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Sebastian Knight was born on the thirty-first of December
1899, 1n the former capital of my country An old Russian
Iady who has for some obscure reason begged me not to
dwvulge her name, happened to show me m Paris the diary
she had kept i the past So uneventful had those years been
(apparently) that the collecting of daily details {which 1s
always a poor method of self-preservation) barely surpassed
a short description of the day’s weather, and it 1s cunous to
note 1 this respect that the personal dianes of sovereigns -
no matter what roubles beset their realms - are mamnly con-
cerned with the same subject Luck bemg what 1t 1s when
left alone, here I was offered somethmg which I rmight never
have hunted down had 1t been a chosen quarry Therefore 1
am able to state that the mormng of Sebasnan’s birth was 2
fine windless one, with twelve degrees (Réaumur) below
zero.. thisis all, however, that the good lady found worth
setting down On second thought I cannot see any real
necessity of complying with her anonymity That she will
ever read this book seems wildly improbable Her name was
and 13 Olga Olegovna Orlosa — an egg like alliteranon which
it would have been a pity to withhold

Her dry account canmot consey to the unuravelled reader
the implied dehights of a winter day such as she describes in
St Petersburg; the pure luxury of a cloudless sky designed
not to warm the flesh, but solely to please the eye: the
sheen of sledge-cuts on the hard-beaten snow of spacious
streets with 2 tawny tinge abour the middle tracks due to a
rich mixture of horse-dung, the brightly coloured bunch ¢”
toy-balloons hawked by an aproned pedlar, the soft cune.
2 cupola, its gold dimmed by the bloom of powdery



the birch trees m the public gardens, every tiniest twig out-
fined in white; the rasp and tinkle of winter waffic ... and
by the way how queer it 15 when you look at an old picture
postcard (like the one I have placed on my desk to keep the
chuld of memory amused for a moment) to consider the
haphazard way Russian cabs had of turning whenever they
liked, anywhere and anyhow, so that instead of the straight,
self-conscious stream of modern traffic one sees - on this
painted photograph - a di de street with droshkies all
awry under ncredibly blue skies, which, farther away, melt
automatically mto a pink flush of mnemonic banality.

1 have hot been able to obtan a picture of the house
where Sebastian was born, but I know 1t well, for I was born
there myself, sorae six years later We had the same father:
he had marned agan, soon after divorcing Sebastian’s
mother. Oddly enough, this second marrtage 1s not men-
tioned at all in Mr Goodman’s Tragedy of Sebastian Kmght
(which appeared 1n 1936 and to which I shall have occasion

-+ refer more fully), so that to readers of Goodman’s book
I am bound to appear non-existent — a bogus relanve, a
garrulous umpostor, but Sebasuan himself 1n hts most auto-
bographical work (Lost Property) has some kind words to
say about my mother - and I think she deserved them well.
Nor 15 1t exact, as suggested 1 the Briush Press after
Sebastian’s decease, that hus father was killed 1n the duel he
fought in 1913, 2s 2 matter of fact he was steadily recovering
from the bullet-wound mn hus chest, when - a full month
later - he contracted a cold with which his half-healed lung
could not cope,

A fine soldier, a warm-hearted, humorous, high-spirited
man, he had 1a him that nch strain of adventurous restless-
ness which Sebastian inhertted as 2 writer. Last winter at a
literary Junch, in South Kensington, a celebrated old critic,
whose bniffiancy and learning I have always admired, was
heard to remark as the talk fluttered around Sebastian
Knight's untimely death: ‘Poor Kmght! he really had twe
periods, the first - a dull man wntng broken English, the
;ccond -~ a broken man wrinng dull English! A nasty dig,




nasty in more ways than one for it is far too easy to talk of a
dead author behind the backs of his books I should like to
belicve that the jester feels no pnide in recalling this par-
ticular jest, the more so as he showed far greater restraint
when reviewing Sebastian Knight's work a few years ago.

Nevertheless, it must be admitted that in a certain sense,
Sebasuan’s life, though far from beng dull, lacked the
ternific vigour of his hiterary style Every time I open one of
his books, I seem to see my father dashing mto the room ~
that special way he had of finging open the door and im-
mediately pouncing upen a thing he wanted or a creature he
loved My first impression of him 1s always a breathless one
of suddenly soarmng up from the floor, one half of my toy
train stull dangling from my hand and the crystal pendants
of the chandelier dangerously near my head He would
bump me down as suddenly as he snatched me up, as sud-
denly as Sebastian’s prose sweeps the reader off his feet, to
let lum drop with a shock mto the gleeful bathos of the
next wild paragraph. Also some of my father’s favourite
quips seem to have broken mto fantasuc flower m such
typical Knight stories as Albinos 1n Black or The Funny
Mountain, hus best one perhaps, that beaunfully queer tale
which always makes me think of a chid laughing 1n 1ts
sleep.

It was abroad, in Ytaly as far as I know, that my father,
then a young guardsman on leave, met Virgmia Knmight.
Their first meeting was connected with a fox-hunt n Rome,
in the early nineties, but whether this was mentioned by my
mother or whether I subconsciously recall seeing some dim
snapshot m a fammly album, I cannot say He wooed her
long She was the daughter of Edward Knight, a gentleman
of means, this is all 1 know of him, bus from the fact thatmy
grandmaother, an ausiere and wilful woman (I remember her
fan, her mittens, her cold white fingers), was empha * -
opposed to their marnage, and would repeat the legend
her objections even after my father had been married
I am inchined to deduce that the Knight family (wk *
was) did not quite reach the standard (whatever *
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dard might have been) which was required by the redheels
of the old régime in Russia I am not sure either whether my
father’s first marnage did not clash somehow with the tra-
ditions of his regiment ~ anyway his real military success
only began with the Japanese war, which was after his wife
had left bim.

1 was sull a child when I lost my father; and it was very
much later, in 1922, a few months before my mother’s last
and fatal operation, that she told me several things which
she thought I should know My father’s first marnage bad
not been happy A strange woman, a restless reckless being -
but not my father’s kind of restlessness His was a constant
quest which changed 1ts object only after having atrained it.
Hers was a half-hearted purswit, capricious and rambling,
now swerving wide off the mark, now forgetting 1t midway,
as one forgets one's umbirella in a taxicab She was fond of
my father after a fashion, a fitful fashion to say the least,
and whet: one day 1t occurred to her that she might be in
Iove with another (whose name my father never learnt from
her Iips), she left husband and child as suddenly as a ram-
drop starts to shde upwards down 2 syringa leaf, That up-
ward jerk of the forsaken leaf, which had been heavy with
its bright burden, must have caused my father fierce pain;
and I do not like to dwell in mind upon that day in a Paris
hotel, with Sebastian aged about four, poorly attended by a
puzzled nurse, and my father locked up in his room, ‘that
special kind of hotel room which 1s 5o perfectly fit for the
staging of the worst tragedies a dead burnished dlock (the
waxed moustache of ten minutes 1o two) under its glass
dame on an evil mantelpiece, the French window with its
fuddled fly between mushin and pane, and a sample of the
hotel's letter paper on the well-used blotung-pad”. This is a
quotation from Albinos in Black, textually in no way con-
nected with that speaial disaster but retaining the distant
memory of a child’s fretfulness on a bleak hotel carper, with
. nothing to do and a queer expansion of time, ume gone
astray, asprawl...,

