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1- The Swords

Corazn malheridoPor cinco espadas-FEDERICO GARCIA LORCA

My first experience? My first experience was far more of a test
than anything that has ever happened to me sin-ce in that line. Not
more agreeable, but certainly more testing. I have noticed several
timesthat it is to beginners that strange things happen, and often,
I think, to beginners only. Whenyou know about a thing, there's
just nothing to it. This kind of thing included - anyway, inmost
cases. After the first six women, say, or seven, or eight, the rest
come much of a much-ness. I was a beginner all right; raw as a
spring onion. What's more, I was a real mother's boy:scared stiff
of life, and crass ignorant. Not that I want to sound disrespectful
to my old mot-her. She's as good as they come, and I still hit it
off better with her than with most other fe-males. She had a
brother, my Uncle Elias. I should have said that we're all supposed
to be descen-ded from one of the big pottery families, but I don't
know how true it is. My gran had littlebits of pot to prove it, but
it's always hard to be sure. After my dad was killed in an
accident,my mother asked my Uncle Elias to take me into his
business. He was a grocery salesman ina moderate way - and nothing
but cheap lines. He said I must first learn the ropes by goingout
on the road. My mother was thoroughly upset because of my dad
having died in a smash,and because she thought I was bound to be in
moral danger, but there was nothing she coulddo about it, and on
the road I went. It was true enough about the moral danger, but I
was too simple and too scared to involvemyself. As far as I could,
I steered clear even of the other chaps I met who were on the
roadwith me. I was pretty certain they would be bad influences, and
I was always bound to be thebaby of the party anyway. I was dead
rotten at selling and I was utterly lonely - not just in amanner of
speaking, but truly lonely. I hated the life but Uncle Elias had
promised to see meall right and I couldn't think of what else to
do. I stuck it on the road for more than two years,and then I heard
of my present job with the building society - read about it,
actually, in the lo-cal paper - so that I was able to tell Uncle
Elias what he could do with his cheap groceries. For most of the
time we stopped in small hotels - some of them weren't bad either,
both theroom and the grub - but in a few towns there were special
lodgings known to Uncle Elias,where I and Uncle Elias's regular
traveller, a sad chap called Bantock, were ordered by UncleElias to
go. To this day I don't know exactly why. At the time I was quite
sure that there wassome kickback for my uncle in it, which was the
obvious thing to suppose, but I've come sin-ce to wonder if the old
girls who kept the lodgings might not have been my uncle's fancy
wo-men in the more or less distant past. At least once, I got as
far as asking Bantock about it, buthe merely said he didn't know
what the answer was. There was very little that Bantock admit-ted
to knowing about anything beyond the current prices of soapflakes
and Scotch. He hadbeen 42 years on the road for my uncle when one
day he dropped dead of a thrombosis inRochdale. Mrs Bantock, at
least, had been one of my uncle's women off and on for years.That
was something everyone knew. These women who kept the lodgings
certainly behaved as if what I've said was true.You've never seen
or heard such dives. Noises all night so that it was impossible to
sleep pro-perly, and often half-dressed tarts beating on your door
and screaming that they'd been swind-led or strangled. Some of the
travellers even brought in boys, which is something I have ne-ver
been able to understand. You read about it and hear about it, and
I've often seen it happen,


	
as I say, but I still don't understand it. And there was I in
the middle of it all, pure and unspot-ted. The woman who kept the
place often cheeked me for it. I don't know how old Bantockgot on.
I never found myself in one of these places at the same time as he
was there. But thefunny part was that my mother thought I was extra
safe in one of these special lodgings, beca-use they were all
particularly guaranteed by her brother, who made Bantock and me go
tothem for our own good. Of course it was only on some of the
nights on the road. But always it was when I was qu-ite alone. I
noticed that at the time when Bantock was providing me with a few
introductionsand openings, they were always in towns where we could
stay in commercial hotels. All thesame, Bantock had to go to these
special places when the need arose, just as much as I did,even
though he never would talk about them. One of the towns where there
was a place on Uncle Elias's list was Wolverhampton. I fetc-hed up
there for the first time, after I had been on the job for perhaps
four or five months. Itwas by no means my first of these lodgings,
but for that very reason my heart sank all the mo-re as I set eyes
on the place and was let in by the usual bleary-eyed cow in curlers
and a dirtyoverall. There was absolutely nothing to do. Nowhere
even to sit and watch the telly. All you couldthink of was to go
out and get drunk, or bring someone in with you from the pictures.
Neitheridea appealed very much to me, and I found myself just
wandering about the town. It musthave been late spring or early
summer, because it was pleasantly warm, though not too hot,and
still only dusk when I had finished my tea, which I had to find in
a caf, because the lod-ging did not even provide tea. I was
strolling about the streets of Wolverhampton, with all the girls
giggling at me, or soit seemed, when I came upon a sort of small
fair. Not knowing the town at all, I had driftedinto the rundown
area up by the old canal. The main streets were quite wide, but
they had be-en laid out for daytime traffic to the different works
and railway yards, and were now quietand empty, except for the
occasional lorry and the boys and girls playing around at some
ofthe corners. The narrow streets running off contained lines of
small houses, but a lot of thehouses were empty, with windows
broken or boarded up, and holes in the roof. I should haveturned
back, but for the sound made by the fair; not pop songs on the
amplifiers, and not thepounding of the old steam organs, but more a
sort of high tinkling, which somehow fitted inwith the warm evening
and the rosy twilight. I couldn't at first make out what the noise
was,but I had nothing else to do, very much not, and I looked
around the empty back streets, untilI could find what was going on.
It proved to be a very small fair indeed; just half a dozen stalls,
where a few kids werethrowing rings or shooting off toy rifles, two
or three covered booths, and, in the middle, onevery small
roundabout. It was this that made the tinkling music. The
roundabout lookedpretty too; with snow-queen and icing sugar
effects in the centre, and different coloured sle-ighs going round,
each just big enough for two, and each, as I remember, with a
colouredlight high up at the peak. And in the middle was a very
pretty, blonde girl dressed as somekind of pierrette. Anyway she
seemed very pretty at that time to me. Her job was to collectthe
money from the people riding in the sleighs, but the trouble was
that there weren't any.Not a single one. There weren't many people
about at all, and inevitably the girl caught myeye. I felt I looked
a Charley as I had no one to ride with, and I just turned away. I
shouldn'thave dared to ask the girl herself to ride with me, and I
imagine she wouldn't have been allo-wed to in any case. Unless,
perhaps, it was her roundabout. The fair had been set up on a plot
of land which was empty simply because the houseswhich had stood on
it had been demolished or just fallen down. Tall, blank factory
walls to-wered up on two sides of it, and the ground was so rough
and uneven that it was like walkingon lumpy rocks at the seaside.
There was nothing in the least permanent about the fair. It was


	
very much here today and gone tomorrow. I should not have
wondered if it had had no realbusiness to have set up there at all.
I doubted very much if it had come to any kind of agre-ement for
the use of the land. I thought at once that the life must be a hard
one for those whoowned the fair. You could see why fairs like that
have so largely died out from what thingsused to be in my gran's
day, who was always talking about the wonderful fairs and
circuseswhen she was a girl. Such customers as there were, were
almost all mere kids, even thoughkids do have most of the money
nowadays. These kids were doing a lot of their spending at atiny
stall where a drab-looking woman was selling ice-cream and
toffee-apples. I thought itwould have been much simpler and more
profitable to concentrate on that, and enter the cate-ring business
rather than trying to provide entertainment for people who prefer
to get it in the-ir houses. But very probably I was in a gloomy
frame of mind that evening. The fair waspretty and old-fashioned,
but no one could say it cheered you up. The girl on the roundabout
could still see me, and I was sure was looking at me reproach-fully
- and probably contemptuously as well. With that layout, she was in
the middle of thingsand impossible to get away from. I should just
have mooched off, especially since the peoplerunning the different
stalls were all beginning to shout at me, as pretty well the only
full adultin sight, when, going round, I saw a booth in more or
less the farthest corner, where the highfactory walls made an
angle. It was a square tent of very dirty red and white striped
canvas,and over the crumpled entrance flap was a rough-edged, dark
painted, horizontal board, withwritten on it in faint gold capital
letters THE SWORDS. That was all there was. Night wascoming on
fast, but there was no light outside the tent and none shining
through from inside.You might have thought it was a store of some
kind. For some reason, I put out my hand and touched the hanging
flap. I am sure I should neverhave dared actually to draw it aside
and peep in. But a touch was enough. The flap was pulledback at
once, and a young man stood there, sloping his head to one side so
as to draw me in. Icould see at once that some kind of show was
going on. I did not really want to watch it, butfelt that I should
look a complete imbecile if I just ran away across the fairground,
small tho-ugh it was. "Two bob," said the young man, dropping the
dirty flap, and sticking out his other hand,which was equally
dirty. He wore a green sweater, mended but still with holes, grimy
greytrousers, and grimier sandshoes. Sheer dirt was so much my
first impression of the place thatI might well have fled after all,
had I felt it possible. I had not noticed this kind of
griminessabout the rest of the fair. Running away, however, wasn't
on. There were so few people inside. Dotted about the ba-re, bumpy
ground, with bricks and broken glass sticking out from the hard
earth, were 20 or30 wooden chairs, none of them seeming to match,
most of them broken or defective in oneway or another, all of them
chipped and off-colour. Scattered among these hard chairs was
anaudience of seven. I know it was seven, because I had no
difficulty in counting, and becausesoon it mattered. I made the
eighth. All of them were in single units and all were men: this
ti-me men and not boys. I think that I was the youngest among them,
by quite a long way. And the show was something I have never seen
or heard of since. Nor even read of. Notexactly. There was a sort
of low platform of dark and discoloured wood up against the back of
thetent - probably right on to the factory walls outside. There was
a burly chap standing on it, gi-ving the spiel, in a pretty rough
delivery. He had tight yellow curls, the colour of cheap lemo-nade
but turning grey, and a big red face, with a splay nose, and very
dark red lips. He alsohad small eyes and ears. The ears didn't seem
exactly opposite one another, if you know whatI mean. He wasn't
much to look at, though I felt he was very strong, and could
probably havetaken on all of us in the tent single-handed and come
out well on top. I couldn't decide howold he was - either then or
later. (Yes, I did see him again - twice.) I should imagine he
was


