shone like a sun. Mary instantly felt warmer, and let her slight anxiety about Joan fade away. Not even Joan could withstand such radiant goodwill.


  The colonel, who had disappeared, returned with a tray containing glasses and two bottles, Dubonnet and Byrrh. The Englishwomen were not ungrateful, for they had missed afternoon tea, and had eaten nothing since the luncheon on the train.


  Meanwhile, Madame was not deflected from her stream of exclamatory monologue. She told them that a half-hour of music, their one relaxation, had been as usual broken by an emergency case, a young man on whom a report had to be made before he could be allocated to one or other hospitals, that night. “Luke will be with us in a moment,” she concluded. “And if he is not, we will not wait, for you must be starving after the journey. How I dislike travel; the upheaval, the disorder. I like to live with my things round me, all in order and to hand.” She looked lovingly at the confusion of her work-basket and the cornucopia-like room.


  A door opened and closed, upon a murmur of voices somewhere along the hall. But it was a false hope, for the doctor still did not come. Then the maid entered and announced that the meal was ready and that they should not wait longer. So the drinks were hastily swallowed, and Madame seized Mary by the arm and led her through a further door and a smaller sitting-room, also in a state of opulent confusion, most of it the flotsam and jetsam of the children’s lives. Beyond this room the dining-room was surprisingly austere, with a long mahogany table elegantly laid, with two cut-glass candlesticks and crimson candles, three in each.


  A large painting by Renoir, girls bathing against a background of smoky woodland, broke the austerity of the room. It glowed in the candlelight, giving as much as it took, and doubling the richness of the exchange, converting light into its own currency of colour. A cry of triumph, and a small girl broke into the room from the hall, the cord of her dressing-gown catching in the door and acting as a tether.


  She was an elfin creature, small, compact, with two flying pigtails and a pair of brimming grey eyes, so intense that the rest of her anatomy appeared to be the mere trailer, like the tail of a meteor. She flew at her mother, and the cord tore itself from her gown with a flick, the tassel hitting the skirt of the maid, who stood with a huge bowl of soup between table and door.


  “I’ve come to say good-night, Mummy,” she cried. Then, oddly enough, she turned to the visitors, curtsied like a French child, and spoke in French. It was only when Joan replied in English and shook her newly-bathed hand, that she realised her mistake, and broke into a peal of laughter.


  “Will you be here to-morrow, then?” she said eagerly. “I am half-English, you know, though I’ve never been to England. If you live there, may I come and see you one day?”


  “You certainly may,” said Joan, with solemnity, giving the child all her attention, while the rest of the adults looked on with amusement.


  “Adrian won’t come in. He’s two years older than me, but he’s too shy.”


  Mary started. Adrian! Her husband’s name! The boy must have been named after him. Yet the doctor had never mentioned in his letters that he had children. Indeed, he had never written about himself, or his life, other than to say that his professional work kept him very busy, too busy to come to England. Now here she saw him in the middle of a warm, embracing family life, with this generous and expressive French wife, this adorable child, and this brother who so far had been no more than a pleasant courier. But he too was obviously something more. That certainty hardly occupied her mind at the moment.


  “Adrian!” she exclaimed. “But that is my husband’s name, Mrs. Batten!”


  “Yes, that is so,” said the mother, who was blandly extricating herself from the embraces of her daughter, as from those of a small octopus.


  The maid, having safely deposited the tureen in the centre of the table, now took up the child and carried her from the room, under a rain of playful blows, and cries of “I’m going to England, to England” chanted as a kind of passacaglia, in time to the firm tread of the Frenchwoman.


  “I shall look forward to meeting Adrian, then,” said Mary, quietly to Mrs. Batten, who was now seated at the head of the table, while the colonel leaned over her to ladle out the soup and hand it round. Nobody was instructed where to sit, so Mary took the chair on the right hand of her hostess, opposite the colonel. Joan hesitated, looked at the vacant chair beside the colonel, then walked round the table and sat down beside her mother. Mary looked up, and found that his elusive grey eyes were touched with laughter, and that he was looking into her own, demanding protection.


  At that moment, the doctor came in.


  Chapter Four

  

  Dinner in Paris


  His stoop was the more noticeable under the bright light; or maybe he was tired at the end of the day’s work. He shut the door carefully, went round behind his wife and touched her shoulder with his hand as he passed. He stopped beside Mrs. Winterbourne, stooped and looked into her face, his piercing eyes full of mischief.


  “I see no sign of fatigue, after the journey. You must have iron constitutions, both of you.” He nodded at Joan, but she ignored the compliment, and went on busily at her soup. She had taken a swift glance at him, however, and followed it with another as he sat down at the head of the table, on her right hand.


  “Why, Tom, deserted by the ladies?” he said to his brother, as he noticed the vacant chair on his right. But Tom was at the sideboard, fatiguing the salade with all the up-handed ceremony of a regimental drummer at work. He carried the huge bowl to the table, and then began to collect the soup plates, to help the maid who had now brought in a dish of veal escalops with golden-brown potatoes.


  “The children safe?” asked the doctor, along the table. His wife rose and walked round with his soup-plate, which he attacked belatedly, stopping to look first at one guest, then the other, without comment. His wife stood behind him while he consumed his soup, and the second course had to be served by the colonel, who dished it out from where he sat opposite Mrs. Winterbourne. She held the plates for him, and was thus able to examine him more closely.


  He had a family likeness to his brother, but it was blunter, more equivocal. The doctor’s character spoke out instantly; simple, direct. She felt the positive force of it though he had not yet declared himself in any way, or indeed said more than a few words. The colonel appeared to be putting up a façade of almost self-conscious ritual, as though his gestures, and his words, were studied with a view to disguising his nature. Mrs. Winterbourne’s curiosity was whetted. She looked at him again, asking herself if he really intended to hide something. But what could a man at that time of life, with his career determined and almost concluded, want with subterfuge? She dismissed the suspicion, and turned her attention to the doctor, who was now sitting back and studying her openly, his hand to his lips, wiping them with a napkin.


  “It is good to meet again after these many years, Mrs. Winterbourne,” he said. “Time can give us confidence. I know that often I will venture to-day, where I would not have dared even ten years ago. I suppose experience is a kind of ammunition, that adds to our strength and assurance. I don’t know. It’s dangerous to generalise.”


  “One escalop, Mrs. Winterbourne,” interrupted the colonel, handing it across the table to her, and following it with the salade.


  He behaved as though he were afraid of plunging below the surface of social life.


  “Don’t spoil the meal with philosophy, Luke. We shall all have indigestion.”


  The doctor smiled at him, reassuringly.


  “Why worry, Tom? I’m only counting the shots in the locker. You’ve been trained to do that, surely?”


  Tom did not take this easily, however. Mary saw him frown, and the hand that held the next plate fumbled a little. He put down the plate in front of his brother, then snatched it up again and put it down for Joan, muttering an apology. “We’re used to serving him at once, in case he’s called away.”


  Joan ignored this again. She could not bring herself to accept his rather timid overtures. She was only a little less hostile to the doctor. Mary felt almost ashamed of her daughter’s boorishness, and put herself out to be agreeable, especially to the two men. The effort was so successful that the colonel instantly recovered poise, and during the rest of the meal addressed himself almost exclusively to her, leaning across the table with small confidences and gallantries, to which she responded willingly enough, since they amused her. His efforts were so patent, so boyish, and nonetheless acceptable for being old-fashioned.


  Joan must have observed this, for she retreated into a moroseness that even Mrs. Batten must have felt, for she began to talk to the young woman, across the conversation of the other two, questioning her about her work at Cambridge, and enquiring into her husband’s research. She appeared to be knowledgeable, and Joan saw this as a means of escape from so much personal chatter. The table became quite lively, with the doctor maintaining a centre of communicative silence, toward which the consciousness of all the others gravitated.


  This harmony was broken suddenly by the maid, who came in, looked menacingly at the colonel, and said, “The English solicitor on the telephone!”


  “Oh Lord!” he exclaimed; then looked helplessly at his brother, and from him to Mrs. Winterbourne; a secondary gesture implying that he had brought her into the orbit of his confidence. She found herself being mildly alarmed on his behalf. Poor man, she thought, he’s worried over something. And she watched him as he went reluctantly from the room.


  The doctor looked at her, and smiled.


  “The Law!” he said. “It’s something quite outside my brother’s range. And it worries him. I suppose when these professional soldiers come out of the army, that cosy nursery, they feel the cold winds.” He leaned across Joan, and spoke confidentially to her mother. “You see, Tom never got beyond lieutenant-colonel. You appreciate the difference?”


  “Certainly we do!” snapped Joan.


  “Ah yes, I am sure you would,” said the doctor suavely. He turned to her with an ironic inclination of the head. She had the sensation that he was willing to wait indefinitely for her to declare herself on some matter, or any matter, as though assured that she would play into his hand in spite of herself.


  “I hope …” began Mary, who now found herself quite unaccountably interested in the colonel and his affairs. But before she could proceed, the door opened a few inches, and he poked his head in, beckoned to his brother, and said, “Can you come a minute?”


  “Ah,” replied the doctor, smiling, and following the colonel to the telephone in the hall. He had forgotten to shut the door, and the talk with the ‘English solicitor’ could faintly be overheard. “Yes! Yes! But they can’t hold him responsible for that!” Followed by indistinguishable monosyllables, and a tattering voice at the other end betraying considerable emphasis. “Go back? Certainly not. He had better remain here until things are sorted out more clearly. You realise that he is quite inexperienced; I said quite inexperienced, in your world. Well, the world with which you have to deal! I won’t say more on the telephone. But you can be sure of us here. The anchor holds very fast, I can tell you!” There was another outburst from the English shore. Then the doctor said soothingly, “Yes; I am certain it will be instructive to him. You may be sure he will always …” but the maid came in again and closed the door, while she collected the plates and put the cheeses on the table.


  Mary found herself eagerly beseeching unknown powers on the colonel’s behalf. Whatever could be wrong? She was convinced that he ought never to be in trouble of that sort. But what sort? This question completely fogged her. She remained anxious, but with her interest, even her faith, in him unshaken. It did not occur to her to ask herself if she had been required to have faith in him. At any rate, if he asked as much, she was prepared to give it.


  The doctor came back to the table, a slight gleam of colour in his cheeks. “Tom won’t be long,” he explained to his wife. “He’s just ringing up Wilson here, at his home.”


  The meal proceeded, a pretence of small-talk being maintained, but without much strain, the doctor and his wife being obviously quite imperturbable people, full of confidence, either in themselves, or in some larger agent outside everyday life and its unpleasant accidents and surprises.


  Then the colonel returned, his short hair almost ruffled, where he had been rubbing his hands over it as though after swimming.


  “Wilson was out; so I rang his partner Lepage. Useless, Luke. I can’t understand a word. These French professionals are much too fast for me. It was the same with their officers. All theory and high faluting. And it gets you no further than our rule of thumb, in the long run.”


  “Yes,” replied his brother dryly, “but we are concerned with the short run at the moment.”


  The meal over, the party retreated to the sitting-room, the screen and the Pleyel grand piano. After coffee, the doctor took up the violin and began tuning it between his knees.


  “We were in the middle of a Fauré sonata, Mrs. Winterbourne. Would you mind if we try to finish it? Come, Vivienne.”


  His wife rose from the coffee-stool, pushing aside her work-basket, and coming forward, easing her bulk by placing a hand on Mrs. Winterbourne’s shoulder. She pressed it, saying in a half-whisper, “It helps him to sleep, a little music at the end of the day.”


  The music, however, proved to be something more than a sedative. Both husband and wife played well, and Mary was surprised to see Joan staring fixedly at the ceiling, her eyes moist with emotion; moist, and touched with an anguish wholly foreign to the girl’s character. The mother could see, also, tiny wrinkles at the corner of those eyes, the microscopic signature of distress. Twenty-five years old! She is too young for that, thought Mary, her heart aching for the girl. But she had not yet thought out what could be done to repair the rift in this marriage with a perfectly estimable man. Poor John! He too must be suffering. Or did his Spartan code make no allowance for the finer shades of human relationship, and the promissory adversities of domestic intimacy?


  Listening vaguely to the entrancing and so highly-civilised music of Fauré, Mary pondered on the principal stumbling-block to the unhappy impasse in her small family life. She knew the cause of it; the timidities of two over-educated people. She was inclined to blame herself for having been too ambitious for Joan, sending her to a school and university where primitive reactions and elementary emotions were frowned upon. Then she realised that this was not the cause, for had not Joan complained that her normal womanly needs had been denied by John Boys, too much a man of mind and muscle, with no ameliorative unctions?


  Contemplating his character from afar, she found herself regarding also the colonel, who sat almost within a fold of the great screen, in a low chair, his coffee-cup on his knee, one hand shading his face. Poor man, how forlorn he looked; rather like a small boy who has been given an unfair imposition at school.


  Then she perceived that he was looking under his hand, staring eagerly at her, so intently that she had to drop her gaze, and half-turn her head, to study the doctor standing beside his wife at the piano, thoroughly enjoying himself, the music, the universe in which it was finding embodiment. Oh, what secret has he, she asked herself; that nothing frightens him?


  Conversation broke out again, and Joan lowered the blind over her private miseries, forcing herself to become quite animated, thanking the musicians by a brittle display of appreciation. Mary, finding courage, and overcome by compassion, turned to the colonel and smiled at him. He got up, walked over to her, and took the empty chair at her side.


  “Thank you,” he said, “thank you, Mrs. Winterbourne.”


  “Why, whatever for?” she whispered.


  “I’m not quite sure,” he replied, putting down his cup on the tray, and touching her hand as he did so. “But I am grateful, nonetheless.”


  Chapter Five

  

  Morning Coffee


  Mother and daughter were awakened early next morning by the roar of mechanical roadsweepers racing up and down the Boulevard Raspail. But the maid with their coffee and croissants was also early. Joan came into her mother’s room, looking like a tousled goddess, yawning and stretching her arms, her figure silhouetted against the sunshine through a flimsy nightdress.


  “Don’t break something, dear,” said her mother, looking protectively at the cups as Joan sank on to the bed beside her.


  “No,” said the girl, “though I’ve never heard of a cow in a china-shop.”


  “I sometimes suspect that you feel you ought to have been a male.”


  Mary said this as she handed coffee to Joan: but the effect of her words was disconcerting, for the girl jumped up, paced about the little room, and finally turned sharply, to say, “Why do you harp on that? Can’t we forget this wretched business for a while? I’m sick and sick to death of all these personal affairs. Maybe John is right after all. I’ve been too much for him, with smothering affection. A boy! I doubt if anything could be less so. I think of boys as detached, light, blessed with a kind of seraphic indifference. But here am I, smouldering with rage; a possessive rage. I hate myself, I hate the world, and I hate most where I love most. Let us try to forget it, Mother.”


  “Here, child, take your coffee. I almost spilled it. And I wish you might try not to read too much into my irresponsible remarks. And let us go out this morning, to look at the outside world. We have had enough of ourselves for a while. What about the Cluny Museum, with its eighteenth-century France?”


  The girl stirred her coffee, calmed by her mother’s words. Then she looked up, puzzled.


  “What makes you think of the Cluny, Mother? It is ages since you were in Paris.”


  “Yes, but your father and I spent our honeymoon here, Joan. And I remember a happy morning at the museum, one April day. Coming back here brings it to mind—and much more besides. Oh dear, I thought my heart was asleep, after too much happiness.”


  Joan contemplated her afresh.


  “Do you know, Mother, I find it hard to recall Father. I was only nine when he went to the war. Is it an illusion that he was something like John; detached, not quite adult?”


  Mary chuckled, but sadly.


  “Nothing like that, child. If there was any detachment of attitude between us, it may have been on my side. I was very inexperienced. That was the pre-war English world; much different from to-day, especially for young women.”


  There was silence between them, while Joan pondered on this. The noise of traffic increased, and the girl went again to the window, to look over the cemetery, where the winter sunshine flooded horizontally, making each monument a bastion against its own shadow. She saw people already hurrying into the Métro station, soberly-clad women, men in odd clothes; far more idiosyncratic than an English crowd: more nervous too, more alert and apprehensive. And here and there a peasant trudged among these over-strung Parisians; earthy, rubicund, independent.


  “I’ve just remembered, Mother. The professor asked me to get a piece of information for him about the medical service in the French Army during the war. I am to go to the Institut de France to see Dr. Georges Duhamel, who lives there. It’s at the bottom of the Rue de Seine, facing the Quai and the end of the Island. Will you come with me? We can then go on to the Cluny, which is quite near.”


  Mary hesitated. She found herself, to her shame, not unwilling to shake off this vigorous personality for an hour or two. It would be pleasant to be alone in Paris, to conjure back some of the scenes and moments of her honeymoon, over a quarter of a century ago. It was like looking back into the Golden Age, the world of innocence, with passion unspent, and even uncounted. She was shy, too, of new contacts.


  “I think I will let you go alone. I’m rather tired after yesterday, and would like to tidy myself up. And also, I think I ought to call and see the children. We did not meet the little boy last night. Mrs. Batten was so sweet, I thought. A haven of rest. I could wait for you there, and we might lunch out, going to the museum after.”


  Joan readily agreed, and an hour later was gone, leaving her mother to get up at leisure, go over her clothes (an activity Joan did not appreciate) and restore her self-confidence after the slightly effacing experience of a day’s travel.


  Memories of the past happiness were not intrusive. They lay like a bank of warm clouds on the horizon of her consciousness, touched with sunlight. Everything was sunlight on this amazing winter morning. The room glowed, even glittered. The setts in the street below looked like glass. Mary felt her skin, and peered at herself in the mirror. There was no cause for depression. Her silver hair enhanced her appearance, she thought. Then she chided herself for being vain. Fifty years old, and sighing into a mirror like a young girl! Nevertheless, she dressed carefully, and pinned a hand-made brooch in exactly the right position on the lapel of her tailored coat.


  Then she went out, immediately to encounter Colonel Batten in the vestibule. He smiled at her shyly and raised his hat. The sunshine had touched him too with its miracle-working fingers. He shone. He was the embodiment of good health, good taste, Englishness.


  The elderly man and the elderly woman stood for several moments, silent, both conscious of the absurd responsibility which the years of their age had put upon them. They knew that they ought not to be looking at each other in quite that way. Sobriety, staidness; the traditional prescription hung between them.


  “This is the kind of day that Paris often gives us in midwinter,” said he. “But only English people would remark on it,” she replied.


  They laughed, and the colonel turned and walked at her side, under the bare trees on the boulevard, taking her arm as she nearly tripped on one of the iron grilles round the boles of the trees. He kept his hand lightly under her elbow, and she found herself being steered down the road, away from the Métro station and the Rue Boissonade.


  “You were going for a walk? I am at a loose end; if I may accompany you?”


  The formality of it all was ridiculous. They might have been in the middle of the nineteenth century. Mrs. Winterbourne looked sidelong at her companion, and saw a healthy and attractive man, walking erect, escorting her as though he were carrying the regimental colours. His eyes were darker than his brother’s, and more elusive, guarded by a certain blankness of expression. She conceived the idea that he was dodging something; something that he might even be afraid of. That must be most humiliating for a soldier. She began to sympathise.


  “I am stealing your time,” she said, looking up at him. He walked on resolutely, turning his head down to her and examining her with an air of uncertainty. She might have been teasing him. That was the effect of his glance.


  “It’s a pleasure,” he said gruffly. And the touch under her elbow tightened, almost imperceptibly. But she noticed it. She was alert again, young again.


  “Your husband; was he in the Regular Army?”


  “No. He was a stockbroker, fortunately for me. I might have had to drag out the years on an officer’s widow’s pension.”


  “I see. Territorial? They did jolly well. Saved the situation, in fact. Then they were swamped by conscription, if you see what I mean?”


  Mary believed that the colonel was somewhat shocked by her reference to her income. Perhaps he thought it was very un-English of her. She studied him again, and found him even more acceptable. He had taken his hand away from her elbow, and now marched along at her side; yes, marched, with a strained expression on his face, as though he had caught her walking out of step. They did not speak for some moments, and the silence lasted until they reached Vavin Métro station.


  Colonel Batten stopped, looked down the Boulevard Raspail, and then along the Boulevard Montparnasse.


  “I am bound northwards,” he said, uncomfortably.


  “What does that mean?” said Mary. “I have not seen Paris for many years; only once, I think, since my honeymoon here.”


  “Ah, you spent your honeymoon here?” She felt that he had forgotten his embarrassment, and was examining her once more with an odd intensity.


  “That was twenty-six years ago.”


  The melancholy with which she spoke again disconcerted him. He shied away from the subject of time and lost love.


  “North means towards the river,” he said. “In fact, I’ve got to call on the lawyer who rang up last night while we were at supper.”


  “That’s usually an ordeal,” she said, her voice hushed with sympathy. “I was intending to find the Luxembourg Gardens.”


  “Ah well, that is the same way. The lawyer’s office is in the Rue d’Assas, almost opposite the gate of the Gardens. May we go down together, and I will leave you there. Though I do not intend to be more than a few minutes. Perhaps I could join you again in the Gardens, and we could have coffee?”


  “I imagined visits to lawyers always took hours,” she said, lightly.


  He glanced quickly at her, then losing his suspicion that she might be laughing at him, or prying, he took her arm and guided her across the road. They turned down the Rue Vavin, crossed the Rue Notre Dame des Champs, and quickly found themselves at the gate of the Gardens. Mary had neither rejected nor accepted his suggestion that she should wait for him. She thought it rather characteristic; a childlike claim on her time and attention. She wondered if he was the sort of man that has to be looked after; to be mothered, perhaps.


  “I’ll walk round the Gardens, then,” she said, without considering further. “I remember the pond behind the Palace and the picture gallery. Could I go into the gallery, if I find the Gardens too cold in spite of the sunshine?”


  He did not know if the gallery was open. She decided he was not interested in the arts. He escorted her to the gate, then returned over the road. Before he disappeared into a doorway some yards along, he stopped, turned and raised his hat, waving it gallantly, and smiling. The impression of this boyish gesture remained with Mary as she walked into the Gardens, and wandered round by the palissade of pear trees, past one statue after another, most of them commemorating French poets.


  The Gardens were neither lonely nor desolate that December morning, for the sunshine glittered on the bare twigs of the regimented trees, and the paths were noisy with children and dogs. Mary noticed also more than one pair of lovers, publicly enjoying their preliminary ecstasies, or the gentle aftermath of passion, intimate together in spite of overcoats and scarves. The shouts of the children, the silence of the lovers, made Mary aware of her solitude, though she had borne it for fifteen years bravely enough, capitalising it, indeed, to enrich her own character. Joan had gone off on her own business, this first morning of their escape to Paris, and the shared confidence of mother and daughter at a time of distress had proved to be very small; hardly more than an outburst of anger from the young woman. But what she had told her mother was disturbing enough; and the following obstinacy of silence even more disturbing. Could it really be true that the marriage, after four years, was in fact no marriage? Why then had Joan not said something earlier? And could this be true of John, who was so affectionate, and so dutiful? Mary would not have believed that a son-in-law could be more acceptable than this good man; so sane, so healthy, so considerate. Nor had Joan possessed the appearance or manner of a suffering and cheated woman. Oh, how furtive, how secretive people can be, said Mary to herself, hurrying past the transports of an almost middleaged couple sitting on a bench, under the outstretched overcoat of the man.


  This reflection brought her thoughts back to Colonel Batten, and his obvious discomfiture over some business connected with the lawyers who had rung up from England last night, and those whom he was now visiting, so unwillingly. She was convinced that he merited sympathy. The whole man proclaimed this need.


  She was still thinking about him, and trying to push back the distress of Joan’s affairs, when he appeared, approaching her from the gate where she had come into the Gardens, towards which she was walking after a round of the crowded paths.


  “Why, how quick you have been,” she said, stopping in front of him, so that he pulled himself up with a jerk, not having seen her. “I hope nothing …” she began, alarmed by his almost shamefaced expression. He did not reply.


  “I think we need some strong coffee,” he said, at length, having stopped and battled with his own lugubriousness. They resumed their walk, leaving the Gardens by the museum and following the Rue Bonaparte to St. Germain des Prés. By this time the sunshine was warm enough for them to sit outside the café of Les Deux Magots, near a coke brazier, facing the ancient church. There they stayed, sipping coffee until the sun moved round the corner of the café. The half-hour was pleasant, though Mary was burdened with her worry about Joan, and the colonel obviously had something that weighed heavily on his mind. Both were on the point of confiding in each other; both were reluctant to indulge in such self-betrayal. This mutuality of mood brought them together. From time to time they smiled, Mary vaguely, the colonel more emphatically, as though calling upon military reserves.


  In spite of the personal distress, and the uncertainties that disturbed her, Mary was happier than she had been for a long time; longer than she cared to remember. The past indeed did not occupy her thoughts while she sat beside this man whom she so eagerly wanted to help.


  “I’m a very practical person,” she said, suddenly, “I wish I could do something …”


  She was frightened immediately after allowing these irresponsible words to escape her lips. She expected the colonel to get up, excuse himself, and walk indignantly away. But he did not. He leaned forward, looked closely into her eyes, and spoke gruffly, overcome, or almost overcome, by emotion.


  “I’m sure you are, Mrs. Winterbourne. It’s mutual, I think. I believe you are in deep water. Am I right? Yes, I know I am. That is what we have in common. It has brought us together, maybe. Though perhaps there is something deeper. I hope so. May I say that, Mrs. Winterbourne? We’re not young folk. There is not much time left for either of us. But what am I saying? It’s not like me to …”


  He stopped, he was out of his depth. He looked round wildly for the waiter, and waved his hand. Then he took up his empty coffee-cup and examined it. The waiter appeared, and he paid him.


  “I think it must be getting late. Are you going back to your hotel? Our hotel?” He stumbled over that, and looked even more uncomfortable. “I mean …”


  “No, Colonel Batten,” said Mary gently, “I am calling for Joan at your brother’s flat. She is to meet me there before lunch. Perhaps we should go, or she will be wondering what has become of me.”


  Chapter Six

  

  A Child Prodigy


  Though Joan knew the streets of Paris well, she found that her mind was obstinate toward their usual attraction. She was so gloomy that she had only to shut her eyes to be convinced that she was walking in the grey labyrinth of an inner suburb of London. Loneliness and misery, a kind of spiritual and physical degradation, overcame her. She stopped once and looked at herself in a long mirror standing in the window of an antique shop in the Rue de Seine, before reaching her first destination. “What is wrong with me,” she demanded, “that I can’t hold him?” Then she reflected that this was not the right question; for she did hold him. There had been no shadow of infidelity. On the contrary, he took all that for granted, far too much for granted. He no more contemplated his relationship with her than a happy schoolboy stops to consider where he stands with his mother. There was almost something geological about it. Mountains do not move; at least, if they do, then the whole of humanity is in peril.


  Mountains! Why did that monstrous image always recur when one was thinking about John? Maybe that was the trouble. If so, what had she to worry about? Did not most eager love affairs, after settling into marriage, end that way? No doubt; but then surely the husbands at least took what they wanted, before returning to their masculine obsessions?


  Had the war upset him, that he was different? But millions of other men had been through that, and they were certainly normal enough. So the fault must be in herself. She took another look at the figure reflected from the back of the shop window, among the pieces of Buhl, the Normandy dressers, the old clocks and statuettes.


  She saw a tall young woman, with an attractive if untidy head of fair hair, under a neat, if old toque with a feather which her mother had stuck in it to break the severity. Her long coat did not look too shabby, she thought; nor did it spoil her shape; a shape that had attracted several other men beside John; long legs, a fine neck, a good bust … but she turned away in disgust. Good God, she thought, isn’t even sexual love something more than that? Is it shame that makes him turn away from me; am I too primitive for him? But that is all nonsense. I have never besieged him. Heaven knows I have been patient enough; waiting, always waiting for something that doesn’t happen.


  The problem was stale by now. It had filled her mind for four years, at first only a minor uncertainty, because she had come to marriage with no doubts about herself and her capability to make John happy. Now she was weary of it, and the burden into which it had grown. She no longer blamed herself, as she had done in the beginning, for being too ardent, for having urged John, maybe, into a marriage for which he was not particularly eager. That had been her mistake, for so innocently thinking that marriage must necessarily be impetuous. Romantic ignorance. Nature seen through the eyes of a schoolgirl. She had asked too much, and had been rebuffed. Now she knew better. In a way it almost added to her admiration for men. They, apparently, were not upset by their instincts; if it was so sordid as that, this power which the romantics, and the religionists, called love. In future, she would take men at this cooler valuation,; the value which her own husband had put upon the emotions.


  Nevertheless, she took another backward glance at her reflection as she walked away from the mirror. She saw a small bust of Alexandre Dumas standing in front of it. Here was another kind of man; the bull neck, the rolling eye, the great ripe mouth. What did they signify? She shivered, overcome by dread—and something else that made her hurry on angrily, blinded by determination.


  By the time she reached the bottom of the picturesque Rue de Seine, the mood was conquered, and she entered the Institut de France quite calmly, to enquire at the bureau for the distinguished novelist and doctor who was resident there. A woman somewhat older than herself entertained her most courteously, and informed her that M. Duhamel was out of Paris, at his country house, but that any letters to him would be forwarded, and that she was certain he would be willing to give any information possible. She offered Joan paper and envelope, to write so that the letter could be forwarded without delay.


  Joan consulted her brief-case, and wrote a note with a list of questions. This took her only a quarter of an hour. The lady promised to send the enquiry that day, and then kept Joan chatting, about the comings and goings of the academic world, between the French and English universities. She invited her into the little private office behind, and gave her coffee. They shook hands on parting, and Joan left the Institut with more evidence of the reciprocity of women to each other, and how pleasant it was to be able to carry on one’s life without the interruption of the male element.


  She did not hurry. It was a pleasure not to be chased by one’s own temperament. The Rue de Seine had much to show her, with its little print shops, its displays of old furniture and objets d’art. She crossed and recrossed from one side to the other as she made her way leisurely towards the Luxembourg Gardens. Reaching them, she decided that it was more distracting to keep to the main road, rather than to go straight through the Gardens. So she went via the Boulevard St. Michel, feeling very much at home with the troops of students who were wandering up and down the Boulevard, between the colleges, and round the Sorbonne.


  It was just before noon when she reached the flat in the Rue Boissonade. The elderly maid answered to her ring, and welcomed her smilingly, taking her coat, and inviting her to go into the sitting-room. Joan stopped at the door, however, hearing piano music. She did not recognise it, except that it was period stuff, gay and delicious. Surely, she thought, Mrs. Batten is a more expert performer than I thought she was last night. But perhaps it is the music; so light, so sparkling. She could not imagine that rather heavy woman, so placid and imperturbable, giving way with such gaiety as this, and with so dexterous a touch.


  She waited at the door, her head bowed as though the better to listen through the panels. Her head; but not her heart, for this was delicious, compelling. She wanted to thank the performer; it was a gift, a reassurance. And then the music stopped. Now was the moment to offer that thanks.


  She paused for a few moments, then knocked and entered, the words, “Dear Mrs. Batten” on her lips.


  Mrs. Batten was not in the room. Joan saw a small child, a boy, bent over the end of the bed that protruded from behind the huge screen. He was turning swiftly, impatiently, the pages of a volume of music. A toy engine stood beside the reading desk of the piano, and the string attached to it dangled over the keys.


  Joan hesitated, bewildered. The boy looked up, saw her, jerked his head nervously, and came forward.


  “Good-morning,” he said, in English. “Are you one of the visitors from London who came last night?”


  “I am,” said Joan, shaking his tiny hand, which was as hard and bony as a bird’s claw. “I and my mother. We have just arrived in Paris. I saw your sister, I think.”


  “Yes, she always likes to meet people. Then she tells me what they are like.”


  “Oh, I hope she approved of us?”


  “Approved? What does that mean?” He frowned, puzzled and a little suspicious.


  “I mean, I hope that she gave a good report of us. I know that she would like my mother. Everybody likes her.”


  “Doesn’t everybody like you, then?”


  Joan was nonplussed. She could not answer. The little boy stood before her, gravely studying her from head to foot. He was an ordinary urchin, not too tidy. One hand was smeared with paint, a dab of blue. He saw Joan look at this.


  “I’ve been painting my engine,” he said, and broke the spell by running to the piano and taking up the toy, to show it to her.


  She jerked herself out of the discomfort his question had brought.


  “You did that while your mother was playing to you?”


  He looked puzzled.


  “Mother wasn’t playing. She has gone to Mass, I think. She often goes just before lunch.” He frowned, and continued. “Oh! You mean that? I was playing. It is a sonata by Scarlatti. I like him more than Mozart or Haydn. His music makes me laugh more. Oh, it’s marvellous. Just listen to that last movement again!”


  He ran back to the piano, perched himself on the stool, with the locomotive on the seat beside him, paused with his grubby hands over the keys, while he recollected the notes, then touched the keys. His feet could not reach the sustaining pedal, so the music was crisp, remote, tiny. But it was the voice of fairyland; seeming, at least to Joan’s very uneducated ear, unerring in its precision. The adapted harpsichord music of Domenico Scarlatti, foreshadowing sonata form, moulded itself exactly to the mind and fingers of the child, from whom it now poured almost embarrassingly, like water from the penis of a stone cherub on an Italian fountain. Joan found herself blushing. She could hardly bear to look at the boy as he sat, staring at his hands and becoming gradually more and more immersed in the excitement, the fever, of his own talent. The toy, which had been hastily set down on the edge of the stool, crashed to the floor. A spasm of dismay crossed his face, but on he went, returning to his own rapture. Joan crept forward and picked up the engine, standing with it in her hand, stationing herself beside the prodigy, and watching the back of his head and neck as he sat almost immobile, only his arms and hands at work. But how expressive that nape, that mop of hair, those sturdy little shoulders! She found it much less disturbing to watch him from this angle. The full face, that of an infant, but an infant transformed by a spirit which she felt had no right to be lodged there, had frightened her. The incongruity was beyond her understanding.


  Suddenly the rivulet of sound stopped, disappeared. The boy looked up at her, breathing heavily, as though he had been running beside those rapid and tiny waters. He smiled, and she saw that his eyes were exactly like those of his father, grey, deep-set, burning, the light in them darting about so rapidly that they might have been furtive, had they not been so authoritative and enquiring. The little face, with its miniature features already exquisitely defined, was one that demanded an answer to implied questions, and searching questions. Joan wanted again to rebel.


  “Well!” she exclaimed, as though she had discovered him pulling the cat’s tail. But he ignored her inference that he had no right to be so precocious, or that what he had done was out of the way.


  “You see what I mean?” he asked eagerly, and breaking into a peal of happy laughter, rocking himself to and fro, and gradually becoming self-conscious, prolonging the movement until it was mechanical, while the laughter died away and left him swinging there like the beam of a metronome. Joan could see his eyes calculating the movement, as his interest fastened on it. She was forgotten.


  “Tell me,” she demanded, “how do you … what do your parents do…?”


  But she could not frame her enquiry clearly. It seemed almost indecent even to suggest that the boy had done anything abnormal. So she came down to convention, and said, “But how old are you?”


  He had obviously heard that question before. His eyes looked bored, though the rest of his features had not the firmness to add to that register.


  “I’m nine, and my sister’s seven. She’s a wild thing, but everybody likes her.”


  He appeared to be obsessed by the problem of being liked or disliked. Twice in this short acquaintance he had referred to it. Joan suddenly felt sorry for him. “But everybody likes you, too, I’m sure. You are Adrian, are you not?” She had recalled this bit of information given by his sister the night before.


  The boy’s mind leaped ahead. Looking at Joan almost slyly, he asked, “Then you met my Uncle Tom? Did you like him?”


  Joan could not answer at once because she saw the boy’s attention wandering off again. He had ceased rocking himself to and fro, and now began doodling at the piano, striking abrupt chords, tinkering with them, his head turned down sideways as though testing the chords for cracks, then breaking away with running passages and delicious modulations, coming back after a while to the original chords. The meander was a nice piece of improvisation.


  “That’s what my uncle wants me to do,” he said.


  “Tell me more about it,” said Joan, trying in vain to maintain her suspicion of all this abnormal conduct. The child was so disarming in his candour.


  “He wants Father to let me play at concerts, and go on tour.”


  “And what does your mother say to that?”


  “She doesn’t say anything. It is Father who says.”


  “Oh, and he disapproves?”


  “Disapproves? What does that mean?”


  The boy frowned, as he had done before at meeting this word outside his own vocabulary. Joan concluded that he was not intelligent in everything, and this made her meanly triumphant. She began to tease him.


  “But I told you that word just now.”


  He frowned more savagely, and his face flushed. Oh, temper, she thought; and that again was one up for her. But immediately she was abashed, for he turned back to the keyboard as he replied:


  “Oh yes. I know. Approved, disapproved. I see what they mean. They mean this!” And he broke out again into an improvisation, first a gay dance measure, then a pause, followed by a heavy series of chords, with a shifting dissonance that dragged the tone down and down. “That’s it, I know! I know! I soon learn things. That’s what Father wants. He says he wants me to learn a lot more before I play in public.”


  Joan was too curious to change the subject, though she believed that the child ought not to be talking about his abilities in this confident way.


  “And what do you think about it? Would you like to be a pianist?”


  She could not bring herself to suggest that he might want to perform now in public. Her mind switched from this reluctance to the consideration that something must be wrong with that Uncle Tom who was urging this premature publicity.


  The boy was tired of the matter, however, and did not answer. He sidled down from the piano-stool and approached Joan, holding out the blue-stained hand for his engine. Joan gave it to him, and he looked up at her, peering under his mop of hair.


  “You don’t make a fuss, like most people,” he said. “Would you like to see my boat as well? I sail it in the Gardens. Uncle Tom is good at that. He goes with me a lot now he is staying in Paris. Mother and Father are always too busy, and Jeannette’s a nuisance.”


  He seized her hand, and again she was conscious of a bird-claw, tight in grip, firm and absolute. A tiny shiver of animal magnetism went up her arm.


  “Yes, I’ll come,” she answered, docilely, and allowed herself to be dragged eagerly through the communicating door to the smaller sitting-room. It was Uttered with toys, like a million other nurseries, picture-books scribbled on with coloured crayons, a doll’s house, a pile of tin railway-lines, bent and battered, fragments of rolling-stock, and the pot of paint, standing on a chair protected by a newspaper, the source of the blue paint on Adrian’s person. Under the french window stood a model sailing-boat, with the sails set. The boy rushed to it, and began to demonstrate proudly how the sails were worked. His quick fingers pulled the lilliputian ropes, and switched the tiller to and fro, while he chattered to Joan about the prowess of his craft on the pond in the Luxembourg Gardens.


  She studied him meanwhile, more sympathetic now that he was in normal childlike mood and scene. He was really a nice little boy. What a pity that he had to grow up to become a man! At this the old misery swept over her, and she turned away, fearing that her conflict might be seen by him. It was.


  “Don’t you like my boat?” he asked, in a pitiable little voice.


  “Oh, Adrian, yes, of course I do,” she cried, and to her own horror she took him in her arms and hugged him, putting him down almost instantly and withdrawing again as though she were a wild creature who had stumbled close to a trap.


  Chapter Seven

  

  Airing a Prejudice


  Colonel Batten did not offer to accompany Mrs. Winterbourne back to the flat in the Rue Boissonade, and she walked thoughtfully through the Gardens, still intrigued by this man after she had left him, asking herself what it could be that made him so fugitive in his social approach. Was he really running away from something? If so, he was poorly equipped to disguise his fears. She believed he needed help. That hunted look: it was almost childlike. She smiled gently, and once stopped under the bare trees of the long avenue, to say to herself, “Poor man.”


  Thus preoccupied, she arrived at the flat to find Joan sitting with Mrs. Batten, who was in outdoor clothes, not patently French in chic; indeed, she looked like a stage version of a happy English landlady, genial, bland, with her hat tumbling off the back of her head. There she sat, chatting away happily, from time to time putting up a plump hand and pushing the hat back approximately into position: a vain effort that did not dismay her.


  Joan looked pale, as though she had been overworking the whole morning. Why was that, wondered her mother. Is it that John again? Is she fretting after him?


  “Did you find what you wanted?” she asked Joan, after greeting Mrs. Batten, who had risen to welcome her and pour her a glass of Dubonnet. She saw a small boy kneeling at the bed-end, peering at a volume of something or other, turning over the pages slowly. She observed that it was music.


  “Come and be introduced, Adrian,” said his mother. Mrs. Winterbourne had small experience of little boys, and she looked at him shyly as he advanced, and she thought that his mother might keep him more tidy.


  “Is that your sister, whom I saw last night?” she said, by way of an opening.


  “Yes,” said the urchin, “she’s about somewhere now. I’ll go and find her if you want to see her again.”


  He disappeared, and Mrs. Winterbourne forgot him. She was anxious about Joan.


  “No, Mother,” said Joan, rising and drawing on her gloves, “but I wrote a letter to M. Duhamel, who is in the country. And the person whom I saw there was very kind. I can go and consult the library there; though I don’t know if that will be much good for what I’m after for the professor. But it will be something to do.”


  “Oh, come!” cried Mrs. Batten. “Not in Paris, and on holiday! My dear child, you must be a little more frivolous than that. I suspect you of being too much nose to the grindstone.” This, in broken English, dispelled the solemnity. With laughter and friendly protestations, the three ladies drifted to the front door of the flat, and Mrs. Batten came out to the stone staircase, to stand there smiling down at them until they reached the ground floor. They heard her close her front door.


  “What a leisurely soul,” said Mrs. Winterbourne. “Is she ever in a hurry? She might be a little neater in the home.”


  “Impossible for a woman of that bulk to be neat,” said Joan sharply.


  She stalked ahead, striding along, with shoulders hunched and mouth set. Her mother said nothing, and indeed was hard put to it to keep up with her. Joan resumed, as though she had been ruminating further on this handicap that dogged poor Mrs. Batten’s efforts to be a good housewife.


  “Perhaps that is my trouble too. Far too clumsy and uncouth to make a success of my affairs. It’s the gesture that counts. A little woman who knows how to purr and stroke gets away with it every time.”


  “I’m not very large, darling,” said her mother, taking her arm to slow her down somewhat, “and I don’t seem to accomplish much in that way.”


  Joan looked down at her affectionately, perhaps with a touch of remorse.


  “Oh, but that was not a personal matter. You and Father were harmonious enough, so far as I know. You told me so only the other day; and I can see it by your—your fidelity to his memory.”


  Mary looked ahead, saying nothing. Joan was quite right, of course. She had a gift for putting truth only too plainly, and leaving one to take up the consequent responsibility. Certainly the memory of a dead husband had been maintained without any dilution for fifteen years. And she mourned him still. No doubt about that. Joan’s reference to him touched the scar afresh. It was hidden away underneath a multitude of busy purposes and resolutions; her good works, her devotion to Joan’s welfare, her determination to make a success of what remained of life at the end of the war.


  Her silence made Joan study her again. The girl saw a charming figure, perfectly tailored, the silver hair shining under a model hat; the gloves and bag, the shoes, all in harmony. She did not often notice these things; but this morning she compared her mother’s appearance with her own; the camel-hair coat, spotted here and there, the fur toque long past respectability, the brogue shoes quite out of keeping with the rest; the inevitable brief-case. Oh God! she thought. I’m a blue-stocking! And whose fault is that? My own? Not entirely. I had no encouragement to be a woman. John would not have noticed whether I wore a sack or a Schiaparelli. There was no encouragement there. And how could I compete with Mother, so heroic, so lovely? It’s hopeless, hopeless!


  During this morbid soliloquy she was guiding her mother northwards, through the Gardens, where the juvenile crowd had thinned out, and gone to luncheon.


  “For heaven’s sake, let us have a good French meal to-day, our first lunch in Paris since—how long is it?”


  “Nearly twelve years, Joan,” said her mother demurely, still subdued by the old and greatest privation, “and you were too young then to be interested in the quality of your meals.”


  The bright sunshine had disappeared, and the crisp winter air thickened and grew fetid. The sky turned to lead, and a midday darkness began to settle over the streets.


  “We’d better hurry, Mother,” said Joan, “it looks like a storm.”


  A few drops of tepid rain urged them on, as Joan had said, and the pace was too fast for talking. They arrived breathless at a small restaurant in the Carrefour de l’Odeon. The ground floor was already crowded, and they were directed by a tiny spiral staircase to a room above, where they found a table by a window looking across the ancient Square to tall houses that might have served as a backcloth to a tale by Balzac.


  “What a ramshackle place,” said Mary, disturbed by the lack of space within, and the raffish aspect without.


  “Yes, but the food isn’t,” said Joan, with almost a masculine gusto. “This ought to make us forget our complexes. Not that you have any, Mother.”


  “My dear child, why do you criticise yourself so much?”


  “Oh well,” Joan growled, her mind intent on the menu, which was unfurled like a medieval scroll in her hands. She looked at it, and then at the map of the Burgundy vineyards on the wall. “Yes, the food is good, and the wines come from their own vineyard in the Beaujolais district. This will do us good, Mother.”


  “But not my figure.”


  “Let us not be so womanly for once. Why should either of us care about our figures, after all? Not a damn!”