‘War jn the Far East allowed my father that happy activity
8



which helped him - if not to foxget Virginia - at feast to
make life worth living again His vigorous egotism was but
a form of maunly vitahty and as such wholly consistent with
an 4§ nature P rmmsery, let alone
self-destruction, must have seemed to him a mcan busiess,
a shameful surrender When in 1905 he married again, he
surely felt sausfaction at having got the upper hand 1n his
dealing with destiny

Virgmia reappeared in 1908 She was an inveterate travel-
ler, always on the move and alike at home in any sma]] pen-
sion or expensive hotel, home only meamng 10 her the
comnfort of constant change; from her, Sebasuan mherited
that strange, almost romantc, passion for sleeping-cars and
Great European Express Trams, ‘the soft crackle of polished
panels in the blue-shaded night, the long sad sigh of brakes
ar cimly surmmised stations, the upward slide of an etybossed
leather blind disclosing a platform, a man wheeling luggage,
the milky globe of a lamp with a pale moth whirhing around
at; the clank of an invisible hammer testing wheels, the
ghdimg move anroe darkness, the passing glwopse of 5 Jope
woman touching silver-bright things in her wavelling-case
on the blue plush of a lighted compartment’,

She arrived by the Nord Express on a winter day, without
the slightest warning, and sent a curt note asking 1o see her
son My father was away 1n the country on a bear-huny, so
my mother quietly took Sebastian to the Hozel d’Euxope
where Virginia had put up for a single afternoon. There, in
the hall, she saw her husband’s first wife, a shm, slighdy
angular woman, with a small quivering face under a huge
black hat. She had raised her veil above her lips 1o Liss
the boy, and no sooner had.she touched him than she burst
into tears, as if Sebasttan’s warm tender temple was the
very source and satiety of her sortow Immediately after-
wards she put on her gloves and started 10 tell my mother ir
bad French a pointless and quite 1rrelevant story aboyt,s
Polish woman who had attempted to steal her van
the dung-car. Then she thrust into Sebastian’s *
parcel of sugar-coated violets, gave my




smile and followed the porter who was carrying out her R
luggage This was all, and next year she died.

Tt 15 known from a cousin of hers, H F. Stamton, that
during the last months of her life she roamed all over the
South of France, staymg for a day or two at small hot pro-
ximaial towns, Tarely visited by tounsts - feverish, alone (she
had abandoned her lover) and probably very unhappy. One
rught think she was fleemng from someone or something, as
she doubled and re-crossed her tracks, on the other hand,
to anyone who knew her moods, that hectic dashmg mght
seem but a final exaggeration of her usual restlessness. She
died of heart-faillure (Lehmann’s disease) at the hitle town
of Roquebrune, 1n the summer of 1909 There was some duffa-
culty in getting the body dispatched to England; her people
had died some ume before; Mr Stainton alone attended her
burial in London.

My parents lived happily It was a quiet and tender union,
unmarred by the ugly gosstp of certamn relatives of ours who
whispered that my father, although a loving husband, was
attracted now and then by other women, One day, about
Chnistmas, 1912, an acquaintance of his, & very charming
and thoughtless gul, happened to menton as they walked
down the Nevsky, that her sister’s fiancé, a certain Palchin,
had known his first wife My father said he remembered the
man ~ they had met at Biartirz about ten years ago, or was
inine.. .

‘Oh, bue he knew her latet too,” said the gitl, *you see he
confessed to my sister that he had lived with Virginia after
you parted. .. Then she dropped him somewhere in Swit-
zerland .. . Funny, nobody knew.”

‘Well) said my father quictly, £ it has not leaked out .
before, there 15 no reason for people to start prattling ten
years [ater.

By a sery grim coincidence, on the very next day, a good
friend of our family, Capram Beloy, casually asked my
father whether it was true that his first wife came from
Australia — he, the Captain, had always thought she was
Englsh. My father replicd that, as far as he knew, her
10




parents had lived for some time in Melbourne, but that she
had been born in Kent.

‘... What makes you ask me that?” he added

The Captain answered evasively that his wife had been at
a party or something where somebody had said some-
thing

‘Somne things will have to stop, I'm afraid,’ said my father.

Next morning he called upon Palchin, who recewved hum
with a greater show of gemality than was necessary. He had
spent many years abroad, he said, and was glad to meet old
friends.

“There 15 a certain durty lie beng spread,’ smd my father
without siting down, ‘and I think you know what it is.”

“Look here, my dear fellow, said Palchin, ‘no use my pre-
tending [ don’t see what you are driving at. T am sorry people
have been talking, but really there 13 no reason to lose our
tempers . . . It is nobody’s fault that you and I were n the
same boat once.

“In that case, Sir,’ said my father, ‘my seconds will call on

ou”

Palchin was a fool and a cad, this much at least T gathered
from the story my mother told me (and which in her telling
had assumed the vivid direct form I have tned 10 retam
here) But just because Palchin was a fool and a cad, 1115
hard for me to understand why a man of my father’s worth
should have risked his Ife to sausfy — what? Virginia's
honour? His own desire of revenge? But just as Virginia's
honour had been irredeemably forferted by the very fact of
her flight, so all ideas of vengeance ought to have long lost
their bitter lust in the happy years of my father’s second
marriage Or was 1t merely the naming of a name, the seeing
of a face, the sudden grotesque sight of an individual stamp
upon what had been a tame faceless ghost? And taken all in
all was it, this echo of a distant past (and echoes are seldom
more than a bark, no matter how pure-voiced the caller), was
it worth the ruin of our home and the grief of my mother?

The duel was fought in a snow-storm on the bank of
frozen brook. Two shots were exchanged before my 7



fell face downwards on a blue-grey army cloak spread on the
snow Palchin, his hands trembling, Jit 2 agarette Caprain
Belov hailed the coachmen who were humbly waiting some
distance away on the snow-swept road. The whole beastly
affair had lasted three mmutes

In Lost Property Sebastian gives his own impressions of
that Jugubrious January day ‘Neither my stepmother’, he
writes, ‘nor any one of the household knew of the pending
affair On the eve, at dinner, my father threw bread-pellets
at me across the table: T had been sulking all day because
of some fiendish woollies which the doctor had insisted upon
my wearing, and he was trymg to cheer me up; bur 1
frowned and blushed and turned away. After dinner we sat
in his study, he sipping his coffee and listening to my step-
mother’s account of the noxious way Mademoselle had of
ghing my small half-brother sweets after putung him to
bed, and I, at the far end of the room, on the sofa, turning
the pages of Chums- “Look out for the next instalment of
this rartling yarn.” Jokes at the bottom of the large thin
pages “The guest of honour had been shown over the
School. What struck you most? - A pea from a pea-shooter.”
Express-trains roanng through the mght. The ericket Blue
who ficlded the knife thrown by a vicious Malay at the
cricketer's fiend. . . That “uproarous” senal featunng
three boys, one of whom was a contortionist who could make
his nose spin, the second a conjurer, the third a venuilo-
quist, ... A horseman leaping over a racing car ..