	
nearing 50, and he didn't look in particularly good condition,
but it seemed as though he hadjust been made with more thew and
muscle than most people are. He was dressed like the yo-uth at the
door, except that the sweater of the chap on the platform was not
green but darkblue, as if he were a seaman, or perhaps acting one.
He wore the same dirty grey trousers andsandshoes as the other man.
You might almost have thought the place was some kind of bo-xing
booth. But it wasn't. On the chap's left (and straight ahead of
where I sat at the edge of things andin the back row) a girl lay
sprawled out facing us in an upright canvas chair, as faded and
bat-tered as everything else in the outfit. She was dressed up like
a French chorus, in a tight andshiny black thing, cut low, and
black fishnet stockings, and those shiny black shoes with su-per
high heels that many men go for in such a big way. But the total
effect was not particu-larly sexy, all the same. The different bits
of costume had all seen better days, like everythingelse, and the
girl herself looked more sick than spicy. Under other conditions, I
thought to be-gin with, she might have been pretty enough, but she
had made herself up with green powder,actually choosing it
apparently, or having it chosen for her, and her hair, done in a
tight bun,like a ballet dancer's, was not so much mousy as plain
colourless. On top of all this, she waslying over the chair, rather
than sitting in it, just as if she was feeling faint or about to be
ill.Certainly she was doing nothing at all to lead the chaps on.
Not that I myself should havewanted to be led. Or so I thought at
the start. And in front of her, at the angle of the platform, was
this pile of swords. They were stackedcriss-cross, like
cheese-straws, on top of a low stool, square and black, the sort of
thing theymake in Sedgeley and Wednesfield and sell as Japanese,
though this specimen was quite pla-in and undecorated, even though
more than a bit chipped. There must have been 30 or 40swords, as
the pile had four corners to it, where the hilts of the swords were
set diagonallyabove one another. It struck me later that perhaps
there was one sword for each seat, in casethere was ever a full
house in the tent. If I had not seen the notice outside, I might
not have realized they were swords, or not atfirst. There was
nothing gleaming about them, and nothing decorative. The blades
were a dullgrey, and the hilts were made of some black stuff,
possibly even plastic. They looked thoro-ughly mass-produced and
industrial, and I could not think where they might have been
got.They were not fencing foils but something much solider, and the
demand for real swords no-wadays must be mainly ceremonial, and
less and less even of that. Possibly these swords ca-me from
suppliers for the stage, though I doubt that too. Anyway, they were
thoroughly dingyswords, no credit at all to the regiment. I do not
know how long the show had been going on before I arrived, or if
the man in theseaman's sweater had offered any explanations. Almost
the first thing I heard was him saying,"And now, gentlemen, which
of you is going to be the first?" There was no movement or response
of any land. Of course there never is. "Come on," said the seaman,
not very politely. I felt that he was so accustomed to
thebackwardness of his audiences that he was no longer prepared to
pander to it. He did not stri-ke me as a man of many words, even
though speaking appeared to be his job. He had a strongaccent,
which I took to be Black Country, though I wasn't in a position
properly to be sure atthat time of my life, and being myself a
Londoner. Nothing happened. "What you think you've paid your money
for?" cried the seaman, more truculent, I thought,than sarcastic.
"You tell us," said one of the men on the chairs. He happened to be
the man nearest to me,though in front of me. It was not a very
clever thing to say, and the seaman turned it to account.


	
"You," he shouted, sticking out his thick, red forefinger at the
man who had cheeked him."Come along up. We've got to start
somewhere." The man did not move. I became frightened by my own
nearness to him. I might be pickedon next, and I did not even know
what was expected of me, if I responded. The situation was saved by
the appearance of a volunteer. At the other side of the tent, aman
stood up and said, "I'll do it." The only light in the tent came
from a single Tilley lamp hissing away (none too safely, Ithought)
from the crosspiece of the roof, but the volunteer looked to me
exactly like everyoneelse. "At last," said the seaman, still rather
rudely. "Come on then." The volunteer stumbled across the rough
ground, stepped on to my side of the small plat-form, and stood
right in front of the girl. The girl seemed to make no movement.
Her headwas thrown so far back that, as she was some distance in
front of me, I could not see her eyesat all clearly. I could not
even be certain whether they were open or closed. "Pick up asword,"
said the seaman sharply. The volunteer did so, in a rather gingerly
way. It looked like the first time he had ever hadhis hand on such
a thing, and, of course, I never had either. The volunteer stood
there with thesword in his hand, looking an utter fool. His skin
looked grey by the light of the Tilley, hewas very thin, and his
hair was failing badly. The seaman seemed to let him stand there
for quite a while, as if out of devilry, or perhapsresentment at
the way he had to make a living. To me the atmosphere in the dirty
tent seemedfull of tension and unpleasantness, but the other men in
the audience were still lying about ontheir hard chairs looking
merely bored. After quite a while, the seaman, who had been facing
the audience, and speaking to the vo-lunteer out of the corner of
his mouth, half-turned on his heel, and still not looking right at
thevolunteer, snapped out: "What are you waiting for? There are
others to come, though we co-uld do with more." At this, another
member of the audience began to whistle "Why are we waiting?" I
felt hewas getting at the seaman or showman, or whatever he should
be called, rather than at the vo-lunteer. "Go on," shouted the
seaman, almost in the tone of a drill instructor. "Stick it in."
And then it happened, this extraordinary thing. The volunteer
seemed to me to tremble for a moment, and then plunged the sword
right in-to the girl on the chair. As he was standing between me
and her, I could not see where thesword entered, but I could see
that the man seemed to press it right in, because almost thewhole
length of it seemed to disappear. What I could have no doubt about
at all was the noisethe sword made. A curious thing was that we are
so used to at least the idea of people beingstuck through with
swords, that, even though, naturally, I had never before seen
anything ofthe kind, I had no doubt at all of what the man had
done. The noise of the sword tearing thro-ugh the flesh was only
what I should have expected. But it was quite distinct even above
thehissing of the Tilley. And quite long drawn out too. And
horrible. I could sense the other men in the audience gathering
themselves together on the instantand suddenly coming to life. I
could still see little of what precisely had happened. "Pull it
out," said the seaman, quite casually, but as if speaking to a
moron. He was stillonly half-turned towards the volunteer, and
still looking straight in front of him. He was notlooking at
anything; just holding himself in control while getting through a
familiar routine. The volunteer pulled out the sword. I could again
hear that unmistakable sound. The volunteer still stood facing the
girl, but with the tip of the sword resting on the plat-form. I
could see no blood. Of course I thought I had made some complete
misinterpretation,been fooled like a kid. Obviously it was some
kind of conjuring.


	
"Kiss her if you want to," said the seaman. "It's included in
what you've paid." And the man did, even though I could only see
his back. With the sword drooping from hishand, he leaned forwards
and downwards. I think it was a slow and loving kiss, not a
smac-king and public kiss, because this time I could hear nothing.
The seaman gave the volunteer all the time in the world for it,
and, for some odd reason,there was no whistling or catcalling from
the rest of us; but in the end, the volunteer slowlystraightened
up. "Please put back the sword," said the seaman, sarcastically
polite. The volunteer carefully returned it to the heap, going to
some trouble to make it lie as befo-re. I could now see the girl.
She was sitting up. Her hands were pressed together against herleft
side, where, presumably, the sword had gone in. But there was still
no sign of blood, tho-ugh it was hard to be certain in the bad
light. And the strangest thing was that she now lookednot only
happy, with her eyes very wide open and a little smile on her lips,
but, in spite ofthat green powder, beautiful too, which I was far
from having thought in the first place. The volunteer passed
between the girl and me in order to get back to his seat. Even
thoughthe tent was almost empty, he returned to his original place
religiously. I got a slightly betterlook at him. He still looked
just like everyone else. "Next," said the seaman, again like a
sergeant numbering off. This time there was no hanging back. Three
men rose to their feet immediately, and the se-aman had to make a
choice. "You then," he said, jabbing out his thick finger towards
the centre of the tent. The man picked was elderly, bald, plump,
respectable-looking, and wearing a dark suit. Hemight have been a
retired railway foreman or electricity inspector. He had a slight
limp, pro-bably taken in the way of his work. The course of events
was very much the same, but the second comer was readier and inless
need of prompting, including about the kiss. His kiss was as slow
and quiet as the firstman's had been: paternal perhaps. When the
elderly man stepped away, I saw that the girl washolding her two
hands against the centre of her stomach. It made me squirm to look.
And then came the third man. When he went back to his seat, the
girl's hands were to herthroat. The fourth man, on the face of it a
rougher type, with a cloth cap (which, while on the plat-form, he
never took off) and a sports jacket as filthy and worn out as the
tent, apparently dro-ve the sword into the girl's left thigh,
straight through the fishnet stocking. When he steppedoff the
platform, she was clasping her leg, but looking so pleased that
you'd have thought agreat favour had been done her. And still I
could see no blood. I did not really know whether or not I wanted
to see more of the details. Raw as I was, itwould have been
difficult for me to decide. I didn't have to decide, because I
dared not shift in any case to a seat with a better view.
Iconsidered that a move like that would quite probably result in my
being the next man the se-aman called up. And one thing I knew for
certain was that whatever exactly was being done, Iwas not going to
be one who did it. Whether it was conjuring, or something different
that Iknew nothing about, I was not going to get involved. And, of
course, if I stayed, my turn must be coming close in any case.
Still, the fifth man called was not me. He was a tall, lanky,
perfectly black Negro. I had notespecially spotted him as such
before. He appeared to drive the sword in with all the forceyou
might expect of a black man, even though he was so slight, then
threw it on the floor ofthe platform with a clatter, which no one
else had done before him, and actually drew the girlto her feet
when kissing her. When he stepped back, his foot struck the sword.
He paused fora second, gazing at the girl, then carefully put the
sword back on the heap.