  Mary was not so sure. Maybe Joan was right; but even so, it was just as well to preserve a good appearance. Even memory needed to be elegant. But for once she would share this indulgence, if only to cheer the girl up and help her to put aside her ridiculous grievances.


  Joan was recognised by the proprietor when he came up the tiny doll’s staircase to look round the upper room. He shook her by the hand, and enquired after Monsieur. Joan grunted something, with a scared look in her eye, and introduced her mother, which caused the Frenchman to bow with respect, and to bow a second time as soon as he perceived her September beauty, a quality which instantly provoked gallantry.


  The meal was accordingly discussed and ordered with special care, and monsieur took the matter of the wine completely out of Joan’s hands. He rolled his eyes, pursed his lips, and raised a fat finger; an amusing piece of professional salesmanship, that deceived nobody, but did the trick.


  “We ought to make a note of this,” said Joan, half-way through the entrecôte, which had been preceded by Portuguese oysters.


  “Nobody is interested in what other people have eaten,” said her mother, in a very English mood.


  “No, but we might forget ourselves, and not be able to order it again. Pleasures have a habit of vanishing.”


  “Really, you are becoming too earthy, Joan.”


  The genial Beaujolais, so deceptively innocent in its country freshness, was directing both mood and conversation. It made Joan expansive, and perhaps a little more inclined to release her truculent personality.


  “What do you think of that Colonel Batten, the doctor’s mysterious brother?”


  “Mysterious?” Mary was guarded. She saw herself taking up a defensive attitude, and warmed by the wine, did not query so unexpected a partisanship.


  “Well, isn’t he? What does he do here in Paris; a retired soldier out of the Regular Army? He seems to have been here for ages, living at that antiseptic hotel of ours. And did you notice last night, when that telephone call came through from London, how furtive he became? I thought he would pick up his hat and run.”


  “You are imagining things, Joan. I met him when I came out this morning, and he was quite polite and normal.”


  She did not say that she had spent the major part of the morning with him. And she was not ashamed of the deception.


  “No doubt,” said Joan dryly. “I’m sure he appreciates the best of everything. Most men of his kind do.”


  “What do you mean by men of his kind?”


  Mary felt quite heated; but she was in sufficient control to disguise her resentment of this unfair attack. She put it down to Joan’s warped philosophy.


  “Well, I felt from the first that there was something evasive about him. I can’t help suspecting that he is under a cloud, and that he is here under his brother’s eye. And that is a sure enough eye; which is more than one can say for his. I never saw anything more fishy.”


  “Joan, you have had too much to drink. You have no right to talk of people in that way. It is downright … I don’t know what it is. But it is most unkind.”


  “I suppose so. But I’m not in a kind mood these days, Mother. And another thing. That child, the boy; he told me that this precious uncle of his wants to go against the father’s very sensible decision.”


  “How do you mean. I’m inclined not to listen to any more.…”


  “Well, it is a fact. I went to call for you and thought that I was overhearing Mrs. Batten playing the piano when I arrived. But the playing was astonishing. I could tell that, even with my academic ear, stuffed with the cotton-wool of school and Newnham, and economic history, and … and … mountaineering!”


  She added this last word as a grim afterthought, her face convulsed with disgust.


  “Please, Joan! You are giving way. I am ashamed of you….”


  “Sorry, darling. But as you say, it must be the wine.”


  She was silent for a while, while they consumed a salade which monsieur had brought up himself and ceremoniously fatigued before them, with wooden spoon and fork.


  “What puzzles me, Mother,” she said, more calmly, “is that nobody in the family has said a word about that child. He was not even mentioned as being alive last night, except by the baby girl. Did you notice that?”


  “Why should he be discussed, at a first meeting like that?”


  “No reason. But since he is so obviously a creature whose gifts must present a problem, and surely some degree of pride, I am surprised that nothing was said about him.”


  “But what is unusual about the child? I thought him a quite ordinary little boy, rather neglected in fact; at least his clothes were.”


  “Oh, Mother, you must have noticed that intense little face; the eyes darting like fireflies. But I’m being absurd. Well, it was he who was playing when I arrived; he, not his mother. And the music was delicious, ravishing. He told me it was Scarlatti. Think of those small hands commanding all that rapid stuff. It is obvious that he is being carefully trained, and given special treatment. That will mean arrangements at home and at school. I wonder where he goes to school?”


  “The mother told me, and she was not very enthusiastic about it, being a Catholic. Apparently Dr. Batten, though he is so quiet and seemingly inoperative, is the major factor in that household. The child goes with his sister to the near-by school, the Ecole Alsacienne.”


  “Oh, I know. It is in the Rue Notre Dame des Champs. It is a big school, founded by the patriotic French from Alsace in 1870 after the Germans walked in. They wanted their children to be educated as French men and women. But it tends to be Protestant. All this is a part of my job, Mother dear, so don’t be alarmed at my erudition.”


  They finished their salade, and waited for coffee.


  “But what is this about sending the child somewhere else?”


  “I didn’t say that. He told me that his uncle wanted him to give a public recital. What is the motive there? Is it family pride? I should have thought a British soldier would not have taken much pride in finding a pianist in the family. He would call it long-haired stuff, and all that. But of course, he may think there is money in it. If his own life isn’t full enough, or his pocket either, he may fancy himself as an impresario for his brilliant little nephew.”


  The mother did not reply. Her attention was fastened upon herself, for she could not understand why she was so angry with Joan. Did it matter what the girl thought about this stranger? And she preferred not to answer that question.


  They drank their coffee in silence, except for her refusal to drink a cognac, and her decisive command that Joan should forgo a cognac too. In this, at least, the mother could assert her small authority.


  “My head is swimming,” she said at last. “We ought not to have been so indulgent.”


  “It comes nicely after a lot of renunciation,” said Joan, who had consumed most of the wine. “Let’s go now to the Cluny and look at the ancient time-pieces, and the bits of pottery. It will cool us down.”


  They edged their way out of the tiny restaurant, to find that rain was falling, and thunder rumbling beyond the roar of traffic. Little scurfs of spray blew across the open square. A woman appeared in a doorway on the opposite side, exclaimed loudly, huddled herself into her coat collar, ducked, and minced over the flood to another doorway a few yards along the façade of buildings. No other sign of life, except a few pigeons gleaming in the wet.


  “What do we do now?” said Mrs. Winterbourne, dodging back into the entrance.


  “You wait there, and I’ll stop a taxi; if that’s possible,” said Joan, quite cheered by this discomfort.


  Mary retreated, but she was most embarrassed by the lack of space, and the sense of being a nuisance, for the restaurant was still full and the staff busy. The proprietor saw her, however, and summoned his wife. They came forward and smiled at her, urging her to sit down at the table near the door, and without asking further, monsieur put a glass of crème-de-menthe before her, which she could not refuse.


  She sat there sipping it, while her anger subsided. After all, she told herself, I know what Joan is like. And in her present mood, too, what else should I expect her to say? Any man is suspect at the moment. It is a wonder she takes up the cudgels for that scrubby little boy.


  A car stopped outside, and she heard the rain drumming on its roof. Joan, looking like an athletic Ophelia who had fought her way out of ‘the glassy stream’ and the entanglement of ‘dead men’s fingers’, triumphant over all the ills that men can bring to women, but damaged in the process, now poked her head in and beckoned to her mother. She grinned when she saw the green liqueur. Mary swallowed the dregs, smiled vaguely on monsieur and madame, and tottered after her daughter.


  Chapter Eight

  

  A Clinical Conversation


  The rich meal, followed by the hurried retreat to the Cluny Museum, which the ladies found as cold as a tomb, resulted in an attack of indigestion that brought on a violent headache. Mrs. Winterbourne decided that she must do no more that day, and another taxi took them back to their hotel, where she went to bed, while Joan sat writing up the notes taken during the morning at the Institut: not a long task, but enough to keep her occupied before dinner.


  Mary lay in semi-darkness, querulous because Joan took her indisposition for granted; rebelling against the diagnosis that “it’s only your time of life, Mother. Another aspect of the injustice of nature toward women.”


  Was the girl condemning her to old age, and no further interest in the world? Her present nausea tempted her to submit, though her will refused to.


  The telephone rang, and Joan started up from her work.


  “It’s the doctor’s wife,” she said, with her hand over the mouthpiece. “They want us to go round again to dinner. Isn’t it rather imposing on them?”


  “Certainly it is. And we must make that clear. Anyhow, I do not intend to move again to-night. I dare not trust myself upright. Anything might happen; and my head is terrible. But don’t say anything to them about…”


  Joan had already done so, expostulating with Mrs. Batten, saying rapidly and with characteristic emphasis that she and her mother must make their own plans and not add to the burden of a professional household; and that for to-night the matter was settled because her mother was laid low with one of her migraines.


  “Joan, why must you be so downright?” she moaned, as the girl slammed down the receiver, and returned to her work at the table under the light, which she had shaded from her mother’s eyes with a silk scarf.


  “I shall go down and have an omelette in that little place along the road,” said Joan, ignoring the criticism. “I’ll try to find some lemons, and bring you in a seltzer.”


  The suffering woman did not hear her depart. Joan had small sympathy with sickness, and Mary knew it. She was, for the moment, glad to get rid of the girl, and to lie alone with her thoughts, if the miseries of a migraine can be called thoughts. She fancied that she had dozed off, and was startled to find somebody standing beside the bed looking down at her. It was Dr. Batten.


  “Vivienne sent me along, Mrs. Winterbourne. Is the roar of Paris traffic too much for you?” He smiled and felt her pulse, then her head, with a cool hand. She struggled up, and wrapped her bed-jacket round her, and tried to tidy her hair.


  “Does this happen frequently?” he asked. “You look in excellent condition, you know. I am inclined not to be too sympathetic. But these tablets will be useful for such occasions. Take one now.”


  He fetched her a glass of water, and she swallowed the medicine. It must have been his presence, however, that immediately worked upon her lax mood, for she began to chat with him, and he sat on the end of the bed, enjoying the conversation.


  “My brother Tom tells me that he had a pleasant hour with you this morning. It is an odd thing that he should have stepped forward like that. He is the shyest fellow I know. Poor chap!”


  “Is he in trouble, then, Doctor?”


  “Well, in a way, he has never been out of it. He did well enough during the war, won the D.S.O. and reached the rank of lieutenant-colonel. That might have been a steady career, but he was wounded, and in the following despondency he decided to give up his commission and try to make a living in the outside world. Not easy for a Service man. Nobody wants him. The business world always think a professional who steps out of his job must have something fishy to hide, or be so spoon-fed by the conditions of his former trade that he will have no initiative in the world of free competition.”


  “But all that is twelve years ago.”


  “I know. He has knocked about a bit since then. He tried farming, like so many of his kind. Of course that failed. Farming is an expert job. There’s nothing that he is expert at, except perhaps … well, I suppose that would be totally disregarded. But you know, Mrs. Winterbourne, he is a lovable character, and I’ll swear that no man alive is of a more impulsive heart. He has really never quite grown up. He believes in everybody, for instance. It’s a saintlike quality, if you come to think of it; but it does not get him very far in this modern world.”


  “Are you more cynical about human nature, then, Doctor?”


  Dr. Batten stopped, looked at her sharply, then smiled.


  “A good doctor does not have fixed opinions, Mrs. Winterbourne. He takes each case as it comes.” He paused again. She felt him watching her with greater interest. “Is the tablet working yet? Good. What I meant to say about my brother is that whatever scrape he may get himself into, I am prepared to stand by him. And I can’t really account for that feeling, beyond the call of the blood.”


  “It sounds as though he is frequently in difficulties. He does not give one that impression. I could not imagine a figure more English, more … solid!”


  Dr. Batten laughed, leaning forward on his hips and rocking himself gently to and fro. The light passed across his face at each movement, emphasising its sharpness, the deep-set eyes blazing in their caverns.


  “Solids do not amount to much nowadays, Mrs. Winterbourne. You see the mischief we work by changing them. It looks as though we are approaching the goal of the medieval alchemists—and with disastrous consequences. All this passion for changing things! Do I sound oldfashioned? At any rate, I do not propose to try to change my brother—as a solid, that is. The only person who suffers, so far, is himself.”


  “Is there nobody …?”


  “No, not now. He was not supported by his wife in his decision to leave the Army. She left him. And she is a Catholic, so there is no question of freeing him.”


  Mary did not question further. She sat staring into space, her face blank. Then she shivered, drew her bedjacket round her, turned her head, and spoke slowly, meditatively.


  “That makes life unsatisfactory for him. I can appreciate the loneliness of it, especially to-night, for I find these headaches very discouraging. Solitude is all very well when one is in perfect health, but …”


  “You have your daughter?”


  “Only temporarily—I hope.”


  “You hope?”


  “Well, for her sake. You see, her marriage is running into deep waters at the moment. And I’m so fond of both of them. Neither is at fault, you understand. Her husband is a scientist at Cambridge; but I think I have told you in my yearly letters, have I not?”


  The doctor did not reply. He sat looking at her curiously, trying to probe the melancholy that had settled over her features. It almost obscured their beauty, though he decided that nothing could wholly succeed in that. Her hair, untidy from contact with the pillow, her face devoid of make-up, her neck and shoulders glimpsed through the loosely-knitted jacket: he studied these lovely attributes and instantly turned his mind to the daughter.


  “Yes. She is obviously in a defensive mood. Is that characteristic?”


  “Maybe; though I am too close to her to be able to judge accurately. Certainly she is a person with emphasis in her attitude to life, and to other people. She believes in calling a spade a spade: but that may be due to her rather austere and academic education. She has been taught to think, and sometimes I feel that she believes nothing else is necessary.”


  “Really? I am surprised. I should have said she is an over-emotional young woman—and that from this point of view she has a grievance.”


  Mary was startled. Was then the situation so obvious? No, this friend was specially concerned, and specially equipped to observe. She felt him watching her now. Perhaps he had spoken so abruptly in order to break down her reticence, her shyness of him. He was not easy to know at first sight.


  “You are very penetrating, Dr. Batten.”


  He smiled again.


  “Forgive me, Mrs. Winterbourne. After all, we have known each other for many years; and I have been aware that this girl, my old friend’s daughter, was growing up and developing into a personality of some kind. It had to be so. Would you expect me to be quite indifferent?”


  “It is very kind of you.”


  She instantly regretted that remark.


  “You try to say that conventionally,” he muttered sadly. Leaving his place at the bed-end, he walked about the room, his hands clasped in front of him. Then he approached her suddenly, and put a hand on her shoulder.


  “Look, my dear,” he said, “why not surrender to your defencelessness. We are all defenceless. It is part of the oblation of living, even the strongest and most wilful of us. That girl of yours. I see her father in her. I knew him well enough, you see. The years at Cambridge, before we went our diverse ways, then the life in the Territorials and our club. He certainly was an emphatic character. Perhaps that is why he liked the law of the jungle in the City. He could hit out there. I can imagine him shouting on the floor of the Stock Exchange.”


  “Well, Dr. Batten, he shouted to some purpose. He did very well there. And that has made my widowhood a well-bolstered one, from that point of view.”


  “Yes; a lively contrast to my brother Tom, the regular soldier. That seems odd, don’t you think? He is tentative in all things. You see it at once, I suggest? Over-sensitive, I should say; unless I have illusions about him, as you say you may have about your daughter.”


  “We are talking about them both as though they were children. Why is that? Surely Joan is a firm enough character to make herself a place in life? But the fact is, Dr. Batten, she has not managed to make her marriage a complete thing. And she accuses her husband, poor John Boys. I wonder what you would think of him? He is walking along the Pennines at the moment. And that is part of her grievance. He is always walking in the worst of weather, or climbing among the most dangerous rocks, all for the good of his muscles. He might be a reincarnation of one of Alexander’s Macedonians. But in spite of all this, he is devoted to Joan, and as faithful as a bloodhound.”


  “A Macedonian! That’s good! Was he in those parts during the war?”


  “No, they kept him at Cambridge, doing research work on ballistics, whatever that may be. Now he works on something even more abstract. But he never got over the sense of guilt in not going to the war. He has to take it out of himself physically by living a hair-shirt sort of life. And that is where Joan comes in—or rather, goes out.”


  She was conscious of being closely scrutinised once more before the doctor spoke.


  “I see. Yes, that is a big consideration. It is perhaps difficult for some men to realise that, to see it from the woman’s point of view. It is these sex romantics, these idealists who cause the misunderstandings—and that is putting it mildly. The trouble is not so common in France, perhaps. But I would not generalise. Poor Joan!”


  “I hope I don’t make the situation appear morbid?”


  “Not at all. It is frequent enough, I can assure you as a doctor. The fact is, that she wants children. Has she left him before, or threatened to?”


  “I’ve not cared to enquire. I had thought all was going well. They have much in common, surrounded by the life of the university. Joan does history research work for her Professor, and belongs to a dozen societies. It is not a matter of having nothing to do. I should have thought that was all she wanted.…”


  “You would not really care to believe that, my dear? Am I right? You are not happy to believe it either. I suspect that you are very wholly a woman—though you may have wanted to forget the fact, under the deprivations of your life, and the way fortune has driven you.”


  They contemplated each other shyly. Mary felt her face flushed; but the headache was draining away, and she grew almost reckless in consequence.


  “I have had to adapt myself to circumstances,” she said. She knew he was studying her lips, and she could not disguise the luxurious recollection that plumped them. She decided to change the subject.


  “But discussing our children’s temperaments makes me want to ask about your little son. Joan tells me that he is unusually gifted?”


  She saw Dr. Batten flinch, and decided to press the point, if only in retaliation for his intrusion into her private emotions.


  “That must make you very proud?”


  “It makes me very anxious, Mrs. Winterbourne.” He was retreating, with evasive action.


  “Why, is he not healthy?”


  “He’s as firm as a rock: a completely normal physique. A quiet fellow, perhaps; but he has all the usual interests of a boy of nine. That is what I want to preserve. And I am being assailed from all sides. Everybody who hears him at the piano urges me instantly to send him to a famous master, to divert him into that one activity. My brother even suggests that we shall let him appear in public. Tom believes in himself as a business administrative, and he sees himself as manager for the boy prodigy. That is the last thing I intend.”


  He was quite detached as he explained the situation; cool and unemphatic. Mary had the sensation of touching rock.


  “But I would like you to observe for yourself, Mrs. Winterbourne. You will have an opportunity on Christmas Day, for we intend to have an English festival, and shall be hurt if you and Joan cannot come. That is two days from now. We always make this an occasion for patriotic demonstration. One or two folk from the Embassy, and some of the odd bodies living in Paris. You will be welcome among them, two new faces; for it is strange how remote Paris can become from home. No one would believe it who has not lived here.”


  Before Mary could either refuse or accept—though there was no question of refusal—Joan opened the door. She stood surprised, then snatched off her beret and shook the rain from it.


  “A professional visit, Dr. Batten?” she cried. “Is it very serious?”


  He watched her remove her coat, and shake that too, the drops flying across the room and touching the bed. He felt one on his cheek, and quietly wiped it with his hand.


  “Yes. It might have become quite serious, Joan,” he said. “Quite serious.”


  “What does he mean, Mother?” said the young woman.


  “That is only his bedside manner, my dear,” replied her mother, still inclined to be indulgent toward the world, under the release from pain. “I should have called it a graveside manner.”


  The doctor laughed.


  “Ah, good! good! And you are coming to help us bury her on Christmas Day—under holly and mistletoe, and a headstone of Christmas pudding!”


  Joan saw him out, and returned.


  “Are we going, then? I suppose we must.”


  “It is impossible to refuse, Joan. And he wants me to look at that child.”


  “What do you mean?” said the girl sharply, almost jealously.


  Mary was surprised by this vehemence.


  “Oh, nothing at all. Only he told me about the efforts of people to exploit the child, as he called it. But I should think it just as well to take advantage of an outstanding gift. What harm can it do?”


  “And he refuses?”


  Mary nodded. She was almost grateful to see Joan so interested in some matter outside her own troubles.


  “I’m not surprised.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why, of course. It is that brother of his behind it. I know from what the child said to me, that this wicked uncle wants to put the boy on the concert halls. It would probably ruin the child for life.”


  “So the doctor told me,” said Mary dryly. “I should think there is a great deal of unnecessary nonsense in that attitude. There have been gifted children before this one. Too much fuss is made about susceptibilities, maybe, especially in these special cases of abnormally endowed children. Nature usually compensates by making them little monsters of selfishness or conceit, so that they go through life quite well protected.”


  Joan looked at her mother sceptically.


  “I see you have thought it all out. Maybe you doubt the value of this particular gift.”


  “Oh, Joan, that is hardly fair. I am not entirely indifferent to music. I like to listen occasionally, and for not too long at a time.”


  “Yes, that may explain it. An odd little failing in you, darling; for you are so open to influences in every way—the most responsive person I have ever known.”


  The daughter put her arms round her mother, who had got out of bed and was struggling with a dressing-gown. Mary drew herself up stiffly.


  “I don’t understand you in the least,” she said, tying the belt round her waist, and thus outlining her still graceful figure, now being used as a caryatid to support the monumental dignity built up during the long widowhood.


  Chapter Nine

  

  Christmas Day


  It appeared that the Battens made almost a national occasion of Christmas Day. The doctor let the Parisian world know that he could not be consulted during that one day of the year. He arranged for a French colleague to do his round of visits, and left the professional side of life at that. The flat was transformed into a fair imitation of an old English country house, with the double doors between the three main rooms thrown open. A fir tree was introduced into the drawing-room, decorated with tiny electric lights, and the customary imitation snow, glitters and stars. The twigs drooped under the weight of small parcels; and stacked round the tub were larger objects, most of them too indeterminate in shape to be parcelled.


  The small middle room was laid with refreshments and drinks; a rich display enhanced with all the ritual of the English feast; holly, paper-chains, mistletoe, balloons. The dining-room was almost filled by the expanded table, laid for the afternoon feast; a noble sight, with candlesticks reflected in the mahogany, wine-glasses glittering, cutlery shining, crackers crisp beside the plates, napkins folded mitre-wise.


  The weather, happily, had cleared, and Christmas morning shone with a springlike geniality. The two English ladies decided to take a good walk before presenting themselves at the Rue Boissonade. A faint, horizontal sunlight played across the streets, touching every surface with a delicious pointillisme, a very present justification for the artifices of Seurat’s painting. Workaday affairs and traffic abounded, a contradiction of this exquisite background.


  “We ought to take some contributions, Joan,” said Mary, as they stood waiting on the platform of the Vavin Métro, having made up their minds, while walking those few yards down the boulevard, to go to the Right Bank.


  They got out at the Châtelet, and strolled along the Rue de Rivoli, lingering at the shop windows.


  “I don’t think we should overdo it, Mother,” Joan had said, after Mary had loaded her with parcels. “After all, we hardly know these good people.”


  “I had not realised that, Joan. I feel as though we have gone right into the family. An odd sensation, for people so stiff as I suspect we must be. But do you know, I feel that I must do something slightly extravagant. What was it? The doctor is so quiet, but one is conscious of his power. Or is Mrs. Batten the source of this strange influence, quietly emanating in the background? It must be one or other of them, for the children mean nothing to me yet. The boy, I thought, wanted a good bath, and his hair brushing vigorously.”


  Joan looked at her sideways, over the barricade of parcels. She was unduly animated, and the girl believed, with a twinge of dismay, that the charming figure might have been mistaken for the younger of the two.


  “Well, I suppose we had better go and submit ourselves to the family magic,” she said dryly. The carefree day had even affected her spirits. It was with surprise that she realised this would be the first Christmas, since her marriage, that she had not spent with John. She tried to picture him now, striding along a knife-edge of rock somewhere in the Peak District, or in Lakeland, his mind intent on one thing, the mechanics of his pedestrian progress.


  “We shall be rather out of it, don’t you think? I wonder what we are doing here, after all.”


  “You mean …?”


  “I don’t know what I mean. That’s the maddening thing about the whole situation. There is neither rhyme nor reason in it. Why can’t life go on in a normal sort of way?”


  “Well, dear, perhaps it is like the weather. And to-day is a perfect pleasure. Let us enjoy it, and leave the future to good fortune.”


  “Mother, what has come over you! You sound as though you are determined to become irresponsible!”


  Mary laughed, and relieved her daughter of some of the parcels. They took the Metro at Concorde, and alighted at Notre Dame des Champs. Walking up the road, they saw the children coming out of the Ecole Alsacienne.


  “Look! There are the Batten youngsters,” said Joan. The boy had seen them, and breaking away from the governess and his sister, he ran across the road, shouting in English, “There you are! There you are!” He seized Joan by the belt of her coat, and reached up, his face eager with excitement. She realised that he wanted to kiss her. Shyness overcame her.


  “My dear boy,” she said. “Please help me with my parcels.” And she put two of them into his hands.


  He still looked earnestly at her, and she felt the attraction of his almost over-eloquent eyes.


  “Why, is it school to-day?” she asked.


  “No; but we’ve had an assembly, and certificates. I’ve got one for French literature, and Jeannette’s mad because she hasn’t. But she has won a sugar pig in the bran-tub.”


  By this time the governess, with Jeannette, had joined the party, and introduced the baby girl afresh to the two English ladies. They shook hands with the still rather sulky infant, and with the French girl, Joan engaging her in conversation, and carefully extricating herself from contact with the boy, though she could not account for this access of reserve.


  He would not be repulsed, however, and carefully stowing his two parcels within the crook of one arm, he insisted on taking Joan’s hand, and walking with her and the governess, while Mrs. Winterbourne followed, busily engaged in cheering the small sister, who quickly forgot her lack of a certificate, and chattered with increasing sang-froid as she gradually discovered that she could impose on a willing listener. Mary meanwhile began to suspect that it was the younger of the doctor’s children who possessed a precocious temperament. Jeannette was full of confidences, and Mary learned much about the family and its internal politics. Adrian was not ignored in this prospectus; but the odd thing was that Jeannette made no allusion whatever to his musical ability. A conspiracy of silence obviously engaged the whole household on this delicate and seemingly embarrassing matter.


  Colonel Batten opened the door to them. He was in his shirt-sleeves, and wore a pair of vivid-green carpet slippers, the kind that are loaded in piles outside the big stores, for people to buy on the pavement. Some paper-chains lay draped over one shoulder, which he held hitched up for the purpose. Even so disguised, or half-disguised, he looked British, and military.


  “Mrs. Winterbourne,” he said, quietly, significantly quietly, while looking with admiration. She had the sensation that his hands were itching to take her coat, to smooth her down, to groom her so that she might shine like a cavalryman’s mount. A corresponding warmth of feeling touched her. After all, it was comforting to be assured at her age. All was not lost. She was glad that the new coat and skirt fitted so superbly. Her parcels were surrendered graciously. He took them from her, making a major operation of the process. Then her coat was taken off her, and one paper-chain became attached to her sleeve, requiring the combined attention of both of them. They laughed gently, looking at each other indistinctly under the artificial light.


  Joan meanwhile had to submit to the attention of both children, who almost fought over her. Young Adrian would allow no trespassing, and Jeannette had finally to give way, standing there contemplating the situation gravely, while her brother took Joan’s remaining parcels, and led her by the hand into the drawing-room where the Christmas tree stood waiting, heavily loaded. She was again conscious of a touch of shyness as she felt the small, hard and cool hand in hers, grasping her fingers with the tenacity of a bird’s claw. “Strong little brute,” she said to herself, and her heart turned over.


  The sunshine flooded through the three french windows of the room, making the interior almost unseasonable, and the decorations garish. Joan stood alone with Adrian for a few moments, while he demonstrated the riches of the heap round the bole of the tree. He was determined to make her share his excitement, and there was nothing to do but submit to that violent little personality; violent, yet quiet, like that of the father.


  Fortunately, as she told herself instantly, almost with a sigh as though being rescued from an unknown peril, Mrs. Batten came in, sailing blandly from the middle room, her face warm and smiling. Her broken English greeted the young woman, veiling the French dignity with a touch of comic relief.


  The room filled up, Dr. Batten having followed his wife. He wore a velvet coat of nut-brown, and rich blue trousers. This lively costume emphasised the cool grey eyes, and the serene character of his face, indeed his whole bearing. He greeted his guests without a word, taking each by the hand and contriving to give the impression that they were being drawn into the bosom of the family. It was most reassuring to two women out of their home setting at this disturbing time of year.


  Joan had hitherto ignored the colonel. She did not know why. Perhaps her attention had been wholly occupied by the emphatic overtures from the small boy. Then the doctor had made his silent demand. In return, the colonel made no effort to pronounce himself toward her. He too was otherwise concerned, and with some profit, for Mary Winterbourne found herself being swept along, happily bewildered by her own acquiescence.


  Guests began to arrive, all of them English. The occasion caused most of them to adopt a desert-island bonhomie toward each other, as though they were the sole survivors of the English-speaking race, brought together for a festival whose secrets and ritual were limited to the religious faith which, like their language, was also practically extinct.


  The Ambassador sent his regrets and a suave third secretary with an exquisite young wife and two children, scruffy little ruffians who attached themselves instantly to the buffet. The commercial minister came in person, a gentle but permanently disillusioned man of some bulk, his eyes hidden behind heavy spectacles, which he sometimes replaced by a monocle. He was extremely popular, went the rounds, engaging all comers, and prodding the children, with touches of horseplay that delighted them, and set the party fermenting nicely. Mary, of course, was quickly attractive to him, and during the conversation she learned that he was also a writer whose novels she knew and had appreciated for their gracious ironic style. Her pleasure in meeting so distinguished a man warmed him, and he paid her attentions for the rest of the day; a gesture which was observed by Colonel Batten with some distaste.


  Young women from the Embassy, and one or two private persons, male and female, completed the party, with two more children whose affiliation Joan and her mother never ascertained. They might have been either boy or girl, so rampagious did they become in the course of the excitement. They wore trousers; but that did not signify. No doubt their parents allowed them to appear in this guise for fear that they might be mistaken for French children.


  The uproar grew, and the aperitifs went round. Then, just as the great meal was announced, a belated guest arrived. He was American. He came blindly into the room, an elderly man, portly and genial. Staring round almost shyly, he spotted the colonel, and approached him. Mary, standing with the commercial minister, sipping a glass of sherry, saw the colonel take him by the arm and introduce him to his brother. Obviously he was a stranger, unknown to the host and hostess, for Mrs. Batten was also introduced. The American bowed over her hand, apeing the cosmopolitan, and Mary heard him speaking, his voice carrying over the din.


  “This gives me great pleasure, ma’am, I can assure you. And you, Dr. Batten, it is an honour to meet you. I have formed a very good opinion of all this household, I may say, from my friend the colonel. Is that not so, Colonel? Wherever I go in Paris I hear of your good work, and you may be sure that …”


  The surge of human voices rolled in and drowned the rest of the compliments.


  “Take a look at that,” whispered the minister to Mrs. Winterbourne. “I wonder what he’s doing here. It’s like the story of Red Riding Hood. Whom does he want to eat, I wonder?”


  “You know him, then? He looks benevolent enough.”


  “He’s a very active business man, an impresario who is always worrying us for licences to import and export professionals of one kind and another, usually musicians. Sometimes it will be a juggler or a prize-fighter. You realise that currency is involved in all these transactions.”


  “I had not realised it. I am woefully insular.”


  The minister looked at her pleadingly.


  “Please remain so, dear lady. You are perfect that way.”


  Then he became serious.


  “I hope he has no sinister motive in gate-crashing like this.”


  “But surely the doctor’s brother has invited him. That is what it looks like.”


  “Maybe. But that would not hamper him in any way.”


  “Really, you quite frighten me.…”


  This conversation was interrupted by the call to dinner. The guests began to flow through to the dining-room, carrying their laughter and chatter with them like martial music in a procession. It was discovered, to the relief of most people, that the six children were seated at a separate table headed by the governess-factotum, whose obvious talent was a gift for imperturbability.


  Mary found herself placed on the right of the host. On her right sat the minister, and opposite him the colonel. Face to face with her was the lovely young wife of the secretary from the Embassy, the Honourable Millicent Somebody, whose name never quite came through, but whose two boys nobody could overlook. She had no need to do anything but sit, eat and drink. From time to time she looked frankly into Mary’s eyes, and Mary saw a stupid but socially adroit woman. Nobody, she thought, would ever get past that; and I don’t propose to try.


  A place had been found for the American, Mr. Aloysius Sturm. Some re-disposition of plates, glasses and cutlery had been made, by Mrs. Batten’s own hands, with a minimum of notice. He was placed at her right hand, the eleventh-hour guest. From that position of advantage, he began to shine like a warm September sun, beaming good-humour and the Christmas spirit. A load of parcels which he had left in the hall was carried by mistake into the dining-room.


  “Now I call that a great embarrassment for me, Dr. Batten,” he cried along the table to his host. “I had hoped that this modest contribution could be dropped alongside the rest without observation. The stranger within thy gates would not want …” He waved a fat hand, turned and bowed in miniature to Mrs. Batten, and whispered loudly, to the maid, “Now be a good soul and take those parcels to the Christmas tree.”


  The meal was now in progress, both the doctor and his brother having left the table and got to work carving two turkeys. This division of labour ensured that the guests were quickly served with everything English; the turkey, the roast and mashed potatoes, the sprouts and creamed swedes, the chestnut and sausage stuffing, the bread sauce and gravy. The only un-English addition to the feast was the excellent 1928 Chambertin, appreciated by the commercial minister who rolled his eyes as he sipped his first glass. Mary thought it rather heavy, but did not dare to say so to so emphatic a connoisseur.


  “Only two years old!” he exclaimed, reverently. “Wonderful!”


  The colonel was watching him, a dangerous glint in his blue eyes. The exertions of carving had not ruffled the military figure: but the sight of this diplomat hovering like a full-bodied moth over Mrs. Winterbourne was disturbing.


  The minister had observed it. A mischievous gleam shone in his eyes. He took off his heavy-rimmed spectacles, and assumed his monocle, thereby shedding ten years of his age. Peering at his handsome neighbour, he whispered:


  “Ah! I see I have a rival, dear lady. I am expecting a challenge later in the day!”


  “Too late in the day, I fear,” said Mary, who for the second time in Paris was warmed by wine. “I shall have to remain in the company of my married daughter, if I am to be safe, and to do no harm.”


  “A marked contrast, if I may say so without being rude.”


  Mary felt that this was a little too gallant.


  “I don’t understand you,” she said. Then she had to look up over her shoulder at the colonel, who had come round behind her and asked if he could refill her plate with turkey. He stood between her and the minister. His firm hand touched hers as he reached for her plate, ignoring her refusal. The gesture was possessive, but she did not resent it.


  The feast lasted until well into the afternoon, the company gradually sinking into the rising débris from crackers, and all the odds and ends that accumulate round a meal-table when the diners are many and the pleasure prolonged. The children withdrew first, to be prepared for the coming distribution. Colonel Batten also had drifted away; but the cross-table talk and laughter, toasting and replies, had made all strict observation impossible. Mary Winterbourne floated along on the full tide of sheer physical well-being, all the more appreciated after her recent indisposition. She had not felt so young for years. She was not sure that she could distinguish her own daughter somewhere down the table. But that did not matter. Even Joan must be enjoying herself. Nobody could do otherwise.


  Then little Adrian entered alone, looking about him anxiously, so adult indeed that someone chaffed him about it. But he took no notice. He was intent on one thing, and that could be instantly observed, for he made straight for Joan Boys, pushing his way between her and her neighbour, and taking her arm.


  “Come along,” he said, almost tearfully, “we can’t wait any longer.”


  This broke the assembly, amid laughter and much brushing away of crumbs and creases from clothes sat in overlong. Napkins were thrown down, chairs pushed in, and people began to move back to the sitting-room.


  Mary found herself accompanied still by the minister.


  “What has become of the gallant colonel?” he whispered playfully, as they passed through the middle room. “I have not been challenged for at least ten minutes.”


  Then they were parted, to join again after the minister had been round the group of adults waiting before the Christmas tree.


  “I was foolish to expect anything more enchanting, Mrs. Winterbourne,” he said.


  She found this excessive, but was content to let it go, having no experience in dealing with such gallantry.


  “You have adopted the manners of the country,” she said, trying to be severe, but feeling that it was impossible to snub a man whose admiration was candid.


  “Only because I am gratified to meet a fellow-countrywoman who does England so much credit. I can assure you that it is of no small diplomatic advantage to have such a visitor to Paris.”


  Before she could reply, the door burst open and the children poured in, leaping and dancing, wild with anticipation. They were shepherded to front places; or rather, they thrust the elders aside and stationed themselves in a half-circle as close to the heap of parcels as possible, without treading on it. Cries of delight, impatience, competition, “Hurry up! Hurry up, Father Christmas!”


  His appearance accounted for the disappearance of Colonel Batten. Mary recognised the trouser-ends beneath the red cloak. A lane was cleared for the bearded demigod, who, after bowing to the assembly, strode forward stiffly to take his place beside the tree. There he made a pretty little speech to the children, then, switching on the lights of the tree, began the ceremony of distribution of presents. From that moment, paper wrappings flew about the room, to cries of ecstasy, wonder, exhortations to “Look here! And look here! Oh, just what I wanted!” and all the rest of the familiar but ever-endearing chorus of childhood delight.


  Nor were the adults forgotten, with their token gifts of handkerchiefs, gloves, slippers, cakes of soap, books, boxes of chocolates and cigarettes. Mary found herself with two gifts; the first was from the colonel, which he must have vamped up that day, and at some expense, for it was a black handbag. She was so embarrassed by this, that the second gift, from Dr. Batten, did not instantly command her attention. But after a few moments, she opened it, and found a bottle of scent that puzzled her senses. Then, almost painfully, she realised that it was the same perfume as the doctor had given her on her wedding day a quarter of a century ago. Surely it was impossible, she told herself, that this choice was consciously made? But she realised that the doctor was capable of that. She knew it, and looked across the room at him now, where he stood beside his wife, quietly contemplating the scene, as though withdrawn by half his attention being alert for a call from the outside world; perhaps a professional habit of mind.


  Mary lifted the bottle to her nose, and drew in her breath. She saw the doctor watching her, and she knew instantly that the choice of perfume had been made by a man who forgot nothing, and missed nothing, in the matter of human observances, evidences, and values. He gave a little nod of his head, and smiled at her. The gesture said, quite plainly, “Yes, dear lady, and I am still your friend.”


  After so many years of forced emotional reserve, to which she had subjected herself under the persuasion of grief, and the sense of responsibility toward her orphaned daughter, Mary felt that this kindness was likely to be disastrous. It threatened to break down the character which she had built up over the years of widowhood, that public self devoted to good works, and a relinquishing of all self-searching emotions, all intimacies, and certainly all passions.


  She tried to keep herself equable now, bowing gravely to the doctor across the crowded room, and the roar of excitement, while the voice of Father Christmas, in concise military tones, pursued its duty.


  At last all the gifts were distributed, and the exclamations of surprise and congratulation had subsided. The children settled down, either in the room or scattered around the flat, to play with their new treasures, while the grown-ups collapsed into chairs, grateful for cups of tea after the dining and wining, the heat and vociferation. The guests began to be somewhat more normal, more personal, content to chat, smoke, one or two of the elders even dozing without disguising the fact.


  “Where do we go from here?” said Joan, suddenly appearing at her mother’s side. Mary was sitting, resting her feet, and wondering if there was any danger of her falling asleep. She had lost the gallant minister, but while Joan was speaking, he reappeared with the doctor, both of them seating themselves with her, and drawing up a chair for Joan. The little group had not had time to open a conversation, however, before the American guest approached. He appeared to have grown larger, perhaps because he was wearing a grotesque paper hat of vivid magenta. Under it his face shone, reflecting the mineral dye, so that his capacious jowls gleamed as though carved in bronze. This metallic effect was heightened by the glint of a gold tooth in his lower jaw.


  “This gives me an opportunity, Doctor, to let you know how very, very much I appreciate this Christmas hospitality. I am an American in a strange land …” The minister’s monocle flashed a signal of derision … “… and you know how we feel about this time of year in my country. I call that most considerate, most considerate. If it had not been for my friend the colonel, I might have been sitting in the lounge of the Hôtel Meurice, lost and home-sick. Well, well …” He shook his great head, and drew up a chair, to fill the space which the doctor and the minister had been forced to make for him.


  The small circle was increased by the appearance of Colonel Batten, somewhat over-heated by his recent task. He moved a chair forward, and sat himself between Mary and the minister. She was conscious of a slight grimace of amusement on the lips of that urbane person, as he looked at her behind the back of the colonel, who was leaning forward to take a cup of tea.


  “I hope that went well,” said the colonel to Mrs. Winterbourne.


  “You were all benevolence,” she replied; and to her surprise, she meant it. The hand holding the cup looked good-natured. She studied his person, which was of a piece with this character she had given him. She found herself speaking with some ardour, close to his ear. “I think you must be the kind of uncle that children worship.”


  “Do you mean that?” he whispered, seriously. “I’d like to think so too. It would take some of the solitude out of life. One gets rather desperate about that at my time of life.”


  “Why, Colonel Batten, you sound most melancholy. I can’t believe that …”


  “Drop the Colonel, Mrs. Winterbourne, please. It sounds too stiff. I would like to think that we may be less formal than that. Tom Batten’s my name … but I beg your pardon. I am going too fast. It’s very odd. I don’t know why, but I’ve begun to accept the fact that I know you well: though it is hardly a fact yet, I suppose. I’d like to believe it is, though.”


  “So would I, Col … Mr. Batten … what must I call you?”


  “Not must, Mrs. Winterbourne. It is your choice.…”


  They fell silent, as the American grew more enthusiastic and drowned all private conversation. He was directing the talk toward his main object.


  “There’s no doubt that the juniors take first place at this time of year. It did me good to watch them around that Christmas tree. I like to contemplate those young lives, and to wonder what time will make of them. Maybe there is a destiny ahead for more than one of them.…”


  “It will lead to the gaol for those two brats of Lady Millicent. They are the plague of the Embassy staff.” The commercial minister had not disclosed to the rest of the group that he knew Aloysius Sturm. He was content to drop a long shot from time to time. The American looked at him, puzzled at first, then realising who this critic must be, he set out to subdue him also by ingratiation.


  “Well, sir. I had not expected to meet you in this homely company. That does me good, too. The human side of things, I say. It is always there …”


  “You never said a truer word,” said the minister. Mary saw the doctor glance shrewdly from one to the other of the two guests. He said nothing, but sat relaxed, deep in his chair, the cup of tea on his knee perilously balanced. Mr. Sturm continued.


  “Naturally, in my occupation, I like to look ahead along the roads that human personality will have to take. Call it predestination, if you like. I would say it was conscious method. Take any talent which a child may show, and I will say that it can be developed by wise and careful handling. That was a grand parable of Our Lord’s; a grand parable. The talent wrapped in a napkin. Think of that! Many is the napkin that I have unearthed, and unfolded … to reveal something that has made a mark in the world. I hope to go on with that gracious work. It makes me feel that my life has a purpose, and …”


  “And a profit,” added the minister. The American looked at him gratefully.


  “You never said a wiser word, sir. Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treads the corn. Mine is a humble task, Dr. Batten; but it brings a great sense of service into my life; just as your work must. But with you too, the labourer is worthy of his hire.”


  “Every time,” said the minister.


  “What’s biting him?” whispered the colonel to Mary, leaning close to her, so that she caught a pleasant whiff of shaving-soap. “What has he got against this chap?”


  “Isn’t it the usual attitude of the Civil Servant toward the business man?”


  “Maybe; but I wish he’d let him alone.”


  The colonel was so earnest that Mary was forced to try to reassure him.


  “Surely Mr. Sturm can hold his own? But is he a friend of yours?”


  “Well, in a way. I’ve not known him very long. But he is a character, and a decent one too. The fact is, he wants to hear my nephew play. I have told him about the boy, and that roused his professional curiosity. He is an impresario: goes about the world talent-spotting, and promoting the careers of his finds. So what he has been saying is quite true; very near the bone.”


  “That should make the meat sweeter,” she said, teasing him.


  “Would you disapprove of that?” he asked.


  “Why, would it matter if I did?”


  “I begin to realise that it would mean a great deal.”


  They looked at each other, and the intimacy was taken a step nearer. Mary again felt that touch of recklessness in the face of changing and breaking circumstances. Life was bringing surprises. She closed her eyes for a moment, as one does when spring sunshine caresses one’s face.


  Meanwhile, Mr. Sturm was closing on his quarry. Addressing himself to the doctor, he said, “I’d take it as a privilege, Dr. Batten, if I might hear your little son play. My friend the colonel has told me of his gifts. It would be good to know if he is really a musician. Then we might discuss his future.”


  “His future is safely in hand, Mr. Sturm,” said the doctor quietly, but dryly.


  Further talk was stopped by a round game, proposed by the young ladies from the Embassy, two of whom were professional organisers. The group was broken up by a demand for chairs, which had to be set along the centre of the room for a game of musical chairs. The company took their places, and the children were dispersed among the grown-ups, so that an adult here and there was aware of clasping a miniature, and over-warm hand, taut with nervous excitement.


  “I’ll play! I’ll play!” cried little Adrian: and he rushed to the piano, opened the lid, and clambered on to the stool.