‘Next morning at school, I made a bad mess of the geo-
metrical problem which 1n our slang we termed “Pythagoras
Pants” The morning was so dark that the hights were turned
onn the classroom and this always gave me a nasty buzzing
in the head T came home about half past three in the after-
noon with that sucky sense of unclcanliness which I always
brought back from school and which was now enhanced by
lickl:sh underclothes. My father’s orderly was sobbing in the
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In s slapdash and very misleading book, Mr Goodman
paints 1n a few ill-chosen sentences a ndiculously wrong
preture of Sebastian Knight's childhood It is one thing to be
an author’s secretary, 1t 1s quite another to set down an
author's hife; and of such a task is prompted by the desire to
get one's book mto the market while the flowers on a fresh
grave may sull be watered with profit, it 1s sill another
matter to 1y to combine commercial haste with exhaustive
research, fairness and wisdom Iam not out to damage any-
body’s reputation There 15 1o libel m assertng that alone
the impetus of a cicking typewnter could enable Mr Good-
man to remark that ‘a Russtan educaton was forced upon
a small boy alpays conscious of the rich Enghsh stram in
his blood" This foreygn fluence, Mr Goodman goes on,
‘brought acute suffering to the child, so that in his riper
years 1t was with a shudder that he recalled the bearded
mougjiks, the 1kons, the drone of balalaikas, all of which dis-
placed a healthy English upbringmg’,

It 15 hardly worth while pointing out that Mr Goodman’s
concept of Russian surroundings 1s no truer to nature than,
say, a Kalmuk’s notion of England as a dark place where
small boys are flogged to death by red-whiskered school-
masters. What should be really stressed 1s the fact that
Sebastian was brought up in an atmosphere of ntellectual
refinement, blending the spiritual grace of a Russian house-
hold with the very best treasures of European culture, and
that whatever Sebastian’s own reaction 1o his Russian
memories, its complex and spectal nature never sank to t+
vulgar level suggested by his bmgrapher

1 remember Scbastian as a boy, six years my



gloriously messing about with water-colours in the homely
aura of a stately kerosene lamp whose pink sitk shade secrs
painted by his own very wet brush, now that it glows in my
memory I see myself,a cld of four or five, on tiptoe, strain-
ing and fidgetng, trying to get a better ghmpse of the paint-
Pox beyond my half-brother’s moving elbow; sticky reds and
blues, so well-hckhed and worn that the enamel gleams in
their cavities There 1s a shght clatter every time Sebastian
mixes his colours on the mside of the tin lid, and the water
in the glass before him 1s clouded with magc hues, His dark
hair, rlosely cropped, renders a small bithmark visible
above his rose-red diaphanous ear — I have clambered on to
a chair by now ~ but he continues to pay no attention to me,
until with 2 precarious lunge, 1 try to dab the bluest cake in
the box, and then, with a shove of his shoulder he pushes
we anay, sull not turning, sl as wlent and distant, as
always 1n regard to me I remember peering over the hanis-
ters and secing him come up the stairs, after school, dressed
m the black regulation uniform with that leather belt I
secretly coveted, mounung slowly, slouchingly, lugging his
piebald satchel behind him, patting the banisters and now
and then pulling himself up over two or three steps at a
ume My hps pursed, I squeeze out a white spittal which
falls down and down, always mussing Sebastian; and this I
do, not because I want to annoy him, but merely as 2 wistful
and vain attempt to make him notice my existence. Thave a
vivid recollection, too, of his nding a bicycle with very low
handlebars along a sun-dappled path in the park of our
countryplace, spinning on slowly, the pedals motionless, and
1 trotung behind, trotting a hittle faster as his sandalled foot
presses down the pedal, I am doing my best to keep pace
with his uck-uck-sizzling backwheel, but he heeds me not
and soon leaves me hopelessly behind, very out of breath and
sull trotting.

Then later on, when he was sixteen and I ten, he would
sometimes help me with my lessons, explaining things in
such a rapid impatient way, that nothing ever came of his
assistance and after a while he would pocket his pencil and
14



stalk out of the room At that period he was tall and sallow-
complexioned with a dark shadow above his upper bp His
hair was now glossily parted, and he wrote verse n 2 black
copybook which he kept locked up i his drawer,

I once discovered where he kept the key (in a chink of the
wall near the white Dutch stove m his room) and I 6pened
that drawer There was the copybook, also the photograph
of a sister of one of his schoolmates; some gold cons, and a
small mushn bag of violet sweets The poems were written
in English We had had English lessons at home not Jong
before my father’s death, and although I never could learn
to speak the language fluently, I read and wrote 1t with com-
parauve ease [ dimly recollect the verse was very romantic,
full of dark roses and stars and the call of the sea, but one
detail stands out perfectly plan 1n my memory. the signa-
ture under each poem was a little black chess-knrght drawn
in mk

I have endeavoured to form a coherent picture of what I
saw of my i those childhood days of mine,
between say 1gio (my first year of consciousness) and 1919
(the year he lefr for England). Bur the task eludes me.
Sebastian’s 1mage does not appear as part of my boyhood,
thus subject to endless selection and development, nor does
it appear as a succession of familiar fis10ms, but 1t comes to
me m a few brght patches, as if he were not a constant
member of our family, but some erratic wsttor passing
across a lighted room and then for a long interval fading
into the mght I explain this not so much by the fact that
my own childish mterests precluded any conscous relation
with one who was not young enough to be my companion
and not old enough to be my guide, but by Sebastian’s con-
stant aloofness, which, although 1 loved him dearly, never
allowed my affection either recogmuion or food I could
pethaps describe the way he walked, or laughed or sneezed,
but all this would be no more than sundry buts of cinema-
film cut away by scissors and having nothing 1n common
with the essentia) drama And drama there was Sebastian
could never forget his mother, nor could he forget that his



father had died for her, That her name was never mentioned
in our home added morbid glamour to the remembered
charm which suffused his impresstonable soul I do not know
whether he could recall with any clanty the time when she
was his father’s wife, probably he could i a way, as a soft
radiance 1 the background of his hife, Nor can I tell what he
felt ar seemg his mother again when a boy of nine My
mother says he was listless and tongue-tied, afterwards never
mentioming that short and pathetically incomplete meeting.
In Lost Property Sebastian hnts at a vaguely bitter feeling
towards us happily remarried father, a feeling which
changed mito one of ecstatic worship when he learnt the
reason of hus father's fatal duel, .

My ducovery of England’, writes Scbastian (Lost
Property), ‘puts new hife m(o my most intimate memortes, ,
After Cambridge I took a trip to the Continent and spent a
quiet fortmight at Monte Carlo I think there is some Casino
place there, where people gamble, but if so, I missed it, as
most of my time was taken up by the composition of my first
novel - a very pretentious affair which I am glad to say was
turned down by almost as many publishers as my next book
had readers One day I went for a long walk and found a
place called Roquebrune. It was at Roquebrune that my
mother had died thirteen years before. I well remember the
day my father told me of her death and the name of the
pension where 1t occurred. The name was “Les Violettes™,
I asked a chauffeur whether he knew of such a house, but he
did not. Then I asked a fruit-seller and he showed me the
way. I came at last to a pmkish villa roofed with the typical
Pravence round red tiles, and I noticed 2 bunch of violets
clumasily painted on the gate. So this was the house. I crossed
the garden and spoke to the landlady She said she had only
lately taken over the pension from the former owner and
knew nothing of the past. I asked her permission 1o sit
awhile in the garden. An old man, naked as far down as 1
could see, peered at me from a balcony, but otherwise there
was no one about. I sat down on a blue bench under a great
cucalyptus, its bark half stripped away, as scems to be always
16
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the case with this sort of tree. Then I iried to see the pink
house and the tree and the whole complexion of the place as
my mother had seen it,  regretted not knowing the exact
window of her room Judging by the villa’s name, I felt sure
that there had been before her eyes that same bed of purple
pansies Gradually I worked myself into such a state that for
2 moment the pink and green secmed to shimmer and float
as 1f seen through a veil of mist My mother, a dim slight
figure in a large hat, went slowly up the steps which seemed
to dissolve mto water. A terrific thump made me regain
consaiousness An orange had rolled down out of the paper
bag on my lap I picked it up and left the garden. Some
months later in London I happened to meet a cousin of
hers. A turn of the conversation led me to mention that I
had visited the place where she had died. “Oh,” he said,
“but it was the other Roquebrune, the one in the Var."*

It 15 curious to note that Mr Goodman, quoting the same
passage, 1s content to comment that ‘Sebastian Knight was
so enamoured of the burlesque side of things and so in-
capable of caring for their serious core that he managed,
without being by nature either callous or cymical, to make
fun of intimate emotions, rightly held sacred by the rest of
humanmity’, No wonder this solemn biographer 1s out of tune
with his hero at every pownt of the story.