	
The girl was still standing, and it passed across my mind that
the Negro might try to kissher again. But he didn't. He went
quietly back to his place. Behind the scenes of it all,
thereappeared to be some rules, which all the other men knew about.
They behaved almost as tho-ugh they came quite often to the show,
if a show was what it was. Sinking down once more into her
dilapidated canvas chair, the girl kept her eyes fixed onmine. I
could not even tell what colour her eyes were, but the fact of the
matter is that theyturned my heart right over. I was so simple and
inexperienced that nothing like that had everhappened to me before
in my whole life. The incredible green powder made no
difference.Nothing that had just been happening made any
difference. I wanted that girl more than I hadever wanted anything.
And I don't mean I just wanted her body. That comes later in life.
Iwanted to love her and tousle her and all the other, better things
we want before the time co-mes when we know that however much we
want them, we're not going to get them. But, in justice to myself,
I must say that I did not want to take my place in a queue for her.
That was about the last thing I wanted. And it was one chance in
three that I should be nextto be called. I drew a deep breath and
managed to scuttle out. I can't pretend it was difficult. Iwas
sitting near the back of the tent, as I've said, and no one tried
to stop me. The lad at theentrance merely gaped at me like a fish.
No doubt he was quite accustomed to the occasionalpatron leaving
early. I fancied that the bruiser on the platform was in the act of
turning to meat the very instant I got up, but I knew it was
probably imagination on my part. I don't thinkhe spoke, nor did any
of the other men react. Most men at shows of that kind prefer to
behaveas if they were invisible. I did get mixed up in the greasy
tent flap, and the lad in the greensweater did nothing to help, but
that was all. I streaked across the fairground, still almost
de-serted, and still with the roundabout tinkling away, all for
nothing, but very prettily. I toreback to my nasty bedroom, and
locked myself in. On and off, there was the usual fuss and
schemozzle in the house, and right through the ho-urs of darkness.
I know, because I couldn't sleep. I couldn't have slept that night
if I'd beenlying between damask sheets in the Hilton Hotel. The
girl on the platform had got deep undermy skin, green face and all:
the girl and the show too, of course. I think I can truly say
thatwhat I experienced that night altered my whole angle on life,
and it had nothing to do withthe rows that broke out in the other
bedrooms, or the cackling and bashing on the staircase, orthe
constant pulling the plug, which must have been the noisiest in the
Midlands, especiallyas it took six or seven pulls or more for each
flush. That night I really grasped the fact thatmost of the time we
have no notion of what we really want, or we lose sight of it. And
theeven more important fact that what we really want just doesn't
fit in with life as a whole, orvery seldom. Most folk learn slowly,
and never altogether learn at all. I seemed to learn all atonce. Or
perhaps not quite, because there was very much more to come. The
next morning I had calls to make, but well before the time arrived
for the first of themI had sneaked back to that tiny, battered,
little fairground. I even skipped breakfast, but break-fast in
Uncle Elias's special lodging was very poor anyway, though a
surprising number tur-ned up for it each day. You wondered where so
many had been hiding away all night. I don'tknow what I expected to
find at the fair. Perhaps I wasn't sure I should find the fair
there atall. But I did. In full daylight, it looked smaller,
sadder, and more utterly hopeless for making aliving even than the
night before. The weather was absolutely beautiful, and so many of
thehouses in the immediate area were empty, to say nothing of the
factories, that there were veryfew people around. The fair itself
was completely empty, which took me by surprise. I hadexpected some
sort of gypsy scene and had failed to realize that there was
nowhere on the lotfor even gypsies to sleep. The people who worked
the fair must have gone to bed at home, li-ke the rest of the
world. The plot of land was surrounded by a wire-mesh fence, put up
by the


	
owner to keep out tramps and meth-drinkers, but by now the fence
wasn't up to much, as youwould expect, and, after looking round, I
had no difficulty in scrambling through a hole in it,which the lads
of the village had carved out for fun and from having nothing
better to do. Iwalked over to the dingy booth in the far corner,
and tried to lift the flap. It proved to have been tied up at
several places and apparently from the inside. I could notsee how
the person doing the tying had got out of the tent when he had
finished, but that wasthe sort of trick of the trade you would
expect of fairground folk. I found it impossible to seeinside the
tent at all without using my pocketknife, which I should have
hesitated to do at thebest of times, but while I was fiddling
around, I heard a voice just behind me. "What's up with you?" There
was a very small, old man standing at my back. I had certainly not
heard him comeup, even though the ground was so rough and lumpy. He
was hardly more than a dwarf, hewas as brown as a horse-chestnut or
very nearly, and there was not a hair on his head. "I wondered what
was inside," I said feebly. "A great big python, two miles long,
that don't even pay its rent," said the little man. "How's that?" I
asked. "Hasn't it a following?" "Old-fashioned," said the little
man. "Old-fashioned and out of date. Doesn't appeal to thewomen.
The women don't like the big snakes. But the women have the money
these times,and the power and the glory too." He changed his tone.
"You're trespassing." "Sorry, old man," I said. "I couldn't hold
myself back on a lovely morning like this." "I'm the watchman,"
said the little man. "I used to have snakes too. Little ones,
dozens anddozens of them. All over me, and every one more poisonous
than the next. Eyes darting, ton-gues flicking, scales shimmering:
then in, right home, then back, then in again, then back.Still in
the end, it wasn't a go. There's a time and a span for all things.
But I like to keep aro-und. So now I'm the watchman. While the job
lasts. While anything lasts. Move on then. Mo-ve on." I hesitated.
"This big snake you talk of," I began, "this python - " But he
interrupted quite shrilly. "There's no more to be said. Not to the
likes of you, any road. Off the ground you go, andsharply. Or I'll
call the police constable. He and I work hand in glove. I take care
to keep itthat way. You may not have heard that trespass is a
breach of the peace. Stay here and you'llbe sorry for the rest of
your life." The little man was actually squaring up to me, even
thought the top of his brown skull (notshiny, by the way, but matt
and patchy, as if he had some trouble with it) rose hardly abovemy
waist. Clearly, he was daft. As I had every kind of reason for
going, I went. I did not even ask the little man about thetimes of
performances that evening, or if there were any. Inside myself, I
had no idea whetherI should be back, even if there were
performances, as there probably were. I set about my calls. I'd had
no sleep, and, since last night's tea, no food, and my head
wasspinning like a top, but I won't say I did my business any worse
than usual. I probably felt atthe time that I did, but now I doubt
it. Private troubles, I have since noticed, make very
littledifference to the way most of us meet the outside world, and
as for food and sleep, they don'tmatter at all until weeks and
months have passed. I pushed on then, more or less in the customary
way (though, in my case, the customaryway, at that job, wasn't up
to very much at the best of times), and all the while mulling
overand around what had happened to me, until the time came for
dinner. I had planned to eat inthe caf where I had eaten the night
before, but I found myself in a different part of the city,which,
of course, I didn't know at all, and, feeling rather faint and
queer, fell instead into thefirst place there was.