  “Is that the boy?” whispered Mr. Sturm, hungrily, to Mrs. Winterbourne, who stood next him in the human chain. She felt his hand tighten as he turned to look over his shoulder at the child on the piano-stool. Her other hand was in the colonel’s, and she gave an involuntary squeeze, which made him look at her secretly. She had showed that she was willing to share any conspiracy with him.


  Adrian began to play ‘If all the world were paper, and all the sea were ink’, and the game began. So it proceeded, without incident, the players one by one dropping out as Adrian broke off and the scramble for chairs followed at each pause. At last only two were left, Joan and Mr. Sturm. Adrian’s delight at seeing this was noticed by everybody, for he shouted across the piano, while playing with exaggerated rhythm, marking the beat, as he thought, to Joan’s advantage, trying through the music to tell her when to plunge for the last chair. He was successful, and Joan won the game.


  Before the guests dissolved their attention, to break into separate conversation and proposals for a new game, Adrian cried aloud, “Joan’s won! Joan’s won! And here she is, walking home!”


  He played the tune loudly, then began to improvise a variation. Silence fell over the company. Even the children stood listening, the two small ruffians from the Embassy tiptoeing to their handsome mother, subdued by something that was, perhaps, a little too much for them; a little frightening.


  Mary stood with her hand still in the colonel’s. She was watching Aloysius Sturm, who glared at the boy, his eyes protruding, his face covered in sweat. The doctor looked annoyed, but grew calmer as the music went on, winding its way through the strange imagination of this infant, clear as a hillside brook, and as precisely banked and bedded. It glittered, it paused and rushed, it changed pebbles to agate and chrysoprase, and weeds to strands of coral.


  The little boy leaned closer to the keyboard, working his body, or having it worked, under a compulsion that drained the colour out of his cheeks and the light out of his eyes. The expression on his face was almost cretinous; or rather the lack of expression. His mouth moved, the lips twisting as though trying involuntarily to shape the notes that poured out. Now the boy was adapting the theme to a loose passacaglia, sending it tramping along like a crowd moving towards a public spectacle, louder and louder, more and more feet; the crowd grew, it became touched with mass hysteria; it was dangerous. Suddenly the boy broke the procession by three strong chords. Then he lifted his hands, looked at them, and woke from his trance. His mouth worked convulsively, he turned and stared at the roomful of people. Then he spotted the two boys with their mother, and made a dive for them. They instantly responded, with a rough and tumble that broke the general tension, and the Christmas spirit surged back again.


  “You see?” said Tom Batten, drawing Mary’s hand to the shelter of his arm. They stood behind the big screen, which had been pushed, half-closed, at right-angles to the wall, making an alcove.


  “I am not musical,” said Mary. But something had disturbed her; the tip of the wing of genius, perhaps. She wanted to add, ‘But I love you, I love you!’ She accused herself of hysteria. But she did not withdraw her hand.


  Chapter Ten

  

  The God Disguised


  In the middle of Christmas week, during those days of gathering gloom beside the death-bed of the year, Joan received a letter from her husband. It was addressed to her mother’s cottage at Limpsfield, for Joan had not informed him of the flight to Paris. There it had lain over Christmas, until the woman went in to re-direct it.


  John was puzzled, and rather angry. What was Joan up to, he asked. A quarrel was a quarrel, though he could see no reason for it. But to take it too far was beyond all understanding, and he began to wonder if she was not working up for a nervous breakdown. She was doing too much, that was the trouble. He realised, he said, that life during term was over-full for her, with all the necessary social round; but to that she had been adding this research for her Professor, month after month without a break. No wonder that she had begun to imagine things. But to leave him out at Christmas like this, and to go home to her mother without making arrangements for the rest of the vacation, was carrying the misunderstanding too far. He had missed her terribly, even while following the trip along the Pennines. That had been wonderful, and would have done her a world of good if she had only been persuaded to come with him. It was, in fact, rather dreary doing it alone, he wouldn’t mind admitting; especially after that absurd row before she went off to Surrey. What was there to quarrel about, after all? Personally, he asked no more of marriage than he had already received, the staunch companionship of a person who wanted no more truck with sentimentality, and all that kind of thing, than he did.


  At this point in the letter, Joan stopped reading, consumed by rage, and by despair. She found herself weeping, and had to wait a while before she could resume her attack on the letter. During this pause, she saw through her tears the dangerous result of trying to assume a character one does not naturally possess. School, Newnham, and this academic marriage, following the upbringing in a fatherless household where the widow lived repressed and artificially determined to sacrifice herself to the memory of the dead; this had been Joan’s world, luring her to the choice of an epicene attitude that had kept her creative instincts dormant until after marriage. She could not realise now that she wept for this deceit. The struggle against it remained, however; the struggle and the resentment against the man who might so easily have released her, as she unconsciously had hoped. But she had picked the wrong man.


  The hopelessness lay in the fact that he was so decent, so faithful, so sublimely unaware, in his manichean contempt for the pleasures of the flesh. He was nearly ten years older than herself; but she felt that he was still a healthy schoolboy, with mud-caked knees, and interminable talk about the football field. Only with John it was mountains, and all the jargon of the climber. His official work at the physical laboratory he never discussed with her. That was another grievance. She wanted to be really an equal, not merely a playmate.


  She read on, with nothing elucidated in her aching mind. John said that he proposed to come down to Limpsfield to fetch her, and to talk things out sensibly. So would she either ring him up early on Christmas Eve, or come home the day before, when he proposed to return?


  Panic seized her. He would have gone down to Limpsfield and found the house empty. Would he know where to find the woman, to learn that they were in Paris? Of course he would, and that meant he was likely to follow. This letter was days old; it had been drifting about in the Christmas postal flood. What was to be done with him if he turned up here? But she realised that the shock of finding her vanished from the country might give him to pause. He did nothing on the spur of the moment. He had always to rope himself securely, and cut a foot-hold, before any advance. That was what made him such a good scientist, and a good mountaineer. It was not likely that he would do anything desperate, or even impulsive. She was assured of that.


  By the way, he went on, as a means of making lighter weather, he had seen in The Times that a Colonel Batten was concerned in these recent revelations about the faked balance sheets of a certain Trust Company, as one of the many directors. Was that anything to do with her mother’s correspondent, the Dr. Batten in Paris, who wrote to her every year?


  Joan stared at this paragraph; read and re-read it. Her distrust of the colonel was justified, after all. Her feelings about men were not far wrong, she was able to tell herself. The rest of her husband’s letter hardly mattered. His schoolboy emotions paled beside this bit of news. She left the last paragraph unread, jumped up, and went through to her mother’s room. But it was empty.


  Here again was something odd. Mother had not said she was going out. Usually she lay on her bed for a nap after luncheon, and Joan had imagined she was asleep now.


  The girl decided to go for a walk alone. It would give her a chance to think over John’s letter, and to consider what was to be done if he should follow her to Paris. She was so afraid of him now. She loved him, she wanted him. But she hated him for the cheat of their relationship.


  She found the streets of Paris once again suffused with delicate sunlight, dust-moted with frost. The bare plane trees in the boulevards were almost ethereal, only their rounded fruits hanging distinctly, a sparse punctuation here and there. Down in the Luxembourg Gardens the air cleared a little, except for the smoke from a bonfire of tree-prunings, a scarf of blue-grey that wound among the empty boughs and along the avenues, carrying a bittersweet perfume out of the past, out of the wilderness. Joan smelled it, and her instinctive longings added fuel to her anger and frustration. She walked faster, round and round the more rural part of the Gardens where the espaliers of pears gave a privacy to lovers, and sorrowers. She was not among the former, and bitterness drove her away when she came upon a couple, sitting on a seat round a bend in the path. They were abandoned to each other, their mouths joined. She saw that they were middleaged. Disgusting! she said to herself; people of that age! But she knew that she was disgusted with herself because of the surge of hunger that gripped her. She turned back, hurriedly, and made for the open, towards the palace and the pond.


  This problem of John had to be thought out, however. She slowed her pace, weighing the matter in her mind. If he comes, she said to herself, repeating the phrase again and again, and getting no further. If he comes! I want him to come, she almost cried aloud; but the desire was pushed back into the wild. It was these instinctive longings that had caused all the trouble. If only she could live with John in that equable, boyish comradeship, all would be plain sailing. But life was not proving so simple as that. Even this momentary touch of the senses, the smell of the wood-smoke, could upset the balance of a nicely-ordered relationship.


  She heard a thrush singing, too. It sat in a lanky chestnut tree, one of the grove leading towards the pond, and its voice rang out in the afternoon air, a triple-sounding challenge to the time of the year, carrying messages of hope and even of certainty; new worlds, new generations, the full cycle of life. She stood below, looking up at the tiny, living ocarina in the tree-top. More evidence to call her a liar, and her husband a fool!


  No further advanced in her cogitation, Joan approached the pond, where a crowd of French citizens and their children were in movement around the rim, all engaged in sailing new boats, shouting and laughing, urgent with directions and warnings, everybody happy, especially the elders. The pond was full of this puerile traffic; tiny yachts, schooners, yawls, with sails of white, blue, plumcolour; modern vessels of steel, driven by clock-work, and some by steam (leaving a nostalgic whiff of methylated spirit over the surface of the water). Collisions occurred, to the accompaniment of shouts and cries of alarm. Two sailing vessels would become entangled, their progress arrested, while they clung together with shuddering sails, their owners unable to come to the rescue until they drifted inshore.


  Joan watched with some curiosity, jostled even out of her worries for a while, her trained mind always ready to respond to a call to objectivity. She stood wratching a noble vessel, three feet long, whose rigging was exact in miniature and scale. The son and father were at work rigging the sails. Then the boat was launched. She watched it, and the first ripple as it responded to the fingers of the wind. The sails swelled out, the boat swung through a few degrees, then surged forward, the water almost cluck-clucking at the bows. “Oh!” murmured the young woman, and the gratified French father smiled at her as he passed, staff in hand, to run round to the opposite side of the pond, while the boy chose the other direction, bent and weighed down by anxiety.


  Following the progress of the boat, she began to speculate where it would come to land. Then she saw the group across the water, three people and a child, in the act of launching a similar vessel. She saw Colonel Batten, the American Mr. Sturm, and little Adrian Batten, all three crouching, their heads together round the boat. Standing over them, intent as themselves, and holding a man’s walking-stick and gloves, was her mother.


  Chapter Eleven

  

  Launching a Boat


  When Mrs. Winterbourne went down to the lounge to find a newspaper which she might take to read as a persuasive to her afternoon nap, she met Colonel Batten, who was on his way out.


  “You can’t waste this winter sunshine,” he said, when she told him of her purpose. “Break your habit for once. It is good to break away from habits. It helps us to forget that we are prisoners.”


  She needed little prompting, for since Christmas Day the regularity of her life had been much disturbed. She had seen the colonel frequently, and with increasing attachment. It had not been necessary to tell Joan of these encounters, some by appointment, others of chance, or what seemed chance.


  “I’m helping young Adrian to sail his boat.” The colonel took her hand and looked into her eyes. It was an appealing gesture, characteristic of him, as she had already found out. That was perhaps what attracted her; the boyish confidence, as though he assumed that she was here to be depended on, to be appealed to, to decide things for him. Yet with this, he contrived to be very masculine, very protective. He gave her the impression almost of physically enveloping her. And that was a comfortable sensation, after so many years walking alone against the east winds of life.


  “You don’t mind if our friend Sturm comes too?” he said, as though she had already agreed to accompany the party. “I’d sooner we were alone, but it has already been arranged. You see, Sturm wants to know the boy more intimately, if he is …” The colonel stopped, afraid that he had said too much. Mary loved that out-of-countenance hesitancy. It was part of the innocence of the man.


  “I’ll come,” she said, “wait while I fetch my coat.”


  She reappeared in a half-length Persian lamb coat, with hat to match. The effect was dainty, giving her a diminutive quality that enhanced her trim figure and the lovely outline of her cheeks and brow. Her silvery hair peeped out from the toque. The colonel’s eyes were hungry.


  “Mrs. Winterbourne,” he said, “Mary …!” And he adjusted the silk handkerchief at her throat. Before she could restrain herself, or consider the consequences, she took his hand and held it still, within an inch of her throat. “Please,” she whispered.


  “I know! I know!” he answered, hoarsely. Then he turned and propelled the swing door, urging her along. When they were outside, he took her arm, and they walked up the road without speaking for several minutes, both considerably agitated.


  “Where do we meet Mr. Sturm?” she asked at last, and with some effort of will.


  Batten did not reply. He had not yet returned to earth. Mary felt herself being half-carried along, like a Sabine woman.


  “How long have you been alone?” he asked. She knew what he meant.


  “He was killed in the Battle of Loos,” she replied, amid a conflict of feeling.


  Amongst those emotions was a sense of gratitude to her companion for bringing the memory of her husband into the relationship. It was as though he were being consuited, asked for his approval; everything above-board. She looked at the man walking beside her, and saw no stranger. Perhaps the pressure of her arm on his hand, drawing it to the side of her breast, was involuntary. It was instantly responded to.


  “Look, Mary …” he began. But he could find no word. After some hesitation, he answered her previous question. “Sturm is meeting us at the pond in the Gardens. Ah! There’s the infant, waiting with the concierge outside the flats. They’re great friends. That man used to be a bandsman in the Alpine Corps. But Adrian makes friends everywhere—though he is an odd boy, more odd than at first appears. He seems a quiet youngster; not particularly bright, you understand. Not at schoolwork, though it is early days yet. His father is concerned about that, you know. Half the trouble is over this determination that he shall be an all-round fellow when he grows up. There’s something almost classical about my brother. He should have been the Master of a college at Cambridge or Oxford. He’s all for the well-balanced character. Something of a Spartan, perhaps.”


  “Do you disagree with that … Tom?”


  She used his name with only the faintest hesitation: and he was too interested in his nephew to notice the approach. The boy’s personality must be pervasive.


  “Not in principle. But I don’t find it easy to live up to: though I ought to, since it’s part of a soldier’s training. We aren’t always a perfect fit, are we, Mary? Do you find it so? Are you content with what circumstances have tried to make you?”


  “That is difficult to answer.”


  “Yes, I can answer for you. I am content with what I see. It is something quite lovely, Mary. Something that I would not have expected to find in this world.”


  “Please; you frighten me. I can’t live up to that, can I?”


  “Could you live down to me, Mary? Could you?”


  She had no answer to that. The intensity alone frightened her, while it made her feel slightly drunk, emotionally drunk.


  “Here is Adrian,” she said, as calmly as possible. And they both greeted the boy, who picked up his boat and struggled with it until his uncle took it from him.


  The child was so intent upon his errand that he hardly noticed Mrs. Winterbourne, and she was amused to see that the colonel, who a moment ago had been criticising his brother’s aim in making the boy conventional, took the child’s enthusiasm immediately as a breach of manners, and spoke sharply.


  “You remember Mrs. Winterbourne, Adrian!” It was an order, not an introduction.


  But the boy remained perfunctory in his recognition of this intruder upon his pleasures. Mary was conscious, almost, of a slight antagonism. Could it be that he recognised her indifference to his musical ability? She asked herself that, and felt guilty. After all, the child could not help being slightly abnormal. So she told herself, and with that she made an effort to ingratiate herself; though it was an effort, for her interest was really with his uncle; and that again gave her a sense of being about to commit a misdemeanour.


  All this took place in her mind while they were walking towards the Luxembourg, the colonel solemnly carrying the boat, his stick hanging loosely on his arm, to which the child also clung, dancing along with a hop, skip and jump, unable to contain himself for eager anticipation.


  Mary was the only detached member of the party; a kind of appendage. But she was happy enough, for it was good to be allowed to share this adventure. It revived the youth of the world, and made her feel that the trees were bursting into leaf again, though the year was already at the brink of its grave, and what lay ahead was uncertainty and a further decline toward old age and a burden of perplexing problems. Even with that prospect, her heart beat bravely, and her instinct urged her on.


  “You had no chance to answer me,” said the colonel suddenly, as they passed through the gate of the Gardens. He had turned his head, and was looking down at her with a reverence that hastened that heart-beat whose vigour had already made itself felt, weakening her by its strength, a physical paradox that both warned her and added to her recklessness. Nature cannot always be wrong, she silently commented: though what she meant by ‘nature’ she was not yet prepared to admit to herself.


  “How can I answer?” she said, after this tumult of cogitation: and by way of reparation for being so unsatisfactory to him, she took the stick from his arm and carried it for him. He appeared to be satisfied by that bit of miming, and the party proceeded happily, until it reached the pond, where Mr. Aloysius Sturm sat waiting, puffing at a cigar, and so rotund in his winter coat that he looked like a stationary locomotive.


  His quick eyes instantly detected the party among the people approaching the pond, and he rose to meet them.


  “Well, Mrs. Winterbourne, this is an unexpected pleasure. We had not anticipated that …” but his attention wandered. He was studying the small boy with the mop of lank hair and keen little face. He watched the fingers at work so intelligently among the rigging of the boat. Their skill appeared to give him confidence, and he smiled down benevolently, his face breasting the clouds of cigar-smoke like the sun sailing through an April day.


  The colonel was down to boy-level, and Mary was so intent on his movements that she had not noticed when he thrust his gloves into her hands, in preparation to crouching down beside the boat, and talking across it volubly to his nephew. He had apparently forgotten her, and also the main purpose of this adventure, and the American impresario who had started it.


  Mary and Mr. Sturm were thus left facing each other, smiling with a shared indulgence.


  “Well,” he said, “this does me good, Mrs. Winterbourne. I take it that you approve?”


  “What does that include, Mr. Sturm?” she asked. Her smiling eyes reassured him, and he recognised an ally.


  “More than we can talk about here, ma’am. But I will confide in you; I will say that I know something big when I see it. And that boy has got a future, Mrs. Winterbourne. Believe you me!”


  “And you want that future to begin now?”


  He twinkled, making an upward gesture with his cigar in a fat hand, and half-turning away as though she were perhaps a little too perceptive.


  “You’ve said it! But it’s not as simple as that. The boy’s parents, you understand, Mrs. Winterbourne. They are not too easy, not too easy. People cannot always accept the plain facts, the facts that lie before their noses. Even when you can smell genius a mile off—but look at that! My, he’s a quick one, that lad! Did you see the way he launched that boat? A load of intelligence behind that; and he’s only nine years of age, Mrs. Winterbourne. I should say that boy has a practical turn of mind. He thinks through those hands—and that is what you want with a musician; an executive musician. It’s a matter of feel. A real musician has a dozen senses instead of five, and they are all in the tips of his fingers. Now look you here …”


  “It is useless, Mr. Sturm. I am not musical. But I can believe that where there is a talent of any kind, it should be developed and used. That is what I heard you saying at the Christmas dinner, was it not? But you failed to impress Dr. Batten. He is very English, you know; and the English like to keep their children young as long as possible; and they suspect professionalism, especially in the arts.”


  “You are a very discerning woman, Mrs. Winterbourne. I can see that you agree with my friend the colonel.…”


  “Oh, and he thinks with you that something should be done straight away to start the child on his career as a pianist?’’


  “I am hoping he will bring his influence to bear on the family, Mrs. Winterbourne. If you have any, I will beg you to use it. I am certain that Dr. Batten will be influenced by your opinion. I could see that he listened to you while we were sitting around there on Christmas Day.…”


  “But I was quite a mouse, Mr. Sturm. I said nothing.”


  “Well,” he said dryly, “I would like to take the colonel’s views on that point. From what he tells me of his brother’s reactions to your personality, Mrs. Winterbourne … But you know how it is. We have to go cannily in these matters. All this cross-talk can lead to many a tangle. But you may be sure, my dear lady, that Dr. Batten thinks a deal, a very great deal, of your capacity.…”


  “Capacity for what, Mr. Sturm?” she said.


  “You look at me as you say that, Mrs. Winterbourne, and though I am no longer a young man, I can tell you that my knees tremble. Now if I were a Hollywood tycoon, I would be signing you up here and now.”


  “It is an English habit always to suspect that a compliment disguises an ulterior motive, Mr. Sturm. We are such an inexpressive nation.”


  “Now that’s old-fashioned stuff, lady. Don’t give me that. I’ll confess that indeed I have an ulterior motive. But that does not change the value of my tribute to a beautiful woman. No, ma’am. That is a matter of actuality; something I see in front of me, you understand. And I speak my mind, without fear or favour. But I do want to tell you something more. Where I see talent, I go all out for it, Mrs. Winterbourne. You watch me, and see what happens!”


  “I shall be most interested. Though I think the child should have full consideration.”


  Mr. Sturm waved his cigar again, dismissing any suggestion to the contrary, and then both he and Mrs. Winterbourne were drawn into the more immediate project, which was to reset the sails of the boat. The first launching had not been successful, for the wind had turned the vessel and driven it to shore again. The three adults and Adrian crouched round it, but as Mrs. Winterbourne could do nothing, and could not understand what had to be done, she quickly resumed a more general interest, standing over the three males, looking down at them with amusement, almost with affection, the colonel’s gloves and walking-stick in her hands. She had not seen her daughter emerge from the vague mass of humanity on the farther bank of the pond, to be quickly swallowed up again.


  The re-launching of the boat was successful, and the swanlike creature, a living beauty, went breasting across the water with the ripples at its bows, bobbing over the miniature billows in mid-ocean, and missing by one miracle after another the high-powered craft and the sailing vessels whose traffic was of such great concern to the hundreds of watchers on the bank.


  At last the old-year sun began to sink behind the trees of the Luxembourg, and the temperature fell instantly. Mary shivered, and the colonel felt her discomfort, with that physical sympathy that is so delicious, and so dangerous, between a man and a woman when they are becoming mutually interested.


  “Time, Adrian!” he commanded, “tea-time!” And the boat was drawn out of the water when it next touched shore. Quickly stripping it, with the boy’s help, he picked it up, ignoring the fact that Mary still carried his gloves and stick.


  “Now for home,” he cried. “And you will come in for a cup of tea, both of you?”


  “I must get back to Joan,” said Mary, suddenly contrite and anxious, realising that she had deserted her daughter all the afternoon.


  She left them at the corner of the Rue Campagne-Première, and hurried through to the hotel. But she was conscious that the colonel had halted his small and marine procession, to watch her out of sight.


  Chapter Twelve

  

  Judas Also Wept


  Colonel Batten carried the boat, walking sternly ahead after he had watched the trim little figure disappear up the side-street. Between him and Aloysius Sturm danced the boy Adrian, still enraptured by the success of his boat in its swanlike voyages across the pond. He could talk of nothing else, and his bright eyes flashed upward, seeking one joyous certainty after another as he chattered to the elders towering above him; while from time to time he put up his hand and touched the boat, as it were a living creature whom he loved.


  “I shall sail my boat to China,” he told Mr. Sturm, who had taken him by the other hand.


  “To China! That’s a long way across the ocean, my boy. And why to China?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Because … because,” the vivid little face was only momentarily perplexed, “… because I know a Chinaman. He comes and fetches one of the children from school every day, and he speaks to us, and tells us about China. It’s a big place, and there are thousands and thousands of boats on the river there, and people live on them. I want to live on a boat, and sail on for ever. I’m going to be a sailor, and captain of a ship.”


  These pulses of imagination were accompanied by violent leaps into the air that almost wrenched Mr. Sturm’s arm from its socket.


  “But that would have to be a steam-ship, made of iron.”


  The old man was caught up in the nervous intensity of the child’s imagination.


  “No, it wouldn’t, not if I’m a pirate captain.”


  “So you want to be a pirate captain, eh? Now that’s a big undertaking, young fellow. I tell you what! I guess you had better employ me as your shipping agent.”


  The child eyed him with renewed interest, grateful for this unexpected collaboration in his fantasy.


  “What’s an agent?”


  “Well, he’s the fellow who gets all the contacts, kind of; and also all the kicks when anything goes wrong.”


  “Don’t harp on it!” said Colonel Batten fiercely. He was obviously uneasy at the thought of this campaign, and the part which he might have to play in it.


  “If I capture the ships, will you sell the diamonds, and the slaves, and the bars of gold?” Adrian was consolidating the partnership.


  “That I will. And I’ll plan the voyages for you and your messmates; and see about provisions, and the keeling of your vessel from time to time.”


  “What’s keeling…?” The boy let nothing pass that he could not understand, unless it was something outside the range of his immediate enthusiasm.


  But they had now reached home, and the piracy compact had to wait. Adrian ran up the stone stairs to the front door of the flat, and hammered on it with his fist. The old servant appeared, her face flushed with the heat of her kitchen. She looked rather discontented, and stared at the two men with suspicion.


  “Doctor and Madame are both out,” she said, picking up the boy’s overcoat, which he had thrown off and dropped on the floor.


  “Hi!” shouted the colonel to the vanished Adrian. The boy peered mischievously round the door of the sittingroom. “That’s not the way to deal with your clothes.”


  “Ach! Là, là! It is a male,” said the maid, and she took the outdoor clothes from the hands of the adults, hanging up the garments, and in the process of serving throwing off her resentful mood. “You will go into the salon and I will bring you some English tea.”


  Meanwhile, Adrian was at the piano. His face still shone with eagerness.


  “Listen, this is how my boat goes over the water,” he cried, boastfully. He opened the lid, paused for a moment or two, saying, half to himself, “Like this … like this …” and narrowing his eyes, frowning slightly, then, with a tiny ejaculation of breath, beginning to play.


  At first, he played only with his left hand, and his frown suggested that he was annoyed by the difficulty of stretching a full chord. A running bass emerged, in the rhythm of a barcarolle, and to this, after several bars, he introduced a theme with the right hand. This sank and was lost. He brought out another, and cast it on that rolling bass. It survived, floated along, spread, and then settled down to the rhythm of the medium carrying it. It was a clear, long theme, and the American, standing just inside the open door of the salon, looked at the colonel and nodded his head sagely, while he began to grope with one hand for a pocket containing his cigar-case. He took a cigar, produced a pocket-knife with a gold handle, and stood inert, waiting, incapable of co-ordinating thoughts and movements. He was stilled, hypnotised. Colonel Batten stood at the end of the piano, his attention divided between his nephew and the American agent. His blue eyes were watchful, but evasive. He might have been anxious, or he might have been slightly ashamed of something.


  “It’s turning round,” cried the child suddenly. And Sturm realised that the delicious little melody was being inverted, and re-woven into the ground pattern still rolling along from that over-worked left hand.


  “Well! Well!” murmured the American from time to time, his lips working vainly.


  When the improvisation was finished, Adrian sat looking at his uncle along the instrument.


  “That’s how my boat sails,” he said quietly, still unsatisfied with this translation.


  “I don’t trust myself there,” said Mr. Sturm, coming forward and putting his pudgy hand on the child’s shoulder. “You know, I don’t yet speak that pirate’s language.” He struggled with himself, trying to reach across some mental or perhaps emotional gap to the colonel. “Now, just you see here, Colonel. Let me ask Adrian to play a piece that I can recognise; something that I have heard other artists play. Now that’s a fair request. You see, I was not inclined to believe my ears just now. That sort of thing is not quite possible … not quite possible. At least, it has not come within my experience, Colonel. If this boy …” but he could say no more. Beads of sweat stood on his forehead.


  He fumbled for a match, and lit his cigar, before trying to express himself again. He was painfully moved. The child watched him with interest, and studied the cloud of blue smoke that rose from the cigar. He seemed physically exhausted by that bout of composition, and made no effort to climb down from the piano-stool. He had, perhaps, bemused himself.


  “Now this is a fair proposition. Let me ask him to play a Mozart Sonata.”


  Mr. Sturm was arguing with the colonel as though they had been at it, hammer and tongs, for an hour or more. He seized the volume of Mozart Sonatas lying on the piano-top, fumbled through it violently, as though to point his plea, and held out the open volume to the colonel, who stared at it mildly, completely bewildered by such an unexpected display of combativeness.


  “I’m quite agreeable …” he began; but the American was not willing to accept this acquiescence. He wanted to have to fight for this wonderful thing which had come within his ken. Approaching the child as though worshipping at a shrine of Buddha, he held out the book, hardly daring to look up for fear of being blinded by an excess of light.


  “It’s like this,” he began, trying to address the boy, and at the same time to drop the words out of the corner of his mouth, as a wise aside to the colonel. “You can be taken in by improvisation. Though God knows I never heard the like of … But you can be taken in. It’s naïve stuff. It’s all innocence, and he’d lose that at one whiff of a box office. But listen here, Colonel, I’ll ask him to play something with bones in it. Now look, sonny; I liked to hear about your boat. You can play to me about that again to-morrow, and the next day. But I want to hear what you can do with this. Just this one little sonata, sonny, written by a boy like you, who liked to play games and go sailing, and get up to all kinds of mischief. Now you let me hear what he has to say, just as he said it a long time ago.” He was speaking with a thin, ingratiating whine, that made the child stare at him round-eyed. His head was on one side, the book held at arms-length, and he trod gingerly towards the small pianist, gingerly and mincingly. He hovered in reverence, and then the music was on the reading-desk, and he had retreated backwards, a pace or two, just enough to let him follow the music. The colonel, expressionless and silent, remained at the other end of the instrument.


  Adrian began, not even pausing to examine the opening bars. The room filled with the pattern of this marvellously-shaped music, a pattern robbed of some of its deeper quality; but so clear, so perfect in miniature, that once again the worldly, experienced old impresario drooped, his mouth falling open, while he surrendered himself supinely to his own recognition of the child’s art. Toward the middle of the sonata, where Mozart gives a foretaste of the genius of Schumann, Adrian paused for a moment, slowing down, and falling into a legato that might have been justified by the strange emotional nostalgia (the Schumann prophecy), but was likely to be condemned by a critic or a teacher. It did not affect Mr. Sturm that way. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, snatched out his handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes, which were full of tears, turned as though to speak to the colonel, made a gesture of hopelessness, and fixed his attention savagely once more on the music-page. He was making tiny noises as he breathed, that might have been construed into oaths, prayers, expletives, or the snores of a man asleep under a burden of nightmare.


  Then the finale gathered momentum, became childish and shrill with laughter, dancing toward the end. And the end came, suddenly, as a shower ends in April, with a rainbow flick and a burst of sunshine. Adrian began to wring his hands, and broke into a peal of happy laughter, an echo of what he had been playing a moment earlier with grave deliberation, and such astonishing ease.


  “Now, sir,” said Mr. Sturm, addressing him. “Now, sir. Wouldn’t you like to play that, just like that, even so, with the legato, with a fine big audience to listen to you, in a concert hall, in Paris, in London, in New York, in …”


  The child was vastly amused. He laughed again, and bounced on the seat each time he named the places mentioned by Mr. Sturm, shouting them at the top of his voice, “Paris! London! New York!”


  The elderly maid entered with a trolley laden with tea-things.


  “Now, petit,” she said, severely, “you are getting too excited.” She looked accusingly at the colonel. “You should tell monsieur that le petit must not be allowed to over-reach himself, or he will have a temperature again, and not sleep. That is what the doctor fears. …”


  The doctor himself appeared as she mentioned him. He opened the door slowly, and glanced round as slowly, taking in all that had been happening.


  “What do I fear?” he asked, quietly, speaking to his brother.


  The maid stood aside, humbly, as she saw him enter the room. But Mr. Sturm was not to be quelled by this oracular serenity. He jumped forward, and shook the doctor by the hand, which he had been forced to pick up from its inert position of rest. The doctor stood, as always, in a posture of relaxed ease, as though his shoulders were passive supports for all the rest of his person. It gave him the character of reserve, of being content to await the turn of events. He was like that now. He looked at the American in surprise, and at his own hand which had been grasped so extravagantly.


  “Now look you, Dr. Batten, I will not say much while the child is here. But I would like to point out the very great responsibility which you and your good wife have in this regard. I have been hearing your son play. He has given us an improvisation, and a sonata of Mozart which I selected. And I am able to tell you, Doctor, that this boy will …”


  “Not yet, Mr. Sturm.” The doctor spoke gravely, almost regretfully. He turned to his brother. “Did you make that clear to your friend, Tom? We have discussed this often enough.”


  “But it’s madness, Luke!” said the colonel, suddenly coming to life. But he gave the impression of speaking desperately, and with enough exasperation in his voice to reveal a determination to go some other way toward his purpose, if his argument should not prevail. “For the boy’s sake, you must see what the possibilities are. I have said all along that a great career and a fortune are there. We’ve got to live in this world, and there is the future to think of. What else is there for him, other than some humdrum career?”


  “Time for your tea, Adrian?” said the father to the boy, who had joined him, and was listening with detached curiosity to the argument of these grown-ups, as he would have listened to a political conversation. But he was interested, nevertheless, and when his father spoke to him he cried out, and the curious thing was that he spoke in French.


  “Papa, I’m going to play in Paris here, and in London and New York. Where is New York, Papa? And shall I go in a ship there, and talk to the captain?”


  His father did not answer. He handed him to the maid, with a glance of severity that made her hustle the child from the room.


  “You see, Tom. That is the danger. The boy is febrile in temperament. A fire now will be a fire of straw. I am willing enough for him to be a musician, for his gift is obvious. We are fated parents, his mother and I. We might have preferred something more solid, more comprehensible. But there it is, though we cannot understand where it comes from. There is a lot we cannot know.”


  He paused, and turned to Mr. Sturm, while the colonel, with a gesture of impatience, began to put out the tea-things and to pour the tea. “You see, the responsibility of which you speak is not neglected.” He smiled gently, and handed a plate to the visitor, taking a tiny sandwich and munching it. “But I am wholly against a premature appearance in public. I believe it is neither good for his art, nor for his nervous health. He is really a quiet child, perhaps of a low vitality. I don’t know. But the fact that he is too easily excited, too suggestible, is enough warning for me. I shall see that he is properly taught, and gradually taught, alongside his school work.”


  Mr. Sturm was impressed by this cool determination. But he was not defeated.


  “I respect that, Doctor. But you know, there is a danger of holding back a faculty which I know to be genius. And I say that advisedly. I do not use that word easily, Doctor. I have been too long in the world of publicity, and especially of the arts. If ever I saw genius, I see it in that boy of yours. And I know this too, I know something which I believe with all the force of my religion—and believe me, Dr. Batten, I am a religious man. I know that where the good God gives a burden of responsibility such as this, He gives a compensating mind and vitality to carry it. I have watched that child launch his boat, and rig its sails. Those hands are capable; they are the hands of a craftsman, and that means a cool temper and a balanced brain. We shall see that lad at the head of his profession, and the sooner he makes a start on a career in which he will become a master, the better for his whole nature. I believe that, under God’s will!”


  He placed his hand on the doctor’s sleeve, as they sat opposite each other.


  “I look at the matter more practically, as a doctor. You business men are all romantics, with money and fame as your mythology. I think of health; the balance and sanity of the mind, the body, and if you like, the soul. These are the first and last responsibilities, and the mystery. I do not understand the human body, Mr. Sturm, but I have learned to respect it, almost to worship it. I intend to see that my son is able to keep that balance, so far as I am able, by inducing good health, mental and physical, by ensuring that he shall not be forced in any special direction before he has passed the danger of growing warped.”


  “That is theoretical, Luke,” said the colonel. “If he were to be a soldier, we should think of putting him to the right school very soon. And in this matter of special ability, especially in music, the time to begin, it seems to me, is from the cradle.”


  The doctor flashed out, his grey eyes smouldering.


  “Like a performing dog, I suggest!”


  “Now, now! Sir!” expostulated Mr. Sturm; but at that moment, the door opened and Mrs. Batten entered, with the little girl Jeannette, who rushed forward, and leaped into her father’s arms.


  Chapter Thirteen

  

  The Gathering Conflict


  Mary Winterbourne walked slowly through the Rue Campagne Première and across the Boulevard Raspail to the door of the hotel, behind the plane trees. She was anxious to get back to find out what Joan had been doing, and what she would say about having been left alone for the afternoon: but there were other thoughts and feelings which outweighed that urgency.


  She was surprised to find that she had stopped, to look into the courtyard of a block of studios, rather squalid and unattractive. She wondered why she should pause thus, and the answer was instant. She wanted to sort out some of the impressions made upon her consciousness during the two weeks since she and her daughter had arrived in Paris. Was it possible, she asked herself, that within so short a time such unexpected, even unbelievable changes, could have come into her life?


  She walked on, dragging this burden of contemplation, and stopped again at the window of a small hand-laundry, staring so intently at the bundles of washing that the woman inside stared back, curious to know what interested the charmingly handsome lady, so well dressed that she must be an American. Mary hardly noticed this inspection, nor its benevolence touched with malice. Resuming her way along the narrow pavement, she reached the main boulevard and stood waiting for the traffic to pass, before she crossed the road. And while standing at the kerb, she was suddenly stricken by the truth. She felt the blood hot in her cheeks. She was blushing—a woman of fifty, and one used for many years to a self-discipline so strict that she hardly dared to look back over that sterile period. The devotion to Joan appeared, by contrast to this new sensation, to be almost anæmic. She was assailed by guilt. The meaning of it came home so harshly that she looked round with a furtive glance. But she was safely alone. Could she face this thing? The query set her breathing rapidly, and again the blood stung her cheeks. What am I to do? she asked herself, before that dreadful insistence of the silent monitor within. She let herself imagine what she would like the answer to be. What she wanted to do was to run back down that narrow street, to cry after Colonel Batten, like a love-sick girl. It was ridiculous. She must dismiss this madness.


  The traffic thinned for a moment, and she hurried across the road and into the hotel. Standing in the lift, she felt the misgiving of confronting Joan. What could she say? She decided to conceal herself behind a headache. But play-acting was foreign to her, and she feared that the pretence would fail.


  Timidly letting herself into the room, she called, and Joan appeared from the farther room, and stood in the doorway, looking blankly at her mother, waiting for her to speak.


  “Oh, Joan, my dear,” whispered the mother, groping towards the dressing-table and reaching for the bottle of eau-de-Cologne. “My head! I could not bear it. I feel so restless. I could not sleep. I had to move about. I’ve been out walking, I don’t know where; if only I could throw this off!”


  Joan stood there without response. Mary paused, and in that moment saw that the girl was suffering too.


  “Don’t blame me, darling,” she said. “I can’t help these attacks. I shall get rid of them in time.” Another pause. “But tell me, what is the matter? You look dreadful.”


  “Did you go far?” said Joan, coldly.


  “Joan!” Her mother was hurt.


  “Well! I can’t help it, Mother. I’ve had a letter from John. It came just after lunch and I’ve been waiting to talk to you ever since. He must have been to Limpsfield, after me. He is absolutely impossible! We parted with quite definite resolutions to separate, and I told him why—or I thought I had told him why. But I might have been punching a bag of sand. He has come back to the charge, utterly unaltered. He says I’m making mountains out of molehills. It would be mountains! He can’t get away from mountains! And that’s that!”


  Mary was conscious only of a sense of relief, and this again made her realise how she was slipping from that fine, selfless posture maintained since her husband’s death, at such cost to her emotional resilience. Her own selfishness stared at her, like a hog from a sty.


  “Since that is his frame of mind, if you can call it a mind, I know that he will come after me. And what am I to do with him when he turns up? What can we do with a man like that in Paris, amongst all these strangers whom we hardly know? It will be like an iceberg drifting into the tropics, gathering more and more fog round it.”


  “He cannot be as cold as that, darling. No man is so utterly without … without …” but she stopped, unable to say what this power might be, though she could feel it beating in her veins, rejuvenating flesh and blood, terrifying her with reckless joy. Joy! At such a moment, with her daughter in desperate need of Sympathy and help!


  But Joan was not so passive.


  “If he comes here, I am going. We must get away from him, Mother. I am sorry to break up the party. But that’s how it is. He has no right to pursue me.”


  “Well, he’s your husband …”


  “Yes, in name! In name! That’s just it. I don’t know what one has to do to prove anything. It’s so revolting. Four years, Mother. You can’t understand; the misery and shame of it. Half reluctant myself, but knowing nothing is complete without it. The fool! The fool! Why didn’t he knock me on the head, and force me with violence? I’d have welcomed that. At least it would have made up my mind for me, released me from all this ghastly politeness and evasion. I was as frightened as he was. But a man has no right to be so. It’s not as though there is anything wrong with him. You have only to look at him. Oh, Mother, please understand me, please help me.”


  The girl broke down, and began to weep, and Mary took her in her arms, drawing her down beside her on the end of the bed.


  “There dear, there darling. Don’t give way like this. We shall find it all works out. Perhaps if John comes here we could persuade him to see Doctor Batten.”


  The suggestion caused the young wife to wrest herself from her mother’s arms and start across the room.


  “My God! What a thought! Picture the consultation! The inarticulate mountaineer, towering on his great limbs over the doctor, making his confession of something lacking in his noble physique.”


  “Nonsense, I don’t believe it is lacking!”


  “You wouldn’t know, Mother, you wouldn’t know!” The cry was almost a wail of despair. It turned the girl to anger again. She flashed round on her mother, shaking her fist aloft, as though denouncing all heights, all concerns with height and the effort to rise. “I don’t know, either. That’s the maddening thing. All this cloistered life, all the ignorance! How am I to judge? I can’t believe in any men, now. They are all self-concerned. Look at this man here, this Colonel Batten! I can see what he is after. It’s something discreditable, I’m certain. Why is he hiding over here, with nothing definite to do, except to plot and plan to exploit that child?”


  Both women were now angry, and from a complication of causes that made sympathy impossible.


  “Joan, you are talking hysterical nonsense, quite unlike yourself. Whatever makes you lose control like this? I am sorry for you both, you and John.” She wanted to keep the colonel out of the argument, to shield him, perhaps. Misgivings moved secretly at the back of her mind, but she would not recognise them here. She had enough to do, under the stress of divided allegiance. “I would suggest that you both go off to Switzerland if John comes here after you. At least, it means that he wants you, and is loyal to you.”


  “Wants me! Wants me! What a hollow farce, all this collegiate emotion, if it can be called emotion. I don’t know what to say. I wish I did. I do not accuse you, Mother; but I wish we might have been a little less soulful all the while I was growing up. Now it is impossible for me to break away from that, to make any overture that might wake John, release him from whatever it is that keeps him tied down to the level of a schoolboy. I feel more like a Girl Guide than a wife!”


  Nothing could come of this argument, for neither was capable of being honest about her own feelings. But Mary knew that she must not let Joan see what was happening. The contrast would be too much. Here was the ebb and flow of desire indeed; but at all the wrong times. She must conceal from Joan the fact that something desperate was carrying her outside herself, away from the devoted life of the past fifteen years, the selfless widowhood. Peace was to be expected now, at fifty. But instead! She stared at her daughter, her eyes bright, her face the face of a girl. And Joan, gaunt, haunted, hungry and afraid to touch the fruit, stared back at her.


  Mary saw pain, and distrust, in her daughter’s eyes.


  “What do you mean?” she demanded, with no relevance to Joan’s last words. It was the unspoken accusation to which she referred.


  “I mean that I went out, after finding you gone. And I saw you in the Luxembourg Gardens with those two men and the child.”


  “There’s no need to make a melodrama of it, Joan. Whatever do you suppose I was doing there with them? I met Colonel Batten as I was going out after lunch, and he asked me to go along to collect the boy, and then when we got to the Gardens, we encountered Mr. Sturm, that really rather nice old American. A very kind man, I thought.”


  “As kind as the wolf in Red Riding Hood, I should say.”


  “You’re being romantic and mysterious about that child. I cannot see what …”


  “No, but his father can. That is evident enough. But after all, it is none of my business. Only I think you should keep out of it. One can see that something is going on, though, and I would not trust either of those two.”


  Mary was horrified to find herself about to quarrel again. She turned away, forcing herself to be silent. During this uncertain pause, the house telephone rang. She was grateful for the interruption.


  Joan stood watching her, waiting to see the effect of her words; though she was still without suspicion of her mother’s particular interest in Colonel Batten. Mary turned to her, the telephone held at arm’s-length.


  “You had better come, Joan. It is John. He is downstairs.”


  Joan’s cheeks paled, and she moved her tongue over her lips.


  “I won’t see him,” she whispered. “Say that I am out. I must have time to think it over. He should keep to our agreement. No, I won’t …!”


  Mary held out the telephone.


  “Come, Joan. You cannot refuse. It is quite unfair. He has come all this way. You have a duty to him.…”


  “Well, I suppose I must. He will have heard us, in any case. But what am I to say, what can I do?”


  “I had better leave you together. It is not a moment for three of us, Joan. I want to help you, my darling; but I cannot wholly agree with you. I love John too, and I must leave you together …”


  “Mother, you can’t let me be alone with him.…”


  Mary spoke to John on the telephone, asking him to come up.


  “Well, that decides for me,” said Joan, bitterly. “It’s none of it my fault, Mother. I want to emphasise that.”


  “It never is, darling. You must have learned that, surely. Isn’t that the teaching of history? But I’ll slip out, after I have greeted him. You realise, I’ve not seen him since the summer vacation; and all was well then, or appeared to be.”


  “Yes, appeared to be!”


  A knock at the door. It opened, and a tall figure stooped to enter, though he need not have done so; but Joan saw the characteristic action, and her lips moved in anguish again.


  Mary kissed him, and he stooped over his mother-in-law like a lover, murmuring tenderly to her. Then he looked up, at his wife. His eyes were obstinate, frightened, and he quickly veiled them with sternness, the mask of official male-dom. He drew himself up, and his six-foot-four figure, burly and powerful, was forbidding in its massiveness.