For reasons already menuoned I shall not artempt to de-
scribe Sebastian’s boyhood with anything like the methodi-
cal continuity which I would have normally achieved had
Schasuan been a character of fiction Had it been thus I
could have hoped to keep the reader instructed and enter-
tained by picturing my hero’s smooth development from
infancy to youth. But »f I should try this with Sebastian the
result would be one of those *biographies romancées’ which
are by far the worst Jund of literature yet invented So let
the door be closed leaving but a thin kine of taut light un.
derneath, let that lamp go out too in the neighbouring room
where Sebastian has gone to bed; let the beautiful olivaceous
house on the Nova embankment fade out gradually in,
grey-blue frosty wight, with gently falling snowflakes ™



ing in the moon-white blaze of the tall street lamp and
powdering the mighty limbs of the two bearded corbel
figures which support with an Atlas.like effort the oriel of
my father’s room My father is dead, Sebastian is asleep, or
ar least mouse-quiet, tn the next room - and I am lying in
bed, wide awake, staring 1nto the darkness

Some twenty years later, I undertook a journey to
Lausanne in order to find the old Swiss lady who had been
first Sebasttan’s governess, then mine She must have been
about fifry when she left us 1 1914; correspondence between
us had long ceased, so I was not at all sure of finding her siill
alive, in 1936 But I did There existed, as I discovered, a
union of old Swiss women who had been governesses in
Russia before the Revolutton They ‘lived 1n their past’, as
the very kind gentleman who guided me there explamed,
spending their last years — and most of these ladies were
serepit and dotty — comparing notes, having pertty feuds
with ene another and reviling the state of affairs in the
Switzerland they had discovered after their many years of
life in Russia, Thetr tragedy lay in the fact that duning all
those years spent in a foreign country they had kept abso-
lutely 1mmune to 1ts influence (even to the extent of not
learning the simplest Russtan words); somewhat hostile o
their surroundings - how often have I heard Mademaoiselle
bemoan her exile, complain of being slighted and misunder-
stood, and yearn for her far nauve land, but when these
poor wandering souls came home, they found themsclves
complete strangers 1 a changed country, so that by a queer
trick of sentiment - Russta (which to them had really been
an unknown abyss, remotely rumbhing beyond a lamplic
corner of a stufly back room with family photographs in
mother-of-pearl frames and a water-colour view of Chillon
castle). unknown Russia now took en the aspect of a lost
paradise, 2 vase, vague bur retrospectively friendly place,
peopled with wistful fancies 1 found Mademouselle very
deaf and grey, but as voluble as ever, and after thte first effu-
sive embraces she started to recall Jittle facts of my child-
hood which were either hopelessly distorted, or so foreign
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to my memory that I doubted their past reality. She knew
nothing of my mother’s death; nor did she know of Sebas-
tan’s having died three months ago. Incidentally, she was
also 1gnorant of hus having been a great writer She was very
tearful and her tears were very sincere, but it scemed to
annoy her somehow that I did not join 1n the crymg ‘You
were always so self-controlled,’ she said I told her I was
writung a book about Sebastian and asked her to talk about
his childhood. She had come to our house soon after my
father’s second marnage, but the past 1n her rmnd was so
blurred and displaced that she talked of my father's first
wife (‘cette hornible Anglaise’) as d she had known her as
well as she had my mother (‘cette femme admirable’). ‘My
poor little Sebastian,’ she wailed, ‘so tender to me, so noble.
Ah, how I remember the way he had of flinging his Tintle
arms round my neck and saymng, “I hate everybody except
you, Zelle, you alone understand my soul” And that day
when [ gently smacked s hand — une toute petite tape -
for being rude to your mother - the expression of his eyes -
1t made me want to cry — and his vaice when he said  “T am
grateful to you, Zelle It shall never happen agan . .."*

She went on in this fashion for quite 2 long ume, making
me dismally uncomfortable I managed at last, after several
fruitless artempts, to turn the conversation — I was quite
hoarse by that ume as she had mislard ber ear-trumpet
Then she spoke of her neighbour, a fat httle creatuze sull
older than she, whom I had met m the passage. “The good
woman 1s quite deaf,’ she complained, ‘and a dreadful har,
1 know for certam that she only gave lessons to the Princess
Demdov's children - never Iived there” ‘“Wite that book,
that beauuful book,’ she cried as I was leaving, ‘make it a
fairy-tale with Sebastian for prince The enchanted prince
... Many a time have 1 said to himn  Sebasnan, be careful,
women will adore you, And h: would reply with a laugh:
‘Well, Pl adore women too

I squirmed 1nwardly She gave me a smacking kls‘i‘a,ud
patted my hand and was tearful agam. I glancec,
misty old eyes, at the dead lustre of her false‘é



ing in the moon-white blaze of the tall street lamp and
powderng the mighty limbs of the two bearded c'orbel
figures which support with an Atlas-like effore the oriel of
my father’s room My father is dead, Sebasuan is asleep, or
at least mouse-quiet, it the next room - and I am lying in
bed, wide awake, staring mto the darkness.

Some twenty years later, I undertook a journey to
Lausanne in order to find the old Swiss lady who had been
first Sebastian’s governess, then mine She must have been
about fifty when she left us in 1914; correspondence between
us had long ceased, so I was not at all sure of finding her sull
alive, in 1936 But I did There existed, as I discovered, a
union of old Swiss women who had been governesscs in
Russta before the Revoluton They lived m their past’, as
the sery kind gentleman who guided me there explained,
spending their lase years - and most of these ladies were
decrepit and dotty ~ comparing notes, having petty feuds
with one another and reviling the state of affairs n the
Switzerland they had discovered after their many years of
life in Russta Their tragedy lay m the fact that dunng all
those years spent in a forergn country they had kept abso-
lutely 1mmune to 1ts influence (even to the extent of not
learning the simplest Russian words); somewhat hostile to
thesr surroundings - how often have I heard Mademoiselle
bemoan her exile, complain of being slighted and misunder-
stood, and yearn for her far native land; but when these
poor wandering souls came home, they found themselves
complete strangers in a changed country, so that by a queer
trick of sentiment — Russia (which to them had really been
an unknown abyss, remotely rumbling beyond a lamplit
corer of a stufy back room with family photographs in
mother-of-pearl frames and a water-colour view of Chillon
castle). unknown Russta now took on the aspect of a lost
paradise, a vast, vague but retrospectively friendly place,
peopled with wistful fanaes. I found Mademoiselle very
deaf and grey, but as voluble as ever, and after the first effu-
sive embraces she started to recall little facts of my child-
hood which were either hopclessly distorted, or so foreign
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In November of 1918 my mother resolved to flee with Sebas-
tian and myself from the dangers of Russ:a Revolution was
in fult swing, frontiers were closed She got i touch wich
a man who had made smuggling refugees across the border
his profession, and 1t was settled that for a certamn fee, one
half of which was paid 1n advance, he would get us to Fin-
land We were to leave the train just before the fronter, at
a place we could lawfully reach, and then cross over by
secrer paths, doubly, trebly secrer owing to the heavy snow-
falls in that silent region At the starung-pomt of our train
journey, we found ourselves, my mother and I, waiting for
Sebastian, who, with the heroic help of Captain Belov, was
trundling the luggage from house to station The train was
scheduled to start at 8 40 a m. Half past and sull no Sebas-
tian Our guide was already m the train and sat quietly
reading a newspaper; he had warned my mother that in no
aircumstances should she talk to him in publi, and as the
time passed and the train was prepanng to leave, a might-
mare feeling of numb panic began to come over us. We knew
that the man in accordance with the tradiuons of his pro-
fession, would never renew a performance that had misfired
at the outset. We knew too that we could not again afford
the expenses of flight. The minutes passed and I felt some-~
thing gurgling desperately n the pit of my stomach. The
thought that in a2 minute or two the train would move off
and that we should have to return to a dark cold atuc (our
house had been natonalized some months ago) was utterly
disastrous. On our way to the station we had passed Sebs-
tian and Belov pushing the heavily burdened wheel:

through the crunching snow. This picture now i
K.



less before my eyes (L was a boy of thirteen and very imagi-
native) as a charmed thing doomed to 1ts paralysed eternity.
My mother, her hands in her sleeves and a wisp of grey hair
emerging from beneath her woollen kerchief, walked to and
fro, trying to catch the eye of our guide every time she
passed by his window. Eight forty-five, eight fifey. ... The
train was late 1n starting, but at last the whustle blew, a rush
of warm white smoke raced its shadow across the brown
snow on the platform, and at the same tme Sebastian
appeared runnimng, the earflaps of tus fur cap flying in the
wind. The three of us scrambled into the moving train It
took some ume before he managed to tell us that Captam
Belov had been arrested in the street just as they were pass-
ing the house whetc he had lived before, and that leaving
the luggage to s fate, he, Sebastian, had made a desperate
dash for the station A few months later we learned that our
poor friend had been shot, together with a score of people 18
the same batch, shoulder to shoulder with Palchm, who
dicd as bravely as Belov.

In hus last published book, The Doubtful Asphadel (1936),
Scbastian depicts an epsodical character who has Just es-
caped from an unnamed country of terror and misery. ‘What
<can I tell you of my past, gentlemen [he 15 saying), 1 was
born 1 a fand where the idea of freedom, the notion of
tight, the habic of human kindness were things coldly des-
PESCd and brutally outlawed Now and then, in the course of
hxsrory,.a hypocrite government would paint the walls of
the m.mm’s prison a comelier shade of yellow and loudly
procl:‘um the granung of rights familiar to happier states;
but cither these nghts were solcly enjoyed by the jailers or
else thcy contamed some secrer flaw which made them even
more bitter than the decrees of fra:
man in the land was a slave, if he was not a bully; since the
soul and everything pertamning to it were denied to man, the
infliction of physical pan came to be considered as sufficrent
to govern and guide human narure, ,
thing calied resolution would ocgur,
bullies and vice versa. ... A dark
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gentlemen, and if there is anything of which I am certain 1n
Iife jt is that I shall never exchange the liberty of my exile
for the vile parody of home. ..

Owing to there bemng n this character’s speech a chance
reference to ‘great woods and snow-covered plamns’, Mr Good-
man promptly assumes that the whole passage allies with
Sebastian Knight's own attitude to Russia Thus 15 a gro-
tesque misconception; it should be quite clear to any un-
biased reader that the quoted words refer rather to a fanciful

of tyrannic imiquuties than to any parucular
nation or historical reality And if I attach them to that part
of my story which deals with Sebastian’s escape from revo-
Iutionary Russia it 1s because I want to follow it up ymme-
diately with a few sentences borrowed from his most
autobiographical work: ‘T always think’, he writes {Lost
Property), ‘that one of the purest emotions is that of the
bamished man pining after the land of his birth I would
have liked to show him straiming his mermory to the utmost
in a continuous effort to keep alive and bright the vision of
hus past: the blue remembered hills and the happy high-
ways, the hedge with 1ts unofficial rose and the field with its
rabbits, the distant spire and the near bluebell. .. But be-
cause the theme has already been treated by my betters and
also because I have an immate distrust of what I feel easy to
express, no sentimental wanderer will ever be allowed to
land on the rock of my unfriendly prose

Whatever the particular concluston of this passage, it is
obvious that only one who has known what it 1s to leave a
dear country could thus be tempted by the picture of nos-
talgia 1 find it impossible to believe that Scbasuan, no
matter how gruesome the aspect of Russi2 was at the time of
our escape, did not feel the wrench we all experienced Al
things considered, it had been s home, and the set of
Lindly, well-meaning, gentle-mannered people dnven to
death or exile for the sole cnme of their existing, was
set to which he too belonged His dark youthful br:
ings, the romantic ~ and let me add, somewhar -
passion for bis mother’s land, could not, I am sure, *
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real affection for the country where he had been born and
bred

After having tumbled silently into Finland, we lived for a
1tme 1n Helsingfors Then our ways parted My mother act-
ing on the suggeston of an old frnend took me to Pars,
where I continued my education, And Sebasuan went to
London and Cambridge His mother bad left hum a com-
fortable income and whatever worries assailed him in later
Ife, they were never monetary Just before he left, we sat
down, the three of us, for the mnute of silence zccording o
Russian rradition I remember the way my mother sat, with
her hands in her lap twirling my father’s wedding ring (as
she usually did when inactive) which she wore on the same
finger as her own and which was so large that she had ted 1t
o her own with black thread T remember Sebastian’s pose
too; he was dressed m a darh-blue suie and he sat with his
Jegs crossed, the upper faot gently swinging. Istood vp first,
then he, then my mother He had made us promise not to
see hum to the boat, so it was there, in that whitewashed
room, that we said good-bye. My mother made a quick little
sign of the cross over his inchined face and a moment later
we saw him through the window, getting into the tax1 with
his bag, in the last hunch-backed artitude of the departing.

We did not hear from him very often, nor were his letters
very long Dunng the three years at Cambridge, he visited
us 1n Paris but twice - better say once, for the second time
was when he came over for my mother’s funcral. She and 1
talked of him fairly frequently, especially in the last years of
her life, when she was quite aware of her approaching end.
It was she who tald me of Sebastian’s strange adsenture in
1917 of which I then knew nothing, as at the rime I had hap-
pened to be on 5 holiday in the Crmea. Yt sppears that
Scbastian had developed a friendst p with the futurist poet
Alexis Pan and his wife Larissa, a weird couple who reated
a cottage close ta our country estate near Luga He was a
poisy robust fittle man with a gleam of rea! talent concealed
in the messy ebscurity of his verse But because he did his
best 10 shock people with his monstrous mass of ouose words
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{he was the inventor of the ‘submental grunt’ as he called 1t),
his man output seems now so nugatory, so false, so old-
fashioned (super-modern things have a queer knack of dat-
ing much faster than others) that bis true value 15 only
remembered by a few scholars who admire the magnificent
translations of Enghsh poems made by him at the very out-
set of his literary career — one of these at least being a very
miracle of verbal transfusion: his Russian rendering of
Keats’s ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merer'.