	
And there, in the middle of the floor, believe it or not,
sitting at a Formica-topped table,was my girl with the green
powder, and, beside her, the seaman or showman, looking morethan
ever like a run-down boxer. I had not seriously expected ever to
set eyes on the girl again. It was not, I thought, thekind of thing
that happens. At the very most I might have gone again to the queer
show, but Idon't think I really would have done, when I came to
think out what it involved. The girl had wiped off the green
powder, and was wearing a black coat and skirt and awhite blouse, a
costume you might perhaps have thought rather too old for her, and
the samefishnet stockings. The man was dressed exactly as he had
been the night before, except thathe wore heavy boots instead of
dirty sandshoes, heavy and mud-caked, as if he had been wal-king
through fields. Although it was the dinner-hour, the place was
almost empty, with a dozen unoccupiedtables, and these two sitting
in the centre. I must almost have passed out. But I wasn't really
given time. The man in the jersey recognized me at once. He stood
upand beckoned to me with his thick arm. "Come and join us." The
girl had stood up too. There was nothing else I could do but what
he said. The man actually drew back a chair for me (they were all
painted in different, bright colo-urs, and had been reseated in new
leatherette), and even the girl waited until I had sat downbefore
sitting down herself. "Sorry you missed the end of last night's
show," said the man. "I had to get back to my lodgings, I suddenly
realized." I made it up quite swiftly. "I'm newto the town," I
added. "It can be difficult when you're new," said the man.
"What'll you have?" He spoke as if we were on licensed premises,
but it was pretty obvious we weren't, and Ihesitated. "Tea or
coffee?" "Tea, please," I said. "Another tea, Berth," called out
the man. I saw that the two of them were both drinkingcoffee, but I
didn't like the look of it, any more than I usually do. "I'd like
something to eat as well," I said, when the waitress brought the
tea. "Thank youvery much," I said to the man. "Sandwiches: York
ham, salt beef, or luncheon meat. Pies. Sausage rolls," said the
wait-ress. She had a very bad stye on her left lower eyelid. "I'll
have a pie," I said, and, in due course, she brought one, with some
salad on the plate,and the bottle of sauce. I really required
something hot, but there it was. "Come again tonight," said the
man. "I'm not sure I'll be able to." I was finding it difficult
even to drink my tea properly, as my hands were shaking so
badly,and I couldn't think how I should cope with a cold pie. "Come
on the house, if you like. As you missed your turn last night." The
girl, who had so far left the talking to the other, smiled at me
very sweetly and perso-nally, as if there was something quite
particular between us. Her white blouse was open verylow, so that I
saw more than I really should, even though things are quite
different today fromwhat they once were. Even without the green
powder, she was a very pale girl, and her bodylooked as if it might
be even whiter than her face, almost as white as her blouse. Also I
couldnow see the colour of her eyes. They were green. Somehow I had
known it all along. "In any case," went on the man, "it won't make
much difference with business like it isnow." The girl glanced at
him as if she were surprised at his letting out something private,
thenlooked at me again and said, "Do come." She said it in the
friendliest, meltingest way, as if


	
she really cared. What's more, she seemed to have some kind of
foreign accent, which madeher even more fascinating, if that were
possible. She took a small sip of coffee. "It's only that I might
have another engagement that I couldn't get out of. I don't know
rightnow." "We mustn't make you break another engagement," said the
girl, in her foreign accent, butsounding as if she meant just the
opposite. I managed a bit more candour. "I might get out of my
engagement," I said, "but the truth is,if you don't mind my saying
so, that I didn't greatly care for some of the others in the
audien-ce last night." "I don't blame you," said the man very
dryly, and rather to my relief, as you can imagine."What would you
say to a private show? A show just for you?" He spoke quite
quietly, sug-gesting it as if it had been the most normal thing in
the world, or as if I had been Charles Clo-re. I was so taken by
surprise that I blurted out, "What! Just me in the tent?" "In your
own home, I meant," said the man, still absolutely casually, and
taking a noisypull on his pink earthenware cup. As the man spoke,
the girl shot a quick, devastating glance.It was exactly as if she
softened everything inside me to water. And, absurdly enough, it
wasthen that my silly pie arrived, with the bit of green salad, and
the sauce. I had been a fool toask for anything at all to eat,
however much I might have needed it in theory. "With or without the
swords," continued the man, lighting a cheap-looking cigarette.
"Ma-donna has been trained to do anything else you want. Anything
you may happen to think of."The girl was gazing into her teacup. I
dared to speak directly to her. "Is your name really Madonna? It's
nice." "No," she said, speaking rather low. "Not really. It's my
working name." She turned her he-ad for a moment, and again our
eyes met. "There's no harm in it. We're not Catholics," said the
man, "though Madonna was once." "I like it," I said. I was
wondering what to do about the pie. I could not possibly eat. "Of
course a private show would cost a bit more than two bob," said the
man. "But it wo-uld be all to yourself, and, under those
conditions, Madonna will do anything you feel like." Inoticed that
he was speaking just as he had spoken in the tent: looking not at
me or at anyoneelse, but straight ahead into the distance, and as
if he were repeating words he had used againand again and was fed
up with but compelled to make use of. I was about to tell him I had
no money, which was more or less the case, but didn't. "When could
it be?" I said. "Tonight, if you like," said the man. "Immediately
after the regular show, and that won't bevery late, as we don't do
a ten or eleven o'clock house at a date like this. Madonna could
bewith you at a quarter to ten, easy. And she wouldn't necessarily
have to hurry away either, notwhen there's no late-night matine.
There'd be time for her to do a lot of her novelties if you'dcare
to see them. Items from her repertoire, as we call them. Got a good
place for it, by theway? Madonna doesn't need much. Just a room
with a lock on the door to keep out the non-paying patrons, and
somewhere to wash her hands." "Yes," I said. "As a matter of fact,
the place I'm stopping at should be quite suitable, tho-ugh I wish
it was brighter, and a bit quieter too." Madonna flashed another of
her indescribably sweet glances at me. "I shan't mind," she sa-id
softly. I wrote down the address on the corner of a paper I had
found on my seat, and tore it off. "Shall we call it ten pounds?"
said the man, turning to look at me with his small eyes. "Iusually
ask twenty and sometimes fifty, but this is Wolverhampton not the
Costa Brava, andyou belong to the refined type."


	
"What makes you say that?" I asked; mainly in order to gain time
for thinking what I coulddo about the money. "I could tell by where
you sat last night. At pretty well every show there's someone
whopicks that seat. It's a special seat for the refined types. I've
learnt better now than to call themup, because it's not what they
want. They're too refined to be called up, and I respect them
forit. They often leave before the end, as you did. But I'm glad to
have them in at any time. Theyraise the standard. Besides, they're
the ones who are often interested in a private show, as youare, and
willing to pay for it. I have to watch the business of the thing
too." "I haven't got ten pounds ready in spare cash," I said, "but
I expect I can find it, even if Ihave to fiddle it." "It's what you
often have to do in this world," said the man. "Leastways if you
like nicethings." "You've still got most of the day," said the
girl, smiling encouragingly. "Have another cup of tea?" said the
man. "No thanks very much." "Sure?" "Sure." "Then we must move.
We've an afternoon show, though it'll probably be only for a
fewkids. I'll tell Madonna to save herself as much as she can until
the private affair tonight." As they were going through the door on
to the street, the girl looked back to throw me aglance over her
shoulder, warm and secret. But when she was moving about, her
clothes lo-oked much too big for her, the skirt too long, the
jacket and blouse too loose and droopy, as ifthey were not really
her clothes at all. On top of everything else, I felt sorry for
her. Whateverthe explanation of last night, her life could not be
an easy one. They'd both been too polite to mention my pie. I
stuffed it into my attach case, of coursewithout the salad, paid
for it, and dragged off to my next call, which proved to be right
acrossthe town once more. I didn't have to do anything dishonest to
get the money. It was hardly to be expected that my mind would be
much on my work that afternoon, but Istuck to it as best I could,
feeling that my life was getting into deep waters and that I had
bet-ter keep land of some kind within sight, while it was still
possible. It was as well that I didcontinue on my proper round of
calls, because at one of the shops my immediate problemwas solved
for me without my having to lift a finger. The owner of the shop
was a nice oldgentleman with white hair, named Mr Edis, who seemed
to take to me immediately I wentthrough the door. He said at one
point that I made a change from old Bantock with his attacksof
asthma (I don't think I've so far mentioned Bantock's asthma, but I
knew all about it), andthat I seemed a good lad, with a light in my
eyes. Those were his words, and I'm not likely tomake a mistake
about them just yet, seeing what he went on to. He asked me if I
had anythingto do that evening. Rather pleased with myself, because
it was not an answer I should havebeen able to make often before,
not if I had been speaking the truth, I told him Yes, I had adate
with a girl. "Do you mean with a Wolverhampton girl?" asked Mr
Edis. "Yes. I've only met her since I've been in the town." I
shouldn't have admitted that to mostpeople, but there was something
about Mr Edis that led me on and made me want to justifyhis good
opinion of me. "What's she like?" asked Mr Edis, half closing his
eyes, so that I could see the red all roundthe edges of them.
"Gorgeous." It was the sort of thing people said, and my real
feelings couldn't possibly ha-ve been put into words. "Got enough
small change to treat her properly?"