  “I’ll leave you together, John,” said Mary, gently. He nodded, without looking at her again, and she slipped away into the other room, snatched up a coat belonging to Joan, and fled to the lift. She had no idea what to do with herself, and she was cold, for the night had set hard. She went down to the lounge, a draughty place, except for a long glass screen because the hotel doors opened directly into it from the street. She switched on an electric fire, and sat down before it with a pile of thumbed journals, most of them trade papers two or three years old. She was trembling, partly with physical discomfort, and certainly with distress, not only for Joan, but for herself.


  All was quiet, for the hotel was almost empty. One or two people came and went, and Mary sat there, trying to be interested in wood-pulp mills, and cement works, and the building of dams in North Africa. Then once again she felt the rush of icy air from outside as the doors swung open. Looking up and into the mirror-panel before her, she saw Colonel Batten at the desk, taking his key from the hall porter. She knew she ought to shrink into herself, to hide from him. But instead, she looked round, and he saw her. She watched him put the key in his pocket, pause, then approach.


  “We didn’t finish our talk this afternoon,” he said, quietly. “The call of duty, Mary.”


  He took her hand, and held it as he sat down beside her.


  “Mary! I haven’t even been sure I may call you that. But I want to ask you; what has brought us together? The last thing in the world I expected, at my time of life. I’m not a youngster, Mary. And … and … I’m in no position to …”


  “And what about me, Tom?” she said, pressing his hand, turning her own in it to show her surrender, to draw him closer.


  “Does that mean …?” he whispered.


  “I don’t know what anything means,” she answered. “I am utterly at a loss. My world is tumbling about my ears. There is Joan upstairs, quarrelling with her husband, who has just arrived, searching for her, refusing to let her go. And he has every right not to, I suppose, though I can understand her feelings.”


  The colonel leaned towards her, furtively looking round at the man in the desk.


  “That’s her life, Mary. What about yours? Where do you come in? May I ask that; may I, Mary, my dear? How absurd it sounds, after we have known each other for a couple of weeks, is it? Or is it a lifetime? I can’t say. But I love you, and I have no right to, no right to.”


  He touched her face with his other hand, and she turned to look at him. The boyish bewilderment surely could conceal nothing dishonest. What was all this gossip about him, and his affairs in England? What was Joan’s animosity?”


  “Poor Tom,” she said. “I am sorry for you. Sorry for us both.”


  “Why, Mary, does it affect you too; are your feelings involved. Does that mean you …?”


  “I’m afraid so, Tom. I’m foolish too. I believe I love you, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary.”


  “It means trust also, Mary. It must mean that too!”


  “Well, I cannot speak about that, Tom. But love means even more, perhaps. It is quite irrational. I would want to help you, if I could, whatever the world says.”


  “I’ve been a fool; a stupid fool, Mary. If you can help me out of that …”


  He broke off, struggling with something that he could not put into words. “But whatever happens, I love you. It’s not of much use to you, maybe. I’m not a free man. And I am a poor one who has muddled along since the war, making a mess of things, as far as I can see. Trying to be a business man, and completely fooling myself. I doubt even if I am quite straight, so far as that goes. Though I may plead ignorance rather than cunning, Mary.”


  “I don’t feel very learned about life, at least since we came to France, Tom,” said Mary, drawing him to her. They kissed each other sadly, and then again gladly.


  “We can’t stay here in public,” he whispered, after a long and embarrassed silence. “What can we do? I must talk to you. No. Talking is useless. We’re too old for that. There is so little time left, my dear. If we are not reckless now, we shall lose all that remains.”


  He touched her again, incredulously. She felt his fingers through her sleeve. She felt them trembling.


  “Don’t, please. Don’t worry about things. What is the matter? I know nothing about you, Tom. Nothing. We have hardly met. So late in life it takes … it is impossible to do things quickly. Why are you trembling…?”


  She could feel her world crumbling away; a dreadful, but welcome weakness overcoming her. But the emotion was half-recognisable; it recalled a self lost for over a quarter of a century. But such continuity of mood, such a repetition of experience, could not possibly be real! Yet she had to respond to this man pleading silently at her side, to let him know that she understood his appeal, his distress; she did not know what to call it. The fingers so eloquent on her arm!


  “Tom!” she said again. “I wish I could help you. I know you are in trouble.”


  “Let us go up,” he said, tightening his grip on her arm. “We can’t leave things like this. We must talk it out, decide to do something …”


  “We can’t go up,” she whispered, pretending to misunderstand, “Joan and John are up there.…”


  “I know,” he said, ignoring that pretence, and implying by his glance that he knew it was pretence. “But we’ll go up. There’s nowhere else to go. Why not? We are responsible to ourselves. I’ll tell you of that after.”


  “After what?” she said, weakly.


  He drew her up, taking the magazines from her lap and dropping them on the chair. He walked before her to the lift, and she followed. They stood in it facing each other, silent, looking into each others’ eyes, and seeing there, by the flash of light from the first floor, the second floor, the third floor, the plea, the determination, and the passionate welcome.


  “You’ve passed the second floor,” she said, as he opened the lift door and drew her out.


  “Yes, we must not disturb husband and wife.”


  The corridor was empty, and Colonel Batten put his arm round her, an act of possession, or at least a claim. He felt her response, her hand clasping his coat, her face upturned to his.


  They were in his room now. She stood, knowing what she was about to do.


  “Come, Mary,” he said; and she found herself back in the past. But no, this was a timeless experience, the triumph of living, an autumnal fire leaping up suddenly, the fiercer because of the sere fuel. She found his mouth upon hers, and the expert hands fondling her. Her response was complete, fearless.


  Chapter Fourteen

  

  Husband and Wife


  When Mary left husband and wife alone, they faced each other accusingly, and stood for some moments without a word, or a movement. Joan was pale still; obstinate, a schoolgirl at bay. So she seemed to John Boys, who looked only at her face, and was unaware of the rest of her person, the large hips, the full bust, the turbulent breathing that accentuated her figure.


  “Call it off, Joan,” he said at last. “Look here, old girl…”


  He found it impossible to put his emotions into words. He was not an articulate man, even in the small-talk of life. Now he floundered.


  Joan could not help him; nor did she want to. She was angry, not only with him but with the whole of her world. It was conspiring to humiliate her, to refuse her claim to an adult inheritance. Why was that? If only she knew, she could put up a fight: but here she was only half-aware of what she wanted, clumsy over the cheat, and damning herself for that clumsiness.


  “I’m not to blame,” she stammered. “I’ve tried to explain, but you won’t understand. Mother should not have left us. I begged her not to.”


  “She had to, Joan. We can’t behave like this. It isn’t decent. What on earth would people think if they heard us?”


  “It’s not a matter for public discussion. Teamwork is no use here. That may be what’s wrong. You have no other criterion but that. Everything is teamwork with you. You go through life roped to a party.”


  “Isn’t marriage surely a matter of being roped together?”


  “I can’t argue. Either you keep to our compact, or I have to despise you.”


  This stung him. He started towards her, then drew back angrily. He put a great hand to his moustache, and fumbled at his lips before speaking.


  “That’s going a bit far, Joan. Despise me? What on earth do you mean? That’s a bit too much, old girl. Come now, acknowledge what I say. You’re getting above yourself. It’s a touch of hysteria. Let’s calm down and talk this thing out afresh.…”


  His reasonableness maddened her. She retreated to the door between the rooms.


  “You must go!” she cried. “Go before we say something beastly to each other. I’m sorry I said that. I don’t want to hurt you more than this. I’ve hurt you, but it’s not my fault. I can’t understand. We are unhappy together, John. We are unhappy.” She began to weep, and he crossed the room and pushed his handkerchief into her hand. His voice trembled, as though he too were unmanned.


  “Pull yourself together, Joan. What’s it all about?”


  “You don’t know, do you? You don’t know? And who is to tell you?”


  “Look here, you’re wandering, my dear. I’m not blaming you for anything, Joan. Can’t you see what I’m trying to say? I thought we had parted in one of our usual rows; just a bit of temper, like all the rest of our squabbles. Then I find you gone off like this. I mean, it is hardly civilised. It isn’t the sort of thing one does. We are educated people, Joan. It’s a matter of giving an example in this modern world of loose morals and meaningless promises. I’m not a pi chap; my work prevents me from subscribing to all that sort of thing. But we know what’s what, Joan, surely. Say you agree with me!”


  He tried to touch her, but she backed away, and knocked her elbow against the door-post. Nursing it, she glared at him, her mouth working, and the tears wet on her gaunt cheeks. The parting in her fair, Eton-cropped hair had disappeared, and a strand lay across her forehead, scimitar-wise. John tried again to touch her, but not eagerly enough to succeed. He stood there, as awkward as she. They were both silent again, and desperately miserable.


  “Damn all your ethics,” she said at last, as the significance of his last words sank into her mind, to add to her despair. “It is not a public matter. That is what I try to show you. It is something between us two.”


  He flushed and his mouth set obstinately. His manly appearance was only the more accentuated by this. Dropping his hand, he retreated a little.


  “Oh well,” he said, coldly, like a schoolmaster weary of arguing with a refractory pupil, “you persist in harping on that theme. I’m surprised, Joan. We’ve been at it for years now. This is something that cannot be forced, or done in cold blood. It must come naturally; all the books say so.”


  Joan began to laugh. She laid her head against the door-jamb, turned up her throat and face, and laughed, her breasts shaking with hysteria.


  “Oh, really! You defeat me, John. But for heaven’s sake let’s put a stop to this. We get no farther. What’s the use of your pursuing me? I can’t see the use of it. We might as well live by correspondence. You can tell me all about your work at the laboratory, and your mountaineering. … It can be done just as well by post.” She suddenly determined to be cruel, afraid of her love for this unsatisfactory husband.


  “Now please go away. I am staying here with Mother for a while. You have had your sport during the Christmas holidays. I’m carrying on with mine. You can make what excuses you like in Cambridge. Say I’m unwell! It’s not a lie. I am miserable and degraded. And you are responsible.”


  “Degraded?” he said the word incredulously. “You are mad, Joan. That is what’s wrong. I’d say you were wicked, if I were that sort of chap. But I believe you are ill, nervously ill. True enough, I’ll tell people that, if they want to pry into our affairs. True enough! I had thought our marriage was an ideal one. We have done everything together. No two friends …”


  “Ideal! Ideal indeed! It could not have been purer. It must have begun at Roedean and Rugby, over a hockey match. Oh God, the lovely, wholesome mud on our knees, John! Look at them. Look at them!”


  She held out a long leg, and burst into laughter both harsh and ugly. John winced, and stepped back.


  “I don’t understand you, Joan. You are utterly unlike yourself. I wish your mother had not left us. Look here, you are her daughter, after all. She would be infinitely distressed if she heard all this nonsense, and the innuendo behind it. For don’t think I can’t understand what you are driving at. The humiliation is not all on your side, mind you.”


  He suddenly drooped, his huge frame appearing to shrink. Joan saw the change and it made her more merciless. She strode towards him and shook her fist in his face.


  “You poor fool, John. You will never understand. My mother, indeed! I wonder! Perhaps we neither of us understand her. She has brought me up to this way of life, which drove me to marriage with you—though that is not all. There was something else to it. I did love you, I did want to please you and to share your life and interests. But you have assumed too much, with your schoolboy acceptances. I’m a woman, I’m your wife, not a … not a … not a … chum!”


  They faced each other now with increased desperation, both of them afraid, and both angry. Joan gathered herself for further cruelty.


  “Mother may be responsible, after all, as you say. She was the one who decided to hide the flesh and blood. She was the one who feared something. I can’t blame her. She was grieving for my father, whom she had worshipped. I still remember him, and how I felt I was an interloper, while he was at home. She must have been abandoned to him; abandoned, yes, you know what I mean, or don’t you? Then when he was killed, she had to face that loss; more than his death, perhaps. I can see it now. This misery has opened my eyes. Thank you for that, at least. But you must go. I’m not blaming you any more. We just can’t carry on as we were, that’s all. I may have needed a man who would wake me up, and you a woman who could bring you out of that epicene world of school and university and the decent country parsonage where nothing is mentioned, nothing done that is not ethical and orthodox.… But I’m raving. I’m getting out of my depth. That’s what is wrong. I’m not used to the depths. And now they are gaping before us, and you won’t recognise the fact. You think Mother does not know: but I wonder. If she could hear us now, would she realise what it is, the misunderstandings of the blood, the sense of shame because there has been no cause for shame; the disgusting purity! Yes, that startles you, doesn’t it!”


  John Boys decided that the situation was out of hand, and he tried to bring it down to earth.


  “Look here, my dear girl. We can’t go on like this, arguing and saying things we shall regret later on. I’ll tell you what. I’ve brought your skis over with me. It was my idea, when I found you had come to Paris, to pick you up here and for us to go on to St. Moritz to join the University Club there. It will do us both a world of good. You’ve had too much indoor stuff this term; all the year indeed, cramming away over the old boy’s research. Let him stew for a bit. He’s gone off to the States. You come with me now, and get some fresh air and mountain air at that. Look, I’ll leave you now, and come back to-morrow morning. I’m in a scruffy little hotel near the Madeleine, somewhere behind the American Embassy in a street called the Rue Boissy d’Anglas. One of our lab. men told me of it; damn cheap though, and that’s good enough, since the beds are clean. I’ll be over in the morning, then; good-night, old girl.”


  He approached her, and kissed her cheek, then patted her on the back. “Keep smiling, old thing,” he said, and was about to retreat, when the door opened, and a child peered in, his beady eyes alive with curiosity and enquiry. The man stared at this apparition, and Adrian Batten entered, soberly now, and shut the door behind him. He looked shyly at John Boys, then approached Joan, increasing his pace as he neared her, until at the last, he ran to her and clasped her round the thighs, nearly knocking her over in his intensity. He reached up and took her hand, then higher, and drew her face down to his, to kiss her.


  ‘Joan!” he said, his childish voice piping high with anxiety. “I can’t find Uncle Tom. I thought this was his room, because I came here before, three doors from the lift. I remember counting my footsteps … But this isn’t his room. But I’ve found you. I wanted to find you, Joan. I ought not to be out, and Father will be angry. I can’t bear that. He frightens me, he says nothing!”


  The child was over-excited, and he clung to Joan desperately. She dared not repulse him, but she was at a loss how to deal with such a violent concentration of feeling. She looked appealingly at her husband, their differences for the moment put aside. He turned back, curious to learn what all this was about, and who the child might be. He saw an ordinary urchin, wearing indoor slippers, his legs blue with cold: a large head with tousled, soft hair; but it was the eyes that held his attention, the eyes of an adult, and an adult with some vivid purpose in life. But they made the child appear slightly abnormal to John Boys, and he was prepared to disapprove.


  “Who is this?” he said, gravely.


  “The doctor’s son,” said Joan, stooping over the child and trying to comfort him, for he was now shaking, and she feared that he would begin to cry. And the idea of this particular child crying was alarming. He was normally so gentle, assured, even serene, in spite of his intensity of mood. His tears would be as heavy, as bitter as those of an old man, dragged from the depths of experience, worth their weight in sorrow.


  “Look, Adrian, you must let me take you home again. You’ve come out in your slippers, and you’ll catch cold. No overcoat either! What will they say if they know? But we must smuggle you back again. Come, I’ll get my coat.”


  But he would not release her. He buried his face in her stomach, and murmured from there, “Father has been angry about the American. He said I must not play again to him, or go sailing my boat with him. But he is a friend of Uncle Tom, and I don’t know what to do.”


  “I know what you ought to do. You ought to go to bed. Why, it is nearly seven o’clock, Adrian. Let us forget the American. Don’t you worry about that. Your father knows what is best for you, surely? And your mother too, she will look after everything, I’m sure.”


  While she was thus trying to comfort the waif, her husband had gone down on his knees and was rubbing the boy’s legs, to restore warmth to them.


  “Poor little blighter! He’s as cold as charity. Damn silly, letting him escape like this. There’s frost about.”


  These ministrations reassured the boy, and he removed his head from Joan’s stomach and examined the stranger. Boys was again conscious of the shrewd grey eyes. He found himself replying as to a grown-up when the boy said, coolly:


  “Who are you?”


  Adrian pondered after Boys had introduced himself.


  “Then you live with Joan?” he asked.


  “In a way, yes.”


  “Which way?”


  He was following a pattern of ideas; perhaps composing round this matter which intrigued him by its newness and oddness. He was glancing from one to other of the giants towering over him, weaving his vivid little communicating themes, and binding them together in the process.


  “And have you got a flat like ours?”


  “Yes,” said Boys, eagerly. He believed that this infant was an advocate for him.


  “And how many children are there; just two like me and Jeannette?”


  In the hesitation that followed, Boys floundered, and Joan stared over the boy’s head at the farther wall, while she pressed the small figure to her convulsively, a gesture to which the precocious infant responded with fervour. The thread of interest broke, and Adrian turned to another theme.


  “But I thought this was Uncle Tom’s room. I came after him, you see, because he went home with the key of my engine. Jeannette saw him put it in his pocket when Father spoke to him about the American. And he forgot to give it to me.”


  “What is all this about an American?” asked John, trying to speak through closed lips so that the boy should not be included in the enquiry.


  “I can’t tell you now,” said Joan, pointing down at the child.


  “I’ll tell him,” said Adrian, looking up and putting his hand in hers again. “Father says I must not give a recital, and Uncle Tom and the American want me to.”


  Boys looked blankly from his wife to the child.


  “He plays the piano,” said Joan, lamely, afraid to enlarge in front of the boy.


  “Oh, I see,” said John. But he didn’t see. The information meant little to him.


  “And Father was angry about it. I know when he is angry. He is so quiet, and everybody is frightened, even Mother, and Uncle Tom who was a soldier.”


  “I see,” said John again. And this time he did see; but he saw wrongly. He thought that the boy’s father was quite naturally objecting to so effeminate an occupation in a healthy boy’s life.


  Joan knew what his reaction would be, and was ready to accuse him again.


  “That’s what Mother feels, I believe,” she said, having read her husband’s mind. “But it is not that. Dr. Batten wants to be sure that the talent shall not be abused. He is musician enough, and wise enough, to see that danger. I believe he is right. You don’t realise the possibilities of this. But I can’t say more now. We must get Adrian home.”


  “But I wanted to see you too, Joan,” the boy insisted. “I played to you, didn’t I, at our party? I play to people when I love them.”


  “Thank you, Adrian,” she said, wondering what it all meant. She was determined not to be caught. She must not encourage this. But at the same time, she could not hurt him. “Now let us go.”


  “I wish you had a piano here,” said the child, ignoring her efforts to jockey him towards the door—though she still had to find her own outdoor clothes. “I could explain things. Father is too cross about it. Why can’t I play for the American? He wants me to go to Brussels and play there, in a big hall. I’d like to do that. I like the sound in a big hall. I have heard Monsieur Cortot, and it makes the music clear; grander, grander!” He was excited again, and waved his arms upwards, knocking John Boys aside in the process.


  “My God,” said that worthy. “You’d better get him home, Joan. He’s got a touch of temperature, I should say.”


  “But I want my engine-key from Uncle. Can we find his room, Joan?”


  “Perhaps we can,” she said. “He is on the floor above. Maybe his room is over this one. If so, he must be in, for I can hear somebody moving about.”


  “I’ll see you through with this,” said John. “It’s a cold night.”


  Joan withdrew herself from the embrace of the child, disappeared into the next room, and returned without a coat, and only a scarf over her head.


  “Mother took my coat when she went, didn’t she?”


  John picked up Mrs. Winterbourne’s fur coat, but it was much too small, and he had to put it round Joan’s shoulders with the sleeves dangling.


  They conducted the child up the two flights of stairs round the lift.


  “Now do you know the room?” asked Joan.


  “It’s there,” said Adrian, pointing along the corridor.


  “It is over ours then,” she said, to John. “So he will be there.”


  As she spoke, the door opened, and her mother appeared carrying Joan’s coat over her arm.


  She did not at first see the party emerging from the dark staircase, and she turned back to say something to the occupant of the room. Then she recognised Joan, with John and the boy. Her discomfiture was momentary, and quickly disguised. The poor light in the corridor hid the change in her appearance, the suggestion of ease, a careless touch here and there in her clothes, her hair slightly disarranged, but only the more attractive thereby.


  “Darlings,” she said, a general embrace in her voice, warm, impulsive. “I was freezing to death down there, when the colonel came in. He insisted on my coming and waiting by his fireside.” She gave the impression of a baronial hearth, vast in respectable antiquity. “And I took your coat, Joan. We were so upset, of course. But that is over now, my dears. I can feel it is. So much can happen in half an hour!” She paused, deterred, perhaps, by the silence of the three figures in the dim light. The daughter and son-in-law said nothing even then. It was Adrian who spoke, while Mary Winterbourne advanced and took her coat from Joan’s shoulders, replacing it with the tweed garment which she had carried out of the colonel’s room. Joan shuddered, but said nothing. She was frightened. John took the coat again and held it for her to put her arms through the sleeves.


  “No!” she said, drawing away from it.


  “But what is little Adrian doing here?” said her mother, now in command of the situation. John, who suspected nothing, replied.


  “His uncle has come away with the key of his toy locomotive. That’s a serious matter, Mother darling. If you were a boy you would realise that.”


  Mary flushed, and became urgent.


  “Of course! We will get it for him. Come, Adrian, let me go with you and ask him for the key. Don’t you bother, you two. Go down and we’ll come back to you.”


  Joan hesitated, looking intently at her mother. Then she turned, without a word, and walked slowly down the stairs, followed by her husband, who carried her coat.


  Mary watched them for a moment, perplexed. Then she took Adrian by the hand, and led him back to the door from which she had emerged so discreetly. Knocking on the panel with her knuckles, she opened it a few inches, keeping the child behind her. She thrust her head in.


  “Adrian is here,” she whispered. “Can he come in?”


  The colonel hurried into his dressing-gown and came forward. He touched her face tenderly with his fingers, drawing them down her temple and over her cheek, before replying, and ushering her and his nephew into the room.


  Chapter Fifteen

  

  To the Mountains


  It had begun to rain. John Boys picked up the child and carried him, half-protected under his overcoat, striding along so swiftly that Joan had almost to trot to keep level with him. She was silent, but again and again she began to speak, breathless because of the pace. She could not find the words, however. Finally, as they turned out of the boulevard into the Rue Boissanade, she put out a hand timidly and touched her husband on the sleeve.


  “John,” she whispered. “I don’t know what… Something … But I am willing to come with you.”


  He looked back at her, over the child’s shoulder.


  “What, d’you mean to St. Moritz?”


  The boyish hopefulness in his voice made things easier for her.


  “Of course. I want to get away from here, at any rate.”


  “My dear girl,” he said, bewildered by this sudden change of mood. But he was happy to accept this new one. “That’s grand, Joan. We’ll have a good time. I’ll see to that. The snow ought to be just right.”


  Here Adrian intervened. He had been quiet during the walk from the hotel, except for little hummings to himself, and occasional joggings to accentuate the movement of his gigantic human steed.


  “I’m riding a camel,” he cried, suddenly. “Look, up … down … up … down. But it breaks, it breaks! I’ve got a tune for that. I’ll write it down when we get home. There’s a break!” This appeared to excite him almost to frenzy.


  “Hold tight, kid,” said Boys, pulling him down under the coat, from which he had struggled in his excitement. “Don’t kick your slippers off.”


  But he had already lost one. The party paused, and Joan groped about, walking back a pace or two before she found it. Stooping down to pick it up, she retched, and was suddenly sick; violently sick in the gutter.


  John was helpless, for he could not put Adrian down on the wet pavement, where the rain was now splashing up in a mist of spray. He was embarrassed by the possibility of passers-by observing them.


  “I say, Joan!” he exclaimed, almost angrily, “what on earth? Are you all right?”


  “Quite all right,” she gasped, recovering from the unexpected attack. “I can’t think what happened. I was quite all right a moment ago. Perhaps it is hurrying. Don’t bother. I’m quite better now.”


  “You don’t sound better. Damned shaky, I think. Look here, how much farther is it?”


  “Don’t say anything. It’s only a few yards now. I’ll sit down for a while when we get there. Don’t say anything to the doctor, will you?”


  “You sound mysterious. What d’you mean, old girl? I can’t make you out. Why don’t you let me help? Surely it’s my place to …”


  “No, John. Has he seen? Don’t let him know.”


  But of course Adrian had seen. He saw everything. Fortunately, he was still entranced by the rhythm of what he called the camel-ride, to which he was finding a music to be written down as soon as he got home.


  “Come along, Joan!” he called, for Boys had turned and hidden Joan from him.


  “It’s this damned French food, I expect,” said Boys, as they resumed their rush through the rain.


  “Yes, it must be that,” said Joan, with despair in her heart. She had never felt so alone in the world. She wanted only to get away, to leave her mother until she had thought this thing out; if it could be thought out. Something dreadful had happened; but also something that roused her to an increased bitterness and envy. It was horrifying. She tottered after her husband, longing to cry out to him; knowing that it would be useless.


  They found the household almost disturbed. Nothing, perhaps, could absolutely disrupt that smooth ménage, which worked at such high pressure, like the dynamos in a power station. The doctor was at the telephone when they entered, with his wife hovering near, her bland serenity faintly interrupted.


  Their appearance, with young Adrian exultant in John’s arms, caused the doctor to ring off abruptly. He came forward and took the boy from the human camel. Joan lamely delivered the wet slipper to Mrs. Batten. Not a word was said. Dr. Batten disappeared with Adrian, but returned instantly, having left the child with the French nurse. He was a little paler than usual, perhaps. He looked intently at both the visitors, and took Boys aside.


  “I am grateful to you,” he said, almost inaudibly. “We were telephoning to the hotel. Jeannette told us about the engine-key, and that made us happier, for we knew he would have gone after it. He is a one-thing-at-a-time character. But the trouble is, that he makes that one thing of universal dimensions, and himself an Atlas to carry it. Rather an exhausting process for an immature young creature, don’t you think?”


  Boys could not agree more. Both men found consolation in each other, and the doctor looked with sympathy at the giant beside him, who stood, inarticulate but obviously to be relied upon.


  “I have much to do with human nerves,” said Dr. Batten. “Maybe I can’t see wood for trees. Professionalism is always a dangerous point of view.”


  “Ah yes, the expert!” said Boys. “That’s not a weakness with us English, though. We tend to keep him in his place, even inside ourselves. A second interest; that is our salvation.”


  “And yours?” enquired the doctor.


  “We’re just on our way down to the winter sports at St. Moritz,” said Boys. He deliberately said it aloud, so that Joan could be included, and encouraged to hide under the generalisation, after the recent disturbance. “A bit of skiing, you know. We might do some climbing, if conditions are suitable.”


  “And you are, otherwise …?”


  “Oh, I’m doing a job at Cambridge. Messing about with the atom, you might say.”


  The doctor studied him almost humorously, and with a touch of benevolence.


  “Ah, yes! Just like that,” he murmured. “I wish I could induce the French to take that point of view. And my brother Tom. Did you meet him at the hotel? He has detachment enough; but not quite of the same kind. Not quite …!”


  “No, I didn’t meet him. My mother-in-law took your son in to get the key.”


  “I see, I see!” The doctor digested this bit of information. Then he smiled.


  “And your wife? She looks tired.”


  “Oh, as fit as a fiddle! Joan’s all right, sir. But she needs a holiday. Been overworking, I should say. She has her job, you know, and we are hard at it during term.”


  This bluff did not succeed, however, for Joan suddenly jumped up from the chair into which she had collapsed, and made for the door. Mrs. Batten saw that she was in distress, and bustled her out, half-supporting her to the bathroom. During the second bout of sickness Joan was thus attended by expert hands. When it was over, and Mrs. Batten had made her drink a dose of restorative, she sat on the bathroom chair with her head in her hands.


  “Tell me, my dear,” said Mrs. Batten, now for the first time emerging from her contented habit of silence in the background of affairs, “what is this? Does it mean that you are …?”


  She was interrupted by a bitter laugh, and Joan started up.


  “Oh no! no! Nothing like that! It’s quite temporary. Something must have upset my inside.” Joan wrung her hands with nervousness.


  Mrs. Batten studied her, but without shrewdness or intrusion.


  “Not your mind, perhaps? I think you maybe worried?” Joan would not be drawn.


  “Oh, we are all worried. It’s the way life goes. But sometimes things happen so unexpectedly that one is knocked off one’s balance. I’m so sorry to have been a nuisance. …” She turned aside and hid her face again in her hands, rubbing her temples to try to bring herself back to normal. Mrs. Batten hesitated a moment, then put an arm round her. Speaking now in French, since her command of English was not adequate for this occasion, she urged the girl to ignore appearances, and to rest content, to relax, to let things flow past her.


  “Better to return to the others, perhaps,” she said. “I think, nevertheless, that your husband will be deeply concerned.”


  Joan was in a condition only to half-appreciate the significance of that ‘nevertheless’. She recognised it as part of the conspiracy of events, and was too weak to resist. She allowed Mrs. Batten to lead her back to the salon, and to bring her a glass of cognac.


  The doctor, still standing and talking with John, paused to look at his wife, enquiringly, but she shook her head, and he did not interfere.


  “Your wife is unwell?” he whispered to John. “But she is in good hands, you know. The better half of my large practice here in Paris is my wife’s creation. She is specially experienced in nervous troubles …”


  “Nervous troubles?” said Boys, suspiciously. “There’s nothing wrong with Joan there, I hope. D’you see anything wrong?”


  Dr. Batten did not reply immediately. He looked at the English athlete, the mountainous frame, the clear eyes and masculine features. He leaned forward and studied his own feet, and spoke thus with bent head.


  “There is so much that eludes our vision, Mr. Boys. But a holiday in the Alps will be a good tonic for you both.” Then he twinkled, and added, “Almost another honeymoon!”


  Boys was again suspicious, and tried to change the subject.


  “That son of yours is a remarkable child. I hear that he is musical.”


  Dr. Batten accepted the rebuff, which Boys could not have administered more adroitly had he done it consciously. They were now on the doctor’s field of anxiety.


  “Yes. But he needs careful handling. My brother is urging me to allow the boy to appear in public. I am against that for two reasons. I have more interest both in music and in the child, than my brother. He is not inclined, perhaps, to think very far ahead. He has always been an impulsive fellow, charging suddenly. That is rather old-fashioned warfare, I believe. One needs nowadays to think of support, transport, and all the rest. Tom has the impulses of an old cavalry officer; almost a knight errant. They get him into trouble at times. One reason why he is over here indefinitely …”


  But the doctor thought better of it. He returned to the principal interest of his life.


  “Adrian needs careful handling, or he will break. That ominous single-mindedness, with its habit of concentrating on one obsession at a time … You understand what it can lead to? All sorts of disasters. And to let him follow this singular gift so early—it really amounts to a genius, you know, for it is the whole child, not merely his intelligence—that would imprison him for life. He would become a mechanical maniac. He must become a human being. That is where my brother and I disagree. Though I doubt if my brother sees it so clearly as that. He hungers after triumphs, poor fellow. It is a romantic weakness, and has already led him into trouble. You understand me?”


  Boys was out of his depth, but he had an instinctive sympathy with the doctor. There was nothing revolutionary about all this talk, so far as he could see. And it led to team work, which was everything.


  “You want the boy to stay at school, in the ordinary way?” he suggested.


  “Practically that. But of course, he is being watched, and his music lessons are gradually being specialised. The odd thing is, that he thinks in terms of sound; graduated sound. I am not sure whether it is more primitive or more sophisticated, than using words to reason with, to communicate with. What is your opinion? Is the boy a throwback to a pre-language period; or is he one of these unique beings, who use another medium for reasoning with—a Turner, a Bonnington, a Mozart; or maybe one of your mathematicians or physicists? Do you, as a physicist, think in terms of words, or equations and symbols?”


  Boys could not enter into this problem, for his day had been a disturbing one, and he could see that Joan was unhappy still.


  “At any rate,” he said abruptly, disinclined for abstract discussion, “I hope that the little blighter won’t get into trouble for this escapade. After all, he only wanted the key of his engine. That’s a practical matter.”


  “All important! All important!” said the doctor, unruffled by this second rebuff.


  A moment later, he was surprised by Boys taking the initiative.


  “Look here, sir, a whiff of mountain air would do that boy good too. A bit of outdoor life for a week or two, don’t you think?”


  Dr. Batten considered this shrewdly. He left Boys, walked up to his wife, touched her on the shoulder without speaking, grimaced, turned and turned about the room several times, and then came back to his position vis-à-vis his guest.


  “It is an idea! Good. I must tell you, Mr. Boys. I am rather harassed by this importuning. Not only my brother: but he has brought in that American agent. And I confess that I am more afraid of him. There is a vast weight of commercial experience, and cunning, behind that man. And that sinister benevolence! I know my brother’s limits; and he is an innocent. But this other … No! I am afraid of that. It would be good to send the child out of his reach for a while, and thus I may be able to shake him off. He has been haunting our home since Christmas Day. Let us discuss it.”


  He called to his wife, and with Boys joined the two women. Joan, with the help of the cognac, was again in command of herself. She stood up, and accepted the fact that John was beside her and had taken her hand covertly. Again, with a spasm of despair, she told herself that this was the last refuge from complete isolation in the world.


  The project was being discussed between the four people, when Mr. Sturm was ushered in by the elderly maid. Again he came loaded with parcels, including a sheaf of flowers for Mrs. Batten, which he instantly presented to her, beaming at her and saying, “A taste of the forthcoming spring, dear lady. We have had enough of winter, surely. We want to expand, to let the buds open, to bring a little warmth into the world, I suggest!”


  It was impossible not to be amused by such effrontery. It was almost endearing. Mrs. Batten took the flowers graciously, with only half a glance at her husband, who had ignored the proffered hand of the impresario, after the parcels had been deposited on a chair.


  “And have I had the pleasure, sir?” said Sturm to Boys, pumping firmly at his great fist, and enjoying the resistance. “Ah, you are Mr. Boys, Professor Boys, perhaps? No? But that will come, that will come! I am really glad to have met you, now, for your wife and I are well acquainted, and her lady mother; ah! there I congratulate you both. A more lovely, and if I may say so, a more saintly little lady I have never …” but words failed him. He waved his hand, which was now purple after its effort with Boys’ arm. Then he darted a foxlike glance from the doctor to the younger man, “Did I overhear—forgive me—that you are taking our young maestro, our world wonder, for a Swiss vacation? No? I see, you are! Excellent; excellent! And I have done the right thing, I have bought him a pair of skates!” He took up one of the parcels and untied it, to hand the skates round. “He will glide round the world on these!”


  “You cannot refuse,” whispered Mrs. Batten, drawing her husband aside. “It is really well-meant, Luke. And he may help Tom. That is what I hope.”


  Dr. Batten accepted the gift on the boy’s behalf, and allowed himself to rejoin the conversation. It was augmented by Colonel Batten, who had returned to dine.


  Chapter Sixteen

  

  Seeing People Off


  The next two days were spent in getting tickets and providing the necessary outfit for Joan and the boy. John was already equipped. The winter deepened, a fierce frost came down over Paris and the sandy strips along the shores of the Seine began to set solid. One or two venturesome people tried the ice on the pond in the Luxembourg Gardens, but were chased off by the agents, whose capes flew out in the savage east wind, like the wings of ravens foreboding disaster. The plane trees along the boulevards were draped with hoar-frost, and here and there a branch fell, split open by the invisible titan.


  John Boys revelled in the consequent discomfort. He lumped his tackle up from the Gare du Nord, filling the lobby of the tiny hotel in the Rue Boissy d’Anglas. He strode to and fro between this arrondissement and that of the modern hotel where his wife and mother-in-law were lodged in sybaritic warmth.


  “What about a fleecy lining for that overcoat?” he asked. He saw Joan flinch.


  “I’m sick of that coat,” she said, evasively. “I’m not wearing it again.”


  He was about to remind her that it was Welsh homespun, and almost new. But the odd expression in her eyes warned him that she might still be unaccountable. He did not want to lose ground, after this triumph of inducing her to come with him to Switzerland. What would have happened if I had left her to it? Jolly glad I came over to hoist her out of this damnable mood. He furthered this soliloquy by going into a huddle with Dr. Batten about ways and means of producing money, whereby he could take Joan to buy a lined and wind-proofed coat, a useful affair that gave her the appearance of a Channel pilot. This pleased him immensely.


  “Mrs. Batten seems quite well off,” he told Joan, during the shopping expedition. “Why not suggest that we take young Adrian home with us, to go to school in Cambridge? What d’you think?”


  He was trying valiantly to wind the threads of reconciliation round her, and for once she was not averse. But she did not believe in the refuge he offered; perhaps because he was still offering it only on his own terms. And even had there been a change, it was probably too late. A dreary self-consciousness had crept into their relationship, lowering the temperature of love. John must be a specialist in low temperatures, she thought, with wry humour. It could have its uses, even if it was only a recoil from the centigrade excesses of his work upon the atom at Cambridge.


  She accepted his new proposal passively. She had nothing much to say about anything. She was tired, shaken, cold. She wanted somebody else to take on the responsibility, this intangible menace that had come down over her. Was it all a fantasy, as she once or twice told herself, and dared to hope. But when she saw her mother and Colonel Batten together again, during the foursome expedition to the shops, and caught once or twice the exchange of glances betweem them, her hope vanished. She was ready to believe anything. She tried to show no change of intimacy toward her mother, but could not convince herself that she was successful.


  Joan need not have worried, for Mary was at present incapable of dispassionate observation. Life was whirling her down-stream. She did not notice the incident about the overcoat which she had taken with her into Colonel Batten’s room the night before. All that she was conscious of was a wild relief that Joan was being taken away for a time. What did it mean, she asked herself: but there was no time to answer. Every moment was a tumult of feeling, and this mad inflammation of consciousness was instantly filled, and further expanded, with the hunger of nerves and blind desire that last night’s surrender had induced in her, mind, soul and body. Body! She felt herself inside her clothes, and was exultant. Poor Joan, she thought; and that was as far as she got, a short mental journey unaccompanied by conscience. It was, indeed, a cruel commiseration, feline, primitive. Poor Joan! She had to load the girl with presents, or try to; but Joan protected herself by reminding this over-animated mother that the money would not last out, without much delay while the bank in Paris assured itself of the financial position of these English spendthrifts.


  Joan began to weary, too, of so much lavishness from both her mother and her husband. Both are trying to buy me, she told herself, and again the desperate loneliness gripped her. She looked across the luncheon table, at the Battens’ flat, where the shopping party had returned, and she saw little Adrian studying her with adoration. He was so happy at the thought of going away with her that he had retired into a state of coma, from which he looked out like a fox-cub at the back of the den, only a pair of gleaming eyes to be perceived. She could not escape the boy’s eyes. They grew more significant as she felt their latent power.


  “I hope it will be all right?” she said to Mrs. Batten, over coffee.


  “My dear,” said that complacent mother, “you must not foretell troubles. There is enough to do without doing it the day before it is necessary.” She looked from Mary to Joan afresh. “Yes, we all have our consolations. But I know this sensation of anticipating an expedition. We are all apprehension; everything must go wrong, barriers are impassable. It is an illusion, a trick of the nerves, my dear; perhaps a mere physical thing, an inertia, a drag of response behind the change of circumstances. I have learned not to believe in safety. Nursing during the war taught me that. There is only one safe method of living—to welcome danger.”


  Joan stared at her, surprised by this sudden outburst of eloquence from so composed and quiet a woman.


  “But I am beginning to see how different Adrian is from other children,” she whispered, by way of an excuse for her timidity.


  “Oh! là là!” clucked Mrs. Batten, shrugging her shoulders and taking a gulp at her coffee. “My grandfather was a peasant. That boy has French mud and farmyard manure in his veins. Do not be misled by the blossoms. It is the root that matters. And your man, too! I would trust him, you know; perhaps more than you care to. But forgive me, I am too intimate?”


  Joan could not reply to this, even had she understood Mrs. Batten, for Adrian was clamouring to be allowed to take his new skates, the gift from the American, Mr. Sturm, to try them on the pond in the Luxembourg. His disappointment when this was vetoed by the colonel, in the absence of the doctor, drove him to the other end of the flat, and the adults round the dining-table heard a burst of petulance from the distant piano. Joan listened, and again the odd recognition of something both painful and exquisite filled her mind. What could it be, this something in the boy’s playing; was it style, due to clarity and the obstinate certainty of genius? She discovered how much more interested in music she was becoming. Adrian pulled at her. Furtively, she got up, pushed her chair in, and crept away from the dining-room. She lingered, alone, in the little ante-room, and could see the boy through the open door into the salon. He sat doggedly at the instrument, watching first one hand then the other. He had lost his grievance, though he was improvising something full of protest and peevish rebellion. But how intently he was enjoying it, turning it into a shape, with beginning, middle, and end.


  Joan followed that shape, the melody, the tricks he played with it, the amazing gift for filling out the structure with harmony. Again she was afraid of the force beyond her understanding. She advanced into the salon, and Adrian came shyly forward, drawing himself from the piano-stool to stand before her, staring up at her face. Then, on an impulse, he clasped her round the waist, seized her hand and rubbed it against his cheek.


  “Joan! I’m going to have you to myself, to myself!” he whispered, with a wild passion that was half-insane.


  “Hush!” she said, stooping over the boy, glancing back, and then kissing his silky hair, half in tears. “You must be calm, Adrian. You must not spend yourself.”


  His response was to cling to her with an almost lascivious intensity, rousing her instincts too, a confused rabble of emotions that carried her along unwillingly, though she struggled against them. But in the alertness of mind caused by this struggle, she saw, and in the immediate future, indeed almost present, a certainty of something about to happen, something large, probably inconsequential, certainly devastating. She tried to tell herself it was a mere mood, a touch of fright because everything was happening so quickly since she had come to Paris.


  The tiny lover, the nine-year-old Cupid, meanwhile was murmuring something into her waist, where his head was buried.


  “I love the smell of you!” he said, jerking his head back and laughing up at her. She managed to extricate herself, without hurting him.


  “Play something more to me,” she said, without allowing herself to hear what he had said. And she led him back to the piano, her hand firmly on his neck, the ball of her thumb smoothing the nape, and the silky tail of hair that came down to a point there.


  He now chose a Beethoven sonatina, deceptively simple, and played it neatly, with precision. But she was prepared to suspect even that, so disturbed were her nerves by the recent little outburst of Cyprian paganism. She stared at the child as though to doubt still if he was wholly human, and might draw another arrow against her.


  The rest of the luncheon party came in while the boy was playing, their conversation falling away, then reviving when he stopped. Plans were discussed, and by the time the English visitors departed, everything was in hand.


  The rest of the day was fully occupied in practical matters concerned with the flight into Switzerland, and none of the three people wished to have much to say about events. They were all restrained by their personal moods, the only mood in common being, perhaps, embarrassment toward the other two, for a multitude of intricate reasons, or un-reasons.


  The frost held through the night, and the day of departure was steely. Paris shrank to a monochrome of grey shades; only the faces of her citizens adding touches of pink, red, purple to the metallic scene. Dr. Batten was to have brought the car to the hotel, to collect mother and daughter, John Boys having arranged to meet them at the station. The doctor, however, had been called out and the occupants of the car were Mrs. Batten and the two children, driven by the colonel. He was inscrutable, sitting at the wheel like a taxi-man, avoiding any contact. He got out stiffly, directed the stowing of Joan’s small amount of luggage, and took his place again, with hardly a greeting. Joan found herself with Mrs. Batten, the children between them in the back. Mary sat with the colonel, and he put a rug round her legs, in a shamefaced way.


  ‘I’ve got to see those damned lawyers again,” he said, quietly. “Do you mind?”


  “Should I mind?” she said. “I have no idea what it is all about.”


  “I’m not sure myself. I’ve been swimming out of my depth, perhaps. Dabbling in things I know nothing about. I’ll try to explain when we have an opportunity.”


  “When will that be, Tom?” She spoke without caution, hardly caring to lower her voice. The rest of the world was rapidly becoming a vague body which she had only to defy. “We’ve not had a moment together since …”


  “I know,” he said, glancing guiltily over his shoulder at the family in the back. “It’s rather knocked us over, Mary. I had no idea I was worth it. You see, I had none. Life has been like that for the past few years; no sense of direction; a general failure, maybe. I should not have left the Service. That broke my marriage. Sorry!”


  The car had nearly hit a new Citroën whose proud driver was putting it through its paces, ignoring the morning traffic and the frozen surface of the setts. Batten thrust his foot on the brake, the wheels squealed, and little Jeannette tumbled into the bottom of the car. Nobody minded, however, and with a wave of the hand, the offending driver grinned and rushed on. Batten’s jaw was set, but he said nothing, and resumed the drive to the station without further revelation about his past. The present was demanding his attention.


  The interior of the station hummed with human life, and the reverie of locomotives, with an occasional start to life as a train shrieked, and began to rumble out. Timetables were disregarded, owing to the severe frost, and the party learned that their train might be half an hour late. They found John Boys, with a porter, waiting by the booking guichets, beside his contribution to the luggage, which included the two pairs of skis. He wore his climbing boots, as something less to carry.