So one morning 1 early summer seventeen-year-old
Sebastian disappeared, leaving my mother a shorz note which
informed her that he was accompanying Pan and hs wife
on a Journey to the East At first she took 1t to be a joke
(Sebastan, for all his moodiness, at umes devised some piece
of ghoulish fun, as when n a crowded tramcar he had the
ticket-collector transmit to a gul 1n the far end of the car a
scribbled message which really ran thus [ am enly a poor
ticket-callector, but I love you), when, however, she called
upan the Pans she actually found that they had left It
transpured somewhat later that Pan’s 1dea of a Marcopolian
journey consisted 1n gently working eastwards from one pro-
vincial town to another, arranging in every one a ‘lyrical
surpnise’, that 15, renting a hall {or a shed if no hall was
available) and holding there a poctical performance whose
et profit was supposed to get hum, his wife, and Sebastian
to the next town. It was never made clear in what Sebastian’s
functions, help or duties lay, or 1f he was merely supposed
10 hover around, to fetch things when needed and to be nice
to Larissa, who had a quick temper and was not easily
soothed Alexis Pan generally appeared on the stage dressed
in a morning coat, perfectly correct but for sts being em-
broidered with huge lotus flowers. A constellanon (the
Greater Dog) was puinied on his bald brow He deln ered his
verse in a great booming voice which, coming from so small
a man, made one think of a mouse engendering MOURLAIsm
Next to lum on the platform sat Lanissa, a large ey
wornan 1n a mauve dress, sewing on buttons or patct
a pair of old trousers, the potnt being that she never *



of these things for her husband in everyday hife. Now and
then, betneen two poems, Pan would perform a slow dance
- a mixture of Javanese wnist-play and his own rhythmic
imventions After recitals he got gloriously soused — and this
was his undoing, The journey to the East ended 1n Simbirsk
with Alexis dead-drunk and penniless in a filthy inn and
Lanssa and her tantrums locked up at the police-station for
having slapped the face of some meddlesome official who
had disapproved of her husband’s noisy genius Sebastian
came home as nonchalantly as he had left “Any other boy,”
added my mother, ‘would have looked rather sheepish and
rightly ashamed of the whole foolish affair,’ but Sebastian
talked of his trip as of some quaint incident of which he had
been a dispassionate observer Why he had joined in that
ludicrous show and what in fact had led him to pal with that
I que couple ined a plete mystery (my Mother
thought thar perhaps he had been ensnared by Larissa but
the woman was perfectly plain, elderly, and violendy in love
with her freak of a husband) They dropped out of Sebas-
tian's ife soon after Two or three years later Pan enjoyed a
short artificial vogue in Bolshevik surroundings which was
due I think to the queer notion (mainly based on a muddle
of terms) that there is 2 natural connexion between extreme
politics and extreme art Then, in 1922 or 1923 Alexis Pan
committed suicide with the aid of a par of braces,

‘I've always felt,’ said my mother, ‘that I never really knew
Sebasuan, [ knew he obtained good marks at school, read an
astonishing number of books, was clean in his habits, insisted
on taking a cold bath every morning although his lungs

- were none too strong - I knew all this and more, but he him-

self escaped me. And now that he lives in a strange country
and wrtes to us in English I cannot help thinking that he
will always remain an ensgma - thongh the Lord knows how
bard 1 have tried 10 be kind to the boy.”

When Sebastian visited us in Paris at the close of his first
unuersity year, I was struck by hus forcign appearance. He
worte a canary yellow jumper under his tweed coar. His
flannel trousers were baggy, and his thick socks sagged, inno-
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cent of suspenders The stripes of his tie were loud and for
some odd reason he carried his handkerchief 1 his sleeve.
He smoked his pipe mn the street, knocking it out agamst his
heel He had developed a new way of standing with hus back
to the fire, his hands deep in his rrouser pockets. He spoke
Russian gingerly, lapsing mto English as soon as the conver-
sation drew out to anything longer than a couple of sen-
tences He stayed exactly one week

The next time he came, my mother was no more We sat
together for a long ume after che funeral He awkwardly
patted me on the shoulder when the chance sight of her
spectacles lying alone on a shelf sent me mto shrvers of rears
which I had managed to restram unul then He was very
Lind and helpful 1n a distant vague way, as if he was think-
ing of something else all the time We discussed matters and
he suggested my coming to the Raviera and then to England,
1 had just finished my schooling I said I preferred pottering
on in Parts where 1 had 2 number of friends He did not
insist The question of money was also touched on and he
remarked 1 hts queer off-hand way that he could always et
me have as much cash as I might require - I think he used
the word ‘un’, though I am not sure, Next day he left for
the South of France In the morping we went for a short
stroll and as it usually happened when we were alone to-
gether I was cunously embarrassed, every now and then
catching myself panfully digging for 2 topic of conversa-
tion He was silent o Just before parting he smd  “Well,
that's that. If you need anything write me to my London
address I hope your Sorc-bones works out as well as my
Cambridge. And by the way, try to find some subject you
Like and stick to 1t — unul you find it bores you’ There was
a shght twinkle in his dark cyes. ‘Good luck,” he said,
‘cheeno’ - and shook my hand i the himp self-conscious
fashion he had acquired in England Suddenly forno.  *°
reason [ felt immensely sorry for lum and longed 7
something real, something with wings and a hearg, ¢
brrds I wanted setrled on my shoulders and head™
when I was alone and notin aeed of words.
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Two months had elapsed after Sebastian’s death when this
book was started Well do I know how much he would have
hated my waxing senumental, but stiil I cannot help saying
that my life-long affection for him, which somehow or other
had always been crushed and thwarted, now leapt into new
being with such a blaze of emotional strength — that all my
aother affairs were turned into flickening silhouettes. Duning
our rare meetings we had never discussed literature, and
now when the possibility of any sort of ¢ ication be-
tween us was barred by the strange habit of human death,
T tegretted desperately mever having told Sebastian how
much I debighted n his books Asit1s1find myself helplessly
wondering whether he had been aware I had ever read
them

But what actually did T know about Sebastian? I might
devote a couple of chapters to the lintle I remembered of his
childhood and youth - but what next? As I planned my
book 1t became ¢vident that T would have to undertake an
mmmense amount of research, bringing up his hife bit by bit
and soldering the fragments with my inner knowledge of his
character Inner knowledge? Yes, this was a thing I pos-
sessed, T felt 1t 1o every nenve. And the more I pondered on
ir. the more I perceived that I had yet another tool in my
band: when Iimagined actions of his which I heard of only
after his death, 1 knew for certain that in such or such a case
I should have acted just as he had. Once [ happened to see
two brothers, tenms champrons, matched agamst one an-
other; their strokes were totally different, and one of the o
was far, far berter than the other; but the general rhythm
of their motions as they swept all over the court was exactly
48




the same, so that had it been possible to draft both systems
two identical designs would have appeared

1 daresay Sebastian and I also had some kind of common
rhythm, this might explain the curious ‘it-has-happened-
before-feeling’ which seizes me when following the bends of
hus hfe And if, as often was the case with hum, the ‘whys’
of his behaviour were as many Xs, I often find thewr meanng
disclosed now 1n a subconscious turn of this or that sentence
put down by me This 1s not meant to mmply that I shared with
him any riches of the mind, any facets of talent Far from it
His genus always seemed 16 me a miradle utterly indepen-
dent of any of the definite things we may have both experi-
enced in the simlar background of our childhood I may
have scen and remembered what he saw and remembered,
but the difference between his power of expression and mine
is comparable to that which eists between a Bechstein piano
and a baby’s rattle I would never have let hum see the least
sentence of this book lest he should wince at the wav [ man-
age my muserable English And wince he would Nor do 1
dare imagne his reactions had he learnt that before starung
ou his biography, hus half-brother (whose hiterary experience
had amounted ull then to one or two chance English trans-
lations required by a motor-firm) had decided to take up a
‘be-an-author’ course buoyantly advertised m an Englsh
magazine Yes, I confess to 1t - not that I regret it The