	
I had to think quickly, being taken so much by surprise, but Mr
Edis went on before I hadtime to speak. "So that you can cuddle her
as you want?" I could see that he was getting more and more
excited. "Well, Mr Edis," I said, "as a matter of fact, not quite
enough. I'm still a beginner in myjob, as you know." I thought I
might get a pound out of him, and quite likely only as a loan, the
Midlands pe-ople being what we all know they are. But on the
instant he produced a whole fiver. He flapped it in front of my
nose like a kip-per. "It's yours on one condition." "I'll fit in if
I can, Mr Edis." "Come back tomorrow morning after my wife's gone
out - she works as a traffic warden,and can't hardly get enough of
it - come back here and tell me all about what happens." I didn't
care for the idea at all, but I supposed that I could make up some
lies, or even breakmy word and not go back at all, and I didn't
seem to have much alternative. "Why, of course, Mr Edis. Nothing to
it." He handed over the fiver at once. "Good boy," he said. "Get
what you're paying for out of her, and think of me while
you'redoing it, though I don't expect you will." As for the other
five pounds, I could probably manage to wangle it out of what I
had, byscraping a bit over the next week or two, and cooking the
cash book a trifle if necessary, aswe all do. Anyway, and being the
age I was, I hated all this talk about money. I hated the talkabout
it much more than I hated the job of having to find it. I did not
see Madonna in that sortof way at all, and I should have despised
myself if I had. Nor, to judge by how she spoke, didit seem the way
in which she saw me. I could not really think of any other way in
which shewould be likely to see me, but I settled that one by
trying not to think about the question atall. My Uncle Elias's
special lodging in Wolverhampton was not the kind of place where
visi-tors just rang the bell and waited to be admitted by the
footman. You had to know the form abit, if you were to get in at
all, not being a resident, and still more if, once inside, you
weregoing to find the exact person you were looking for. At about
half past nine I thought it bestto start lounging around in the
street outside. Not right on top of the house door, because
thatmight have led to misunderstanding and trouble of some kind,
but moving up and down thestreet, keeping both eyes open and an ear
cocked for the patter of tiny feet on the pavement. Itwas almost
dark, of course, but not quite. There weren't many people about but
that waspartly because it was raining gently, as it does in the
Midlands: a soft, slow rain that you canhardly see, but extra
wetting, or so it always feels. I am quite sure I should have taken
up myposition earlier if it hadn't been for the rain. Needless to
say, I was like a cat on hot bricks. Ihad managed to get the pie
inside me between calls during the afternoon. I struggled throughit
on a bench just as the rain was beginning. And at about half past
six I'd had a cup of tea andsome beans in the caf I'd been to the
night before. I didn't want any of it. I just felt that Iought to
eat something in view of what lay ahead of me. Though, of course, I
had preciouslittle idea of what that was. When it's truly your
first experience, you haven't; no matter howmuch you've been told
and managed to pick up. I'd have been in a bad state if it had been
anywoman that was supposed to be coming, let alone my lovely
Madonna. And there she was, on the dot, or even a little early. She
was dressed in the same clothes asshe had worn that morning. Too
big for her and too old for her; and she had no umbrella andno
raincoat and no hat. "You'll be wet," I said.


	
She didn't speak, but her eyes looked, I fancied, as if she were
glad to see me. If she hadset out in that green powder of hers, it
had all washed off. I thought she might be carrying something, but
she wasn't, not even a handbag. "Come in," I said. Those staying in
the house were lent a key (with a deposit to pay on it), and, thank
God, wegot through the hall and up the stairs without meeting
anyone, or hearing anything out of theway, even though my room was
at the top of the building. She sat down on my bed and looked at
the door. After what had been said, I knew what todo and turned the
key. It came quite naturally. It was the sort of place where you
turned thekey as a matter of course. I took off my raincoat and let
it lie in a corner. I had not turned onthe light. I was not proud
of my room. "You must be soaked through," I said. The distance from
the fairground was not all thatgreat, but the rain was of the
specially wetting kind, as I've remarked. She got up and took off
her outsize black jacket. She stood there holding it until I took
itand hung it on the door. I can't say it actually dripped, but it
was saturated, and I could see awet patch on the eiderdown where
she had been sitting. She had still not spoken a word. I hadto
admit that there seemed to have been no call for her to do so. The
rain had soaked through to her white blouse. Even with almost no
light in the room Icould see that. The shoulders were sodden and
clinging to her, one more than the other. Wit-hout the jacket, the
blouse looked quainter than ever. Not only was it loose and
shapeless, butit had sleeves that were so long as to droop down
beyond her hands when her jacket was off.In my mind I had a glimpse
of the sort of woman the blouse was made for, big and stout, notmy
type at all. "Better take that off too," I said, though I don't now
know how I got the words out. I imagi-ne that instinct looks after
you even the first time, provided it is given a chance. Madonna
didgive me a chance, or I felt that she did. Life was sweeter for a
minute or two than I had everthought possible. Without a word, she
took off her blouse and I hung it over the back of the single
bedroomchair. I had seen in the caf that under it she had been
wearing something black, but I had not re-alized until now that it
was the same tight, shiny sheath that she wore in the show, and
thatmade her look so French. She took off her wet skirt. The best I
could do was to drape it over the seat of the chair.And there she
was, super high heels and all. She looked ready to go on stage
right away, butthat I found rather disappointing. She stood
waiting, as if for me to tell her what to do. I could see that the
black sheath was soaking wet, anyway in patches, but this time I
didn'tdare to suggest that she take it off. At last Madonna opened
her mouth. "What would you like me to begin with?" Her voice was so
beautiful, and the question she asked so tempting, that something
gothold of me and, before I could stop myself, I had put my arms
round her. I had never doneanything like it before in my whole
life, whatever I might have felt. She made no movement, so that I
supposed at once I had done the wrong thing. After all, itwas
scarcely surprising, considering how inexperienced I was. But I
thought too that something else was wrong. As I say, I wasn't
exactly accustomed tothe feel of a half-naked woman, and I myself
was still more or less fully dressed, but all thesame I thought at
once that the feel of her was disappointing. It came as a bit of a
shock. Qu-ite a bad one, in fact. As often, when facts replace
fancies. Suddenly it had all become ratherlike a nightmare. I
stepped back.


	
"I'm sorry," I said. She smiled in her same sweet way. "I don't
mind," she said. It was nice of her, but I no longer felt quite the
same about her. You know how, at the best,a tiny thing can make all
the difference in your feeling about a woman, and I was far from
su-re that this thing was tiny at all. What I was wondering was
whether I wasn't proving not tobe properly equipped for life. I had
been called backward before now, and perhaps here wasthe reason.
Then I realized that it might all be something to do with the act
she put on, the swords. Shemight be some kind of freak, or possibly
the man in the blue jersey did something funny toher, hypnotized
her, in some way. "Tell me what you'd like," she said, looking down
at the scruffy bit of rug on the floor. I was a fool, I thought,
and merely showing my ignorance. "Take that thing off," I replied.
"It's wet. Get into bed. You'll be warmer there." I began taking
off my own clothes. She did what I said, squirmed out of the black
sheath, took her feet gently out of the sexyshoes, rolled off her
long stockings. Before me for a moment was my first woman, even
tho-ugh I could hardly see her. I was still unable to face the idea
of love by that single, dim elect-ric light, which only made the
draggled room look more draggled. Obediently, Madonna climbed into
my bed and I joined her there as quickly as I could. Obediently,
she did everything I asked, just as the man in the blue sweater had
promised.To me she still felt queer and disappointing - flabby
might almost be the word - and certainlyquite different from what I
had always fancied a woman's body would feel like if ever I
foundmyself close enough to it. But she gave me my first experience
none the less, the thing we'reconcerned with now. I will say one
thing for her: from first to last she never spoke an unne-cessary
word. It's not always like that, of course. But everything had gone
wrong. For example, we had not even started by kissing. I had be-en
cram full of romantic ideas about Madonna, but I felt that she was
not being much help inthat direction, for all her sweet and
beautiful smiles and her soft voice and the gentle thingsshe said.
She was making herself almost too available, and not bringing out
the best in me. Itwas as if I had simply acquired new information,
however important, but without any exerti-on of my feelings. You
often feel like that, of course, about one thing or another, but it
se-emed dreadful to feel it about this particular thing, especially
when I had felt so differentlyabout it only a little while before.
"Come on," I said to her. "Wake up." It wasn't fair, but I was
bitterly disappointed, and all the more because I couldn't
properlymake out why. I only felt that everything in my life might
be at stake. She moaned a little. I heaved up from on top of her in
the bed and threw back the bedclothes behind me. Shelay there flat
in front of me, all grey - anyway in the dim twilight. Even her
hair was colour-less, in fact pretty well invisible. I did what I
suppose was rather a wretched thing. I caught hold of her left arm
by puttingboth my hands round her wrist, and tried to lug her up
towards me, so that I could feel herthrown against me, and could
cover her neck and front with kisses, if only she would makeme want
to. I suppose I might under any circumstances have hurt her by
dragging at her likethat, and that I shouldn't have done it. Still
no one could have said it was very terrible. It wasquite a usual
sort of thing to do, I should say. But what actually happened was
very terrible indeed. So simple and so terrible that peoplewon't
always believe me. I gave this great, bad-tempered, disappointed
pull at Madonna. Shecame up towards me and then fell back again
with a sort of wail. I was still holding on to her