  “Everything behind time,” he said, “except ourselves. Don’t you wait, sir.” But the colonel ignored this suggestion.


  “Time’s our own,” he said, and glanced at Mary for confirmation. She, however, was occupied with little Jeannette, who had suddenly discovered that her brother was about to be torn from her, and took exception to this fact. She had begun to demand to go too, and a scene loomed ahead. Mary walked her away from the party, and fortunately found a flower-stall, where she bought her a small bunch of violets, whose odour so ravished the infant that her tears were checked, though they remained ready for action.


  Everybody succumbed to the universal blankness of mind and spirit which attends these ceremonies of departure and farewell. Questions about luggage, comfort, connections, were asked and answered again and again. Feeble jokes were cracked, passports and tickets were patted to ensure their safety. The minutes were marked ironically on the station clock.


  “When are we going?” demanded Adrian, for the tenth time; and for the tenth time Jeannette looked doubtfully at her mother, and hovered on the brink of lamentation.


  Just at the moment when patience began to fail, there was a bustle and hurry along the platform, and out of the semi-darkness under the dome, came Mr. Aloysius Sturm, waving his arm.


  “Well now, should I make it, I said to myself! And if that fool of a porter at the Meurice did not give me the wrong correction on time. And I gave a hundred and twenty dollars for this watch last time I was in Zurich. You know, Mrs. Batten, there is something about me that upsets watches. Time does tricks where I am concerned. It must be an extra dose of magnetism, I guess.”


  “Have you tried an hour-glass?” said Joan. She found herself increasingly antagonistic toward this man, and she suddenly knew why. He and she were contending for the soul and safety of Adrian Batten.


  Mr. Sturm would not be drawn by that. He grinned at her, recognising the challenge almost in a professional way.


  “I have learned not to distress myself with time, Mrs. Boys. The man who can wait is the man who will win.”


  Further truisms were cut short by a shrill whistle, a waving of arms, slamming of carriage doors, and a scrambling of passengers into their places, while friends and relatives crowded round the windows and doors for a last farewell. Joan found herself being kissed by her mother, and she shuddered again, averting her eyes from the colonel who stood with Jeannette in his arms, who had begun to weep, with the violets clasped in her tiny fist. But she was persuaded to wave her flowers as the train began to move. The last Joan saw of the party was the child held aloft in the colonel’s arms. Her mother stood hidden behind him, while Mrs. Batten remained in the background, one arm raised aloft, as though she were a statue carrying a torch. Mr. Sturm had temporarily disappeared.


  Chapter Seventeen

  

  The Embarkation for Cythera


  The anti-climax, the foreboding and sense of emptiness, that always follow a train departure, were warded off by the need to console Jeannette, whose grief suddenly became tempestuous. She had to be passed to her mother, and in that capacious retreat she gradually recovered, though the bunch of violets was shattered in the process.


  “Well now,” said Mr. Sturm, “if that’s not too distressing! Let us take a cup before we part. May I escort you, Mrs. Winterbourne?”


  He gallantly took her under the arm, steering her towards the café. Mrs. Batten, however, had an appointment, one of her many committees, and with a smile and wave of the hand, she was gone, having returned her daughter to the care of the colonel.


  Mary sipped her Dubonnet, trying to bring home to herself the fact that Joan had gone. Everything had happened so quickly since they arrived in Paris. The speed of events alone might have hypnotised her. But in addition was their momentousness. After fifteen years of placid life, tethered by reminiscent sorrow and acceptance of loss, here she sat with change and passion whirling round her. The only coherent reaction that she could recognise was her complacence, and indeed eagerness.


  As though unwilling to betray these feelings in front of a third person, she took the child on her knee, and busied herself with chatter and small attentions, to which Jeannette responded freely, already comforted by the fullness of the passing moment. The colonel sat brooding, studying the picture of this handsome little lady, her silvered head bent over the gold of the child’s, her clothes neat and appropriate, her small and well-kept hands moving with expressive confidence. From time to time he glanced with suspicion at the American, wondering if his own obsession had been noticed by that shrewd opportunist. But why, he told himself with pride, should he disguise his folly; if it could be called folly, to abandon himself to this eleventh-hour love for a woman so desirable still. It was not as though he had delivered himself into the hands of a young girl who might pretend to humour him, and cheat him in the end. He was sore still, in this matter of being cheated because of his own simplicity, and ready to associate the tricks of men in the City with the caprices of women, young women at least. Mary Winterbourne was different. She beckoned him to safety: but more than that. Her beauty, and the quick responsiveness of her character; he had never known such riches, so readily offered. He looked at her now, and the blood in his elderly body throbbed. Good God! he said to himself, good God! with no meaning to the words; but a wealth of emotion.


  Nor was Mary unaware of this concentration of feeling. She did not look up, for she too was shy, at present, of acknowledging to the world this new force, strange yet familiar, which had caught her up and pulled her out of all the dull assurances, the safety and even the self-respect with which she had surrounded herself during her widowhood. A delicious patience held her back, the patience of the senses once indulged, and now certain of their power and ascendency. She caressed the little girl; but she was still in the arms of the man sitting near her, still urging him with those small physical persuasions that are love’s perpetual surprise. Love! No doubt of that, she said to herself, with such conviction that she had to look up, to see him there. And he caught the glance, absorbed it into himself.


  The signal made them both restless.


  “We’d better get back,” said Batten. “Can we drop you anywhere, Sturm?”


  The impresario, however, had other fish to fry. He had done what he wanted to do in this direction for the time being.


  “I guess I’ll get along to the Opera House by the Metro,” he said. “I may have to go out of Town for a while. It depends where Schnabel is. I’m hoping to sign him up again. He went over big last trip. You know, Mrs. Winterbourne, it’s the solid worth that I go for; not the flash stuff. I can smell that quality, mind you. I can believe only in that; it’s the commodity I want to deal in.”


  He had much to say about this as they found their way back to the car. Mary listened, but her attention flickered under the wind of this excitement that came out of the spring-time of the universe, driving her on to recklessness and, if necessary, martyrdom.


  The drive back to the flat, the delivery of Jeannette to the care of the governess, left the elderly lovers free to explore this youthful world which they had re-discovered.


  They walked back to the Rue d’Assas, under a burst of sunshine which had triumphed over the frost. Shafts of dusty light fell upon the rime, melting a medallion here and there, releasing drops of moisture on twigs, that instantly froze again as soon as they gathered on the underside. Vagaries of brightness cut across the monotone of misty air, giving it life, a laughter of light.


  “This is good, Mary,” said Batten, tucking her gloved hand under his. “This is something we had not reckoned upon, eh?” He drew her into a doorway and kissed her cold cheek, then her colder lips. The contact roused them both. She murmured indistinctly, then controlled herself.


  “We are like children,” she said, smiling up at him with a slyness that was wholly candid. He saw her eyes, the brown warmer than ever, an autumnal confidence in them; of ripeness, of harvest.


  “Look, Mary!” he said, his voice troubled, “it had to come. It had to!”


  “I know,” she whispered, tightening her grasp of his arm, “but what are we to do? What is to be done? We know nothing of each other, really. It is all folly, Tom. You are not free. That is all important. We can only take illicitly. I am not used to that. I cannot realise it, even.”


  He was distressed by this intrusion of reality.


  “Don’t,” he pleaded, “let’s forget that to-day. The whole truth is that we have found each other like this. It’s something of a miracle, late in life, when all was finished. Yes, finished, Mary. You ought to know. I was done for. I’ve been a fool; wasted my life since I came out of the Service. Tried to go into the City, was duped by a gang of people whose ways and standards I knew nothing of. They put my name on their notepaper, a respectable soldier with a good record. That is all it amounted to, Mary. I was used as a bit of shop-window bluffing. Nor was I paid overmuch for it. But the truth is, I have sold my respectability. Yes, sold it for a living; a fool’s trick!”


  Mary did not know what to say. She too had no experience in this financial world of which he hinted so vaguely, acknowledging his incompetence half-shamefully, half with a sense of virtue, as though it were to his credit to be ignorant of the responsibilities to which he had lent his name and reputation.


  “Let me come with you,” was all she could say, augmenting her plea by clinging to him, turning her face up to his and letting him see the certainty of her trust and admiration. “Let me help you, darling. That is what you need me for, isn’t it? Not only … not only the other thing…?”


  She did not know why she added that rider. It was not quite honest. She knew she was prepared, now, to abandon all the past restraints, all that negative way of life. She had lived and loved before. This fullness of living was no novelty. Why should she pretend to a modesty she did not feel? But habit was too strong. The pretence had to be made.


  “Tell me,” she added, “you know that if I did not love you, I could not have given …”


  He put his fingers over her lips, and drew them together.


  “Don’t say that,” he urged. “You’re talking nonsense. Be quiet, Mary. Leave well alone. Look at it this way. I’ve found you; all too late. But I’ve found you. And by God, I am grateful for it. I intend to keep you. Nothing shall part us now, my dear. Nothing! Nothing! That’s a certainty.”


  He quickened his pace, almost lifting her off the ground as he defied the fates.


  “Here we are, now,” he said, stopping at the entrance to the lawyers’ offices opposite the gate of the Luxembourg Gardens in the Rue d’Assas.


  Mary did not hesitate. With her hand still on his arm, she held him back on the threshold of the offices.


  “May I come in with you?” she asked, quite simply.


  He was startled. He took both her hands in his, turning to her with a tenderness that almost frightened her, because of its fragility in contrast with what life had offered for so many years.


  “You can’t do that, I think, my dear. You don’t understand. Here in France that would be given only one construction. You see what I mean.”


  “I don’t care! I don’t care!” she whispered, moving closer to him and making him wince by the pressure of her fingers round his. “I want to share it all. I’ve given you so much now. I must go the whole way. It is all I can do, to show I’m not irresponsible, frivolous.”


  He laughed, teasing her.


  “You frivolous? What an idea! Why, Mary, you’ve made my life solid again. I begin to feel that I’ve got a purpose after all, and some confidence in myself. And it has taken only that one … one …”


  But he did not care to put into words what had been exchanged between them; what to them was sacred, unexampled; the experience suspected by Joan and withdrawn from as something unclean, repellent.


  “I only want to help you, Tom. I can’t do much because I am ignorant of these things, and you have not told me what it all is, and what is involved. Did you leave England solely because of this? Did your brother urge you?”


  He was uneasy.


  “Look, my dear. I must go in, I’m already late. But what are you to do? Will you go and have a coffee? But it’s so cold for you to wait. No, damn it all, you shall come in with me. You are right, Mary. We’ll sink or swim together.”


  They entered the vestibule, and finding themselves alone there, and nobody about, they kissed, clinging together while waiting for the lift.


  “I hope we can see Wilson,” said Batten, as they entered the lawyers’ office. “I find it impossible to follow the legal jargon in French. You see, Mary, these people here are acting for the solicitors I have enlisted in London. They are all for my staying out of the picture. But I don’t know … I don’t know.”


  Mary said nothing. She knew that if he decided to go back to London, some important decisions would have to be made by her; and she had no strength to do so, at present. Everything was so new, so overwhelming.


  They were ushered into the inner office, where the French partner, Lepage, rose from his desk to greet them. He was a tall, thin man, made of old leather, including his eyes, and the very whites of his eyes. They flickered when they observed that his client was accompanied by a lady. He bowed over her hand and invited her to a varnished chair. Mary could almost smell his thoughts; the suavity, the cynical acceptance of the relationship which he did not for a moment doubt.


  There began an ineffectual conversation, with the lawyer doing most of the talking, about the situation in London, and the name of the Public Prosecutor recurred again and again. It appeared that the investigation of the company’s accounts was proceeding slowly, but ruthlessly, like a rising tide over a child’s sand-castle. Emphasis was laid on the necessity for Colonel Batten to keep in close consultation with his solicitor through this French office. He was told that he was well advised to remain under cover, in view of the delicacy of his position. It was, of course, unfortunate that he had not done so and so, or taken expert legal advice before accepting … The voice rose and fell with studied rhetorical effects, while the dull, leathery eye roamed over Mrs. Winterbourne’s person, implicitly congratulating the colonel on his good luck.


  Mary listened, without understanding. From time to time she wafted away the strong cigarette smoke which drifted over from the lawyer, who was a chain-smoker, as his amber-coloured claws indicated. Through the window she could see the naked trees of the Luxembourg, and the cold sky above them. The conversation was punctuated by distant sounds of traffic below, the honking of motorhorns, the small cries of children at play in the Gardens. From the floor above came the thudding of a typewriter.


  Mary found herself nodding in the warmth. For one moment her eyelids closed, and she had an inward vision of herself as a cat, basking before a fire, purring to itself. Furtively, she stroked herself down one thigh, and a tiny smile played about her lips as she realised that indeed she was basking. Oh wait! wait!’ she said to herself, and then, realising her shamelessness, dared to look openly at the lawyer, making him pause in the spinning of his web round the colonel’s future actions. She knew that she wanted him to persuade Tom to stay. That was enough for the moment. Hardly a trace of uneasiness lingered in her mind.


  “Ask him about your wife!” she heard herself say suddenly.


  Both men stared at her. Terror, the terror of finding oneself out of control, moved her to rise. She dared not look at either of the men. What on earth had made her say that? Then she realised the extent of her hunger, and of the danger into which she was plunging.


  “Oh, Tom!” she tried to whisper, but Monsieur Lepage, foreseeing more fees, interrupted.


  “I can assure you, Madame, that if I can be of any assistance to Monsieur … you may be sure …” He waved his Caporal in the air, leaving a little figure of eight in smoke above his head.


  This interruption broke up the interview, and the lovers found themselves walking down towards St. Germain-des-Prés, both silenced by the intensity of their feelings after that unexplainable outburst from Mary. At last she found courage to speak.


  “I am so sorry, Tom. I don’t know what made me say that! What was it, tell me, tell me, I am so ashamed…?”


  “I know what it was,” he said. “I know all about it. Everything comes out in this fierce light. I’m not sorry. It makes me realise. It makes me reassured, you see? Doesn’t it mean that you want me; tell me that!”


  The storm of this stopped them in the street, turned them to each other, careless of passers-by, one or two of whom gave them a passing glance of amused interest, observing the silvered hair of the woman, the grey moustache of the man.


  “We’d better have some lunch,” said Tom, leading her along again. “Don’t let us think about that now. There’s nothing to be done at present. We must wait on events.” He didn’t know what events, or even what he meant. He was speaking automatically, driven on by the longing that he could not control.


  They went into a little bourgeois restaurant in the Rue St. Benoit behind Les Deux Magots café opposite the ancient church and cloister, and in the warmth, the crowded, narrow room, with the smell of good food, garlic, wine, and sanded floor, they forgot their problems, and gave themselves up to the present, and this delicious illusion of happiness.


  Surrounded by Parisians hurrying through a meal to get back to work, the lovers sat squashed together, eating and drinking with a relish intensified by its self-consciousness. Everything they tasted, everything they touched, had the quality of stolen fruit, the forbidden apple.


  “We’ll go back now,” said Batten, quietly, when they stood outside the restaurant, looking up and down the little street.


  “We ought to go to a museum, or for a long walk,” said Mary, parrying. She shivered in the frosty air, after the steamy heat of the restaurant.


  “Look, you’re cold,” he murmured, his lips close to her face. “We’d better get back. Nothing else is possible, Mary.” He too was shivering, but not with cold.


  “Yes, it is,” she teased him. “We’re not children, Tom.” But she knew that they were children, clinging desperately to each other, afraid of the future that was no future, trying to stir the ashes before the fire at last flickered out.


  They were wafted along, back through the Gardens to the hotel, parting outside to allow Mary to go up first to her room, past the eye of the unsuspecting clerk, who during the day was a woman of formidable austerity.


  Mary looked round the two rooms, and for the first time was conscious of Joan’s departure. She went through to the other room, and noticed Joan’s tweed overcoat hanging behind the door. She stared at it, her mind wilfully blank. But she knew. She knew deep in her soul, and the knowledge made her revolt still more passionately. Why not? rang in her mind; a mind shaken by tempest. I must! I must! Almost angrily, she took off her outdoor clothes, then, with a sardonic grimace, took down Joan’s coat, put it round her, and stealthily crept up to the third floor.


  Chapter Eighteen

  

  Mid Snow and Ice


  In spite of the severe weather, the small party arrived punctually at St. Moritz, and were carried by sledge to their hotel, Suvretta House. By this time Adrian was exhausted, under the stress of excitement, and the noise of the train. Joan had been warned by his mother that his hearing was uncommonly acute, and that he was quickly tired by loud and persistent sounds.


  Though resenting the defeat implied by her being once more with her husband, Joan had enjoyed the journey, and the attention which she had to give to the boy during the night. He and she had shared a double-bunk compartment, while John had slept in the next. Adrian was restless. She could hear him lumping about, sighing, breathing, murmuring to himself, in the bunk above her.


  “I can’t go to sleep,” he complained, in the small hours, rousing her from a fitful slumber. “Can I come into your bed, Joan? I’m too near the roof up here. All the carriage is squeaking.”


  “There’s no room, Adrian,” she whispered. But she spoke reluctantly. Groping upward in the darkness, she felt for his hand, and found it, warm and eager.


  “Try to go to sleep,” she said. “You’ll be so tired to-morrow that you may have to stay indoors when we get to the mountains.”


  “No,” he answered, bringing both his hands to entertain hers, “but I wish I could sleep with you. You are nice, Joan. I like being with you. I would like you to be my mother too.”


  “Silly; you can’t have two mothers.”


  “I could, Joan. If it was you. I wouldn’t want anybody else as my second mother. Would you read to me a lot?”


  “No, I certainly wouldn’t. You’re a lazy monkey. You can read quite well for yourself.”


  “Oh yes; but then I would want to play to you, because you can’t play for yourself, can you, Joan? Why can’t people play easily? They make such a horrible noise when they touch a piano. It’s so easy; much easier than reading a book. I’ll tell you what. When we get back …” But he had suddenly fallen asleep, and Joan, after listening for a while to his steady breathing, lost herself too.…


  John woke them next morning by battering on the door. He jockeyed them for being a pair of lazy devils, and losing the first sight of the mountains. Joan washed and dressed the boy, to the accompaniment of the extra exertions of the locomotive, puffing up into the foothills of the Alps.


  Adrian at first was irrepressible with excitement, but by the time they arrived in the late afternoon he had worn himself out, and it was a pale little waif who entered the hotel, clinging to Joan’s arm, and staring about him with tired eyes. Darkness came down soon after they arrived, and the hotel woke to its evening festivities, which Boys sniffed at with good-humoured contempt.


  Joan put Adrian to bed early, reassuring him by promising to look in during the evening, and again when she went to bed in the next room. She told him that Mr. Boys would be in the room on the other side of her.


  “Won’t you be lonely?” he asked, when he learned of this disposition of forces.


  Joan parried the question, but he returned to a problem that puzzled him. She recollected his father’s words about his having a one-track mind.


  “Mr. Boys is your husband. Why don’t you sleep together? My mother and father do. Don’t all mothers and fathers?”


  “Well,” she said, putting out the bedside lamp, “you see, we are not a mother and father, are we? So that makes a difference.”


  “Yes, I suppose it does,” he said, dubiously. “But I don’t see …” Joan did not wait. She left the night lamp glowing, and shut the door. Her heart was thumping as she returned to her own room. The old unhappiness came sweeping down, and she thought of her mother again; a subject put into the back of her mind during the journey. The sound of dance music floated up from below. Oh, the world is mad, mad; she thought. Leave me alone! She could not be sure whom she was addressing. John would serve. But was she sure that she did want him to leave her alone? Hesitating in the corridor, she looked back at the door of his room, behind which, no doubt, he was examining his skis, or polishing his skates.


  John had them up early next morning, to see the sunrise and the first darting of the fierce beams along the valley. The western heights turned to flamingo-wings, deepened, faded, set to a day-long splendour of distant purity. Each excrescence along the valley, snow-mounds, humps of human index, runnels left by skis, patches of fir, threw an extension of itself along the surface which had been swept clean overnight by a wind so delicate that it might have come down out of the full moon, which was still smouldering in the south-west after sun-up.


  Man, wife and the little changeling (who seemed to be diminished in size in this strange setting) stood in the winter garden, looking out over the alpine drama, hushed into awe. From time to time Boys sniffed, his healthy nostrils snuffing the prospect of battle.


  “We must get out,” he said, putting a hand on the child’s shoulder. “What d’you say, Joan? No need to waste time. Though I’m free for a good spell, you know. No need to hurry back to Cambridge. So we can start gradually. Do a little more each day. You going to be a climber, son?” He addressed Adrian affectionately. The child had captured him merely by being so eager to see the mountains.


  Joan studied them both, standing between her and the world of light beyond. They made a double silhouette, mere outlines, dense against the blinding glory. She quoted a couple of lines of verse:


  “‘Were those clouds mountains, I would take

  A thousand risks to scale their heights.’”


  John looked round, amused.


  “Nothing cloudy about those heights, old girl. That’s the real thing, the old adversary. Gy Bod, it makes my blood tingle!”


  He led them away to breakfast, in the super-heated dining-room, and the chatter of guests, all equally urgent to get through the meal and out of doors.


  After the scented beauty of Paris in winter, the odourlessness of the alpine air acted on the senses like an antiseptic on a wound. It stung, it cleaned, it drew the tender ligaments together and braced the minds of the newcomers. It drove the child crazy. The very silence of the snows, that absorbed even the cries and bangings and scrunchings of the crowd of humans in the vicinity of the hotel, acted upon Adrian’s imagination. He stood about, his small body disfigured by the clothes which Joan, over-anxiously, had piled upon him; not a word did he say, at first. His eyes flickered, reflecting the upward glitter of the snow, so that his face took on a slightly imbecilic look. Then he turned, and peered in the direction of the sun, staring into the sky and blinking at the intense blue and the invisible fire centred there. He was murmuring something to himself, and his gloved hands rose and fell from his hips.


  “What’s on, old man?” asked Boys, busy supervising the equipment, and pointing out to Joan various technical matters connected with their sport.


  “It’s an open scale,” said Adrian, a remark that caused the athlete to pause, stare at the child, then look enquiringly at Joan.


  “We’d better get cracking,” he said. “He’ll get cold if we stand about. I wish your mother was here. She’d appreciate all this, eh, Joan?”


  The first morning was a strenuous one, getting muscles into gear, putting Adrian for the first time on skis, and giving him a lesson. They withdrew themselves a little from the learners, who were crowded round the two Swiss instructors. John proposed to teach Adrian alone, he being so young. Joan went off by herself for a few runs, hardly out of sight of the man and boy. She too wanted to withdraw herself; she could not be sure from what.


  Ploughing her way up the slope of the first run, she rose above the top of the buildings, the fir trees, and stared across to the other side of the valley, over which the sun now stood, dwarfing the ridge below him. She felt his fierce light on her cheeks, and had to readjust her dark glasses. She turned up her throat to the caress, and let the fingers of light seize her. She began to breathe deeply, her breast rising and falling. The sunlight became a presence, a person. It whispered to her, and grew bolder. She turned away, studied the ground behind her, up the slope, then the run down, took her calculations of distances, and let go.


  The air rushed past her, a laughter of powers almost to be seen, snatched at as she fled. She saw the two tiny figures below, growing larger and taller where they struggled and floundered. She heard the shrill voice of the child, and his shriek of joy when he fell and John picked him up and set him going again. It was obvious that he was taking to it quickly, with a sense of the rhythm of the movements, and the right balance.


  She came back to them, all the bells of her body ringing with a clamour of physical exhilaration. John chuckled, told her to take over, and went off for a trial run over the tracks of Joan’s skis. Adrian welcomed this change with enthusiasm, boasting of his skill, falling again and revelling like a puppy in the snow. Hand in hand with Joan he began to move, colliding and bringing them both down.


  “Look at that youngster,” said a passer-by, chuckling at the child’s delight.


  The midday break for luncheon came too quickly, but hunger drove the guests down to the hotel like a flock of sheep. Joan, after the morning’s exhilaration and the heavy meal, grew sleepy, and she sat in the baroque drawing-room, the vastness of it giving her the impression that she was sinking away, the walls receding, advancing, with the great chandeliers glittering above, a menace of rainbow flashes. At the far end, on a low platform, stood a concert grand pianoforte, and several music-stands made of mahogany, in the shape of lyres on legs. The instruments of a dance-band stood around the piano.


  Guests began to trickle into the room, smoking and chatting. The elders had already had enough outdoor activity for the day, and intended to make themselves comfortable, with reading matter, bridge, perhaps a little dancing when the musicians came to the stage. Joan did not observe them closely. She was sleepy, and the familiar unrest had begun to creep back. She wondered what was happening in Paris. But that must not be followed up; it had an unsavoury taste. She sat, with set mouth, combating this vagary of mind, when her attention was caught by Adrian, who had come in with her, John having gone off again, his plan being to put in some real ski-ing until dusk.


  “Oh!” said Adrian, suddenly catching sight of the paraphernalia on the platform. He stood up, his head erect, his attention fixed. “Look, Joan,” he said, without indicating what he wanted her to observe. But there was no mistaking his fascination, or its source. He was glaring at the piano hungrily. Then he looked up at the height of the room, its ceiling almost obscured in mist, or broken shadows from the chandeliers. He was calculating the acoustics, perhaps, or enjoying that unheard music which is sweeter than the heard.


  More people came in, and dispersed themselves amongst the comfortable arm-chairs, sofas and around card tables. The room absorbed them. It could accommodate over a hundred, surely, if they were packed close; or maybe five hundred. Adrian appeared to be making all these calculations, his small body dead still, while his eyes roved up and down, and around, taking in everything.


  Then he began to move forward, gradually edging towards the stage. Joan was nodding. Sleep, the just reward of skiers, was overcoming her. But before the boy could reach the piano, Joan, prodded by instinct, roused herself, and saw what he was at. Instantly she realised the responsibility undertaken in bringing the child away from Paris and the influence of Aloysius Sturm; yes, and also the colonel and her mother. The thought of this latter couple roused her fighting temper. She darted after Adrian, took him by the arm, and said almost roughly, so that he looked up at her in amazement, almost in fear:


  “No, Adrian! You must not play while all these people are about. They want to be quiet after lunch. Besides, it is not what your father would like. He …”


  Happily, no further explanation was possible, for the bandsmen came in, and Adrian’s attention became passive. He wanted only to watch them, and to listen. He sat at first on the arm of Joan’s chair, kicking the side of it with his shoe. But after the first two items, the usual march and Viennese valse, when the pianist gave a solo, the boy slipped down and made himself snug on Joan’s lap. He seemed to be bored by the performer, a capable pianist, who was playing a serenade by Rachmaninoff, a hackneyed piece, but new to the child. He pressed his head down into Joan’s shoulders and clasped her jersey so firmly that it dragged down over her breast.


  “Don’t strangle me, Adrian,” she whispered, below the music. But he only clung the closer, as though afraid, or appealing to her about something too poignant for his nerves to tolerate. His lips trembled, and tears gathered in his eyes.


  “I can’t!” he muttered.


  “Hush, darling. Can’t what?”


  She was lost too. What could be working in that young brain? Obviously he was desperate about something. It was not right for him to be emotional. It was wearing him out. His father was quite sure in that diagnosis. The smallest excitement, such as this languid Russian serenade, acted like a drug on the boy. Joan looked around with some embarrassment, and saw near her an elderly man who had just appeared in the room. He was stocky, with a large, square head and a heavy face, iron-grey hair and moustache, thick brows. He looked sternly around, and frowned at the group of musicians on the platform. His eyes were sombre. Joan could see them, for he stood close to her. Then she saw that he had observed Adrian’s nervous behaviour. His gaze settled on the boy, and he approached, to put a short-fingered hand on his shoulder.


  “Eh?” he said, as the pianist finished and a few hands clapped. “It is too sad for you, my son?” He smiled, and the grim statue, carved in limestone, came to life. The gentleness and humanity of the stranger’s face acted on both the boy and the suspicious young woman. He spoke to Joan, asked the boy’s age, patted his cheek, and passed on, murmuring, “Intelligent; intelligent!” He saw that the saxophonist was about to perform, and he walked out through another door. Joan observed that one or two of the guests showed interest in the stolid figure, and made some remarks to each other about him. Then both she and Adrian fell asleep, the child in her arms, while the dance band played on, their music making a latter-day lullaby.


  Chapter Nineteen

  

  Winter Idyll


  In Paris the calm, cold weather broke, and gales began to blow from the west, bringing rain and disorder. The boulevards became ravines, along which it was an adventure to struggle, with flapping garments, water in one’s eyes, a hat lost, or an umbrella disembowelled. Bobbles were torn from the plane trees, posters from the kiosks. Up by the Lion de Belfort, where the height caught the full blast, a hoarding fell across the road and smashed a shop window. Casualties were reported in the evening papers. Day after day passed in this rout, with nights disturbed, so that even the Parisians talked of the weather, as though degenerating into an English habit.


  Mary Winterbourne and Colonel Batten, however, accepted all this as an obbligato to their deep content. Their days were innocent, their nights paradisal.


  Mary rapidly lost all sense of guilt. At fifty, few things surprise us, and a new habit is formed in a day. She took this superb and sensual life almost for granted, bringing to her passion for Tom Batten a matter-of-factness that charged her endearments and caresses with a solidity that amazed him, and filled him with gratitude. By comparison, young love, with the timidities of a girl and the half-roused appetite of a youth, was hardly more than a barmecide feast. Mary Winterbourne and Tom Batten, scarred by life, weighed down with past responsibilities, depressed by that sense of impersonality which comes with wider experience of the world and a recognition of one’s own littleness, suddenly found a way to throw off the burden of the years. The meridian passed, their sky already faintly shadowed toward the coming night, they looked westward boldly, and saw this superb pageant of light, touched with a sultry vagary of colours, reflections and broken rays from the clouds of the past. The beauty made them drunk.


  Paris joined the conspiracy, closing round them with a secrecy, as they believed, their ears deaf, their eyes blind, to everything except this immediate rapture. For it was all so gentle; the agony of the senses lulled by tenderness, by surprise at so late a companionship, and so sweet a tolerance and understanding. Both were too old, too grateful, to be clumsy in their demands and their demonstration. Every touch, every kiss and even the wild moments of final intimacy, were touched by the grace of contrast, of old comparisons, of all the skills of time. What both had lost, in death, betrayal, brutal and worldly demands, now came back to them, a redoubled treasury, on which they could draw to enhance the present, to give it the illusion of permanence and fulfilment.


  The days and nights, wind-blown and wild, flew over them, leaving their hearts unruffled. The calmness at the centre was, perhaps, the most acceptable quality in this relationship. It dwarfed reality, especially the problems near at hand, and in so doing, withdrew also the characters and facts with whom the lovers would normally have been in contact.


  One day, over a week since this isolated idyll began, the dear infatuates spent a morning in the Louvre. The very walls of the galleries were sharers of their happiness, closing them round with a privacy that ignored the crowds of picture-gazers. At every window of the palace the wind moaned and rattled, and human figures struggled obliquely across the open spaces of the gardens below.


  The lovers found the Corot rooms, and Mary began to discourse with enthusiasm, seeing the work of this lyrical genius with an increased appreciation, fed by her own recent enlargment. Batten moved round with her, seemingly stolid, his hand under her arm, gently moulding it, usurping half his intelligence by its sensuous enjoyment of the rounded beauty of Mary’s wrist and forearm. His attention to her words was thus somewhat perfunctory. He could appreciate the painting too, he told himself, but here was something more commanding, more his own. He looked at her from time to time, while listening to her clever words (for what she lacked in musical apprehension, she made up in visual consciousness). What he saw was good to his eyes; the grace of her person, the perfect taste in clothes, a result of her sense of colour and form; the still appealing womanliness expressing itself in every aspect of her features and figure. He congratulated himself, and grew young again.


  “Go on, Mary,” he murmured, while she waited, amused by his abstract air before a picture which she had been analysing, trying to show him certain premonitory signs of the methods of the Impressionists. “It’s good to hear you, my darling.”


  He had no need to be so intense about it, she thought, observing the slight hoarseness in his voice, and the increased pressure of his warm hand through her sleeve. But her nerves, her whole body, responded with jubilation, and she turned to him, passion silencing mind for several moments, while the universe rolled on, and creation gazed upon itself. But at the back of this magic lay the hopelessness of all things out of their time, all belated riches, all those reminders of too much knowledge, murmuring of despair.


  “You must listen,” she said, at last, returning from that primeval world to the more serene fields of art. And Batten bowed his head, knowing she was right, though neither of them willingly assented.


  So the morning passed, like those preceding and to follow it, with recklessness only increased by restraint, the lovers knowing that when night came they would repay each other these half-hearted savings from the hours of daylight.


  With common-sense suspended, neither Mary nor Tom Batten noticed that other people were observing them, some with amusement, others with a faint disapproval of such autumnal folly. The doctor and his wife said nothing. They were not likely to, for the elder brother’s affection was unassailable. All he wanted to do was to protect Tom, and he was too indulgent to intervene before the events caused by the ex-soldier’s uncertain temperament. He was a refuge rather than a guide.


  As the affair developed, every day making it more tangible, more accepted as something almost normal and inevitable, so the lovers relinquished all subterfuge. They went about openly, arm in arm, proud of their condition. Both thrived, growing younger every day, and at night, luxuriating in the rewards of the flesh. Both were skilful enough to translate those delights into food for mind and spirit. Their happiness knew no bounds. It consumed the barriers of remorse and doubt. They made a virtue of irresponsibility.


  One morning, however, Tom appeared to be uneasy. They had taken advantage of a burst of premature spring sunshine, a glow of warmth in January following the gales, to go out to St. Germain-en-Laye, the suburb where Dumas the Elder had built his fantastic country mansion. The warmth brought out colour in the woods, swelling twigs and saturating the air with promissory smells of earth, flowers and fruits. Tom and Mary, urged by their happiness, translated these sensuous moments into hopes, and they dared to talk about the future. The reticence with which Tom had set out from the hotel was dropped, and he courted Mary with a boyish ardour that melted her bones. They clung together, standing on the great terrace and looking out over the landscape, with the distant view of Paris. They were speechless, because they were one.


  Behind them the trees sighed gently, and a robin here and there maintained a wistful thread of song. An occasional disturbance from a flock of chaffinches, a rushing of wings and a chatter of eagerness, brought only a touch of Cytherean pageantry to the scene.


  “You make me feel as though I don’t care what happens,” said Tom at last, releasing Mary in order to look at her. She smiled at him, and touched the side of his neck with her ungloved hand. “Things have been gathering round lately, my dear. You must guess that I’ve made rather a mess of my life. I’ve explained that. You know the worst about me, at any rate.”


  “And the best, my darling,” she said. “All that is over now. Why can’t we go on together, making another start? I am content, if you cannot free yourself. You know what I mean, Tom. Your wife is likely to be obstinate, is she not? Will she possibly release you? What would it mean to her?”


  He was not cheered by this reminder of grim facts. He stared into the distance before replying.


  “She went over to Rome after leaving me. It was probably to ensure that she should not weaken, and let me go at some future time. She is a tenacious woman, Mary. At the moment there is trouble about the settlement, the income which she has been drawing from me since I left the army after the war. She believed that I was letting the side down by going out into the business world, and she said so. But that has not prevented her from taking a third of the income which I’ve contrived to make by one way and another ever since I became a civilian.”


  He spoke without bitterness. His attitude was that of a seaman talking about the weather and the moods of the ocean. Mary felt herself growing hot with anger. But she must not show it.


  “How long is it?” she said.


  “Just ten years now. As soon as I got around after coming out of hospital, I found there was nothing doing, no future in the Service for a crock, a peace-time crock.”


  “Absurd, Tom. You look like a young subaltern,” she laughed, and turned him to her, pulling at his coat and drawing his face down to hers, “and you behave like one,” she said, the words whispered close to his ear, warming it with the delicious lie.


  That interrupted the conversation for some moments, while they soared above the earth. A rook settled on the pavé near-by, and examined them with a legal eye, flapping his coat-tails.


  “I don’t know, Mary; but you give me courage once more. Life looks different these days, I can tell you.”


  “So it should, Tom. All this pretence about growing old! I refuse to grow old. I’m looking to the future. Why not? We interfere with nobody. Your wife can’t be allowed to behave like a bitch in the manger. Oh, dear, what have I said?” She blushed, and a trickle of laughter, falsely contrite, set Tom chuckling too. They moved away, with no further planning done for that rose-tinted future. Every time it was inspected, this trick of shying away from it inevitably followed.


  The warmth, and the lull in the wind, brought rain. It drove them to the Square, and into a restaurant already nearly full of local workers. They had to share a table with two men, clerks or travellers, anonymous and morose, absorbed in their newspapers, who ignored the English couple, after an appraising flicker of the eye over Mary’s figure and clothes.


  Tom’s early uneasiness returned. Mary saw him frown, stare at the two Frenchmen with hostility.


  “Don’t disapprove,” she murmured across the table. “We’re not the only people in the world.”


  “No, I suppose not,” he said, doubtfully. They examined the menu, a formidable manuscript, badly hectographed. But the food was not badly cooked, or the carafe of red wine clumsily decanted. Tom cheered up a little, but when the coffee came, and the Frenchmen still sat at the table, one drinking a cognac and the other ordering more coffee, he scowled at them so ferociously that one looked up, startled, and shifted his chair a fraction of an inch, before shaking out his paper to hide the threat.


  “Look here, my dear,” said Tom at last. He leaned across. “I’m in a devil of a mess. I’ve run out of funds.”


  His mouth worked convulsively after this statement. The open boyishness of the admission made Mary want to laugh, ruffle his hair, draw his head down to her lips. The absurdity of it! But she tried to share the gravity of the situation.


  “Never mind, darling,” she whispered, leaning out from the table as though to waft her suggestion by an outflanking movement. “I’ve got plenty after that business with the banks when we bought the outfit for Joan. Don’t be silly and old-fashioned about things. Everything is unusual to-day. I’ve contributed hardly anything, so far, to … to …” She hesitated, not knowing what to call the experiences of the past two weeks.


  Tom Batten stared heavily at her. His embarrassment was sincere enough, but the fact that he knew he was going to accept her suggestion made him sullen, furtive. He was not really willing to do the unconventional thing.


  “Come, darling,” she coaxed. Meanwhile, she had secretly dived into her handbag and fumbled there, glancing guiltily at one and the other of the Frenchmen, neither of whom was in the least interested, or saw anything amiss.


  She tried to crumple up a hundred-franc note in her fist, and to pass it low down alongside the table, but dropped it. Both she and Tom simultaneously put a foot to cover it, and Tom’s muddy shoe came down on hers. She flinched, and tried to contain the laughter that she feared might offend him.


  He put down his hand, found the note, and also her ankle. She felt his fingers touch it, fondle it. At the same time, she saw a tiny vein in his forehead pulse heavily. She read into that sign all that she wanted to read.


  “Is the rain over?” she said, after the bill had been paid. “Do we go home?”


  “Home?” he said, putting her coat around her, “that sounds good, Mary. Home! Do you want to, really? Do you want it, for the rest of our lives?”


  “I’m ready,” she said. The two Frenchmen were aware of a glance of defiance from a pair of lovely eyes. They looked at each other, nodded, and returned to their papers as the English couple left the restaurant.


  “Look, darling,” said Mary, as they walked to the station. “While things are as they are, I must be allowed …”


  “It’s not easy,” said Tom, still morose and ruffled by the incident.


  She clung closer to him, leaning forward and looking up into his face as they walked.


  “No, my love, but it’s practical. We must be practical. It’s only for the present. All this trouble will blow over, and I’m sure you will come out on top.”


  “On top of what?” he asked.


  “Oh, you’re impossible!” she cried, but with such affection that he could not resent her words. “All this masculinity! Do be realistic, Tom!”


  He looked up, somewhat more hopeful.


  “Yes, things may be brighter, if this business in London gets cleared up without my being in the mess too. Though I ought to take my share, I suppose. But there is this other prospect, Mary. You see, the American, this fellow Sturm, rather a decent sort in fact; soft-hearted, but a good business man; he is proposing to pay me a commission on his commission, if I can persuade my brother Luke to let him arrange a series of concerts for young Adrian in America. I should go with him as manager, too, and take a salary that way. Sturm is convinced that the boy is a genius of rare quality, with tremendous prospects.”


  Mary said nothing for a while. She walked on thoughtfully. Then her hand tightened on Tom’s, as though she had come to a resolution.


  “I see,” she said. “Why not? It is wonderful. Your brother is likely to be persuaded, I suppose?”


  Tom looked down doubtfully.


  “That’s the difficulty. He too is as unaccountable as the boy. Maybe that’s where young Adrian gets it from. Certainly his mother is normal enough, and sees no harm in anybody.”


  “No, nor do I,” said Mary. “Why hide the child’s talent? They ought to make the most of it.”


  Chapter Twenty

  

  The Marriage of Mind and Muscle


  Although Joan did not write to her mother, she could not dismiss her from her thoughts. Indeed, the reason, if it was a reason, for not writing was that her obsession was too large and too violent to be surmounted. Her mother was hidden by it. The years of so intimate a relationship were cancelled, with all their simplicity, their charm, their love. Joan suffered accordingly.


  Her suffering made her angry, because it had forced her back to this compromise with John. All the struggle, the break away, the ensuing resolution to make an end of an unsatisfactory marriage, would have to be gone through again before she could release herself. Meanwhile, the only thing to do was to remain as civilised as possible, while she thought out what the future would be.


  John helped her in this, though unconsciously. His delight over the return to the mountains was infectious because it was so unquestioning. He had apparently forgotten all grievances, all marital complications and the shortcomings which had started them. He treated both Joan and the child alike, as companions in this all-important adventure of winter sport. It might be doubted who was the younger and more innocent of the two males, he or Adrian. They frolicked through the days, and Joan had to follow, less sedate in her efforts than in her mind. It is difficult to be concerned with emotional and moral problems while sitting on a bob-sleigh, and rushing down the run at sixty miles an hour.


  At first the weather held, and the snow was firm. Day after day passed with the sun rising at one end of the valley and setting at the other, after eight hours of blazing light that chased all disease and misery, of body and soul, out of mortal flesh. Joan found herself curiously divided. Everything about her, including the two with whom she had come to St. Moritz, conspired to fill her with joie de vivre. The air, the light, the exercise and intoxication of movement, lifted her up to a physical delight. Behind this immediate well-being, to which she had been forced by her own good health to surrender, there lurked the distress about her marriage, and the anger over recent happenings in Paris.


  Snow fell toward the end of the first week, and overnight the etchings of pleasure were covered up. Adrian, who by now had learned to skate with grace and sureness, was sadly disappointed on the morning after the snowfall, because the surface was still not swept. He came back to the hotel, flung his skates down on his bed, and sulked. Snow fell again after breakfast, and the valley darkened under thunder-clouds.


  “What are we to do with him?” demanded Joan, discussing the problem with John. She followed Adrian up to his room to plead with him. Her kindness only reduced him to tears, and she was afraid to try other methods. Retreating, she went into John’s room, two doors along the corridor, and again appealed to him. He was busy at work on some mathematical papers connected with his research at the laboratory.


  “Smack his bottom,” he said testily. But Joan detected a new note in his voice. It betrayed that the boy’s personality had captured him.


  “Be realistic,” she answered, surprisingly cheered by her discovery.


  “Well, we’ll wait a bit to see what the weather does. If this means a change, we shall get a lot of wind, and warmer weather. That will upset things all round. However, it may not turn out that way. Let’s hope for a good freeze-up during the day. Then we can get out. I don’t see why we can’t take him down the toboggan run, eh. What d’you say to that?”


  “It’s impossible. A child of nine?” Joan almost sighed with satisfaction over this fresh demonstration of boyishness. “Besides, there’s the extra responsibility. He’s not an ordinary child, remember.”


  “Oh, forget that,” retorted John. “He’s an English kid after all, and we ought not to encourage precocity. It’s like giving him a liqueur with his dinner. Isn’t that our reason for bringing him away from the influence of that bounder of an uncle, and the wily American who wants to make a music-hall turn of him?”


  Joan could not deny that. But she had to point out again that the boy was oddly endowed with this gift for music, and that he had brought this attribute with him.


  “I was thinking of his hands,” she said. “It’s a practical matter, really.”


  “Good God, the poor little wretch. He can’t be deprived of everything else in life because of this bit of out of the ordinary cleverness. He’ll grow up warped, a self-conscious little prig. Isn’t that what his father wants to avoid? Damned sensible of him, I think. But the boy must learn to live as other people live, and take the same risks. Otherwise, he’ll begin to believe he is specially privileged, and that the world is made solely for his benefit.”


  “Well, in a way, he is privileged.”


  “Maybe, but he mustn’t be allowed to realise it. Thank God he’s a decent little fellow. The way he’s taken to the skates is first class. No end of pluck and a wonderful sense of balance.”


  “That may be the music.”


  John looked at her curiously. She could see the interest in his eyes. It was a light that she had never seen there before: an extension beyond his former self.


  “You may be right,” he said, slowly, pondering the words. “You may be right.”


  He scribbled on the margin of a sheet of calculations, still thinking about the connection between mind and muscle. Then suddenly he returned to himself, jumping up and going to the window.