1 who fora le fee was supposed to make a

successful writer of my person ~ really took the utmost pams
10 teach me to be coy and graceful, forcible and crisp, and tf
I proved a hopeless pupit - although he was far too hind to
admit it - 1t was because from the very start 1 had been
hypnouzed by the perfect glory of a short story which he
sent me as 2 sample of what his pupils could do and sell It
contained among other things 2 wicked Chinaman who
snarled, a brave gurl with hazel eyes, and a big quiet fellow
whose knuckles turned white when someone really annoy%
him I would now refrain from mentioning this rather e.
busness did 1t not disclosc how unprepared I was *

task and to what wild extremites my diffidence ™= ©




When at last T did take pen in hand, 1had composed myself
to face the inevitable, which is but another way of saying I
was ready to try to do my best.

There is still another Lirtle moral lurking behind this
affarr, If Sebastian had followed the same kind of corres-
pondence course just for the fun of the thing, yust to see
what would have happened (he appreciated such amuse-
ments), he would have turned out an wcaleulably more
hopeless pupil than I Told to write like Mr Everyman he
would have wntten like none [ cannot even copy hss manner
because the manner of his prose was the manner of his
thanking and that was a dazzhng succession of gaps; and you
cannot ape a gap because you are bound to fill it in somehow
or other ~ and blot 1t out in the process But when in Scbas-
tian’s books I find some detail of mood or 1mpression which
makes me remember at once, say, a certain effect of ighung
1n a definite place which we two had noticed, unkrown to
one another, then 1 fecl that in spite of the toe of his talent
being beyond my reach we did possess certain psychological
affinities which will help me out.

The tool was there, it must now be put to use. My first
duty after Sebastian's death was to go through his belong-
ings He had left everything to me and I had a letter from
him instructing me 10 burn ccttain of hus papers It was so
obscurcly worded that at first 1 thoughs 1t might refer 1o
rough drafts or discarded manuscnpts, but I soon found our
that, except for a few odd pages dispersed among other
papers, he himself had destroyed them long ago, for he be-
fonged to that rare type of writer who knows that nothing
ought to remain except the perfect achterement. the printed
bool; that its actual existence 1s inconsistent with that of 1ts
spectre, the uncouth manuscnpt flaunung its imperfections
Iike a resengeful ghost carrying its own head under its arm;
and that for this reason the litter of the workshop, no matter
its senumental or commercial value, must neser subsist,

When for the first ime in my life 1 visited Schastian’s
small flar in London at 36 Oak Park Gardens, ! had an
cmpty fecling of hasing postponed an appomument uhiil too
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late Three rooms, a cold fireplace, silence During the last
years of his life he had not lived there very much, nor had
he died there. Half a dozen suts, mostly old. were hanging
1 the wardrobe, and for a second 1 had an odd 1mpression
of Sebastian’s body bemng suffly muftiphied mn a succession of
square-shouldered forms I had seen him once wmn that brown
coat; I touched ats sleeve, but 1t was limp and irresponsive to
that faint call of memory There were shoes, too, which had
walked many miles and had now reached the end of ther
journey Folded shurts lying on their backs What could all
these quiet things tell me of Sebastian? His bed A small old
oil-painting, a luttle cracked (muddy road, ramnbow, beauuful
puddles) on the ory white of the wall above The eye-spot
of his awakening

As 1 looked about me, all things i that bedroom seemed
to have just jumped back 1n the nick of ume as if caught
unawares, and now were graduaily returning my gaze, trying
to sce whether [ had nouced therr gty start. This was
particularly the case with the low, white-robed armchair
near the bed, I wondered what 1t had stolen Then by grop-
mg in the recesses of 1ts reluctant folds I found something
hard: it turned out to be a Brazil nut, and the armchair
agam folding 1ts arms resumed 1s inscrutable expression
{which might have been one of contemptuous dignity)

The bathroom The glass shelf, bare save for an empty
talcponder un with viclets figured between 1ts shoulders,
standing there alone, reflected 1 the murror like a coloured
advertiscment.

Then I examined the two mair rooms The dining-room
was cunously 1mpersonal, like all places where people eat -
perhaps because food 15 our chief hink with the common
chaos of matter rolling about us There was, 1t 1s true, a
cigarette end 1n a glass ashtray, but st had been left there by
a certain Mr McMarh, house agent.

The study From here one got a view of the back g+ {
oc park, the fadmg sky, 2 couple of elms, not aaka,’ 4
of the strect name’s promse A leather divan sp |
one end of the room. Bookshelves densely T,



writing desk There was almost nothing on it: a red pendil,
a box of paper clips - it looked sullen and distant, but the
lamp on its western edge was adorable. I found its pulse and
the opal globe melted into light* that magrc moon had seen
Sebastian’s white moving hand Now I was really getng
down to business I took the key that had been bequeathed
me and unloched the drawers

First of all I dislodged the two bundles of letters on which
Sebastian had scribbled. to be destroyed One was folded in
such a fashion that I could not get a gimpse of the wnnng:
the notepaper was egg-shell blue with a dark-blue nm The
other packet consisted of a medley of notepaper cnss-crossed
in a bold feminine scrawl. T guessed whose 1t was For a wild
instant I struggled with the tempiation to examine closer
both bundles 1 am sorry to say the better man won But as
I was burning them in the grate one sheet of the blue became
loose, curving backwards under the tortuning flame, and be-
fore the crumpling blackness had erept over it, a few words
appeared 1n full radiance, then swooned and all was over.

I'sank down 1n an armchair and mused for some moments.
The words I had scen were Russian words, part of a2 Russian
sentence - quite msignificant m themselves, really (not that
1 mighe have expected from the flame of chance the slick
intent of a novelist’s plot) The lireral English translation
would be ‘thy manner always to find . '~ and it was not the
sense that struck me, but the mere fact of us being in my
language. I had not the vaguest inkling as to wha she might
be, that Russian woman whose letters Sebastian had kept in
close proximuty 1o those of Clare Bishop ~ and somehow 1t
perplexed and bothered me. From my chair beside the fire-
place, which was again black and cold, I could see the fair
light of the lamp on the desk, the bright whiteness of paper
brimming oser the open drawer and one sheet of foolscap
iying alone on the blue carpet, half in shade, cut diagonally
by the limit of the light. For 2 moment I seemed 1o sec a
transparent Sebastian at his desk, or rather I thought of that
passage about the wrong Roquebrurie; perhaps he preferred
doing his writing in bed?
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After a while I went on with my business, examining and
roughly dassifying the contents of the drawers. There were
many letters These I set aside to be gone through later,
Newspaper cuttings 10 a gaudy book, an impossible butterfly
on its cover. No, none of them were reviews of his own books:
Scbastian was much too vain to collect them, nor would us
sense of humour allow hum to paste them m patently when
they did come his way Sull, as I say, there was an album
with cuttings, all of them refernng (as I found out later
when perusing them at leisure) to incongruous or dream-
absurd incidents which had occurred in the most trivial
places and conditions Mrxed metaphors too, I percerved, met
with his approval, as he probably considered them to belong
to the same faintly mghtmare category Berween some legal
documents I found a ship of paper on which he had begun to
wntc a story — there was only one sentence, stopping short
but it gave me the opportunity of observing the queer way
Schastian had - 1n the process of writing - of not striking out
the words which he had replaced by others, so that, for in-
stance, the phrase I encountered ran thus “As he a heavy
A heavy sleeper, Roger Rogerson, old Rogerson bought old
Rogers bought, so afraid Being a heavy sleeper, old Rogers
was s0 afraid of missing tomorrows He was a heavy sleeper.
He was mortally afraid of missing tomorrow’s event glory
early tramn glory so what he did was to buy and bring home
in a to buy that evenmg and bring home not one but eight
alarm clocks of different sizes and vigour of ucking nine
eight eleven alarm clocks of different sizes ncking which
alarm clocks nine alarm clocks as a cat has nine which he
placed which made his bedroom look rather ke a

T was sorry 1t stopped here.