	
hand and wrist with my two hands, and it took me quite some time
to realize what had happe-ned. What had happened was that I had
pulled her left hand and wrist right off. On the instant, she
twisted out of the bed and began to wriggle back into her clothes.
I wasaware that even in the almost nonexistent light she was
somehow managing to move veryswiftly. I had a frightful sensation
of her beating round in my room with only one hand, andwondered in
terror how she could possibly manage. All the time, she was weeping
to herself,or wailing might be the word. The noise she made was
very soft, so soft that but for what washappening, I might have
thought it was inside my own head. I got my feet on to the floor
with the notion of turning on the light. The only switch was
ofcourse by the door. I had the idea that with some light on the
scene, there might be certainexplanations. But I found that I
couldn't get to the switch. In the first place, I couldn't bear
thethought of touching Madonna, even accidentally. In the second
place, I discovered that mylegs would go no farther. I was too
utterly scared to move at all. Scared, repelled, and that mi-xed-up
something else connected with disappointed sex for which there is
no exact word. So I just sat there, on the edge of the bed, while
Madonna got back into her things, cryingall the while, in that
awful, heart-breaking way which I shall never forget. Not that it
went onfor long. As I've said, Madonna was amazingly quick. I
couldn't think of anything to say ordo. Especially with so little
time for it. When she had put on her clothes, she made a single
appallingly significant snatch in my di-rection, caught something
up, almost as if she, at least, could see in the dark. Then she
hadunlocked the door and bolted. She had left the door flapping
open off the dark landing (we had time-switches, of course),and I
could hear her pat-patting down the staircase, and so easily and
quietly through thefront door that you might have thought she lived
in the place. It was still a little too early forthe regulars to be
much in evidence. What I felt now was physically sick. But I had
the use of my legs once more. I got off thebed, shut and locked the
door, and turned on the light. There was nothing in particular to
be seen. Nothing but my own clothes lying about, mysodden-looking
raincoat in the corner, and the upheaved bed. The bed looked as if
some hugemonster had risen through it, but nowhere in the room was
there blood. It was all just like theswords. As I thought about it,
and about what I had done, I suddenly vomited. They were not
roomswith hot and cold running water, and I half-filled the
old-fashioned washbowl, with its fadedflowers at the bottom and big
thumbnail chippings round the rim, before I had finished. I lay
down on the crumpled bed, too fagged to empty the basin, to put out
the light, even todraw something over me, though I was still naked
and the night getting colder. I heard the usual sounds beginning on
the stairs and in the other rooms. Then, there was anunexpected,
businesslike rapping at my own door. It was not the sort of house
where it was much use first asking who was there. I got to myfeet
again, this time frozen stiff, and, not having a dressing-gown with
me, put on my wet ra-incoat, as I had to put on something and get
the door open, or there would be more knocking,and then complaints,
which could be most unpleasant. It was the chap in the blue
sweater; the seaman or showman or whatever he was. SomehowI had
known it might be. I can't have looked up to much, as I stood there
shaking, in only the wet raincoat, especial-ly as all the time you
could hear people yelling and beating it up generally in the other
rooms.And of course I hadn't the slightest idea what line the chap
might choose to take. I needn't have worried. Not at least about
that.


	
"Show pass off all right?" was all he asked; and looking
straight into the distance as if hewere on his platform, not at
anyone or anything in particular, but sounding quite friendly
not-withstanding, provided everyone responded in the right kind of
way. "I think so," I replied. I daresay I didn't appear very
cordial, but he seemed not to mind much. "In that case, could I
have the fee? I'm sorry to disturb your beauty sleep, but we're
movingon early." I had not known in what way I should be expected
to pay, so had carefully got the ten po-unds into a pile, Mr Edis's
fiver and five single pounds of my own, and put it into the
cornerof a drawer, before I had gone out into the rain to meet
Madonna. I gave it to him. "Thanks," he said, counting it, and
putting it into his trousers pocket. I noticed that even
histrousers seemed to be seaman's trousers, now that I could see
them close to, with him stan-ding just in front of me. "Everything
all right then?" "I think so," I said again. I was taking care not
to commit myself too far in any direction Icould think of. I saw
that now he was looking at me, his small eyes deep-sunk. At that
exact moment, there was a wild shriek from one of the floors below.
It was aboutthe loudest human cry I had heard until then, even in
one of those lodgings. But the man took no notice. "All right
then," he said. For some reason, he hesitated a moment, then he
held out his hand. I took it. He was verystrong, but there was
nothing else remarkable about his hand. "We'll meet again," he
said. "Don't worry." Then he turned away and pressed the black
time-switch for the staircase light. I did notstop to watch him go.
I was sick and freezing. And so far, despite what he said, our
paths have not recrossed.

2 - The Real Road To The Church

But was that the true meaning? Le vrai chemin de l'nglise? The
overtones of symbolismand conversion seemed clear enough, but Rosa
still rather wondered whether the significanceof the phrase was not
wholly topographical. One could so easily read far too much into
thetraditional usages of simple people. Probably all that was meant
was the simplest and directest route (and perhaps the ancien-test);
the alternative to the new (but no longer very new) and metalled
main road that woundalong the borders of properties, instead of
creeping through them. Though by now, Rosa ref-lected, all roads
had begun to barge through once again, and no longer went
courteously aro-und and about. Very much so: that, she thought, was
symbolic, if anything was. Of everyt-hing: of the changed world
outside and also of her own questionable place in it. But when
onebegan to think in that way, all things become symbolic of all
other things. Not that that was initself untrue: though it was only
one truth, of course. And when one admitted that there weremany
truths existing concurrently, upon which of them could one possibly
be thought tostand firm - let alone, to rest? Almost certainly, the
simple people who used that phrase, gaveno thought at all to its
meaning. It was a convention only, as are the left hand side and
theright. Conventions are, indeed, all that shield us from the
shivering void, though often they doso but poorly and desperately.
As a matter of fact, Rosa was shivering now as she stood in the
living-room of La Wide (ifliving-room it could yet be called) and
thought about the tone in which Mrs Du Quesne, her


	
newly found home help with the aristocratic name, had spoken.
Nor was it only Mrs Du Qu-esne's name that seemed to echo breeding.
Rosa had read many books during those years shespent abroad; read
them mainly, as it had since seemed to her, while waiting for men
to keepsome appointment or other; and Mrs Du Quesne had brought
back Tess of the D'Urbervillesto her, though Mrs Du Quesne was far,
far older than Tess had been permitted to be. Rosa's convent
French, though presumably reinforced during the year or two she had
livedin Paris (but always with men who were English), was of little
avail in understanding the is-land tongue: not so much a patois,
she gathered, as a hybrid, a speech half-Latin and half-Norse. At
one period, Rosa had lived in Stockholm with an actual Swede (far
and away theworst year of her life - or more than a year: it had
all ended in her breakdown), but the langu-age of Sweden (and never
would she forget the pitch of it) seemed to have nothing whateverin
common with the language of Mrs Du Quesne and her friends. If Mrs
Du Quesne had notmixed in equal parts of very clear English, Rosa
could hardly have employed her. There werenot many left who spoke
the local tongue at all; but that was a factor which strongly
inclinedRosa to employ, and thus, perhaps, aid, those who did. Any
resulting difficulty or sacrificeshe fervently justified to
herself. Rosa was fairly well aware that it was the more oracular
remarks which Mrs Du Quesneand her friends left in their natal
hybrid, nor could by any reasonable persuasion be inducedto
anglicize. She suspected, indeed, that just now she herself had
gone somewhat beyond per-suasion that was reasonable. She was sure
she had begun to croak, when her gullet had sud-denly dried around
what had been her voice; and that she had pounded several times
upon theDu Quesne kitchen table (except that neither table nor
kitchen were the words they all used).When it came to the choice,
no doubt important in its way, between one three-letter
washingpowder and another, Mrs Du Quesne spoke plain advertisers'
English; but her warnings, or atleast admonitions, deeper and more
personal to Rosa and her place of abode, were as maskedas the
gurglings of any ancient oracle. And everyone else in the kitchen
that was called so-mething else kept quiet when Mrs Du Quesne said
these plainly important things. Probablythose sitting around at
Delphi fell silent in like circumstances. And there could be no
doubt at all about La Wide having been unoccupied for years
andyears before she, Rosa, had bought it. The very first thing she
had thought when she had seteyes on it had been, It must be
haunted, but it had not so far in her occupancy seemed to beso, and
the first twelvemonth was almost over, albeit a casual visitor
might not have thoughtit from the state of the rooms. The fact that
the little structure had been so cheap as to be within Rosa's means
had alsomade her suspect that trouble went with it. She had not
been so unsophisticated as not tothink of that. But during the year
she had realized that on this point the answer might lie
el-sewhere. The explanation, she had come to suspect, lay in the
present social categorization of the is-land population. First,
there were the few immensely old families, who dwelt in
crumblingchteaux, within weedy moats. Second, there were the tax
refugees from the British main-land: sad, very loud-voiced people
in once-fashionable clothes, who seemed not to have ho-uses at all,
but to reside always in not quite compatible bars and restaurants,
never trulydrunk, never truly sober. Third, there was the great
residential majority: the prosperous gro-wers, their suppliers and
agents. These lived in new or rehabilitated bungalows or
houses,frantically competitive, each with all the others. Finally,
there were the few real natives oraboriginals; and they had so
diminished in number under the weight of all the others, or of
thetimes in general, that they no longer needed more than a
proportion of the cots and crofts bu-ilt for them, mostly in the
solidest, most enduring stone. The first three groups would not
ha-ve considered La Wide, and the fourth had no need of it. The end
of the tomato boom was sa-