  “Look! It’s clearing. And the wind has dropped. The hill-tops are showing. We’ll be out after lunch, Joan! Good! And forget about that cautiousness, my dear. The boy will be safe enough. We’ll keep him between us, so that if we spill it won’t matter. Joan, what a thought! The toboggan run, my old dear. What a sport you have been, too, this holiday. Let’s forget things, Joan. Let’s look forward again …”


  But Joan had fled. She could not face that yet. Her resolutions had been weakened already, and she was not prepared to surrender. She did not know what she wanted. Life was moving a little too fast. She returned to Adrian’s room, to tell him about John’s proposal, but the boy had disappeared.


  After Joan had left him, he removed his skates from the bed, took off his windjacket, and lingered disconsolately for a few minutes, at a loss what to do with himself, and bored by inaction. Then he went along the corridor to the main staircase. Suddenly he heard the sound of a pianoforte, in a distant room. It was muffled, but his abnormal hearing caught the sound and recognised something that pleased him. He had never heard such precision as that.


  He crept down the stairs to the floor below, and along that corridor, the music faintly increasing in volume as he proceeded. He stopped outside a door three rooms along. That was it! He crouched, with his ear to the panel. He knew the sonata. It was the Mozart which he had played in Paris for that nice old American gentleman. His pleasure could not be contained. Quietly he opened the door, and peered in. He saw a small sitting-room, furnished in hotel baroque, and against a wall stood an upright piano, and seated at it was the stout grey-haired man who had spoken to him a few days ago in the salon downstairs.


  At the sound of the door opening, the pianist paused, with one hand raised. He switched round, saw Adrian, and stared at him.


  “Well?” he demanded. “This is a private room.”


  Adrian ignored this rebuff. Fixing his eyes on the fierce stranger, he advanced into the room.


  “I know that,” he whispered.


  “Then why do you intrude?”


  Still single-minded, Adrian continued:


  “Yes, it is the sonata I played to the man at home.”


  The stranger got up, seized the child by the arm, and marched him to the door. Then he recollected that this was the infant whom he had seen before, whom he had called an intelligent boy.


  “Ah! I remember you! We met downstairs. But what is this? You say you know the sonata? Then you are already …” He did not finish his remark. Instead, he shut the door, and still with his grip on Adrian’s arm, led the way back to the piano.


  Some kind of subconscious understanding had taken place between the elderly man and the infant, for neither said another word during the next stage in their acquaintance. The stranger put a large volume, an atlas, on the chair, and a cushion on top of that, then lifted the boy on to this improvised piano-stool. He put a stubby hand on the young shoulder, his fingers kneading the immature bone, flesh and muscle. His grey eyes, cool but friendly, studied the whole figure of the child. “Yes,” he muttered once or twice, “yes! Intelligent!” He nodded, as though engaged in a conversation, or argument, with the ugly instrument.


  Meanwhile, little Adrian stared at the name of the maker, Bord of Paris, and at the black strip of ebony behind the yellowing keys. An old-fashioned smile fleeted across his face.


  “We’ve got a Bord at school,” he said, confiding the joke to this old man who presumably knew much about such matters.


  They both laughed, and that reduced the years between them by at least a decade.


  “Good for practising,” said Adrian: and he played a few chords, with a trill or two, on this distant cousin Of the school piano in the Rue Notre Dame des Champs. The old man’s laugh faded out instantly. His gaze was now fixed more intently on the boy’s hands; cold, penetrating.


  “Commence!” he ordered, turning back the pages to the beginning of the sonata. Adrian saw that the score was decorated with small marginal notes, but he ignored those. He began to play, and the listener sat down beside him, quietly attentive, his massive, square head nodding from time to time, gravely, slowly. Watching the tiny fingers, he frowned slightly, but this did not indicate a loss of interest. It increased it. He was intimately concerned. Once or twice he raised his left hand, or his right, making tiny motions in the air with his fingers—shadowplaying.


  Adrian came to the legato passage where, at home, he had exaggerated the composer’s direction. He glanced quickly round, a sly smile on his lips. He saw the heavy face near him, leaning forward and daring him to something which he instantly interpreted. He slight increased the pace of the passage, but contriving, without the sustaining pedal, to give the legato impression over the long phrases that could be accepted as a prophecy of the pianistic innovations of Schumann.


  “Stop!” said the terrible figure beside him. Adrian stopped, his hands raised above the keys, the mischievous smile still on his lips. “You monkey! You small monkey!” A finger and thumb twitched him by the ear. “What tricks are you playing on me, eh? What do you know of the future? Who told you of his influence on Schumann? Who is your master?”


  This amused Adrian so much that he began to laugh, rocking himself to and fro with his arms folded over his stomach. He was joined by the stranger, who did not appear to be anxious to have an answer to his volley of questions.


  When this shower of mirth had passed, they looked at each other again, one step nearer in mutual confidence.


  “Start that movement again,” said the master. “And I will talk to you when you have finished.” He cogitated for a moment, nodding his head vigorously and flexing his fingers, which he studied as he spoke. “Yes, and I will talk to your father and mother too. They must come up to see me. I will ask the manager to speak to them. What is that you say…?”


  But Adrian, slyly withdrawing himself again, stopped short of the explanation that Mr. and Mrs. Boys were not his parents. Instead, he began to play, and went on without further interruption until he reached the end of the sonata.


  They sat silent for a while, the stranger, who was now no stranger, studying the boy sitting quietly in front of him.


  “You are no larger than a maggot; so!” And the master demonstrated by measuring a half-finger length on his own hand. Adrian leaned over to examine this, as interested as though it were a scientific fact. Then the old man added, almost reluctantly, fearing the responsibility, “But you are a musician, my child, a musician. Do you know what I mean by that?”


  Adrian did not reply, for his interest had moved on to a pair of climbing boots standing on a newspaper on the floor, with a bottle of oil and a saturated rag.


  “What are you doing to your boots?” he asked.


  This change of attention, though so abrupt, did not startle the old man. He followed suit, as agile in mind as the child.


  “That’s to keep the snow out. Snow is a powerful chemical, my son. It is like the general public.”


  “And should I oil my skates too?” asked Adrian. “They are new. The American gave them to me. Mr. Sturm, in Paris.”


  This intelligence made the old man start.


  “What!” he snapped. “Sturm? Sturm? You live in Paris? What is your name? You do not look like a French boy. And Sturm, eh, Sturm—that old rogue!” He chuckled, then grew suddenly serious. “That can’t be! No. It must not be allowed! Tell me, boy, what has he been saying to your parents? What does he …?”


  But Adrian had left his perch and picked up one of the boots, soiling his fingers with the oil which covered it. He answered absently, his interest concentrated on the studs in the boot.


  “My father is an English doctor, but we live in Paris. And Mr. Sturm wants me to play in Brussels, and London and New York. So does Uncle Tom, and my father says …”


  What his father had said, however, was not disclosed, for a tall, large-framed lady entered, and put her hand on the gentleman’s shoulder, while she looked with kindly surprise at the small boy.


  “Ah! That may explain it,” she said. “There is a hue and cry downstairs. Some English visitors have lost their little son. This may be the reason. They had feared he had gone out without his jacket and gloves. The lady was particularly distressed and the manager has sent out a general appeal to guests and staff.”


  She shook the gentleman playfully.


  “Oh, Artur! You have frightened so many people! Now you do it again!”


  As she spoke in German, the child could not understand. He began to grow restless. There was not much else here to amuse him, and the conversation that followed bored him. Quietly he tiptoed to the door, and let himself out, shutting it behind him discreetly, while the lady continued her guttural but tender remarks.


  He returned somewhat guiltily to the salon, where he found Joan sitting pale and agitated. Immediately he appeared, she hurried him away from the crowd, who had been warned of his disappearance. In the corridor leading to the dining-room, she expostulated with him, but without anger.


  Adrian looked at her meanwhile, a crafty gleam in his eye. Something had been suggested to him by the mistake made over his parentage by the stranger upstairs. His unaccountable temperament was making full use of this experience; digesting it, registering it. His attraction to Joan was increased under this process. He clasped her round the thigh, and reached up to draw her face down to his.


  “You could be my mother, couldn’t you, Joan?” he demanded with a touch of passion. This query was followed by an embrace that touched Joan to the heart. She drew the child to her, and kissed the top of his head.


  “Oh, my dear,” she whispered, and a tear fell into the silky hair. “What makes you say that?”


  But he was not prepared to answer. Perhaps he could not. They clung together, happy and miserable, and both bewildered.


  “Come, we must find John. He has gone out to look for you. We were afraid you had run out without your gloves.”


  “Why, Joan; that would be silly. My hands would freeze, wouldn’t they, and I should get frostbite. Does that mean …?”


  “Oh, don’t, don’t, Adrian! I can’t bear the thought of it. Not your hands!”


  She muffled him up in his outdoor garments, tying his gloves with exaggerated care, and then putting on her own things, went out with him to look for John.


  The frost had returned with the fall of the wind. Everything looked virginal under the new mantle of snow. Few people had yet ventured out, though the morning was advanced. The drop in the temperature had come suddenly, and the holiday-makers in Suvretta House had settled down for a session of indoor games. Only John Boys, and half a dozen other men who had volunteered to help him find the missing child, were moving among the out-buildings, and over the dazzling whiteness.


  The southern sky was a furnace of cold light. The mountains stood almost conscious of their stillness, outlined against the blue heavens. Occasionally a tiny scarf of snow blew up with a tired gesture, spreading and falling again, mocked by its shadow.


  Joan, carefree by comparison with her recent anxiety about the boy, stood with him, his hand in hers, and stared spellbound at the mountains. She moved on only when Adrian tugged at her hand, urging her to adventure through the now pathless approaches to the skating-rink and the sleigh-run. Adrian shouted with glee as his boots left the small, crunched spoor in the snow.


  “Look! Look, Joan!” he cried, “those are John’s marks. I know because he turns his foot in when he walks. And that always gives him a heavy beat wherever he moves. Oh, I know his tune; it goes like this …” And he began to sing, in an unmusical soprano voice, a lop-sided march tune, which he accentuated by loping along, dragging still at Joan’s hand, while he advanced crab-fashion.


  “John doesn’t walk like that,” cried Joan, hurrying along with him, sharing the intoxication of light and the universal whiteness. Adrian collapsed into the snow, with laughter, that complete and possessive laughter which so frequently seized upon his sober little temperament, making him abandon his reflective habits, and the shyness that usually held him in restraint.


  At that moment, they saw John returning from the sleigh track, and to her astonishment, Joan noticed that he was moving much as Adrian had caricatured. She had been married to him for over four years, without remarking that one of his feet turned slightly inward when he walked. She watched him, outlined against the snow, until he saw them and waved his arms. Adrian was running to meet him, picking up his feet like a pony and plunging forward, shouting with excitement. Joan looked at the back view of the diminutive figure, puzzled once again by the evidences of his powers. They could be frightening, especially by contrast with her husband’s lack of ‘nous’, his plodding reasonableness that had to go step by step, with no aid from the vaulting pole of imagination, that anterior intuition which can make a person know, and how correctly, without a basis of experiment or known fact. Joan realised again that this child was æons older than her husband.


  With this observation in mind, she joined the two, who had met and snowballed each other with shouts of triumph.


  “You young devil!” cried John. “Where have you been? You’ve had Joan stewing over you, my lad. That won’t do. Can’t upset the women, you know. What? Left your skates indoors? Never mind, they’re not much use to-day. I’ll tell you what, Joan. We’ll do as I suggested. We’ll celebrate in a big way. We’ll do the toboggan run! What d’you say, youngster? Are you game for that?”


  Indeed Adrian was game. He seized Joan again, and urged her forward, giving her not a moment to consider the matter, and the risks involved. John picked the boy up and slung him round to his back; a flying angel. Thus they made their way to the head of the run, followed by a crowd of other people from the hotel.


  “What, you taking the child down?” asked a fellow-guest, with a party of women who had urged him to protest. John glared without replying; but he muttered to Joan, “Damn cheek. Do they think I don’t know what I’m about?”


  “You are sure it’s safe then?” she asked.


  For reply, he jockeyed her on to the sleigh, with the boy in front of her. Then he took his place at the head. They were off!


  All went well. It went more than well, for that is but a comparative term. The three were translated, breaking through the law of inertia, into another measurement, or a life outside measurement. The hard run beneath the sleigh became a pulsing organism, with its veins swelling and receding. The hum of the runners, the flurry of snowdust, the occasional batting sound as the sleigh rose and slapped down again; the rush of things all out of focus to right and left; objects coming up the slope, magnifying as they approached, flashing past to be annihilated instantly; all these mad nudgings of her consciousness were felt by Joan as she flew, clinging to Adrian, whose body she could feel as the one substantial thing in a dissolving universe. So acute was her concern for the boy that John was practically invisible to her, although his bulk loomed up in front, stolid and secure. His shoulders rose and fell with the undulation of the sleigh. The air rushed over his shoulders and over her head, whistling like sword-blades. At one stage, as they rounded a bend, she heard herself cry out, but the sound was snatched from her mouth and meant nothing. She could feel that Adrian had shrunk into himself, his breath held, and then being released in quick gasps of ecstasy. But all this awareness was instantaneous, for time was annihilated. And suddenly, just as she relaxed into enjoyment with the other two, she realised what had happened. Adrian had lost his gloves, or perhaps had left them behind.


  The sleigh did not stop for Joan to consider fully. Fear darkened everything.


  Light went out of the sky and the white world. She had the sensation of rushing into greyness, and increasing confusion of threats, menaces, disasters. She tried to cry out to John, expostulating, accusing him of his irresponsible folly. But it was useless. Her voice was overpowered by the death-cold slip-stream, snatched away and flung off behind, just as the wisdom and caution of normal-pacing life were discarded during this mad descent. And even if she were able to warn John, he might not regard her; he might not appreciate the consequences of anything happening to this child’s hands.


  She had to do something instantly. Leaning forward, she closed her arms round Adrian, forcing his hands together and clasping them between her gloved hands, trying to cover them completely. He turned his eyes up to hers, as though to enquire what she meant. She might have been able to whisper to him, but the movement made by her effort caused the sleigh to swerve on another bend. A moment later, they were over the seven-foot bank, skidding on one runner, and finally plunged into thick snow and overturned. A yell of wild laughter followed. It was John, who sat up, exultant in physical danger, triumphing over it, testing his manhood against it.


  “O.K. you two?” he shouted, staggering up and shaking the snow from his head.


  Joan lay buried, with the child somewhere beneath her. She felt John approach, for she could not see, because she was face downward in the snow. She felt the snow darken round it. It was the coming of John’s shadow as he bent over, seized her round the waist, and lugged her roughly out of the pit which her body and Adrian’s had dug.


  Joan opened her eyes after rubbing them clear of snow. She saw Adrian still half-covered, and a faint stain of crimson, hardened and let into the surface of the snow. She dared not look. Heart-sick, she stooped and gently, very gently lifted the boy in her arms, stumbling as she did so. She did not look again at her husband. She could not, and when he spoke his voice made her flinch.


  “Cheer up, old girl; it’s only a spill. No bones broken!”


  He was right. The blood on the snow was her own, not Adrian’s. She had scratched her forehead, perhaps on a buckle on Adrian’s garment. John wanted to wipe the scratch with his handkerchief, but she motioned him away angrily.


  “It’s his hands,” she gasped. “No gloves. No gloves! Frostbite!”


  The boy, meanwhile, was standing blinking solemnly, dazed by the suddenness of the spill. Then he began to laugh, and gradually the joy of this physical excitement, and a sharing of John’s triumph in riding so buoyantly over the element of danger, took possession of him. He rocked with laughter, ignoring Joan’s attempts to seize his hands and cover them with her own gloves. He waved his arms in the air, slapping at John who stood close behind Joan, slapping round her bulky figure and attempting to bring John into the conspiracy of mirth.


  “No, Adrian! No, you must not. You must keep your hands covered! Your hands, Adrian!” She was losing control, and her anger broke out. “You fool! You idiot!” she cried, turning upon her husband, her voice breaking. “Look at his hands. Cover them up!”


  But John had already done so. He drew a spare pair of woollen gloves from the pocket of his windjacket, and pulled them up Adrian’s arms to the elbow, saying, “Gently now, gently, old lady. No need to get into a flap. The boy’s right enough. Enjoying himself, aren’t you, Adrian? It’s you who need first aid, Joan. Let me tie my hankie round your forehead. Though it’s not bleeding now. This cold air will cure any wound in five minutes. Come on, we’ll get down the rest of the way on foot, and call it a day.”


  Chapter Twenty-One

  

  This Cowardly Flesh


  One calm night, during a lull in the procession of winter gales that had been sweeping over Paris and dishevelling its beauty, Mary Winterbourne woke in the small hours, disturbed by the distant ringing of a telephone. At first she thought it was in the room, deceived by the magnifying power of half-consciousness. She turned in her lover’s arms, and raised herself on one elbow, listening.


  Beams from the street-lamp in the boulevard, filling the room with horizontal slats of light and shadow, reminded her that before getting into bed, Tom had opened the Venetian blind, saying that he wanted to be able to see her beauty through all the sweet processes of love. She had replied that he was most un-English, and that she did not know whether she approved. They had laughed together, and he had his way, in this and in what followed.


  “I want to make the most of you,” said Tom, just before they fell asleep. “I’m the sort who dreads the bill coming in, Mary. I don’t seem to have the means of footing it.”


  “Oh, you’re ridiculous, my darling,” she murmured, her lips touching his face in her eagerness to clasp him close to her, to bring him some reassurance, some new access of hope for the future. “You’ve not been fairly treated. You must not lose heart. I am with you now. I love you, Tom. I could not have given myself to you like this if I did not love you. We shall prove it together. Why feel guilty? I feel nothing but pride and gratitude. I am willing to face whatever comes, so long as I have you for myself.” She coiled herself round him under the bedclothes, to illustrate her tenacity. But he was not easily reassured.


  “I know, Mary. This is something I had not dared to dream of. But what about my getting free? She will never relent. I know her. She isn’t likely to want freedom for herself, and being a convert, she will have all the fanaticism without the charity of Catholicism.”


  “You are being superstitious, Tom. Let us wait. Time will be our friend. It must be. I don’t believe people can love as we do without finding a way out of the difficulties. No, I’m more worried about Joan than I am about us.”


  “Why? It looks as though they are likely to patch things up again. After all, they are fond of each other. It’s written all over them. They would not be so irritable if they were indifferent.”


  Their whispered conversation dwindled away into sleep; the sleep of satisfaction and mutual joy. But this waking in the night, to the sound of a bell, when the nerves are reduced and courage has ebbed from the blood, made Mary shrink with a sudden tremor of fear. ‘Joan,’ she thought, ‘something has happened!’ The reaction was so violent that she began to weep.


  Tom stirred, murmuring something she could not distinguish. She fumbled under the pillow for her handkerchief, and this woke him. He drew her to him, prepared to fall asleep again, assured of her in his arms, when he realised that she was in distress. He put his lips to her cheeks, and found them wet. His compassion made him struggle back into full consciousness.


  “What is it, Mary? Tell me, what are you worrying about?” The tenderness in his voice, and in the touch of his hands as he caressed her body, roused her to a physical gratitude that made her long to abandon herself again and again to him, to drown the distant admonition of that telephone bell.


  “It’s coming from my room, Tom. I am sure it is. It’s directly beneath us.”


  They both listened, their raptures suspended.


  “Nonsense, my dear. It might be anywhere in the building. These modern places made of girders and concrete carry sounds as widely as a hollow tooth carries pain.”


  But Mary was convinced the summons came from her room on the floor below. So acutely did it touch her nerves, that she fancied she could feel the vibration as well as the sound, rattling in the empty room, rousing the whole hotel to broadcast the fact that she was not there, but lying in the arms of the English colonel.


  “What can we do?” she whispered. “Tom, what can we do? I must go down. It may be from St. Moritz. Something has happened. They’ve had an accident. Joan has been hurt.”


  “Look, my love; you’re teasing yourself into hysteria. There’s no purpose in that.” He would not be denied, and though she had turned away, and was lying beside him on her back, her head half-raised the better to listen, he drew her to him again, and fell asleep. So too did the telephone, and the early-hour silences that are more clamant than sound, resumed control over the night.


  Once uneasiness was roused, however, sleep did not return to Mary. The warmth of her lover, whose close embrace she hesitated to unlock for fear of waking him again, and the increasing tension of her mind, made her over-hot. She lay imprisoned, instead of protected. She longed to move; but it was only her thoughts that moved, and they flew to and fro like birds in a trap, beating their wings against the walls. She saw Joan clearly, and pictured her in trouble. How could she be otherwise, with the insoluble problem of her unfulfilled marriage in her life? Mary compared the situation with her present one, and a sense of shame at her own latter-day greediness flushed through her flesh. She put her hand down, as though to touch her thigh in reproof, but found Tom’s hand already there; so peaceful and so possessive, that she was unconscious it had been there.


  For a long while she lay, empty-minded. She was still listening for that bell to ring again. But nothing happened; nothing from outside. But within, the turmoil grew. She saw Joan clearly, the loved figure to whom she had devoted herself since her husband’s death, making her the symbol of a faithfulness to the past, and of a dedication of herself to some form of passion that the desires and hopes of this world could not distort or destroy. Robbed of the joys of love, she had turned to the duties, and had fulfilled them. But was she now wasting all that credit? This question stung her, and she sighed, tried to shrink herself out of the grasp of the sleeping man beside her. But he held too firmly. Nor was she quite whole-hearted in her effort. What else had she left but his embrace?


  This again told her that Joan must be aware of what was happening. Why, otherwise, did the girl suddenly want to leave her alone in Paris, and go off with the husband from whom she had recently separated for good? Mary writhed again upon the rack.


  “I can’t go on, Tom,” she said. But Tom did not wake, he merely sank his head between her breasts and snuggled there like a child. She tried to look down at him, but a beam of shadow from the blind cut across the top of his head, and the rest of it was hidden by the bedclothes. But she could feel him there, in the posture of innocence. He must surely love her, though time had not yet proved it.


  The query reminded her of his embarrassment in having to borrow money from her. That had been the start. He had borrowed more, and nothing had been said about this difficult situation. How was he to repay, for his own sake? She must help him out of that humiliation by taking part in the promotion of his nephew’s musical career. That stupid, puritanical father must be persuaded to give way. To-morrow she would have a talk with Mr. Sturm, who had invited them both to lunch with him. It did not occur to her that this joint invitation was an acceptance of the relationship between her and Tom. The more important thing now was for Tom to be able to stand equally with her, and not to be dependent upon her. It was a dreadful handicap, and might poison their love.


  As though to point this threat, the distant telephone began to ring again, its rhythm more sinister than before. She was convinced now that the sound came from her own room. Something must be done to answer it, for it was the very voice of conscience. But she was in love’s grasp, and could not extricate herself without inflicting her burden on the dear person beside her. And very dear he had become, as she now realised, in the aftermath of passion. Had the attraction been nothing but desire, this satiety would have been dreadful. But it was not, in spite of the circumstances; the ties that bound him, the time of life that made the emotional indulgence somewhat ridiculous; the implied denial of the code on which she had brought up her daughter, and controlled her own life of widowhood.


  She tried again to wriggle out of Tom’s embrace, but before she could succeed, the telephone stopped. She looked round her, and the bars of light and shadow changed to steel, fastened down over the bed.


  “I can’t Tom, I can’t!” she murmured, but too feebly to rouse him. She was losing control of herself, for she had not intended to speak. This frightened her. The responsibility was growing too heavy. I must wake him, she thought; he must share it with me. But something maternal forbade this selfish action. He slept so innocently and she knew that it was innocence, all the equivocal element in his nature that had, perhaps, prevented him from making a success of his life, as his brother had done. Perhaps they were both alike, unworldly men, only in Tom this spiritual streak had not been given full assurance, or related to his professional affairs. The doctor was fortunate in his work. Tom was not. She must alter that. They would discuss it to-morrow.


  But what would his wife do? Mary’s scruples were not religious. She had regulated her life by an ethical rather than a religious code since the shock of her husband’s death. She had not dared to let herself plunge again into the depths. It was safer to be merely reasonable, cool. The violence of religion was too much like the ecstasies which she had known in her marriage, when she had given herself too lavishly and blindly. Ever since, she had been paying for that. And now she had broken down again, let herself be plunged into the mid-ocean of passion. It was unaccountable, she told herself. What was she sacrificing? First of all, Joan’s respect. That she was convinced of. The look Joan had given her that day, that first day, outside Tom’s room! And another piece of evidence suddenly dawned upon her. The overcoat. Joan had refused to wear that coat again. Mary remembered the recoil as John had tried to put it round his wife’s shoulders. Unclean! That was what the gesture meant.


  Mary turned again in torment. Oh, Joan, you don’t understand, she cried to the image of her daughter in her heart. You ought to understand; you are seeking the same thing yourself. Your own unhappiness is for lack of it.


  Her misery increased the confusion of thoughts and emotions. Here, so deep below the surface of life where she had moved in comparative ease and dignity for twelve years, everything was obscured, tangled. An awareness of some living force returned, whom she must call God, and appeal to as God, with supersition or faith, call it what she would. There it was, a comeback out of the past, the dual aspect of love, with instinctive torment of the flesh and release of the spirit; bondage and freedom together; the perpetual conflict of desire and conscience, unknown to the reasonable life, from which all extremes had been banished as being survivals of savagery, the immolations, the rites of spring, the symbols of fecundity, the crucifixions. She had believed such disturbances were put away for ever, out of her nicely ordered social scheme of things; her good works, her parenthood alone; her sublimation of mourning.


  But now she knew that she was no longer mourning; that the past was burned out, consumed, in this fire that had broken out in her bones, her flesh, her brain. Her brain! She put up her hand to her forehead, and found herself sweating. Again she groped for her handkerchief, and Tom half-woke, murmuring an endearment and drawing her closer, crushing her breasts against his head.


  This tiny climax subsided, and both relaxed into comfort. But not for long. Mary began afresh, counting the accusations piling up against her. She saw the austere woman clerk in the desk below, prepared to ask why the telephone had not been answered during the night, to avoid disturbing the other guests: prepared to ask, while the answer flashed from those cynical French eyes. And if that attitude was typical, what must the doctor and his wife be thinking? They no doubt were more charitable, but even so, they would regard it as a foolish escapade at the best, unworthy of a matron of fifty who ought, all passion spent, to be mistress of her environment and any emergency that the evening of life might bring.


  Why could not Tom wake and share with her? Was he totally incapable of taking any responsibility? Did this account for his failure hitherto?


  Dawn began to weaken the strength of the bars of light that held her down, the artifices of the night. Sounds invaded the boulevard; first a lorry or two, then the commotion of a municipal machine flushing out the gutters. The light broadened in the room, and Tom stirred, moved round, and at last released her from his jealous embrace.


  “Why, Mary, we’ve slept soundly,” he said, “what a happy night, after all. I wonder who that telephone was ringing for?” He looked at his watch. “Time we roused ourselves, my darling, before the folk here start moving. But I hate losing you. We must put that right, eh? As soon as possible.”


  “Oh, Tom!” she said; and she sighed with misery. There was nothing more to add. Quietly she slipped out of bed, put on her nightdress and dressing-gown, opened the door, peered along the corridor, and fled.


  Chapter Twenty-Two

  

  A Powerful Ally


  The alpine weather broke again, and gales swept up the valley, bringing first snow, then sleet and rain, and ruin to outdoor sport. Joan was relieved, for it meant that the recent toboggan escapade could not be repeated. John failed to appreciate how distressed she had been. He talked of it with gusto, as a schoolboy would recall the pleasures of a strawberry ice. Nor did she have support from Adrian, whose hands had, after all, survived unharmed, though he had lost a pair of gloves that afternoon. The escape had been too narrow, however, for Joan to feel safe, especially as John appeared to be incapable of sharing her anxiety about the child.


  Thinking over the incident, she realised that John’s agreement about keeping Adrian away from the dangers of the concert platform was due simply to his disapproval of allowing any youngster to ‘show off’ or to be treated in any way that savoured of favouritism. He had, apparently, interpreted Dr. Batten’s wishes in that way, for he said nothing about the music, the child’s gifts, the possibilities that lay therein.


  Life in the hotel was not dull, in spite of the disappointments felt by the hearty folk and the fanatical sporters. Charades, games, card parties, billiards, snooker and table tennis made a full programme, bringing the guests together and decorating the semi-daylight hours with goodwill and enjoyment.


  This went on for two days, during which the Boys and their small charge shared in what was going on. In spite of her somewhat bitter conclusion about John’s motives in helping her over the responsibility for Adrian, Joan saw her husband at his best. He found several people congenial to him, among them a couple of unmarried dons from Cambridge who, with an American of the same profession, made up a foursome for snooker. This, and a bit of homework brought from the laboratory, kept him from being bored by indoor life while the gales raged round the hotel and flung dour blankets of cloud round the mountains. From time to time John would leave what he was doing, to peer craftily and hopefully out of the double windows, up at the racing skies. “God!” he would murmur, then grin at his wife, or his fellow-guests, and return with renewed enthusiasm to the billiard table, or his papers.


  Joan found it impossible not to respond to his placid contentment. He was affectionate with her, more than he had ever been at home. The recent estrangement had wakened him up to that extent. He tried his best, and the very earnestness of the effect was endearing. Something else, perhaps, made it easier for her to be reconciled. She allowed herself to suspect that the presence of Adrian had made John conscious of an element missing from his own life, and from the marriage. His interest in the boy may have been conventional, rather like that of a preparatory schoolmaster, but it brought a mature light into his eyes, and a softness into his voice, as well as a certain difference into his attitude toward her.


  She dared not speculate further, but made herself rest content with what she had observed. One thing she did recognise; it was that she was less lonely. And this was due not solely to the adoration from Adrian. Indeed, she had not dared to allow herself to accept that, for the child’s sake, and for her own, because she could not believe herself capable of inspiring so masculine a passion. And anyhow, it was absurd, coming from a child of nine!


  Adrian, meanwhile, demanded as much as he gave. He would not allow Joan out of his sight, and even lingered about in the corridor when she went to the bathroom or the w.c., waiting for her to reappear. His faculty for intense concentration on one object, one purpose or motive, was frightening.


  On the third afternoon, when she was changing for dinner, John came into her room through the communicating door. He came with no particular request, and appeared merely to want her company, to chat and smoke a cigarette. She had only just persuaded Adrian to leave her, for he had been with her since lunch-time, and was something of a burden, with his intensity, his unflagging worship, through those burning grey eyes and those expressive hands. He had demanded to help her to dress, and she had caught him picking up her silk scarf, still warm from her body, and burying his face in it. Making the excuse that he must go and wash, and change his shirt, she had bundled him into his own room. But returning to her own, she found her cheeks flaming, and a curious sensation of animal pleasure pervading her, as though she were standing in hot sunshine, or were plunged into a warm sea beyond the shadow of palm trees.


  “Is that child quite safe?” she asked John, sorting out a pair of stockings from the débris in the chest-of-drawers. She was as unlike her mother in domestic habits as in her clothes.


  “Safe? What are you always worrying about safety for? He’s a perfectly healthy kid, and needs a bit of risk in his life. Too much pampering already, I should say, in that hot-house atmosphere.”


  “I don’t mean physically. I’m thinking of his mind, his character. Either he’ll go mad, or become a voluptuary.”


  “Isn’t that what all these damned artists do?”


  “John, you don’t mean that. You are only baiting me because I love music and you don’t. You and Mother are a pair.”


  Suddenly, in the act of speaking, she realised that this was the first time she had mentioned her mother since they came to Switzerland. What was happening? Had the thaw entered her soul as well as the alpine valleys? Evidently her words now carried no sting, for John did not, as he would formerly have done, rise to the bait.


  “I don’t know,” he said; and he actually picked up her dress and helped her to put it over her head; an act completely out of character.


  “It’s like this, Joan,” he resumed, after some rumination, “he’s a damned interesting brat. Plenty of pluck there, as we’ve seen. The way he took that spill on the run made me proud of him. Not a murmur, did you notice?”


  Did I notice? she echoed, but to herself, trying not to laugh at this simplicity which made her husband seem younger than the child they were discussing. She wanted to ask him if he had noticed anything else, the small hands exposed to that horrible possibility of frostbite, for example. But the moment was not appropriate for a return to the old moods of criticism. Husband and wife were breathing a warmer air. She merely nodded, as her head emerged through the dress, and she turned for him to fasten the zip at the back. To her amazement, he touched the back of her neck with his lips.


  “John,” she whispered.


  “That’s all right, old girl,” he muttered, in a shamefaced return to his normal self, “you’re a good sort, you know, a good sort.” He hesitated, looked down at the carpet, then at her. “You’re fond of that boy, aren’t you?”


  “How could I be otherwise? No woman could withstand such flattery, John.”


  “Oh, is that what it is?” He frowned, in perplexity. “Joan, I don’t believe you. No! It’s not that. I was thinking …” But he could not find the words, and with an air of bafflement, he left her and returned to his own room, where she heard him stumbling about, collecting his dinner-jacket and white shirt for the early change so that, in accordance with the habit of the place, they need not come up again between six o’clock and dinner.


  Adrian now reappeared, his hair brushed down, its fine silkiness thus accentuated. He had washed himself and put on a clean shirt. Joan re-tied his tie, which had eluded his own effort, in spite of his clever fingers.


  “Now you’ll do,” she said, and he looked up at her with such ardour that she stooped and kissed his forehead. “Not too late to bed, to-night, young man.”


  She saw his eyes grow old with a little glint of mischief. Good heavens, she said to herself, I’m giving far too much attention to this infant.


  “Let’s go down, John is coming.”


  “He wouldn’t let me play snooker,” said Adrian.


  “Of course not. You can hardly reach the table.”


  “I could have used a stool.”


  “And who is going to wait while you do all that manœuvring?”


  They both laughed, and went down, to be met by the happy hubbub of voices in the lounge, the salon, on the stairs, in the winter garden. John came hurrying after them.


  “I say,” he cried, “you might have waited for me, you two. Let’s stick together for once.”


  Joan looked at him, and saw that he meant it. Her heart missed a beat; but it was through happiness, and hope. She knew that she was grateful for something, and to whom except to this small intruder who was forcing up the price of her qualities as a woman?


  They merged in the crowd, John being greeted by many people with friendly cries, signs of his popularity, especially among the men. The party was mixed, and incoherent, for the children were still about, and not much could be organised at that hour so close to the juvenile bed-time. But all the guests appeared to be down, for the crowd was thick everywhere. The Boys and Adrian elbowed their way to the large salon, hoping to find more room there. They did, and possibly a modicum of quietness, for all the chairs and sofas round the walls were occupied with people quietly chatting or reading. The band had not reassembled since the end of the tea-time session, and their instruments stood around the piano, and some half on it. An open violin-case lay on a chair, with a black silk scarf poured out of it.


  “Look, Joan,” said Adrian, releasing her hand, “the piano is left open. I know what it is. It’s a Blüthner. I’ve never played on a Blüthner, Joan.”


  She glanced at him, and saw his eager face thrust forward, as though he were trying to smell the instrument. You odd child, she thought, you little sensualist. But having released him, she lost him, for he darted away, no longer able to restrain himself. She was too shy to follow. And what did it matter? Childish curiosity was nothing out of the way, and who would notice?


  Somebody did notice, however. It was the elderly man who had spoken to Adrian the day after their arrival. He had not been about since that escapade when Adrian intruded into his private sitting-room.


  He sat hidden away, not far from the stove, smoking cigarettes and staring idly at the people across the salon. As Adrian approached, he got up and Joan saw him join the boy, and lead him to the dais. They stood side by side looking at the piano. Both nodded their heads, two connoisseurs agreeing about something. Then, to her alarm, they went nearer, and the old gentleman pushed the piano-stool towards the bass end, and put a gilt chair beside it. She was not near enough to hear what was said between them.


  “Young man,” were the words from that massive and grim mouth under the grey moustache, “they played a piano duet this afternoon, while I was resting here. It was clumsy work, but good enough. Let us play it again. You do not mind playing in public? But we will talk to your parents about that afterwards. Once will do no harm.”


  He lifted the child on to the stool, and looked through the pile of music on the lid of the piano.


  “Ha! Here it is. Now then, you shall be my partner. We will amuse the guests, if they care to listen and stop their conversation; which I doubt!”


  He had found a Mozart Sonata for four hands, in C Major (Kochell 521).


  “Strange, little man, isn’t it, to find such music among the numbers of a hotel band?” The old man chuckled, and his solid body shook with ironic mirth. Then, raising his hands to the keyboard, he looked sideways at the child, all his amusement vanished. “Ready now?” he asked severely. Adrian glanced up at the rock-like face, and nodded as gravely as the master. They began.


  That master was Artur Schnabel, the artist and teacher who disapproved of sensationalism in music. He played now with his legs tucked back under the legs of the gilt chair, leaving the pedals untouched. He hesitated during the first two or three bars, then accommodated his volume to that of the child’s playing; but this did not result in much diminution of the quantity of sound, for Adrian, sitting on his cushion, appeared to be as firmly established as the massive figure beside him, and he played with the same stolidity, his hands and arms moving with a minimum of display and effort. Schnabel, after the statement of the theme, grunted, and his head moved slightly, in approbation.


  From that moment he played without further restraint. The difficulties made Adrian frown from time to time, but he did not lose the beat or break the rhythm. Once or twice he jumped a note, as though willing to sketch the work rather than pause and break. Each time this happened, Schnabel half-glanced down at him, the fierce eyes warm with a twinkle, and the grim lips moving.


  The effect on the guests was not instant. Nothing untoward having been expected, and most people being engaged in something of private interest, some moments passed before it was remarked that this music demanded attention.


  “Who are they?” someone whispered, only to be hushed instantly. Silence gradually fell over the salon, and penetrated to the other parts of the hotel where people had been chattering. By ones and twos those guests outside the salon tiptoed in, grouping themselves as quietly as possible, all facing one way, towards the piano. They were so commanded by the music that curiosity about the performers was suspended. Everybody listened, merely listened.


  The delicious, coralline music flowed, its shape and colour revealed under the tide of sound; something of another world, this quality being accentuated by the child’s performance, to which the old master had suited his own approach. Thus the element of anguish, always underlying Mozart, the anguish of sheer beauty which makes a failure of perfection, was reduced and almost banished from the sonata. What entranced the audience was the technical sureness. Women especially, watching the small boy, his head set so sedately, with the light glinting on his silky hair, his shoulders held in almost exactly the same immobility as those of his partner, found themselves in a physically emotional state of protest, they knew not why. Perhaps they sensed a power abnormal in childhood, a danger, a force that snatched them from the authority of the womb. Like the mother of Christ, they wanted to ‘ponder these things in their hearts’, though in so doing, they had to realise the mystery of this possession, a genius too remote, too inexplicable, to be born of woman. And they resented it; or they would have resented it, were they not spellbound, lost in wonder, and utterly subjected.


  Most of the men present looked glum. They too were puzzled, and wanted to ask a social question or two about the propriety of a child being allowed to do things of this kind. It was hardly decent, especially if the boy were English. It was taking things altogether too seriously. The work that kid must have been made to put in; slightly inhuman. One or two of them felt inclined to write to the R.S.P.C.C. about it. Who was this old boy who was showing off the child? He didn’t look the long-haired type. Might have been a cavalryman, from his appearance; Colonel of a regiment.


  But they too were gradually subdued to the music, and solely to the music. They listened, they heard the magical phrases, and they forgot the interpreters. Here was something absolute, and all the problems that led up to it, and others that were to lead down from it, were dissolved—while it lasted.


  But it came to an end. Schnabel dropped his hands on to his thighs, and sat with head bowed a little, his face set again into its mineral impassivity. Adrian studied his own fingers, sniffed, groped for his handkerchief, and looked round for Joan.


  She, throughout the display (for she dared not think of it as a performance), had been standing up, too frightened to remain in her seat. She was half-angry, because here was being done all that she and John had been commissioned to prevent being done. The public performance! It had happened, and she was responsible for allowing it.


  “What do we do?” she whispered, at the beginning, to John. But he could not reply. He shook his head, only half his attention being given to her. After that, they had to acknowledge defeat, at the hands of chance, for the stranger could hardly be blamed.


  As soon as the music ceased, and the guests saw that the performers remained at the piano, as though entranced by their own efforts, applause broke out, at first shyly, politely, with hand claps here and there. Then someone shouted, in a voice on edge with emotion, “Bravo!” and that was a signal for the release of enthusiasm, that shapeless and incoherent hysteria of pleasure which will suddenly seize an audience or a crowd, to make them unanimous.


  That unanimity was a demand for more. The cries rose, the clapping increased to a thunder of applause. People began to ask questions, “Who are they? Who is the child? Who is that fierce old man?” Joan felt herself growing hot in the face. She turned to John and grasped his hand. He returned the pressure, and she saw his lips frame the words, “By God!” but the hubbub was too great for him to be heard, though he was close beside her.


  These cries of enquiry were answered by a newcomer, whom Joan saw enter at that moment, still in travelling clothes, along with one or two further guests who had arrived with him by the hotel bus. He took off his hat, and she recognised him. It was the enemy, Aloysius Sturm! So he had followed them, determined to capture the boy? Her anger increased. She determined to fight, and in that resolution she knew that she could rely on her husband. She could not know that she was only half-right. She might have discovered the truth had she been near enough to hear Mr. Sturm answer the queries that filled the salon.


  “Who is that!” he repeated grimly, for he disapproved of this unprofessional display by two assured box-office draws, “who is that! Why that is Artur Schnabel, ma’am. And the little boy is nobody at all, just at present.”


  This news was snatched from his lips by the lady nearest him, and it spread as rapidly as had the fire of pleasure. The roar increased, and at last Schnabel looked round, nodded his massive head, and reached across to the litter of sheet music on the piano. By this time the members of the band had begun to reassemble, but they were not averse to a late start, and they waited at the door below the dais, finishing their cigarettes and looking with mild interest at the interlopers whose performance they had not been there to appraise. Then one of them recognised the master.


  “By God!” he muttered in German. “D’you see who it is? Schnabel!” He stumped out his cigarette and stood at attention.


  The famous pianist appeared to be somewhat annoyed by the enthusiasm of the guests. He frowned, hunched his head into his shoulders, and refused to acknowledge the applause. Little Adrian, however, was less impassive. He enjoyed the excitement, and bobbed up and down, trying to look past the living rock of his partner’s figure. Seeing that the old man did not move, he clambered on to the stool and reached over to another pile of music on his side of the instrument. There he found something which interested him, after scattering sheets and albums across the lid behind the reading desk. He set up his find on the desk, and nudged the old man, who remained lost in cogitation that, to judge from the frown and the closed eyes, must have been perplexing him.


  “No! No!” said Schnabel angrily. “Enough!”


  But Adrian leaned against him, and said something that was lost to the rest of the people in the salon, their applause having revived at this naïve display by the odd couple at the piano. The old man was seen reluctantly to open the album which the child had selected from the pile. He smiled grimly, as though to say ‘You have asked for this, and it is your own fault.…’ Then at last he looked round at the guests, who now quite filled the salon, people having been gathering there, drawn by crowd magnetism. He did not see Aloysius Sturm, who was hidden by the press of people just inside the farther door. Cries of “Encore!” and “Bis!” broke out again, and prolonged cheering and clapping.


  Joan felt somebody take her by the elbow. She looked round, and found Mr. Sturm beside her, his face hot and angry.


  “How is this?” he demanded. “Schnabel does not allow these things! What has happened? The agencies will be sore about this, ma’am, I can assure you.”


  Joan made a gesture of helplessness, but the impresario continued to look at her with suspicion, as though accusing her of this ruinous intrusion into the professional reticence of the world-famous performer.


  “I hope that kid’s all right,” said John, at the other side of Joan, loading her with a second responsibility. This, however, did not perturb her. She saw the anxiety in her husband’s attitude, and found it most reassuring.


  “It’s all beyond our control,” she said to Mr. Sturm. “It happened in a moment. We did not even see Schnabel in the room. He appeared from a corner up there by the piano. And even if we had, we should not have known him.”


  “Well, that’s a good alibi,” said Mr. Sturm, his good nature restored. “But I want you to realise, ma’am, that when these artists break out in this way, they give us the dickens of a lot of trouble. It does them no good. Give the public something for nothing, and it takes it for granted. The whole relationship between an artist and his public is broken down, you understand. You must see that, ma’am. Down come the rarity values. It doesn’t do, I say. And here I have come from Paris to talk business with Schnabel, and this is what I find. News of this will go all round the musical world, I guess.”


  He was obviously very worried, and Joan looked at him almost with sympathy. She was even inclined to believe that he was not bluffing her with this talk as a screen for his real motive in coming, to follow Adrian and ingratiate himself with the boy before assaulting the opposition at home. She said nothing, however. The whole field of this musical activity, with the big business machinery beneath it, was something outside her scope. She had her brief from the boy’s father, and that was enough. The immediate concern was that she had already allowed this brief to be abused.


  Further reflection was arrested by the sound of redoubled applause. Schnabel, after nodding abruptly at the audience, had put the album on the reading desk, pointed out something to the boy, and was now sitting ready for action. The clapping died down, and there followed that moment or two of silence when time stands still. One belated individual clapped, but was instantly reprimanded by the increased frigidity of the rest of the audience.