	
id to be imminent, but in that event, those who trimmed and
watered it would migrate not toLa Wide but more probably to the
Antipodes. Moreover, La Wide was to be reached only by a bumpy and
neglected track running uphillbetween hedges: difficult for a baby
carriage, impossible for a saloon car. It was, in fact, thistrack
that had initiated the dark talk from Mrs Du Quesne and her group;
Rosa having expres-sed concern about the difficulty Mrs Du Quesne
might find in making her way during the se-ason of winter wet that
once more lay ahead. (Rosa had arrived the previous October,
butthen, and right through that winter, there had been no Mrs Du
Quesne in her life.) Rosa, still shivering, sank upon a chair by
the small fireplace as she thought about whathad been said; though,
as far as she was concerned, but slenderly understood. I am far
toosensitive, she thought, for the five hundredth or one thousandth
time; though words had neverbeen necessary to frame the thought.
She was in such distress (surely, this time, without
fulljustification) that she might have gone on to think I am mad,
and thus derive some faint, fa-miliar comfort from the implication
of non-responsibility for what happened to her and of es-cape, but
instead was struck by the idea that, in this case, the word
"sensitive" might requireto be applied in a new meaning. Dennis,
fifteen years ago, had said at first that he thought she might be
"a sensitive", andindeed claimed that it was one reason why he was
"interested in her". He always professed aspecial concern with such
things, and could certainly talk without end about them,
thoughperhaps without much meaning either. He had, however, quite
soon found an Indo-Chinesegirl who was far more of a sensitive, and
was believed, in so far as you could believe anyt-hing about
Dennis, to have started living with her instead. Already, Dennis
had explained toRosa that being "a sensitive" had nothing at all to
do with being "sensitive" in the ordinarymeaning of the word. Rosa
had thought this just as well in all the circumstances, and
hadsummoned resolution to exclude all notion of herself owning any
special psychic status. Shehad hardly thought about it again until
now. If I am sensitive in that way, she thought, thenthe Du Quesne
lot may have sensed it. Whenever she visited Mrs Du Quesne's abode,
whichshe had found herself doing surprisingly frequently, she
discovered a small crowd of kindredand affinity mumbling their
confused lingo in the non-kitchen. "The Du Quesne lot" were
fastbecoming an over-wise chorus in the background of her own life:
and perhaps edging towardsthe front of it. Though it was already
the end of October, there was no fire in the grate. This was
partlybecause it was so difficult to get coal. Apparently the
tomato-houses required almost all thatwas imported. The previous
winter, Rosa had frozen for as long as eight or nine weeks
beforeshe had obtained a supply by making one of her scenes in the
merchant's office. She had thenreceived a whole ton, almost
immediately, carried by a pair of youths in half-hundredweightsacks
all the way up her lumpy lane from the road: which made her wonder
whether coal wasreally so short, after all. Quite probably it was
one of the many necessities only to be procu-red by such as she
through resort to degrading devices. Rosa was unsure whether she
did notprefer to endure the cold. Then she reasoned with herself
that winter had of course not evenbegun, and that even autumn was
less than half gone. She rose, went through to the back ro-om, her
bedroom and boudoir, removed her sweater, glanced in the
looking-glass at the ref-lection of her bust, as she always did,
and put on a thicker, chunkier sweater. The room wasrather sad and
dark, because the single window was close to the bank of earth
which rose be-hind almost perpendicularly. Probably the room had
been intended for "the children", whileFather and Mother slept in
the room adjoining, which was now Rosa's unfinished living-ro-om;
and all had lived their waking lives in the remaining room, into
which the outer door led,and which had now become Rosa's kitchen
and scullery only. Rosa entered this kitchen andscullery, and
started to slice up materials for a meal.


	
But that day it was her first meal her mother could possibly
have called "real", and it hadthe effect, with the coffee that
followed it, of concentrating Rosa's perceptions. Mrs Du Ques-ne
had left her with much to be surmised, but the facts, or rather the
claims, were clear, eventhough the overtones and explanations might
not be. It had begun when Mrs Du Quesne, in a friendly way, had
been answering one of the ot-hers who had apparently enquired for
details as to where Rosa resided. "Ah," the other wo-man had
blurted out, "it is there that they change the porters." Patois or
hybrid the tonguemight be, but Rosa could understand that much.
"What porters?" she had enquired, her mindfull of French railway
stations. There had been a pause and a silence, and then
somethingevasive had been said, though doubtless kindly meant.
"No," Rosa had cried, the scent ofmischief full in her nostrils. "I
want to know. Please tell me." Mrs Du Quesne then said so-mething
much firmer, and perhaps in a less kindly tone; and soon Rosa was
beginning to losecontrol, in the way she now regretted. So, in the
end, Mrs Du Quesne did tell some of it, outof resentment or out of
necessity. Mrs Du Quesne explained certain aspects of the
matter,while the others inserted quiet or excited comments in their
vernacular. All over the island, Mrs Du Quesne had said, all over
the island when one knew, were the-se paths: "les vrais chemins de
l'nglise". It was the way one went to one's church - when oneknew.
Several other things were said that Rosa had not comprehended.
There was another pa-use and then the nub of the matter was hinted
at: by these paths one also went to one's grave.Along these paths
one's body was borne; and not only did such a path find its way
past LaWide, so that each time the burden must pass within inches
of Rosa's front door, but La Widewas also one of the places where,
as she had heard already, "they changed the porters".
Greatsignificance seemed to be attached to that. And everyone made
it clear that to make one's lastjourney by any other route was most
inappropriate. Words were used to describe the consequ-ences which,
though few, were impressive, so awed and reluctant was their
utterance, socharged the silence that followed them. Rosa had no
precise idea what these words meant, butthey had made those dead
who were unquiet, almost visible and tangible in Mrs Du
Quesne'shomestead. "But," Rosa had, in the end, cried out, "but I
have never heard anything." She thought thatat this point she had
actually clutched at Mrs Du Quesne's sleeve. "No," Mrs Du Quesne
had replied, very simply and memorably. "Until now you hadn't
theknowledge." And everyone was again silent after she had spoken.
Rosa could not see how that could possibly make any difference.
Either these dreary corte-ges went past, in which case she would
have surely seen at least one of them in a whole year;or they did
not, and she had somehow missed the whole point. "And whatever
happens," said Mrs Du Quesne rather loudly, "if you do hear, don't
look."Everyone continued silent; not one of them even nodding. And
what was more, she had learned nothing further. There had been some
more talk, eit-her in the difficult tongue, or else merely silly.
Soon, Rosa had stalked out. Now she looked around at the
half-completed repainting and the miscellany of furniturebrought
from her room in London. It had been costly to move, of course, but
it was certainlynot true that it would have been cheaper to buy new
furniture on the island. New furnituremight have been more
agreeable and more appropriate, but it would finally have emptied
Ro-sa's financial store. As for the painting, she had set about
doing it herself for the same reason,and because she thought it
would give her something to do before she started looking for
athing that was better, but had been surprised by the physical
effort involved, and, some timeago, had desisted until she had more
strength. By now, she had ceased to notice the result formost of
the time, though at this moment she did notice it. Properly, as she
well knew, she co-uld not afford even Mrs Du Quesne, but truly she
could not do everything, and Mrs Du Ques-


	
ne also provided a certain company - cheerful and confident
company for much of the time.Besides, Mrs Du Quesne cost very
little. That, indeed, was why it had been possible to employ her,
when a woman requiring theopen market rate would have been out of
the question; but at this moment it struck Rosa forthe first time
that Mrs Du Quesne's cheapness was like the cheapness of the house:
slightlyunnatural. Unaccustomed cheapness is something that takes
much explanation in the worldaround us. It occurred to Rosa that
perhaps she, Rosa, was beginning to regret having come atall, and
that all these new difficulties and apprehensions were, as Dennis
used to say, "projec-tions". Nothing had been more familiar to Rosa
than the sensation of early regret for almostevery step she had
ever taken; but this time she had thought that she had evaded the
demon,even though perhaps by also managing to evade herself, for
nearly a whole year. Where justnow Rosa had undoubtedly been
frightened, the notion that her external alarums had emana-ted, as
so often, from inside her, left her merely depressed. She looked at
her reflection, though only in the glass of the sitting-room
window. The lightwas just right for the purpose, and even the grime
helped to define her image. Certainly it wasall the definition she
wanted. She had always found life to move by contraries, usually
pettyones, though sometimes not; and, as often before when she had
been depressed, now foundherself surprised that she looked as well
as she did. She had long ago learned that it was whenshe had been
feeling more confident that the sight of her appearance came always
as somet-hing of a shock. Life evens things up or down; in small
matters and in large (even though Ro-sa would have hesitated to
distinguish between the two). Now she felt quite pleased. Her
fi-gure was still noticeably good, or at least well proportioned;
and the thick, chunky sweaterwas in her right style. Even her face
was still pretty, she thought, beneath the grey hair. At le-ast she
had the decency to keep her grey hair short: but then there had
been a man who positi-vely liked, and chose, short grey hair -
though that, for better or for worse, had been when herown hair was
neither, but carroty and rather long. Still, long grey hair always
looked greasyand witch-like; and at once she thought anew of Mrs Du
Quesne, though Mrs Du Quesne'shair was not grey at all, but quite
black. And my skin is amazingly good for my age, Rosathought to
herself. (She had long ago made a decision to defer talking to
herself for as long asshe could.) She attempted a smile, though she
knew it could only be a bitter one, at least forthe most part. But
it proved to be not so much a bitter smile, as a timid and
frightened smile.She was smiling like a shaky adolescent. And then
the image in the dirty window lost shapeand identity. Rosa turned
away, once more depressed. She took down her coat from one of the
pegs at the back of the door on to the lane and setout for a walk.
It was a respectable and even an expensive coat. Rosa still spent
far more onclothes than on "the home" - or, indeed, on anything
else that was in the least optional. Andthey were ladylike,
conventional clothes that she picked, though simpler than the
convention,because she had taste. Though her adult life had so far
divided into two phases, neither ofthem especially ladylike, she
had felt from first to last that her appearance must always
showwhat she really was. And now that she had entered upon a third
phase, this limbo at La Wide,she divined that her appearance was
almost all she was left with. It was something that neednever fail
her while she had two pennies to rub together, and had mercifully
little to do withthe quite independent aspect of her naked body,
provided that she did not allow her grey hairto grow long and
greasy, or her hands to go too far in the direction of, say, Mrs Du
Quesne'shands. With determination, she would be able to do
something with her appearance until thelast day came She twisted
her mind away from the thought of the morning's conversation. Rosa
was winding her way along the cliff path, high and narrow above the
autumnal bil-lows (they are as grey as hair, thought Rosa); steeply
up and vertiginously down, both billowsand path. Rosa walked not
fast but steadily: the cliff path ran for many miles, and was
exce-edingly wild and beautiful, recalling what the cliff paths of
England were, the coastguard