  The piece found by Adrian was the piano duet by Brahms (Opus 23); the variations on a theme by Schumann, that generous and noble-natured elder who had helped Brahms in the beginning, and remained an influence throughout the rich years that followed.


  This time it was the child who frowned as he played. He was struggling, reading at sight something outside the comprehension, perhaps, even of his unaccountably prompted consciousness. The theme, one of the last flashes of musical intelligence that lit Schumann’s mind before his madness drove him to suicide, was stated with instant authority by this incongruously paired couple. Its key, of E flat major, gave it at once that other-world tone which perhaps justified the deranged mind of Schumann in claiming that he heard the voices of Schubert and Mendelssohn dictating to him, summoning him over the brink.


  Adrian could not possibly have guessed, even by the abnormal intuition that gave him his faculty for sight-reading, what a tragic history the theme represented in the life of a great forerunner, led astray by spiritualistic dabblings. He may, perhaps, have appreciated the healthy skill with which Brahms had brought the theme back to this world, for the boy set to the task with a vigour and rhythmic authority that again made his partner glance down at him with surprise and a grim commendation. The child might almost have overheard Brahms himself, in his famous admonition about the writing of variations. “They must always keep their aim firmly in view, and this is only possible if the bass is firmly established, otherwise they are left hanging in the air. Then straight ahead towards the goal, without beating about the bush.”


  By some chance, or more probably by the immeasurable direction of his rich instinct, Adrian brought out that firmness in the bass, and the experienced old master beside him almost chuckled with satisfaction. A smile softened the stony features, and the predominance of the Mendelssohn influence was made apparent. The tenderness, the resignation, appeared to come from Schnabel’s hands, permeating the whole, and winding their way through the contrapuntal fabric of the second and fourth variations, while the energy, the youthful revolt against these whisperings from another world, were brought to the music by the diminutive fists of the child.


  The playing of the Mozart had been impressive enough. But here was something beyond belief. As the variations grew in power, their freedom only adding to the sense of a unity imposed by the devout nature of Brahms, with its perpetual sense of spiritual rapture, the audience sighed, fighting down its wonder and incredulity. Joan saw the boy, or what could be seen of him half-behind the bulky shape of the master, through a blur of strong feeling. She was not weeping; but her senses were drawn and taut. Anything might happen. The boy was hardly human, perhaps. Certainly, he was a responsibility beyond her powers. She was afraid, and shivered. She put out her hand and clung to John’s arm, making him look round at her. He nodded, as though she had implored him to agree with her about something of vital importance. That, too, was reassuring. They would stand together over this affair, at any rate. She pressed his arm, and he responded again, by moving slightly nearer to her, enabling her to lean against him.


  The emphasis in the sixth and ninth variations stretched Adrian’s small body, and he was seen to lean forward, his lips parted, his face sweating and shiny. But he held the pace, and remained in equal partnership with Schnabel, who had perhaps accommodated the timing a little through these aggressive approaches to the theme. Then came the tenth and last, the funeral march introduced as a direct elegy for Schumann. The grandeur of this, with the secondary introduction of divine hope, and the final tenderness, left the audience for almost half a minute in dead silence after the music ceased. Schnabel had already closed the lid of the piano, and stood up, before the applause broke over the two players. It was less tumultuous than before. The surprise had already been expressed, and the novelty. This time, the nature of the music had been enigmatic, above the heads of many of the guests. They were all aware, however, of something prodigious, which they were not likely to encounter again, certainly not in such informal circumstances. People began to move about as they clapped, asking each other questions, puzzled in their pleasure, with a touch of fear; the fear of the unknown, the superhuman.


  The hotel musicians mounted the dais, and the pianist, the German who had recognised the master, shook him by the hand, Schnabel gravely responding and thanking him. Then he turned, seized Adrian by the shoulder, as though the child had been caught stealing apples from an orchard, as perhaps he had, and piloted him through the crowd towards Joan and John Boys.


  As he approached them, he saw Aloysius Sturm beside them, and a dark frown settled over his face, making him so formidable that nobody dared to interrupt his progress.


  “You are right,” he said to Sturm, anticipating the protest, “but this dangerous imp led me astray. It shall not happen again. I intend to talk to his parents. You will be interested to hear what I have to say, my friend.”


  Sturm’s attitude was almost obsequious. He bowed to the master, somewhat self-consciously, and took the child’s other hand, so that the boy stood as a link between them, while Joan and John stood watching this encounter between hardened old professionals. They were at a loss quite what to do.


  “Let us get away from here,” said Schnabel, “it becomes oppressive. I have had enough.”


  He walked through the salon, still with Adrian beside him, hand in hand. The crowd divided, and made a lane, clapping shyly, nervously, with smiles, and ingratiating nods and gestures. Schnabel made no acknowledgment. He stumped on, his features set, his glance downcast. Little Adrian trotted beside him, looking up from time to time as though to explore the heights so heavily clouded, to reassure himself about the nature of this giant against whom he had been measuring himself so innocently. He stopped once, and looking round anxiously, called, “Come along, Joan, don’t leave me.”


  This childish gesture caused several ladies in the audience to press forward, eager to embrace the child, but the forbidding monitor beside him drove them back like spray from a rock. Nobody dared approach too near. The Boys, with Sturm meekly behind them, followed, and soon the party was seated in a corner of the lounge, now emptied of its occupants. The band in the salon struck up a dance tune, and the shuffling of feet could be heard as normal activities were resumed.


  “We will discuss our American tour business later,” said Schnabel to Mr. Sturm. “I want to say something to this young man’s parents. Now, madam, I will not discuss him while he is with us; but I will predict for you; I will say that he should become a musician of the first order; and a musician is more than a pianist. You heard that Brahms, Sturm, eh? You heard it?”


  “I’ve heard that boy before, maestro,” said Sturm, reverently. “That’s what I’m chasing around the world for. I’m looking for the best: and I shall not find anything better than that. I want to promote him, but promote him properly, with no showman tricks, mark you. You know me well enough for that, eh?”


  He was pleading hopelessly already. He knew what was at the back of Schnabel’s mind, and that he would not be able to deny it.


  Adrian, bored by this solemn discussion, got up and wandered round the lounge, making his way to the reception desk, where he had already befriended the clerk, an elderly Italian woman.


  “This child is more than precocious,” said Schnabel, “he has an adult musical mind. What is to be done? I have seen so many brilliant children, and most of them dwindle away at puberty; either they are exhausted by exploitation, or they are examples of the seed that fell on shallow soil. You are both fortunate and unfortunate parents, let me say. I congratulate you and I pity you. The danger is in abusing this gift. Keep the child quiet, out of the public eye. We have indulged him this afternoon, and you see what the possibilities are: the unreality, the quick applause for the wrong reason. Bah!” He puffed out his lips and turned on Sturm, seated by his side.


  “You, Sturm. Take care! Leave the boy alone. Leave him to his parents for another ten years. Yes, ten years. Let us advise them together, for you know as much as I about the best teachers. Yes! I will take him myself for the last two years before he makes a début into public life. What is that to you, Sturm, ten years? You have your hands full enough, surely? Let me say this: I feel so strongly about this boy that I will not contract myself to you unless you leave him alone. That is final. Final!”


  He thumped his stout knee with his fist, and glared at John Boys.


  “You climb, sir?” he said. Boys nodded, not having dared to speak in this company so utterly outside his world. Schnabel at once melted. He smiled, nodded, murmuring, “Good! Good!” Then he turned to Joan.


  “You, his mother, must understand what I say? Of course you do.” He examined her more particularly. “But you are younger than I should have thought. These unusual children; they are born to middle-aged parents. Tell me …”


  “No,” said Joan demurely, feeling that she was losing something of great value, “I understand fully what you mean—but I am not his mother.”


  “I see, I see,” whispered Schnabel, still studying her face, and looking from her to John, apparently approving of both of them, for he next spoke tenderly, his face again expressive of deep feeling. “But you will be blessed. You will be blessed.”


  Joan stole a glance at her husband, and to her surprise found that he was looking at her with a new light in his eyes. She felt herself blushing, and bewildered between hope and distrust. She longed to be alone with him, to attempt once again to break down the barrier against which their marriage had been halted. Had this child been the instrument, with his strange power, and his intrusion into their emotional life? She could see now that he had affected John, disturbing him and even ageing him, just as she too had been influenced.


  “We do not understand these things,” added Schnabel, shaking his head gravely. “No, we do not. This thing, this fire, the creative fire: it spreads, and takes all forms. It warms us all into new life, and the making of life.” Then, turning to Sturm, he added, “And we must not misdirect it, Sturm. We must be patient. You have a duty, my friend. Wait for ten years.”


  Sturm stood up, to reach for the cigar-case in his hip pocket. He proceeded to cut a cigar, paused for a few moments, then stooped forward over the master.


  “Well, what you say goes for me, sir. I had hoped to sign up that boy for a world tour. He would fill every concert hall in the capitals. I had not believed he would last; they never do. But you convince me, maestro. What you say goes. You know about these things. And if I’m here in ten years, I’ll hope to sign him up then after you have given him that last polish. I’ll put that to his father when I get back to Paris to-morrow. You realise, his father is an English doctor there; not young, nor is his mother who is French. They both play an instrument, and they know his worth. That appears in the teaching he has already been given. His uncle and I have tried to get round that protective care. You put me to shame, maestro.”


  He puffed at his cigar, his bulbous eyes suffused with strong feeling.


  Schnabel meanwhile had also risen, and the others stood up, eager to recover the boy, the subject of this solemn discussion.


  “Now,” said Schnabel, “will you tell his parents what has happened to-day, and that I am willing to take him for two years when the time is ripe? He must lead a healthy life; not too much of one thing, eh, Sturm? His music must be everyday, a part of the rest of his interests, not a cancer to destroy him. Let him climb hills, as I do!” He chuckled, and smiled broadly at John, to whom he obviously had taken a strong liking. Then he shook hands with the English couple, dismissing them graciously, with just a touch of greater reserve since he had discovered that they were not the boy’s parents. “Now, Sturm, let us go and talk business together, since you go to-morrow.”


  He led the impresario towards the lift, and the Boys retreated to the entrance hall where they found their small charge sitting behind the reception-desk looking at an Italian illustrated paper with the clerk, who had one arm round his shoulders.


  “I think we ought to get him to bed,” said Joan, breaking the silence between herself and John, for they had not spoken because of the shyness that had beset them since the musician made his mistake about Adrian’s parentage. Or it may have been due to something deeper; some wild remembrancer whispering to them from among the presences summoned by the recent performance.


  “Yes,” said John, meditatively, “come along, old son, time for bed now.”


  Quite unself-consciously, and without demur, Adrian slid off the high stool, said good-night to the adoring woman, and took Joan’s hand. John elected to go upstairs with them, and all three entered Adrian’s room.


  “Shall we go down the Cresta again?” he asked, while being undressed. “Shall we, John?” he repeated, with added eagerness.


  Boys looked at the naked figure, which Joan was trying to introduce to a pair of pyjamas. He saw the small bone structure, the graceful limbs, the well-poised shoulders and neck, with that large head slightly out of proportion surmounting all. It was Joan who answered, as she buttoned the pyjama coat.


  “We must think about that, Adrian. It might be better to go skating again; more exercise for those legs of yours, eh?”


  “But I loved it, Joan. It was wonderful; the speed, the bumps; oh, and when we turned over; great! great!” He re-acted the scene, turning himself and tumbling so that the pyjama coat, still in Joan’s hands, slipped up over his head and muffled the peal of laughter with which he once again enjoyed the escapade.


  When Joan had finally got the boy to bed and seen to his supper, she went to her own room to tidy herself for dinner. She found John waiting there, standing at the dressing-table and staring into the mirror. But it was patent that he could not see there what he was looking for. He turned, guiltily, as Joan came in. She shut the door, approached him, and waited.


  “You heard what he said,” John spoke first. His voice was hoarse.


  “Who, Adrian?”


  “No, Schnabel.”


  They eyed each other again, two strangers recognising something of great importance to both.


  “You mean …?”


  “I mean his taking us for the boy’s parents, Joan. I wonder why that was? I’ve been thinking lately, ever since we brought him here, in fact. Something has been missing, you know. Have you felt that too, Joan? I don’t know. I’ve not been awake, I suppose. Oh, damn it, I wish I could say what I want: but look here, old girl, you know my nature. I’ve been damned fond of you all along. I hadn’t realised how much until we made that break. You were pretty desperate there, I must say. But can’t we start again? Can’t you forgive me for, for … I don’t know quite what it was. I was afraid of something, I suppose. You know the old business about keeping going, the brain alert, the muscles fit! It’s always been dinned into me, from school days, that sex and all that destroys one’s will. But look here, this boy has done something to us both, hasn’t he? You can’t cut life in two that way. I love you, Joan, after all; that was never in question.”


  Joan, clumsy and still somewhat afraid in spite of her longing and her love, hesitated. But while she stood there, unable to say a word or to help him, John suddenly put his head in his hands and broke down. That woke her, released her. With a murmur of endearment, she took him in her arms, and they wept together.


  That night, he came through from his room, and for the succeeding nights they slept together, man and wife.


  Chapter Twenty-Three

  

  The Summit


  Returning to her room one morning, rather late and therefore anxious lest she should be observed, Mary Winterbourne had hardly settled herself into the cold bed before the maid knocked at the door.


  Mary suspected that the woman was not quite as respectful as she had formerly been. She could not point to an actual rudeness, or familiarity. She told herself that maybe it was only her uneasiness that made her see a change in the woman’s attitude. She watched her now, and observed the rapid glance round the room, and at the hastily-rumpled bed. Was there a gleam of amusement in that Latin eye, or was it censure? Mary forced herself to dismiss such conjecture, and to attend to the practical matter of receiving the tray with coffee and brioches—and a letter.


  “Oh!” she exclaimed, involuntarily. “A letter!”


  “Yes, madam. It will cheer your solitude,” said the maid, demurely smoothing the quilt to put down the tray on Mary’s knees.


  “My solitude? Oh yes,” replied Mary, after a second’s pause, that might have been anger, or shame. But she quickly filled the gap with self-assurance, endorsed by the years of maturity behind her. This was so authoritative that the maid looked up, her eyes bright not with criticism, but admiration. The two women were friends henceforth; a turn which gave Mary added confidence in her own conduct.


  This confidence had been growing as day succeeded day without anything disturbing the love affair. The sense of payment deferred, with which she had first entered upon the adventure, grew fainter and fainter. She had begun to look upon this fullness of life and love as something to which she had a right. She was prepared to pay for it, but in her own way, and that a completely unselfish and unindulgent way. Tom, her Tom, was to be renewed, given just that self-determination which he had hitherto lacked. And she could do it. Already he was more authoritative, more prepared to grasp facts and deal with them.


  She pondered on this as she reached for the letter. It was addressed by Joan’s hand. Mary stared at it, frightened, hopeful. This was the first communication since the girl had gone away; frightened away by disgust. That fact had to be faced now, for this letter might confirm it, and confirm it dreadfully. All the new pleasure in life, the rejuvenation, might be dashed by one word from Joan. Mary knew that, and her heart quailed. She held the letter unopened, summoning courage.


  After the maid had left the room, making some remark that Mary had responded to automatically, without hearing, the letter still lay impassively where Mary had replaced it on the tray. But now she took it up again and at last opened it.


  As though to reassure herself, she paused to hear Tom moving about overhead. The distant stropping of his razor, that marital sound, brought an everyday quality to the relationship, so healthy, so sane and workable.


  “Dear Mother,” said Joan, in a non-committal opening. The stropping ceased, and Tom must now be leaning forward, his ruddy cheeks emerging like those of a youth from the lather. Mary pictured this, with a wilful artfulness, seeking aid against what might be coming from Joan.


  “For give me for not writing before. Life has been very full here, with two males to look after. The small one is not the least of the two, I can assure you. But I have reason to be grateful to him, though I may be fanciful in saying so. I’ll tell you about that sometime, if I can. Mother dear, something has happened between John and me. The old misunderstanding has vanished. That is all I can say, and I really believe little Adrian, all unwittingly, has had much to do with it. I shall never forget that, though he’s a dangerous little Turk, and I am sorry for the women with whom he comes in contact later in life. They will find themselves powerless. Oh, Mother, I too am powerless. I wish I could say more, but I have yet to learn how to. You did not teach me that. Perhaps to-day you would be willing to, for I have thought, since we came to Paris, that something momentous has happened to you. I was frightened; but now I understand, and I can only love you all the more for being yourself, and true to yourself, if it is that way. I don’t know. I am still rather a novice. Do you see what I mean, and what has also happened here, between John and me? We are man and wife at last, darling, and I am so happy that I am afraid. I don’t know of what, but sometimes life is too good to be true. They are collecting the post now, so I can say no more. But things are happening, that is all. John and I both long for a family. We have discussed it—more than discussed. You know what I mean. Bless you, and please write to us and say something. Ever, Joan.”


  Mary read the letter without response. It could not be true. Mary was still half-engaged in the sweet aftermath of love, listening to the movements of the man from whose arms she had so recently crept. Then the full purport of Joan’s news came home to her. She re-read the letter, and a flush of tearful delight suffused her whole person. Her lips trembled, she groped for her handkerchief, but she had left it under Tom’s pillow. No matter, she must go and tell him. This made all the difference. Here was a full and final justification for everything. She carefully put the tray on the side-table, and got out of bed. Groping for her slippers, she blindly made her way to the door, fastening the cord of her dressing-gown.


  Careless of being observed, she fled upstairs and knocked at Tom’s door, immediately opening it. He was towelling his head, and now stood, hair ruffled, his face ruddy with friction, and surprise.


  “My dear,” he said, “what on earth? But do be careful, Mary. There are people about by this time.”


  She ignored this caution. Shutting the door, she approached him, with the letter in her hand.


  “Tom, from Joan. A letter, and it accepts everything. Oh, I can’t tell you what I feel. It confirms all that has been happening. I knew it. I knew that we were justified. You will see. Joan only further convinces me that we are right, Tom. Why should we frustrate our lives, so late too, when we have only ourselves to consider? Nobody is suffering on our account. And now that even Joan has realised, and learned to approve, the way is clear. Tom, I love you more than ever now. I need not disguise it. Whatever happens, I will be with you. I will come to the …”


  But Tom interrupted her by his embarrassment. He was still concerned about her being seen by the hotel staff, or other guests.


  “Take care, my dear,” he said, “don’t overdo things. It’s better to go slow for the moment. God knows we’ve been reckless enough. I never thought that at this time of life I should …”


  “Oh, stop harping on our age, Tom. You make me feel cold. Listen, Joan says that something has happened to them. They are happy at last, and she even dares to hope for a family. She says it is due to the boy. I don’t quite understand that. But that doesn’t matter. What does matter is that she now understands us and is willing to accept our relationship. It is all-important. You know what she means to me. For all those years she was all I had. It’s different now, but she is no less precious, though I was risking losing her. Don’t you understand?”


  She did not realise that her appeals to him to understand this or that aspect of things, in their love, in the situation, in its potentialities, were becoming increasingly frequent. He stared at her now, his face still ruddy, his eyes hungry.


  “Jolly good show, my dear. But look here, cut back to your room now, before we’re caught. I don’t like the idea of people talking about you. It’s the woman to whom the mud sticks in these affairs. I’m a bit old-fashioned, Mary. I’ll be down after we’ve had our coffee. The maid will be along here with mine now, so cut off before she comes, for heaven’s sake. Here, kiss me and run!”


  He put his arm round her shoulders, the towel enveloping her, and they kissed, still with a touch of desperation, even after the night’s fullness. He stood behind the door and shut it after her.


  An hour later they met again in the lounge and went out together. The storm had dropped, and frost covered the city. Sunlight was already etching patterns of light on it, reversing the process of ‘gold falling sick, being touched by mercury’.


  “There’s more correspondence from London, about this wretched business,” said Tom, in reply to Mary’s query as to what they should do that day. “I ought to call in and see those damn lawyers. Luke said I must consult them at every turn: but he’s footing the bill, and it must be piling up.”


  Mary studied him while he was telling her this. She was nervous whenever he mentioned the matter, for his manner became equivocal; not quite dishonest, but vaguely disconcerting. She had determined to construe it as another aspect of the embarrassment which gripped him whenever money was mentioned. Money, she decided, was for him a symbol of failure, and he had a sense of inferiority about it.


  “Dearest,” she said, hesitantly, tucking her hand under his arm and trying to be as feminine as possible, “why can’t I help over this affair? I know nothing about it really. You have never fully explained. Only a hint here and there. I’m certain that something definite can be done, without all this waiting about. Are you satisfied, yourself, with the lawyers?”


  “There are two lots of them, my dear girl,” he said. “Our own family firm in London, and these people here who are working for them. I don’t know. I give it up. It was Luke’s suggestion that I should come over to Paris for a while, and keep out of the way.”


  “It sounds rather odd, Tom. It’s not in keeping, surely?”


  “No. But the whole business is out of keeping. I ought never to have dabbled in it. I know nothing about the City. But my general put me up to it. We left the Service together, and he went on to the Board of the Guaranty Trust, and took me with him. I suppose our names looked respectable on the notepaper. But I never knew what they were talking about at the Board meetings. It was like higher mathematics to me. I’d had no experience in that sort of stuff. All that side of the regimental work I left to our adjutant, a sound enough fellow. Nothing ever went wrong there.” He looked as rueful as a schoolboy who has overwound his watch. They walked on in silence for a while, Mary casting about in her mind how to suggest helping him without wounding his pride. In spite of his upstanding figure and handsome bearing, he looked defenceless, almost beaten. At least, so he appeared to her, and she wanted to fight the world on his behalf. Pressing his arm closer to her side, she appealed to him.


  “Of course not, darling. How could it? But what has gone wrong here? That is the problem I’m not clear about. You haven’t explained.”


  “I don’t quite grasp it, Mary, to tell you the truth. There is something about the balance sheets not being satisfactory. I had been away, to contact the agent in South Africa. D’you know, I’m inclined to suspect it was a bit of a ruse to get me out of the way? But that sounds like cheap melodrama. It can’t be true. At any rate, the night I got back the secretary of the company rang me up and said the balance sheets had to go to press next morning in order to be ready for the general meeting a couple of days later. They were waiting for my signature, the last one. He asked me to sign them that night if he brought them round. That’s all it amounts to. He came in late, had a drink and a chat, and we talked about my trip, and off he went. He, too, was a decent sort of chap: been in the Territorials during the war.”


  This explanation did not mean much to Mary, but she accepted it as a satisfactory light on Tom’s part in the business. She clung to him with an almost primitive possessiveness as they walked down to the Seine and along the Quai Voltaire, which they had joined at the bottom of the Rue du Bac. They had made no plan after all, for the matter in hand was too compelling. Both were wary of taking a false step as they discussed it. Tom was obviously ashamed of his stupidity over the whole business, and he was trying to hide this chagrin from Mary.


  They walked past the first island and crossed the bridges to the He St. Louis, round which they promenaded, breaking off from their preoccupation from time to time to admire the ancient town houses. The sunlight grew no stronger, for the cold lingered in the narrow streets. Patches of frost began to encroach again, and outside a slummy courtyard in the Rue St. Louis that threaded from end to end of the island, the elderly couple, bemused both by love and money, saw a puddle of dirty water flickering over with a tiny corrugation of new ice.


  “Oh, Tom!” exclaimed Mary, suddenly, as they moved on, “let’s forget everything unpleasant for to-day. I’m so happy, after all, that I don’t care what happens. We’ve got each other now, haven’t we; after what we have shared? It’s not been done lightly, Tom? Tell me that?”


  His reply was hardly coherent, so overcome was he by strong feeling. Walking down the middle of the dirty little street, they attracted attention because of the way they clung together, gazing into each other’s eyes like Aucassin and Nicolette in the morning of romance. Parisians glanced at them, it might have been with envy; it might have been with derision.


  “I feel so strong. We will face this together, Tom. And I don’t believe that they can touch you. I wish I could find somebody to confirm my faith. And now our next objective is to persuade your brother to let that child accept these contracts. It is absurd to waste such an opportunity. I should think even musicians would agree about that. Now Joan is happy, I can feel free to come with you to America, if you go as his manager. Together, we surely could look after him properly, and even convince his parents that we would. It would mean a fortune for him, and it would solve all your problems too.”


  This cheered Tom instantly. He was willing to be convinced, and while they walked back to the Carrefour de l’Odéon, to the restaurant where Mary and Joan had enjoyed a meal the day after they first came to Paris, and where she and Tom had since habituated, frequently bringing Aloysius Sturm with them, the infatuated lovers talked freely of the golden opportunities awaiting them in America, through the conjuration of little Adrian.


  They continued in this daydream during the first part of the meal, their confidence growing as they warmed under the caress of the carafe of Beaujolais. They had hardly finished their escalops, however, before Mr. Sturm entered, his venerable head appearing up the spiral staircase like that of a performing seal.


  “Ha! I expected to find you here. I went to your hotel, Colonel, and heard that you had gone out together. Now tell me, if I may intrude, tell me what does this signify? If ever I saw a couple of people really happy, and really happy, I see them now; and indeed I have been watching that happiness growing ever since I first had the pleasure of meeting this lovely little lady, Colonel; and I am presuming that you will not object to my calling her that, in your presence of course. I am an American, and used to being outspoken. A spade is a spade, and a most beautiful woman is a most beautiful woman, and that goes for me, I may say. Do I have to begin to congratulate anybody?”


  The English couple, who had undergone almost a change of character in the waters of love, were far from objecting to Mr. Sturm’s observations. They purred together. They were on top of the world, and could afford to accept tributes. The donor was welcomed, and he sat down with them and rearranged the meal, calling for a special bottle of Chambertin to celebrate his return from St. Moritz, and the joy of the couple at whom he gazed with the utmost benevolence. Mary began to see him through a haze of approval.


  “We have been talking about plans for the future,” she said later, over the coffee and cognac. “I propose to go to America with Tom when he takes his nephew.”


  Mr. Sturm was in process of cutting his cigar when she said this. He paused, looked up shrewdly, studying her features with something other than the sentimental benevolence which he had shown throughout the luncheon.


  “You mean precisely that?” he said, continuing with his small task. “And I take it, then, that there will be an interesting event before you go; is that so, Mrs. Winterbourne?”


  Mary, her mind subconsciously occupied with the hints in Joan’s letter, misconstrued his words.


  “But Joan is not sure. She cannot be.” She was inclined to be hurt that Joan could, so indiscriminately, have confided her hopes to this stranger during his twenty-four-hour visit to St. Moritz. But Mr. Sturm quickly corrected her.


  “I was referring, dear lady, to you and the colonel. I take it that if you are thinking of going to my country together, you will also be thinking of going as man and wife. There might otherwise be some slight difficulty, formalities maybe, but vexing ones.”


  Tom, at this, began to lose some of his easiness of manner. He looked almost in panic at Mary, but she appeared to be unshaken.


  “Of course, that will be arranged, Mr. Sturm. Colonel Batten’s wife, whom he has not seen for ten years, will have to be persuaded to relinquish her grip. She has nothing to gain, so far as I can see, by persisting in her present attitude.”


  “I gather that she is a Catholic,” said the American, studying the glass of brandy in his podgy hand. “That implies more than an attitude, perhaps. It might present difficulties, a matter of principle. I am a Catholic myself, Mrs. Winterbourne. I can appreciate the problem involved, you see.”


  His benevolence had by now cooled. It was in process of being replaced by that implacable business instinct which had made him so successful an impresario.


  “But it is irrational!” exclaimed Mary with a touch of asperity. “She cannot thrust her opinions into our lives. She has no hold upon Tom. She left him because she did not approve of his giving up his career in the Army. That was worldly enough. She cannot appeal to Heaven to support her in that. It is not only irrational; it is dishonest.”


  “Quite so,” said Mr. Sturm, his voice quieter and slower than usual, “quite so, Mrs. Winterbourne. But you, Colonel, will recognise, since you have been in so close a contact with a Catholic mind, that your wife may regard the matter as being outside her control.”


  There was a deadlock for some time after this. Mary was indignant. She was also momentarily frightened. She looked at Tom again and again, but he sat there, evasive, sinking again into that passivity from which she had believed him to be already rescued under the assurance of their passion, and the pride it had brought him, and of which he had told her again and again.


  “Oh well,” she said finally, drawing on her gloves, rather as a snub to the American than as a signal for departure, “all that is a matter to be arranged. Surely you would agree, Mr. Sturm, that it would be advantageous if Colonel Batten and I went over in charge of the boy? It would certainly induce his parents to agree to the tour that you want to arrange.”


  This was a direct attack, and Mr. Sturm was prepared to admire her for it. But he looked at her again, carefully estimating her purpose and her character before he spoke, sadly shaking his head.


  “That won’t be for some time yet, dear lady. Not for another ten years, in fact. You see, it is like this. I am interested in other artists too. My journey to St. Moritz was not, as you presumed,” and he gave an admonitory accent in that reference to her presumption, “in chase of the infant prodigy, wonderful as he may be. I went to contact an already world-famed artist. And it is he who has refused to allow me to promote young Adrian Batten at present. He says that the boy needs ten years’ quiet work, with no outside interference or glamour-stuff. It’s a counsel of perfection, but he persists in it, and has threatened to break with me as his own promoter, if I persist. I can’t afford to do that, Mrs. Winterbourne, for the artist is none other than Artur Schnabel.”


  He delivered the name as though expecting Mrs. Winterbourne to be annihilated by it. She was not, for her interest in the world of music was quite conventional and perfunctory. She had heard the name, of course, but merely as one of many professional pianists. She may even have heard Schnabel play; but would not be sure of that. Her concern was with the welfare and future of her lover. She was prepared to fight. For the moment, she said nothing. Her anger was gathering, and she sat looking at Mr. Sturm, now no longer an ally.


  Mr. Sturm saw the antagonism in her eyes. He was professionally expert at reading such scriptures. His world-wide business depended upon that skill.


  “I’ll tell you, dear lady,” he said, speaking softly, ingratiatingly, “that the master has offered to take the boy for the last two of those ten years. You will appreciate what that means, I am certain. You understand, Colonel? It is a big thing, a mighty big thing. And believe me, it is worth waiting for. It will make that boy as safe as Solomon!”


  For a moment, Mary was puzzled by this reference. She thought of the Bible hero, and of the Queen of Sheba. She even wondered if Mr. Sturm was making a point at her and the comparable relation between herself and Tom Batten. But Mr. Sturm added:


  “And Solomon was a child prodigy; open to all the dangers too.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four

  

  The Annunciation


  Before Schnabel left, two days after Mr. Sturm’s departure, he had another conversation with John and Joan Boys, instructing them what to say to Adrian’s parents when they took the child back to Paris. On the last afternoon, he invited the boy to his private sitting-room, but no strains of music emerged during that interview. The veteran and the infant sat talking, and looking at music scores. Interrupting the absorbing tête-à-tête, Adrian ran upstairs and returned with his skates, which he had to demonstrate to this new friend. The enthusiasts were very sagacious together, and an observer would have had to be shrewd to ascertain who was the more grave of the two.


  The old musician took Adrian back to his guardians, and had tea with them in an obscure corner of the great lounge. When he said good-bye, he stood contemplating the child, with a hand on the nape of the small neck.


  “Ah!” he said, “young man! You must not let your skates rust; not a speck! Not a pin-point!” He shook hands, surprisingly gently, with the adults, touched the boy again on the shoulder, turned with an almost military precision, and stumped away. Little Adrian sat down beside John, opposite Joan. His face had gone pale, and his eyes shone so brilliantly that Joan feared he had taken a chill.


  “I think we’ll go up, Adrian,” she said. For once he did not object. He stood up, without a word, and waited for her to lead the way. When she did not move, he put his hand in hers so confidingly that she felt a spasm of maternal agony. It was absurd, she told herself. To shake off the untoward mood, she took the boy away, leaving John to seek the billiard-room.


  “What is it, Joan?” said the infant, while she was undressing him. He was still deceptively distrait, after his session with Schnabel.


  “What is what?” she demanded, sharply, for she felt that one of his almost supernatural remarks was coming. Her abruptness of tone made him glance up at her mischievously.


  “What has made you so different since we came?” he added.


  “But I am not different,” she lied. It was impossible to let this go on.


  “Oh yes,” he said, shaking his head solemnly. “I can’t tell you what it is. But I could play it. Yes, I could play it.” He shut his eyes, and made pianistic gestures with his fingers and outspread hands. “It would be in an open key, and a long phrase, oh, so lovely, Joan, just as I love you too. It would be wonderful, like smelling flowers, oh … oh …” Suddenly he seized her and clung with his arms round her neck, burying his face in her hair just above the ear. She felt him panting, his breath hot, sweet. “I wish you were my mother too, Joan. You ought to be my mother. I want you, I want you!” He began to weep, still clinging to her with animal intensity.


  She was at a loss what to do. She dared not repulse him. For a few moments she let him remain thus, long enough to realise that she was responding with a passion that terrified her because it was so unaccountable. It was even more primitive than the newly-released sensations which had brought happiness between her and her husband. Those were almost self-conscious in comparison. But she knew, as well, that they were augmented and in part explained, and doubled, by this response to Adrian’s emotion. But the child was certainly abnormal, she told herself guiltily, and must not be encouraged for another instant.


  “There, Adrian. Gently, old fellow.” She was groping for words, trying to accept his dreadful adultness while abstracting it from him, to make him a child again, without that burden of passion, or genius; whatever it was. “You mustn’t upset yourself just at bed-time, Adrian. Why, it will make you dream.” She slowly unclasped the boy’s arms, and drew them down to his sides, still holding them in case he grew violent again. “You’ll be over-tired to-morrow. And if the weather changes, as John says it will, we have planned to go skating in the morning. That will be grand; all three of us. John has promised us that. Why, we’ve been indoors for nearly a week, haven’t we, while the gale has been blowing and loosening the snow?”


  Gradually she succeeded in quietening the boy. But after she had got him to bed, and seen about a supper-tray, he had the parting word.


  “I wish somehow that we were going home again soon. There’s so much I want to play; all the snow, and the rink, and the toboggan run, and the shining mountains. And I want to play what I told you just now, Joan; to show you how … how you smell so lovely, so lovely.” He stared at her unbelievingly, and she retreated backwards, oddly shy, and not daring to let him look at her from behind as she left his room.


  She did not go downstairs at once. She did not even enter her own room, but walked slowly up and down the corridor, lost in a rumination beyond her understanding. She felt hot, besieged. Something was clamouring at her mind, and she was afraid. Putting her hands to her cheeks, she felt them burning. Her breath laboured. Then someone left the lift, and turned the angle of the corridor. It was John.


  “Hallo, old girl, got him to bed?” He spoke before he had observed any disturbance. Then, approaching closer, he saw.


  “Anything wrong, Joan? You look hot. What’s …?”


  “It must be this central heating. I feel I’m being boiled alive. Oh, I wish we could get out. This begins to frighten me, John.”


  “Frighten you? What d’you mean, old dear? Dancing, and music, and jolly good meals? I should have thought that would appeal to a woman. I’m the one to be frightened. It’s making me soft. Too infernally comfortable, all this kind of life. I don’t know. But I’m not grumbling, for once. Look here, Joan, I’ve been happier with you during this holiday than ever before. I’ll say that. You know what I mean. We’ve started something, eh, old girl? And it’s been fun having that kid along with us. An eye-opener, really. I’d not given a thought to that sort of thing before. You see? But look here, you’re not feeling too good, are you? Come in and lie down for half an hour before dinner. I’ll read to you.”


  “No, we must let Adrian get off to sleep. He’s overexcited already. If he hears our voices he’ll want to join in. You know what he’s like. He’s just been frightening me again. That’s what has upset me, perhaps. I can’t describe what happens. But he works himself up suddenly into an emotional state.” She frowned, then laughed nervously, as John took her round the waist and persuaded her into her room. “John. If I were mad, I might fancy he is as old as you—and in love with me.”


  John looked at her, relinquishing his grasp. Then he spoke, softly, thoughtfully, a man coming to a belated conclusion.


  “I shouldn’t blame him for that, my dear. No, Joan, I shouldn’t. But I might want to cut in, you know. I might raise a few objections, as your husband, especially as your husband, after what I’ve learned lately.” He chuckled, and put his arm round her again, kissing her hair, and then suddenly turning her face up with one hand, kissing her on the mouth and pausing to whisper:


  “Is that what the little rascal wanted, eh, Joan?”


  “I don’t know; I don’t know!” she replied, her voice broken with distress, or eagerness. “But it’s what I want, John. I feel lost. What is happening to me? Stay with me while I change my dress. I can’t be left alone.”


  “I’ll stay with you, my dear. I’m a bit off-side too. Is it something to do with the row we had, or is it the influence of this boy we’re in charge of? He’s got me too, I must admit.” Then he approached her again, and she felt his hand trembling when he touched her bare shoulder. “But it’s the future now, Joan. It’s the future. But you ought to lie down a bit. I’ll stay here. I was coming up to do a bit of work. But I’ll stay with you. Let’s lie down now, and take it easy.” No sound came from the next room. Adrian must have fallen asleep immediately.


  Later, when they were dressing, with the communicating door open, Joan went in to her husband, for him to fasten the zip of her dress at the back.


  “John,” she said, reaching up and touching the tip of his ear with her lips, “this is different now. We are really together. Does it mean … Oh, I hope it means …” and she indicated, with a glance over her shoulder, the room beyond her own, where the infant lay.


  “It wouldn’t be unnatural, would it?” he said. “But where should I be, then?”


  “Oh, you fool, you dear fool,” she whispered, rich with unutterable laughter, “you will always be the youngest, the most obstinate, the difficult baby.”


  They went down to dinner, after peeping in at Adrian, who lay asleep with one arm outside the bedclothes. Joan tenderly moved it, and covered it up. He murmured something, half-opened his eyes, but was off again, turning with a sensual sigh into the pillow.


  “He’s put on a bit of colour since we brought him here,” whispered John. “Don’t wake him up.” He drew Joan away, but she was reluctant. The sleeping boy magnetised her, and she looked back again at him before they shut the door.


  After dinner, they joined the dancers in the salon for the rest of the evening, returning to their room, and to Joan’s bed, just before midnight.


  Next morning the weather had changed. The wind had dropped, and the temperature too. The sun rose along the valley, on a world once more glittering and crystalline.


  “Look at this,” said John, turning from the window, “we’re free again, Joan. Now’s the test. We’ll see what this week indoors has done to us. I’d like to take that boy for a short climb. Good to introduce him to something tough. You remember what the old musician said about teaching him to climb, to brace up his muscles? I think that old boy must regard the piano as a kind of marathon!”


  Joan did not think he was serious about taking a child of nine climbing. She did not even bother to reply, but lingered about, her mood still indulgent, luxuriant. She looked at her clothes critically, and disliked them. “What a sight I’ve been,” she said, half to herself. John heard, and disapproved. “Good enough for me, Joan. But let’s think about to-day. What are we going to plan? We might all three climb a little way. It will give Adrian no end of a kick to think he’s doing something grown-up. Though heaven knows he doesn’t want encouraging in that way. But we ought to test ourselves, Joan. We’ve been letting ourselves go, don’t you think?”


  She stared at him. But she said nothing, being determined to have no more recriminations. The touch of fear in her heart, that the old schoolboy athleticism was again in command, must not be recognised. She played for safety, and said nothing except to point out that Adrian had certainly been over-tired the night before, and that his heart was set on being able to go skating as soon as the weather permitted. John was silent for some time after this suggestion. She saw the struggle going on within him, and she dared not interfere. She could not trust herself to say the right thing.


  Not until after breakfast was the subject broached again. Adrian had appeared with skates already in hand. He was excited, and could hardly be persuaded to sit at the table.


  “What about a climb, Adrian?” asked John, innocently, helping the boy to an egg.


  Joan prayed over the reply, which was long in forthcoming. She knew that if the boy welcomed the proposal, she would have to intervene. She was determined, somehow, to stop such a mad adventure. Adrian beat the top of his egg, holding the spoon delicately in those skilful fingers. He frowned, then looked up slyly at John, and smiled, after an equally malicious glance at Joan.


  “I’d like to go skating, if you don’t mind,” he said. “Joan can come with me.”


  “Oh, oh, and what do I do?” cried John.


  Joan saw instantly the gleam of relief in his eyes. She knew that he wanted to get away, to reassure himself that his muscles had not lost their strength. There was nothing to be done. He had to fight this out for himself.


  “You’ll have to go alone,” she said. It was useless to pretend that she was not content with the idea. She was at peace, and confident. Nothing could disturb her now, she believed. She thought of her mother, and realised with dismay that her own recent misery had made her unjust, cruel. “I’ll go up and write a note to Paris,” she said, “and by that time you’ll both have finished your breakfast. Then Adrian and I will go down to the rink and see what’s doing. You go off on your own for this morning, John. Or why not make a day of it with those Cambridge men? I’m sure they’d welcome the suggestion.”


  This offer confirmed her first observation that John was brooding over the recent sweet indulgences. He pretended to look uncertain, but his face was alight with excitement.


  “Sure that’s all right?” he asked, rhetorically. “Right, old girl. Jolly good scheme. I’ll hunt out those fellows and see what they have to say about it. It might be a good plan, just to stretch our legs, you know. Can’t do anything serious, of course, after the recent snows. But we could have a look round, and find our bearings. By Jove, I feel like Samson this morning. I could knock a house over. But you never know. A spell like that indoors can get you unawares.”


  With this last remark, he looked gravely into Joan’s eyes; not accusingly, but with an acknowledged fear that made her want to shake him, and to take him in her arms with redoubled tenderness. But instead, she turned to the boy beside her, who was scooping the yolk out of his egg, wholly concentrated on that important task.


  “Wait here, then, both of you, and I’ll be down in a few minutes.”


  She laughed to herself as she stood in the lift. She pictured the two males at the breakfast table, endeared to her by their intense self-absorption. She felt a hundred years older than these two, questing creatures. She could wait now; everything would come to her; the future of the human race. Of that she was confident. In this mood she wrote a conciliatory note to her mother, and returned, dressed for outdoors, to find John and Adrian almost beside themselves with impatience.


  “Good! Here you are. Now then, Adrian, got everything you want? Remember to let your body swing on the hips. Throw your weight forward. But I don’t need to tell you. It’s all a matter of rhythm; like his music, eh, Joan; like his music?”


  John had already got everything organised. He bustled about, supervising Adrian’s preparations for venturing out, helping him with woollens and windjacket, fastening one glove while Joan attended to the other. Then he turned his attention to his wife, approving her appearance and the usefulness of her outdoor clothes. He fetched her skates from the lobby, and made sure that the laces in her boots were in good trim. “Everything O.K.!” he cried, accompanying them to the hotel door. “I’ve fixed things up with the other fellows, and we propose to start off. They think we ought to make a job of it, though. You don’t mind, Joan?”


  “What do you mean?” she said, pausing at the door and turning to him. “You can’t do any serious climbing to-day, John. It’s not safe.”


  “Don’t you worry, my dear. Go off and enjoy yourselves, and put in some jolly good practice. We’re old hands, after all. And they think we might as well take a guide with us.”


  “John, what have you been planning? Tell me, I can’t let you be foolhardy.”


  “Foolhardy? Listen, Joan. I’m not a novice. I’ve been at this all my life. My dear girl, you’ve got the jumps this morning. Now forget it! We’ve got everything taped; every move. Those boys have been at it as long as I have. We shall work together like an Everest team. It might mean making a night of it; but that’s nothing. We shall not go high. Now you cut along, both of you. Good-bye, my dears, and good gliding.”


  He stood watching them as they floundered through the snow, beyond the few yards where the hotel servants had made a clearance before the doors. Several other guests accompanied them, and the party moved off towards the rink, shouting and throwing snowballs, their laughter brittle in the crisp air, the sunlight catching their faces and clothes, and bringing out the colours to a garish intensity in comparison with the opals and pallors of the snowbound world through which they were breaking their way.


  John watched Adrian striding solemnly along, a diminutive figure beside Joan. He saw her take the child’s skates, so that the boy might make easier going of it through the snow, which was at least six inches deep along the drive. He stood, watching them, but his eyes betrayed the expectancy, and the uncertain questioning, in the forefront of his mind.


  After the party of skaters had turned off from the drive, towards the rink, pausing to look back and wave to him, he went in, and became his old self again, but with a difference. It was this difference that he was so anxious to put to the test of endurance. He found his Cambridge colleagues waiting, with ropes, and the guide, a reluctant guide, who looked up at the sky and the mountains with a calculating and doubtful eye.


  The four men set off at mid-morning, so fully equipped that nobody would have questioned their purpose. Joan had not seen these last-minute preparations, however, nor was she there to watch them go, or to observe the silent comment of one of the outdoor staff, an ancient Swiss peasant who left his smallholding in the higher reaches of the valley, to work during the winter season at the hotel. His remark consisted of a calculated pursing of his pallid lips, a lift of the eyebrow, and a well-aimed spit.