	
paths, well within living memory. The ascents and descents,
beyond either the powers or thewill of the ordinary visitor, meant
little to Rosa; but then the beauty and the wildness meantlittle to
her either, and the windblown cliff flora, the jagged, streaky
geology, nothing at all.All these different things entered her
awareness only vaguely. Almost every day, she wentslowly on and on,
in her good clothes; passing others, persons from the car parks
behind, andmen with guns, without acknowledgement of any kind,
without one half-step aside, assuredlywithout a smile. "She looks
just like a ghost," the women said, not understanding that shemight
conceivably have been one. "Didn't she look pale?" enquired other
women rhetoricallyof their bored husbands. Rosa was one whom the
weather affected little. "She looks like amad-woman," the bored
husbands would sometimes reply. "Perhaps she's searching for
so-mething," a girl might interpose more sympathetically. And the
crushing answer would come:"Most likely searching for her wits".
Rosa had thus walked for miles along the cliff path almost each day
during all but a year,but now she soon began to feel tired and
settled herself on a rough bench. She sat staring outto sea for
possibly half an hour; letting the heavy waves erode her misery and
break up herdespair. Then a figure in black appeared on the path in
the opposite direction to that fromwhich she had come. A tall
elderly man struggled forward against the wind. As he drew
near,Rosa saw that he was in clerical dress, without an overcoat,
and with his big black hat in hishand. His white hair was sparse
and windblown. He stopped in front of Rosa and she lookedup. Her
first thought was: a sensitive face. "Good afternoon," said the
man. "I believe you are Mrs Hughes." "Yes," said Rosa. "I am." "You
have bought the little house at the place where they change the
porters? At least I as-sume that you have bought it." "Yes," said
Rosa. "I admit it." "You are seeking peace?" "Aren't we all?" The
cheap words had sprung to her lips on some volition of their own.
"Yes, Mrs Hughes. Indeed, we all are. Indeed." Rosa said nothing.
She felt that any words she could find would be likewise unworthy
ofher; would show her in an unjust light. It was a long time since
she had conversed with any"educated person". "Perhaps I might sit
beside you for a moment?" Rosa nodded and, as one does, drew the
skirt of her coat more closely to her. "And what was your life
before you came here? If you care to speak of it, of course." "For
the last eight years, I was a secretary. Then the manager sent for
me and told me I waspast being a secretary with _that_ company, but
that he had arranged for me to be transferredto the handling side.
I said No." "I am sure you were wise," said the man. "And what
happened to you before the last eightyears?" Both of them were
staring straight ahead across the pulsing, empty sea. "Before that
I was seeing more of life." "Did you prefer that?" "No," replied
Rosa. "I disliked both times," and, when he said nothing, she spoke
again."Who are you?" "I am the curate in charge of your parish. I
too am retired, but I come here every autumn inorder to permit your
rector to rest. He is very elderly, even more so than I am, and,
alas veryinfirm indeed, as I expect you know." "No," said Rosa,
once more defiant, as always when confronted with any kind of
officialdemand. "I don't go to church." "Possibly not," said the
man. "But then you have no need to." "I wonder how you know," said
Rosa, cheaper than ever, and misunderstanding.


	
"You already live in a holy place." "What's that?" asked Rosa,
her heart in a sudden vice. "I myself should not dare to live
there." "Tell me," said Rosa, with all the stolidity she could
muster. "What exactly is there that Ishould be afraid of?" "It is
not a matter of anything to fear in the usual sense. It is a
spiritual matter." "As how? I don't know about such things." "Oh,"
he said. "Where were you educated?" "In a convent," she replied,
more quietly. "But I've long ago forgotten everything I was
ta-ught." He replied in a murmur, as if to himself. "I can hear the
beating of your heart." But having said that, he said nothing more,
while Rosa sat waiting, almost peacefully, forwhatever might
befall. "I come here daily," he said in the end. "I like to
contemplate the immensity. There is alack of immensity in the
world. Do you find that also?" "Yes," said Rosa. "I suppose I do.
But I don't look very much for it. I don't look very muchfor
anything." "It is perhaps odd," he continued, "that we have not met
until now. I believe that you toowalk along the cliff." "Yes," said
Rosa. "And I may have passed you without noticing. I do that
often." "I think I should have noticed you" he said, as if
seriously thinking about it. Rosa noticed that upon the grey sea
was now the beginning of a black shadow. "This," she remarked, "is
when my mother would have said 'The days are drawing in'." "Yes,"
he replied. "Soon we shall have to light the lamp before tea-time."
A sea bird descended from the blackening clouds, screaming and
searching. "You haven't told me," said Rosa. "This thing about
changing the porters. People seem tokeep talking about it. It
sounds rather pointless to me. And, anyway, it doesn't happen.
I'vebeen there nearly a year and it hasn't happened yet, as far as
I know." "Perhaps you have not known what to look for and to listen
for. The porters are changedvery quietly. No one speaks. No one
grumbles. Surely you have not been given the impressi-on that they
go by shouting, like a trade union march?" "I have to admit," said
Rosa, taking the plunge, "that I never heard about it at all until
thismorning, and then only from my char, if that is what I should
call her. She said the great thingwas if I did hear anything, not
to look for what it was." "It is a disturbing sight for those
unaccustomed to death and the hereafter: which is most ofthe world
around us, as I need hardly say. I think that you are one, Mrs
Hughes, who couldnot only listen and look, but kneel and touch with
impunity." "Do I really want to?" asked Rosa, turning to him
completely for the first time. "Oh, yes, indeed, Mrs Hughes," he
replied. "To kneel and to touch are the proper practicesof the
pilgrim. That must be one of the things you have temporarily
forgotten." "As with saints and relics and so forth?" He smiled at
her for the first time. "But what should I get out of it?" She
blushed. "No, I don't quite mean that. What I mean iswhy me? Why
should I be supposed to do it more than another?" "Because, Mrs
Hughes, your whole life has been a quest for perfection. You have
alwaysbeen concerned only with perfection, and as in this world
there is no perfection, you are sad.Sadness can be a very special -
shall I say, concession?" "I am sure the nuns used to tell us it
was a sin." "As with so many things, it depends upon what kind of
sadness it is."


	
"Do you know," said Rosa impulsively, "I'm not sure that you
haven't changed my entireafternoon!" "Where you now live," he
replied, "there was for centuries a shrine with an image; and
be-fore that, probably on the very same spot, another image, very
different and yet in importantways just the same; and, before that
- who knows? - perhaps the goddess herself, in propriapersona, if
you will permit the words. Needless to say, no one could behold the
goddess her-self in her grove and continue to live. That is
possible only when the divine is provisionallymediated into man."
"For a clergyman you seem to take stock in an awful lot of
different gods." "There is only one." "Yes," she said. "I see that
too. At least I do now. You seem to make me understand thingsthat I
never understood before. And yet you don't say anything that's in
the least new." "Daily life is entirely a matter of the pattern men
and women impose upon it: of style, asthe artist calls it. And the
character of that pattern is very important, as day follows day.
Nonethe less, reality lies far behind, and is unchangeable: is
ritual, in fact. It was of reality, I sus-pect, that your charwoman
was speaking - perhaps gossiping. Reality is often dangerous, soshe
was cautioning you to avoid it." "And you?" "I advise you to
advance towards it. When you hear the faint sounds I spoke of,
throw openyour door and see what there is to see. Fall upon your
knees and stretch out your hand, as Isaid. And of course be
prepared for a big change; something indescribable, unpredictable."
"I have no idea what you are talking about," said Rosa slowly. "Few
have. My general reputation in the parish is that of a complete
visionary. I am said togo around upsetting people. Not that many
care one way or the other." On the instant, he roseto his feet.
"But now I must return to them. I am very glad indeed to have met
you, Mrs Hug-hes." As he could not lift his hat, he waved it
vaguely around. She had a few seconds inwhich to examine his full
face closely. "I understand almost nothing you have said, " Rosa
repeated. "And yet you have made mefeel much better. Thank you."
She would have gone after him along the cliff path, had he proposed
it, but he did not. Hemerely b
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