  There was nothing in the prospect to justify this scepticism. The sun shone down serenely, on a world at last grown peaceful, the storms forgotten. All angularities were smoothed over, and the landscape lay quilted, even the summits of the mountains being draped, and their fangs hidden. The English climbers made quick progress over the unsigned expanses approaching the small, steep valley which they had planned to attack, their goal being a ledge only some five thousand feet above an escarpment that curved round to overhang the moraine of a small glacier opening on the main valley. It was child’s play, that job, as John had explained. And the guide had nodded his head, thinking of the pay at the end of the day, or to-morrow midday when they returned after a night in the hut round the turn of the ledge. He was satisfied with the physical stamina of the three Englishmen. But he cast an eye from time to time at the placid mountains, shining in the sun like great cats basking.


  At the head of the small valley, the party paused, and roped themselves together.


  “This is the life,” cried John Boys, to the others. And they responded in kind, convinced that they were on top of the world, or at least about to be so, as near as could be in a short day’s trial. “This is the life,” repeated the younger of the three Englishmen, who was a mathematician of rising reputation. But his utterance at that moment was an example of mathematical opposites.


  The scene at the rink was one of Breughel-like activity. Most of the guests were out, for the surface had already been cleared, with the snow banked up round the clearing, making it a shallow saucer of delicate blue chinaware. Its glazed surface quickly became scored over with opaque lines, which the sun’s fingers picked out, changing them to threads of rainbow beauty. Various too were the garments of the skaters, who flashed about like hummingbirds, their physical exhilaration driving them on to more and more ambitious efforts.


  The movements, the skill, the patterns of visible fugues, woven by crimson, blue, white, yellow-clad humans, acted like music on Joan’s mind, and she shared fully the excitement of the child who was almost beside himself with glee. He showed an astonishing mastery, compelling attention from strangers, who watched his tiny figures of eight, and the cunning with which he wove patterns round the steady progress of Joan, who skated with a Dutch taciturnity, ignoring the imp who was decorating her progress with an Ariel-like gaiety.


  All was laughter, happy trickling laughter in the sun, with the roof of the mouth deliciously cold, the air sucked in through nostrils dilated with appetite for this new medium, this atmosphere that must have sustained the morning of the gods. Joan found herself singing as she sped along, leaning forward into the certain future, a future shining, crystalline, infinitely valuable. She leaned upon it, so confident was she under the influence of this drugging, over-charged air, which she could almost grasp in her fists, to feel it crackle like gold-leaf. “Oh, Adrian!” she cried, from time to time when he drew near enough, in this dream-motion, for her to see his face, and the ecstasy with which he was calculating his own movements; or more believably listening to the outside prompter directing those movements from the wings of this dream-theatre of light, “Oh, Adrian!” And that was all she could say.


  This circle of human activity lay surrounded by silence. The hotel and its out-buildings stood blanketed deep in the new-fallen snow. The town was hidden by rising ground and a ridge of pines, one of which had been blown over by the recent storms, and now rested in the arms of its neighbours, under long scarves of frozen snow and icicles. The few people who had ventured off to practise ski-ing, were swallowed up in the vast immaculateness, their voices negligible, their movement diminished. Silence was paramount, almost a visible presence.


  The sunlight gradually moved round, along the southern heights, and once Joan paused to note the effects of this gradual sweep of the fire of heaven. She saw it pick out a gully running off at right-angles into the northern wall of the valley, making what had been a black scar suddenly open into a coloured pathway that rose steeply and turned round an escarpment of the mountain, to be lost at the beginning of a deep ledge that went round the abrupt angle of this natural bastion. The ledge suddenly shone, seeming close, yet also unattainable because it was so remote, so lonely. ‘What a view from there!’ she thought, as she pointed it out to Adrian, who had glided up, and now hovered like a gull beside her, his arm in hers, quivering with nervous energy and preparation for taking flight again. “Look, Adrian! Would you like to be up there?”


  “I am up there! I am up there! I am everywhere. lean go where I like, Joan. I can see more than anybody in the world. I’ll tell you about it. Wait until we get home. I can hear everything I see!” He hugged her so wildly that he nearly brought her to the ground. Both laughed with delight, and once again the dance began, the fugue of impossible loves and insane certainties. Off they went.


  It might have been an eternity later that Joan returned to the same spot, and paused once more to stare at that distant ledge, fascinated by its remoteness, as it rested in the horizontal glare of the sun’s beams. It must have been there for ever, and it appeared to her fancy to be telling her so, speaking to her across the silence, and the vast tracts of unbroken snow.


  The silence deepened, if that were possible. The dome of the sky flickered from time to time, with a shudder of light that sent over the monotonous blue a momentary illusion of fire, of frozen fire. Joan watched this, and she felt a slight chill, as though what she had noticed were a veil of ice-crystals, some of which had detached themselves, invisibly, and struck her flesh. She looked round, suddenly anxious about the boy. But there he was, in mid-flight, his figure leaning on nothingness, at an angle of forty-five, or so it seemed, coursing over the rink. There was nothing to worry about. He must be as warm as toast.


  Still she remained watching, hypnotised by that prospect in the cleft of the alps. She was about to move on, when she noticed a tiny puff of what appeared to be vapour rise from the summit of the height above the ledge. Where, a moment before, the outline had been diamond-cut, it was now obscured by a tuft of whiteness that rose from the white surface. It licked upward, a tongue of ice, and relapsed. After a pause, it repeated the movement, rising a little higher, and twirling round before subsiding; a lovely, innocent play.


  Joan wanted to call Adrian to observe this with her, but he was away at the other end of the rink, joining hands with a woman who had been trying to attract him for some time; one of the vestals who had worshipped after the impromptu recital in the salon of the hotel.


  Joan turned back to the tiny drama in the heights. For the third time the flurry of whiteness rose, hovered, coiled and cork-screwed, lingering still longer before falling back, as though baffled in its miniature purpose.


  She waited for it to happen again. But some moments passed with no sign. The ice-peak, with one facet of bare rock, stood like a jewel against the blue. She was about to move again, feeling the chill of inaction, when she saw that thin line of rock widen a little. At the same time, the misty tongue licked up again, perhaps a shade firmer than before, and less lazy in its movement as it coiled on itself, to subside. Joan had already begun to glide on, but she stopped herself, fascinated by that tiny drama in the distant heights. Adrian was making towards her again, after another round of the rink. She waited for him to approach, and held out her hands as he eased down, gliding to rest beside her.


  “Come along, Joan!” he cried, “what are you so …”


  But before the boy could expostulate further, the universal silence was broken by a strange rumbling. It was very remote, but its reverberations penetrated through the ground. Joan suddenly felt cold, and shuddered. She turned Adrian round to face the mountains, pointing with her gloved hand.


  “Look, Adrian, look!”


  They stared, and most of the other skaters stopped also, to watch the distant drama. The peak above the ledge was now hidden by a veil; it might have been fog, or snow blown by an up-draught. The streak of rock grew still wider. Then, with a faint murmur, which the awe-stricken humans could now locate, the mist around the summit plunged down, grew, darkened. It was the birth of an avalanche. The rumbling continued, and the billowing mass rolled slowly down the mountain-side. It reached the ledge, and the ledge was no more. It paused there for a few moments, then was seen to be spreading below that feeble obstacle, gathering resources and filling the whole of the tiny valley. Long after it had come to rest, the growling rumble continued. But at last even the sulky aftermath of sound died away, and the panorama lay as before, sun-drenched, crystalline.


  Joan felt the boy clinging to her, his hands urging her into motion again. But she stared at the place where the valley had been, and the ledge. Nothing would appear to be changed to a person looking casually: but she had been watching with a close attention, compelled by a wayward curiosity tinged with fear. She did not trust that gentleness, softness, or the reluctance with which the distant gesture had begun and ended.


  “Come along, Joan!” cried Adrian, “there’s nothing to see now!”


  She looked down at him, and saw the avid excitement in his eyes, impersonal and self-absorbed. It filled her mind with a momentary repugnance. She was frightened. The confidence with which she had set out froze. She could feel the chill of it in her bones and flesh. She wished John were with her; and she wished it so desperately that her hand and arm went out, appealing to the empty world of whiteness, and the distant mountains. Adrian laughed with pleasure, thinking she was reaching out to come with him. At that moment, the bell from the hotel clanged over the snow, summoning the guests to luncheon. Those who could hear it began to trickle back, and Joan, dragged by Adrian, joined the procession.


  Chapter Twenty-Five

  

  Woman Proposes


  The defeat of Mary Winterbourne’s plan to accompany Tom Batten to America, and to assist in the repair both of his self-respect and his worldly fortune, set her thinking with an obstinate determination. She would not be beaten. The letter from Joan gave her additional strength, though her passion was now so ripened by indulgence that she needed no support.


  “Look, darling,” she said to her lover next morning, before leaving his room, “it’s a superb day. Why not borrow your brother’s car, or the little one which Mrs. Batten uses, and take me out to the country? We could drive down to Chartres and see the cathedral. I’ve never been there. I’d love it. And it would give us a chance to talk things over. Something has to be done. I’m not content for us to drift along, hoping for the best. I’m too proud of you, Tom, for that. Too proud of you, my love.”


  To prove her words, she returned to the bed, having drawn back the blind, and kissed him tenderly. The scar across his face stood out in the bright light, and she touched it with her hand, then hid it with her lips. This self-abandonment was still novel, with only faint echoes from a similar self-surrender many years ago. She welcomed it, with a nun-like fervour, after her long service to the duties of widowed motherhood. Children grow up, and go away, she thought (with that under-mind which is half-instinct), but Tom is mine, and will cling to me. I shall have him for the rest of our lives. I pray God I may go first this time. I could not face that loss twice.


  She sealed this reflection so passionately that Tom was taken aback. He sat up in bed, lifting her with him, and studying her with a curiosity that was already half-way to common-sense.


  “Gently, Mary. You give me too much, you know. I’m not worth all this, I assure you: I’ve not been used to it. I don’t know what to say, or do. That’s a fact, Mary. Look here, why have you come so late in my life? That’s what disturbs me. I’ve nothing to bring you.”


  “Tom, I won’t allow you to say that, or even think it. I’m selfish and determined to have my way. Life is going to be very different for you from now on. We’ll do everything together; and you’ll see if we don’t make a success of it. Why not? I’m well off. This setback about the child and the American tour closes only one outlet. There are dozens of possibilities, so long as we are united. I will never leave you, Tom. Never! Never!”


  He rubbed his eyes, and shook his head.


  “I hope you’re right, Mary. My life has not been a triumphal procession since I gave up the Service, I can tell you. But you know all about that. I suppose those years in the Flanders’ mud did something to my generation. I may have been a bit too old for it too. It rusted the mainspring, perhaps. But I’m not making excuses for myself, or the many thousands of chaps who seem to be drifting along ever since the Armistice. It’s probably not even true. Most people, after all, settle down to mediocrity. But cut along, Mary. This damned subterfuge again. I hate it. Why can’t our relationship be normal? Surely we deserve a little security of that sort, at this time of life? I feel this business is smirching you all the time. I hate it. I’m a conventional sort of fellow: brought up that way.”


  He stared ahead, hopelessly, his mouth set. Then he turned to her impulsively, where she sat on the edge of the bed, fastening her dressing-gown before making the now customary flight to the floor below.


  “But I can’t give you up, Mary. You’ve wound your way into my soul, I think. An odd thing for a chap to say. But by God, it’s true enough. A man and a woman can’t live as we’ve lived, and give as we’ve given, just lately, without it meaning something, without it tying them together for the rest of their lives. We may have done wrong in the eyes of the world. I’ll acknowledge that. But now I’ll fight for you and be damned to the rest. That’s what it is, Mary. It’s a primitive sort of business. Back to the old cave-man, I suppose. But I love you. I love you. It’s as simple as that; body and soul. Oh, for God’s sake, what are we to do?”


  The last cry was one of anguish, and helplessness so absolute that Mary felt tears of tenderness fill her eyes. But she was too distressed on his behalf to allow herself to add to his emotional outburst.


  “I know, darling,” she said quietly; more quietly than she felt. “But we’ll think it out together. Whatever happens, I shall stay with you, Tom.”


  She left him then, retreating to her own room defiant of the whole world. Her love was strong enough to conquer every difficulty. After all, she told herself, I’m not a young girl. I know what are the consequences of giving oneself, as I have given myself to him. He can, and shall rely on me, and I’ll bring him through.


  The resolution lingered in her mind while she dressed, took her coffee, and went off with Tom, after he had telephoned to his brother about borrowing a car for the day. Luke was spending all day at the hospital, and offered the large Citroën. He was at home when they reached the flat, and Mary had a few moments alone with him while Tom went into the nursery to announce himself to his sister-in-law, who was writing letters before she went off on her round of appointments.


  Mary was inclined to be doubly self-conscious. She had not been alone with Luke since her intimacy with his brother. Here was the friend of her husband. What was he thinking? And here too was the obstinate father whose scruples about the career of the marvellous child were preventing Tom from making a fresh start in life just at a moment of severe trial, if not of disaster. She felt that Luke might be prepared to criticise her on both accounts.


  She stood, hesitant, watching him as he lingered, pad in hand, looking down the list of his hospital appointments. She noticed again, the easy poise of his shoulders, and the way in which his whole person appeared to hang from them, so that his clothes, and the body inside them, were carried with an air of grace, of strength in reserve. The patience implied in that poise was also apparent in his face, and his deep-set eyes. The likeness to Tom was only accentuated by the spiritual difference. She realised that he knew; Tom did not. It made her jealous for her lover; more determined to fight for him.


  “It was my suggestion that we should go to Chartres to-day,” she said, with just a hint of defiance.


  “Quite so, Mary. I may call you Mary, now, I hope?” He smiled as he spoke, putting an equivocal emphasis on the ‘now’, for her to take as she liked.


  Mary did not reply. She was still suspicious of him, and expectant of criticism, even of hostility. Dr. Batten continued.


  “I believe you are making a mistake, Mary.”


  She looked at him, and he was smiling.


  “I am not sure that you have a right to say so,” she said. “Your brother and I are not children. We are willing to be responsible for ourselves.”


  “Ah! Then you must know him better than I do. But I was not referring to that when I said you were mistaken.”


  She suspected that he was playing with her, and she began to grow angry.


  “I don’t understand you, Dr. Batten!”


  He raised his eyebrows, and she saw his gaze concentrate on her, with an added touch of severity.


  “Your mistake, Mary, is in expecting me and my wife to be disapproving. That is what I have wanted to say to you from the beginning of this—this autumnal adventure of yours. For it is autumnal, is it not? and you must not expect too much from it, or for too long. I am cruel to say that. But I can see that you, at least, and Tom too I expect, have thrown judgment to the winds for the time being. It doesn’t matter, except that it may hurt you. That is what we want to avoid. And I will say this now, my dear. I am grateful to you, or rather to the happy chance, if it is chance, for bringing this new force into my brother’s life. You see, I do understand him, so far as one can. He is not the man he was, Mary. That slight wound in the head, the scar of which you see down his face, was not serious. But the circumstances in which he received it were very serious.”


  He studied her sadly now. She was frightened, bewildered. What was he leading to? But she commanded her fear, recalling her resolution to carry Tom through to a new life, to a fulfilment of himself. She refused to be intimidated.


  “What do you mean?” she said, very quietly. “We know what we propose to do.”


  “I am sure you will succeed, Mary. That is why I want to give you my assistance. And you must know what are the facts. That is where Tom is not always capable now. He has lost something. He has lost the ability to face facts. It may be a matter of nervous energy, of sheer animal vitality. He looks fit enough. But that wound remains as a reminder of what he went through. He caught that scratch at the same time as he was buried for some hours in a dug-out after a direct hit had filled it in. He was unconscious for two days after he was rescued. The situation is, Mary, that he has never since quite recovered full consciousness. There is a small part of him left in that dug-out, and refusing to come out. You know he resigned from the Service?”


  He contemplated her so benevolently that she felt courage returning, to replace the flood of anger.


  “Yes, he has told me that. And I know about his wife, how she has turned Catholic and refuses to divorce him.”


  Luke smiled wanly.


  “Unhappily, there have been no grounds for divorce, as far as I know. He has just taken everything sitting down, as one might say. Nothing positive has happened to him since that moment of terror froze him. It’s common enough, you know. There are hospitals full of men in that condition, or rather worse. But you have to realise, Mary, that though Tom appears to be a normal man, he is not quite so. I say this for your protection, not his. You are the one who may suffer. That would not be fair to you unless you were fully informed, and had chosen to take the responsibility. I do not say this to frighten you off. That again is what I want to emphasise. I think my wife may not quite agree with me here, for she is a Catholic too. And Catholics are supposed to welcome self-sacrifice, in the cause of orthodoxy. I do not, Mary. I do not.”


  He took her hand, and held it, trying to say something difficult to put into words. She stood waiting, looking incredulously at the hand clasping hers. It was hardly larger than her own; white, shapely, nervous. The thumb was exactly the same shape as Tom’s, rather firmer than the rest of the hand. Her heart warmed to this inexplicable man, and she looked up at him, her eyes full of tears.


  “I know about that too. I am determined to fight for him, you see. I am not content to let him drift on in this unsatisfactory way, with no aim in life, no attachment, nobody to … to maintain his self-respect. Isn’t it that? The need, I mean; the need to restore his self-respect? He is dignified; but I have found out what lies behind that, or rather what doesn’t lie behind it.”


  “You are a perceptive woman, Mary. What has given you this insight? I think I know the answer. You are profiting from many years of objective devotion. Now, even in abandonment, you have not lost that asset.”


  “Abandonment?” The word shocked her. “But I love him, that is all.”


  “All and enough,” said the doctor gravely, dropping her hand. “That is why I am grateful. For he means much to me, Mary. He is a gallant fellow, after all. And he has broken a promising career; or had it broken for him. He has not died of wounds, you understand. He lives of wounds. He doesn’t know it. But you have apparently discovered it, and are willing to take him on those terms. I say you are willing to take him. Am I wrong?”


  She did not reply immediately. This revelation, confirming her perplexity over the character of her lover, had sharpened her recognition of what she was undertaking.


  “I have already told him what I intend to do. Nothing shall separate me from him now.”


  “Well, you know, Mary, that brings us down to the immediate practical issue. I have more or less forced him to come over to Paris, to get away from a situation in London that might be too much for him. I feel myself responsible because I persuaded him to go into the City, as a possible means of rehabilitation. He has tried several outlets, but they have all petered out. Now he has got caught in this last, which is more serious because it looks as though his innocence, or incapacity, has made him fall foul of the law; or so it seems. He ought, you know, to be there, facing the music with the other members of this board of directors. But I just have not dared to let him face the consequences; an appearance in the dock, perhaps. I don’t fully know; but the lawyers here and in London are dubious, and have been trying to keep him out of it. And I don’t quite trust him to make the best of his case. Yet if he stays here indefinitely, it is as good as a confession of complicity in the dubious commercial conduct, whatever it may be. You see what I fear?”


  Mary stood, fully confident again. Here was something tangible that she could attack. She knew at once what she wanted to do, and intended to do.


  “I will go back with him, Luke. I will stay with him whatever happens. But surely nothing can happen? He was merely foolish in signing blindly, that night after he got back to England?”


  “But we have to prove that. A man in his position pleads ignorance with some difficulty. It does not sound too convincing.”


  “No. But I see we should go to London. That is good enough.”


  To her surprise, Luke raised her hand and kissed it.


  “Thank you, Mary.” Then he smiled, mischievously. “And you must forgive me for not falling in with the other plan. That is because I believe I am wiser than you, and Tom, and that not too welcome American, Aloysius Sturm. Adrian is a heavy responsibility, you understand? I am grateful to your daughter over that. And we have not said anything about her, have we, until this moment.”


  He studied Mary quizzically, waiting for her to confess that she was embarrassed, at least, if not even frightened, by her daughter’s disapproval. Mary now presented what she believed to be her trump card.


  “I have had a wonderful letter from her,” she said, almost purring. “All the differences between her and John have been forgotten. I can’t tell you how relieved I am. The marriage was breaking up. I could see that, and it has distressed me from the beginning. Why they could not have discovered earlier what was wrong, I shall never understand.”


  “No, I am sure of that, Mary.”


  Luke was still smiling indulgently at her.


  “I don’t know what you mean!” she said sharply.


  “I mean that you would have no inhibitions of that kind.”


  “Of what kind?”


  “Come now, we need not be evasive, my dear. You still suspect me of criticising you. It is just the other way. I am no Manicheean. I do not accept this monstrous and destructive idea of the conflict between the flesh and the spirit. On the contrary, I believe they should be one, and that the sickness and the evil lie in their division. That again, Mary, is the reason for my objecting to my son’s education being thrown out of proportion. If he is truly the unique musician that he promises to be, nothing will prevent him from ripening in that direction; nothing, except forcing, and the neglect of his other needs, his fulness as a man. You see what specialists are doing for us in this dreadful modern world; the specialists, the experts, the big stars and their insane systems? The charlatan, the politician, the maniac are all three flourishing on this commercialisation of human gifts. We are losing our sanity and our capacity for balanced work, Mary.”


  He had suddenly grown emphatic, his grey eyes lighting up, his cheeks faintly flushing. But he stood there, still easefully poised, half-hesitant and reluctant, almost deprecating his own burst of enthusiasm. Mary found that her self-protectiveness had suddenly vanished. She wanted to confide everything to him, to tell him how she felt quite shameless in her passion for Tom, this unexpected re-awakening of natural desire, in the autumn of life.


  She had no time to reply, however, for he took her arm, and steered her towards the door to the smaller room where Tom and Mrs. Batten could be heard in conversation.


  “Yes, my dear Mary. I know it would have been a good thin for Tom to have a success in America; but not at somebody else’s expense; especially his own nephew’s. That would not have restored his self-confidence. What will restore it, I am certain, is your surrender to him. It is a complicated matter to prove this. Only results will prove it. I am confident. We shall see. He has to face this wretched business in London now. I had not dared to let him do so before. But you can help him there. You will bring him through it. There can be no question of a conviction, I’m sure. But I have been playing a delaying game, with the help of the two sets of lawyers (expensive allies). I am not altogether sure that I did right; but I was afraid. You have got rid of that fear. Another reason why I am grateful to you.”


  Mary stopped, before they passed into the little room. She faced the doctor, her resolute purpose enhancing her beauty. Even as she spoke, with quiet determination, she was aware of his admiring attention. The morning sunlight through the french windows touched her, glinting in her silver hair, her warm brown eyes, her mobile mouth. She was a symbol of warmth, of life.


  “We propose to live together as man and wife, whatever the circumstances may be,” she said.


  “You are a brave woman,” said the doctor, moving aside for her to precede him.


  “No, not brave. But we are desperate and both starved. We are claiming a little happiness, so very late,” she said.


  Tom stopped talking to his sister-in-law as they entered. Mrs. Batten rose from the writing desk and to Mary’s surprise, kissed her quite unceremoniously. It was a gesture of acceptance. Tom, meanwhile, openly took Mary by the arm, as though presenting her to the family.


  “We’re off now, then,” he said. “To make the most of the daylight. It’s a good run to Chartres, and we want to have an hour or two to look round the cathedral and the old town.”


  “Both making up for lost time, eh, Tom?” said his brother, putting a hand on his shoulder. With happiness and laughter, the four of them moved to the door, and the doctor and his wife stood outside at the head of the stairs, waving to the descending couple.


  The lovers drove off in silence, Tom concerned with the pleasure of handling a fine car, and coping with the swift traffic of Paris. Mary was content to bask in her new happiness. She sat upright, superficially interested in the passing scene, and admiring Tom’s driving. Not until they had emerged from the traffic and the pavé did she break the silence.


  “That confirms Joan’s letter, Tom.”


  “What does?” he asked, his attention half-engaged on driving. “You talk like an oracle, and you look like a goddess.”


  “You’re foolish,” she murmured, pausing to enjoy this adulation. She put a hand on Tom’s thigh, to reassure herself still further. He glanced swiftly at her, then resumed his watching of the road, as he increased speed. Mary studied the scar in his cheek, and recalled what Luke had told her.


  “I don’t believe you’re more than twenty-one, Tom.”


  He chuckled, and began to sing “I’m twenty-one to-day”, dropping the effort after a bar or two. His attention was mostly on the road to Rambouillet, where he proposed to stop for luncheon.


  “We’ll have a meal at the Gerbe d’Or, Mary. It’s time we began to economise. It’s a nice little place, and you’ll like it.”


  He said this without looking round. His face was impassive, and Mary was content not to examine closely for evidence of his attitude toward the present awkward situation about money matters. If that had to come, it would come later, after they had been living together for years perhaps. And by then, there would be no need to raise the query herself, for surely Tom would have won through. She mused over this vaguely, under the hot sunshine of happiness and sheer physical satisfaction. Meanwhile, Tom was being economical; a sign of realism. She increased the pressure of her hand on his thigh, and thus they sat side by side, silent again.


  This mood lasted through the excellent luncheon, eaten quickly so that no time need be lost in pushing on for the second half of the run to Chartres. They arrived there while the ancient town was still somnolent in the early afternoon. The Cathedral square lay empty, except for two priests walking briskly across and disappearing behind the cathedral of Notre Dame. A dog trotted out, studied the scent of those two black figures, and returned to his home.


  “How’s this, my love?” said Tom, having parked the car. “Peaceful enough, eh? Makes one feel an intruder, don’t you think? Are they all looking at us from behind their little windows, these French folk?”


  As though to reassure them of his good fortune, he took Mary by the arm, and they walked round the cathedral, lost in admiration, or pretending to be, for they were much concerned still with each other, lost in admiration there also.


  They entered the cathedral, having decided to see the interior before daylight weakened. Nobody was about, and they had explored the nave before they encountered another human being, a dusty old concierge with a bead of moisture on the tip of his nose, glimmering roseate in a coloured beam of sunshine filtering through a medieval window. He nodded, shifted his broom from right hand to left, and offered to show them round, assuming instantly that they would agree. He trotted along beside Mary, occasionally touching her arm to indicate a tomb, or an altar, and pouring out a stream of eloquence as incongruous with his appearance as pearls emerging from a shabby oyster-shell.


  Neither listened very attentively; Tom Batten because he was filled with his own newly-found well-being; Mary because she was preparing herself to broach the question of practical affairs to her lover. She had been thinking eagerly since the breakdown of the American plan. Thus her response to Gothic relics, and the poetry of medieval stonework, was negligible. However, the old man’s voice, so musical and precise, and his obvious enthusiasm, were soothing music to the happy but anxious couple, restraining them for a few impersonal moments from their own affairs, that carried an over-emphatic query, yet to be answered.


  Mary was resolved that it should be answered to-day, as she had suggested to Tom when proposing the excursion to Chartres. They left the cathedral with only a vague set of impressions, awe-stricken but not vastly interested. But they had been sufficiently impressed to remain silent again while they walked down through the narrow streets of the town to the river. Life was reviving as the luncheon hour passed into afternoon, and by the time the couple reached the ancient bridge, they found the old stone washing-slabs by the waterside fully occupied. It was warming, after the chilly solitude and aloofness of the cathedral, to see these hefty women rubbing and scrubbing in the sunshine, slapping away at the sheets and garments spread on the flagstones, reaching over to seize more dirty linen from their baskets, and sending out clouds of milky-blue soapsuds to adulterate the river-water flowing rapidly past.


  Mary watched them, fascinated by the physical exuberance of those massive arms, shoulders, flanks. Most of the women were middle-aged or elderly, and none of them appeared to have suffered at any time from malnutrition. Their voices rose from the river, hoarse, ribald, a Rabelaisian chorus. The neat and handsome Englishwoman, by comparison, had a nunlike grace. Her thoughts belied her appearance, for she was feasting on that sensuous richness below; the dance of the sunlight on the moving water, the flap and roll of the linen, the movement of the women’s bodies and the gusto of their voices. Here was a pagan world, coloured and tempestuous, shrewd with mirth and those minor appetites that demand a constant diet of everyday indulgence and earthiness.


  The spectacle fed Mary’s resolution, and her new-found confidence in her own ability, this daring sensual ability, to enrich her own life and to re-establish her lover’s. She looked at him slyly, wondering if he was equally interested in the almost bawdy scene below. But he was watching the stream, studying the flights of fish that shot like transparent arrows from one shadow to another across the pebbled bed. Feeling this coolness to be inimical to what she wanted to say, Mary slipped her arm between him and the time-worn stone of the balustrade. He worked his hand up the sleeve of her fur coat and clasped her bare arm, moulding her flesh with his thumb. She saw him flush, and noticed that he drew even nearer to her.


  “Mary,” he whispered, first looking round guiltily. “I love you, by God. I love you!”


  “Don’t say it as though you are apologising, Tom,” she replied, almost irritated.


  He stared at her, uncomprehending.


  “You’re a dark little devil, Mary. What the hell do you mean by that?”


  “Not dark now, Tom, transparently silver; a faded old woman.”


  He chuckled, and continued to caress her forearm with his thumb, working it up a little higher into the crook of her elbow.


  “What must you have been like when you were twenty-five, I wonder!”


  They were silent again, listening to the ripple of the river, and the activities of the laundresses. Traffic had begun to fill the streets, and the loiterers on the bridge had to press themselves from time to time against the balustrade to avoid being hit by passing cars and carts. The sunshine fell over all; flaming on roofs, flashing on the stream, on shop-signs, on window-panes. The blue dome overhead was cloudless.


  “What a day,” said Tom. “We shall never forget this, Mary. Why can’t life go on this way?”


  She saw her opportunity.


  “We’ll make it, Tom. It is in our hands now. We have proved it, darling, surely? These days and nights; what do they mean but that? It is so absolute, so solid. I wish I could say what I want; but words are no use. Do we need to talk about it though? After what we have given to each other—surely not. Nothing can take that from us, Tom; no, whatever happens. But we must make things happen the way we want. It is in our hands. Look, darling, I’ve been thinking about it for days past; ever since Mr. Sturm told us about his change of plan over your nephew. I don’t really blame him. He must know what is best in that world of music. I know nothing about it. I wish I did. But I know this, Tom; I am not going to be defeated by one setback. You and I have not much time left; we are no longer young. Let us make the most of the remaining years. I’m going to London with you!”


  These last words made him start up. She felt his grasp of her arm relax.


  “Who said I was going to London?” he demanded suspiciously. “Luke fetched me over here to get away from this foolish mess. And the lawyers have since agreed with him, and want me to remain while they await what happens. I’m not proud of the job, I can assure you. But it would be folly to fly in the face of these experts. The trouble is, I’m a damn fool in these matters. I ought never to have gone into that world. But you know, I thought all these financial wallahs were bona-fide chaps, professional men with a standard to keep up. I’d no idea the City was such a sketchy affair, full of chance and duck-shoving—well, I won’t say fraud. That’s a bit strong.”


  He had lost the thread of Mary’s argument, and she had to wait while he worked off this touch of bewildered grievance about his late colleagues on the Board of the Guaranty Trust.


  “You can’t undo all that,” she said, judging her opportunity. “The thing is, that we cannot afford to run away from it, Tom. Nothing is more incriminating, and I am surprised that the lawyers don’t realise that.” She did not add that Luke had given her a reason for this; a reason which she now believed invalid. “It is quite obvious that you gain nothing by remaining here, worrying yourself by indecision. It is out of character, Tom. I know you because I love you. I would put my life in your hands. I have done so. I don’t regret it. I am proud of you. I will come with you and tell the world so, my darling. Tom, Tom! You see what I mean! We must not run away from consequences, either of this business in London, or our conduct here. I believe in paying for what I have.” She drew close to him, and touched him, mutely imploring him to return to her from his reverie. “And for what you have given me, Tom, I would pay for with my soul, everything I’ve got!”


  The force of her words, accompanied by the enhancement of her beauty as she looked into his face, eager, resolute, conquered his diffidence and fears.


  He stood upright, both arms outstretched, with his fists clasped and resting on the coping. She could see the struggle in his mind. His mouth was set grimly, and from moment to moment he frowned, as though something, a cobweb or a hair, were irritatingly touching his face. Suddenly he turned to her, and took her hands, losing all self-consciousness.


  “Mary, I see what you mean. If we go back, then, you will come with me? I can do that. Maybe these lawyers are wrong. I don’t care. I may get into trouble for having been a gullible fool. Does that matter? But what if it means disgrace, a term in prison? Good God, what an idea! But how would this affect us?”


  She was in his arms now, and they stood on the middle of the bridge, locked together like a pair of adolescents.


  “That would be all right,” she said quietly. “I would wait for you, and we could start again when you came to me. For you would come to me, Tom, no matter what happens?”


  His reply, which she no longer doubted, was drowned by a cry from one of the washerwomen, who had suddenly noticed this elderly pair of foreigners making love on the bridge.


  “Hi!” shouted the woman, in a rich scream, as she waved a pair of knickers to add to her comment, “Lucky little man! Look at them! You have a ripe apple there, my boy!”


  Work by the waterside was suspended while the rest of the chorus joined in, waving other suggestive garments, and adding appreciative decorations to the first comment, most of which were fortunately incomprehensible or too shrill to be interpreted by the English ear.


  Mary was not disconcerted. On the contrary, she welcomed this healthy assistance. After all, she told herself, here is evidence of the vitality which Tom and I have discovered for ourselves and in ourselves. It will bring us through. I can face anything now. I shall win.


  “Come along, old girl,” said Tom, who had been laughing good-humouredly, though his face was red with boyish embarrassment at having been observed, and also for having given occasion for being caught. “We’d better make ourselves small.”


  But he was not retreating in reality. She knew that. His whole appearance reassured her. He was laughing, he strode forward gaily, taking her under the arm and almost carrying her off the bridge. He raised his hat to the women, a gesture of playful defiance and congratulation—to them, and to himself. He was on top of the world.


  This mood did not change during the drive back to Paris. They talked of their plans, and by the time they reached the suburbs they had agreed on an immediate return, next morning, to London, where they would temporarily put up at an hotel while taking what steps were necessary for Tom to plunge into the legal maelstrom.


  “It’s all settled now, Tom,” said Mary, as they walked from the garage to the Rue Boissonade. Night had fallen, and a mist filled the streets, falling in frost that touched the pavements, the trees, and all flat surfaces with a deathly tint of grey. “You go to-morrow, eh?”


  He was troubled. She felt him trembling, and heard him draw a deep breath. She clung to him, and put her cheek against his shoulder, murmuring, “What is it, my love? what is it?”


  “You said, ‘you go to-morrow’. That sounds bad, Mary. Look here, I’m not so sure of myself. I can’t face it without you, old lady. That’s the truth. I can’t face it without you. Remember that. You mean we go, don’t you, Mary, don’t you? Tell me!”


  “My darling, of course. It is we. I shall never leave you now.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six

  

  The Choice


  Full of confidence in the morrow, they threw off all subterfuge at the hotel, and Mary went straight to Colonel Batten’s room. They woke early, separating only to pack their bags. Tom came down to Mary before she had finished, and sat on the bed talking and smoking, while he drank an extra cup of coffee from the pot on her breakfast tray. Neither was embarrassed by the coming and going of the maid, who openly treated them as man and wife; but with a slight difference. They were even prepared to accept that difference, and enjoy it.


  “I’ve got a curious feeling that things are over, as well as just beginning,” said Tom, addressing Mary’s bent back, as she knelt before a trunk, folding garments neatly.


  “We know where we are, at any rate,” she replied, warm with exertion, and a touch of self-satisfaction. She had reason to be pleased. A resolution taken and acted upon immediately gives confidence. So she felt, looking over her shoulder as Tom stooped and kissed the nape of her neck.


  “Those hands look capable,” he said, taking the lid of the trunk and closing it, letting the clasps spring home with a nice finality. “It’s a great business, my dear. But see now, I’d better jostle old Luke. He’s not used to catching trains these days. Been settled here so long, in this routine of his. He hardly ever moves away from his daily work. I’ll run round to the flat.”


  Mary struggled up from her knees, and seized the lapel of his coat. “Oh no, Tom, no! Something might happen. You have to cross the road! Not at the last minute. I’m frightened. No, don’t go now. Stay with me, Tom.”


  “But look here, my dear, this is absurd. We don’t want to rush for the train. As though anything could happen now. We’re all set, aren’t we? Everything packed, including our troubles!”


  He laughed at her, touching her cheek with his fingers, twitching her jacket into place, and picking up her coat and holding it open for her.


  At that moment they heard a car draw up outside.


  “Ah, good! There he is, the fine fellow. Up to scratch for once. That was a great talk we had with them both last night, Mary. It put the finishing touch to our plans, don’t you think? My God, I feel the years roll back, I can tell you!”


  He hurried her into the coat, and strode to the window, propelling her before him, with his arms round her playfully. They saw Luke standing irresolutely beside the car, his hand to his lips. Tom tapped loudly at the window, and his brother looked up, saw them, and instantly dropped his eyes, hurrying into the hotel.


  “What’s biting him?” said Tom.


  “You’re as nervous as I am,” said Mary, taking him by the hand, and waiting for Luke to come up. They heard the lift gates clang, and the whine of its ascent, then the second clang of the gates. A moment later Luke knocked at the bedroom door. Tom opened it, and his brother entered.


  The lovers at once knew that something was wrong. Luke stood silent, looking from one to the other, his face pale as usual, his eyes veiled. He moistened his lips, and spoke to Mary.


  “A telephone call has just come through from St. Moritz, Mary.”


  Mary felt herself being dragged back into the past. She looked at Tom, and saw him standing at attention, staring at the wall.


  “Tell me,” she said, simply.


  “There has been an accident. A climbing party caught by an avalanche. Your son-in-law is one of them. He and two other Cambridge men, and a Swiss guide.”


  “Injured?” she whispered, her lips dry. “Is he badly hurt?”


  Luke did not reply instantly, and Mary had time to picture Joan, alone there, perhaps sitting in a hospital waiting for news.


  “Who rang?” she asked. “Was it Joan herself? But how serious is it?”


  “Yes,” said Luke, unconsciously stepping between her and his brother, “yes, it is serious, Mary; final. The climbers have completely disappeared. So far no trace of them. A rescue party went out yesterday afternoon. It happened just before lunch, but nothing was suspected until the climbers did not return, and even then it was said that they had been prepared to spend a night in a hut on the first ledge. But the other guides were not satisfied. They had seen the fall of snow, for it was not far distant, and they knew that the four men had made for that ledge. It was Joan who rang up this morning. She had waited all night, hoping for better news. But there is no hope now.”


  He stood, waiting.


  “What else?” said the mother. “Is there anything else?”


  “It is for you to decide,” said Luke, sadly.


  She looked at Tom. He still did not move. She had to choose for herself.


  “But, Joan! What did she say? Did she ask for me?”


  “Yes. She wants you to go to her. I have to go to fetch Adrian.”


  The two men waited for Mary to speak. She was irresolute. This decision had to be made, and she knew what it would have to be: but the consequences filled her with despair. She saw Tom fading back, a stranger again. The old conscience, against which she had fought so fiercely at the beginning of the liaison, gripped her once more, denying her right to the new life she had claimed; the full life that should restore youth to her and her lover; youth and confidence.


  Before she could master her feelings, and find words to help her to a decision, there was a knock at the door.


  Nobody answered, and the knock was repeated.


  “Come in,” said Tom, starting as though he had been asleep.


  Aloysius Sturm entered, carrying a sheaf of flowers.


  “Why, friends,” he said, “I was mighty afraid I should be late. I went round this morning, and collected the offering which I had ordered last night, when I learned from the doctor that you were setting off for London early. I guess I got hot round the collar, and had to …”


  Then he saw the three figures standing before him.


  “Say! … Anything wrong here?”


  He put down the bouquet on a chair, and looked shrewdly from one to the other, finally turning to the doctor.


  “So? May I have the privilege, Doctor? May I share this?”


  He stepped back, and waited.


  Dr. Batten studied him severely. Then the hostility in his eyes suddenly dissolved.


  “Forgive me,” he said quietly, and held out his hand, which Mr. Sturm took, his face almost steaming with emotion.


  “You got me wrong, there, Doctor. But see here now, I want to know what …”


  “Tom!” cried Mary, interrupting the speaker. She and Tom Batten at that moment were alone in the empty world. She had stepped back from him, in such a manner as suggested that she were being torn from his arms; reluctant, agonised.


  “Tom! I must go, I must! I can’t leave Joan to face this without me. Don’t you realise? It is so cruel, just as they had started life afresh. Whatever will she do? And I had hoped …” She turned aside, and her shoulders shook, while she fumbled to find a handkerchief. She struggled with herself for some moments, while the men stood irresolute. Then she turned again to Tom.


  “Look, I can’t come to London. I am sorry, my dearest. Do you understand? Events are too big for us. That’s all. I might have known we should have to pay for our happiness. Joan must come first, Tom. I owe that to her. And now she is alone, and probably going to have a child. She hinted at that in her letter. She will need me more than ever. You must let me go, and forgive me …”


  Dr. Batten was watching his brother, expecting some sign of distress, or even collapse, at least into the familiar state of irresolution. He stepped closer to him, prepared to try to counteract the cruelty of this sudden disappointment.


  To his surprise, he saw Tom make a small gesture of impatience, almost brushing him aside. The colonel was not concerned for himself. His face shone with eagerness and compassion; but for Mary. He approached her gently, shyly. Then his feelings overcame him, and he openly put his arm round her and drew her to him, ignoring the presence of the two men.


  “My darling,” he whispered. “Mary! Of course you must go. I would come too: but you will want to be on your own over this. And I see too what I must do now; what I ought to have done long ago. I’ve been feeble. You have made the difference. I can see it all clearly. This is a grim business for you and your daughter, my dear. But Luke will help you out. He’ll be with you. Bring her back to Paris with Luke and the boy. Wait here for a bit, until she gets over the shock. See how she shapes. But for God’s sake don’t talk about retribution and all that nonsense. You’ve got no cause for remorse. You’ve given me new life. You’ve started me again, and I won’t be beaten down this time. Whatever happens, I’ll come back to you. It’s like that, Luke. Do you see? And you, Sturm? Mary and I have gone too far, at our time of life, to feel guilty. We’ve learned to stand on our own feet. I’ve got something to fight for now, and that’s enough. I’m off to London; she must go to her daughter. I agree; whoever imagined that I would object? No, nobody. But look here, Luke, Mary and I cannot …”


  “No, Tom, you cannot.” Luke spoke almost fiercely, directing himself to Mary rather than to his brother, who now needed no counsel. “You hear, Mary? This self-accusation is quite unreal. The accident has nothing whatever to do with your life and Tom’s life, except to make you value what you have built together. That is a solid enough thing, surely? Something to be thankful for, earthy, wholesome and sane. It can nourish your courage now that you need the help and the confidence. But we ought to be setting off. I propose that you and I drive straight away to St. Moritz. We can be there by tomorrow night.”


  Aloysius Sturm interposed.


  “And see here, friends. I’ve business enough to do in London. I guess I’ll accompany the colonel, but it’ll have to be by a later train. He’ll want a stand-by in this affair of his. I know the ropes, I’ll say that without boasting. All my working life I’ve had to deal with contracts, and legal tie-ups. If we cannot get you out of this tangle, Colonel, my name is mud.”


  Mary listened to the two voices, and stood still with Tom’s arm round her. She listened without listening. She was concerned with the problem quite removed from all this. It was the discovery that her passion was dying down like a straw fire. She could feel her mind and emotions withdrawing themselves. A moment ago the sensation had frightened her, filled her with agony. Now she saw Tom and was already wondering who he might be. But her vows, her intimacy, remained as remembrancers. She could not gainsay that gift, or ignore the value which Tom put upon it. The evidence was so startling. And it was her responsibility too. He expected to come back to her. She was almost terrified to find herself indifferent. She wanted to escape before he discovered it, before he saw that now Joan was her first concern, her daughter who had already used so much of her life. Now the rest must be given, if needed, as it would be. She was certain of that.


  “I must go, Tom,” she said quietly. She no longer wept. Withdrawing herself gently from Tom’s arms, she kissed him on the cheek. “You too, my dear. You must go. Good-bye now.…”


  He stood, empty-handed and alone, a bewilderment in his eyes at the calmness and the sudden removal of herself.


  “But, Mary? Not … not …?”


  Her heart ached for him, though she was now impatient to be gone.


  “Of course not, dearest. If you want me … when it is all over. I don’t know what lies before us. But I shall be there … if you want me.”


  He looked at her sadly, then at his brother.


  “Take care of her, Luke,” he said, his voice trembling. Then he drew himself up, and turned to Aloysius Sturm. “Well, we’d better see about it. I think this is good of you, Sturm, good of you.” He shook the American by the hand. A moment passed, while all three stood irresolute.


  “Cut along now, Mary,” said Tom. “You’d better lose no more time. But be sure that this is only a beginning. I’ve a claim on you now, eh? That’s reasonable enough—if you want us to be reasonable. But I’ve learned more than that, in your hands, Mary. I owe you my life, my new life.”


  He picked up her suitcase, and indicated that she should precede him to the door. His broad shoulders, squared with new vigour, seemed to fill the exit. She could not escape from him altogether. With a sigh of relief, she realised again that she did not want to. They went out together, leaving the others to follow with the rest of her luggage.


  Aloysius Sturm looked at Dr. Batten, and they smiled at each other.


  “Well, Doctor,” said the American, “I guess that was no easy choice.”


  “I hope, for my brother’s sake, that it was no choice at all,” said Dr. Batten slowly, his features expressive of profound thought.
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