Foreign cons m a chocolate box* francs, marks, schillings,
crowns — and thetr small change Seseral fountain pens An
Oniental amethyst, unsct, A rubber band A glass tube of
tablets for headache, nervous t Ig1a, insom-
ma, bad dreams, toothache The toothache sounded rather
dubious An old notebook (1926) filled with dead telephone
numbers Photographs.




writing desk There was almost nothing on it: a red pencil,
2 box of paper chips - it locked sullen and distant, but the
lamp on its western edge was adorable. I found 1ts pulse and
the opal globe melted into hight: that magic moon had seent
Sehastian's white moving hand. Now I was really getting
down to business I took the key that had been bequeathed
me and unlocked the drawers
First of all I dislodged the two bundles of letters on which
Sebastian had scribbled  to be destroyed. One was folded in
such a fashion that I could not get a glimpse of the writing:
the notepaper was cgg-shell blue with a dark-blue rim. The
other packet consisted of a medley of notepaper criss-crossed
in a bold femmune scrawl I guessed whose it was For a wild
instant I struggled with the temptation to examine closer
both bundles I am sorry to say the better man won. But as
Twas burning them i the grate one sheet of the blue became
loose, curving backwards under the tortunng flame, and be-
fore the crumphing blackness had crept over 1t, a few words
appeared 1n full radtance, then swooned and all was over.
1 sank down in an armchair and mused for some moments
The words I had seen were Russian words, part of 2 Russian
sentence ~ quite insignificant in themselves, really (not that
I mught have expected from the flame of chance the shck
intent of a novelist’s plot) The literal English translation
would be ‘thy manner always to find  *— and 1t was not the
sense that struck me, but the mere fact of its being in my
language. I had pot the vaguest inkling as to who she might
be, that Russtan woman whose letters Sebastian had kept in
close proximity to those of Clare Bishop ~ and somehow it
perplexed and bothered me From my chair beside the fire-
place, which was again black and cold, I could see the fair
light of the lamp on the desk, the bright whiteness of paper
brimming over the open drawer and one sheer of foolscap
lying alone on the blue carpet, half m shade, cut diagonally
by the hmit of the light For a moment I seemed 1o see a
transparent Sebastian at his desk; or rather I thought of that
* passage about the wrong Roquet : perhaps he preferred
doing his writing in bed?
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moment seemed to form a vague musical phrase, oddly
famliar: Hamlet, La morte d’Arthur, The Bridge of San
Luwss Rey, Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde, South Wind, The
Lady with the Dog, Madame Bovary, The Inuisible Man,
Le Temps Retrouvé, Anglo-Persian Dictsonary, The Author
of Trixie, Ahce wn Wonderland, Ulysses, About Buyng a
Horse, King Lear

The melody gave a small gasp and faded T returned to the
desk and began sorting out the letters I had lad aside They
were mostly business letters, and I felt entided to peruse
them Some bore no relation to Sebastian's profession, others
did The disorder was considerable and many allusions re-
mamed unmrelligible to me In a few cases he had kept
copies of his own letters so that for instance I got in full a
long zestful dialogue between him and his publisher
regard to a certain book Then, there was a fussy soul
Rumana of all places, clamouring for an option. . Ilearnt
100 of the sales in England and the Domimons . Nothmng
very brilliant - but 1 one case at least perfectly satisfactory.
A few letters from friendly authaors. One gentle wrter, the
author of a single famous book, rebuked Sebasuan (Apnil 4,
1928) for being *Conradish’ and suggested his leaving out the
‘con’ anqd culrivating the ‘radish’ 1 future works - a singu-
larly silly 1dea, I thought

Lastly, at the very bottom of the bundle, T came o my
mother's and my own letters, together with scyeral from one
of his undergraduate friends; and as I struggled 2 little with
their pages (old letters resent being unfolded) I suddenly
realized what my next hunung-ground ought to be.
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Sebastian Knight's college years were not particularly happy.
To be sure he enjoyed many of the things he found at Cam-
bridge - he was n fact quite overcome at first to see and
smell and feel the country for which he had alnays longed. A
real hansom cab took him from the station to Trnity Col-
lege the vehicle, 1t scemed, had been waiting there especially
for lum, desperately holding out agamst exuncrion ull that
moment, and then gladly dying ocut tw jon side whiskers
and the Large Copper. The slush of streets gleamng wet in
the musty darkness with its promised counterpoint ~ a cup of
strong tea and a generous fire - formed a harmony which
somechow he knew by heart. The pure chimes of tower-
clocks, now hanging over the town, now overlapping and
echoing afar, in some odd, deeply famthar way blended with
the piping cries of the newspaper vendors And as he entered
the stately gloom of Great Court with gowned shadows
passing in the must and the porter’s bowler hat bobbing in
front of him, Sebastian felr that he somehow recognized
every sensation, the wholesome reek of damp turf, the an-
cient sononty of stone slabs under heel, the blurred outhnes
of dark walls overhead - everything That special feeling of
elation probably endured for quite a long time, but there
was something else mtermmgled with 1t, and later on pre-
dominant. Sebastian 1 spite of himself realized with perhaps
a kind of helpless amazement {for he had expected more
from England than she could do for him) thar no mauer
how wisely and swectly his new surroundings played up to
his old dreams, he lumself, or rather sull the most precious
part of himself, would remain as hopelessly alone as it had
always been, The keynote of Sebastian's life was solitude and
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the kundlier fate tried to make him feel at home by counter-
feiting admirably the things he thought he wanted, the
more he was aware of his mabily to fit 1nto the picture ~
into any kind of picture When at Jast he thoroughly tinder-
stood this and grimly started to cultivate self-consciousness
as if it had been some rare talent or passion, only then did
Sebastian denve sansfaction from its nich and monstrous
growth, ceasing to worry about his awkward uncongemality
-but that was much later

ApF 1y, at first he was fi afraid of not doing
the nght thing or, worse still, of domg 1t clumsily Someone
told lim that the hard cornered part of the academical cap
ought to be braken, or even removed altogether, leaving only ,
the imp black cloth No sooner had he done so, than he
found out thar he had lapsed mto the worst ‘undergrad’
vulgarity and that perfect taste consisted 1n ignoring the cap
and gown one wore, thus granung them the faultless appear-
ance of imsignificant things whech otherwise would have
dared to matter. Agam, whatever the weather, hats and um-
brellas were tabooed, and Sebastan piously got wet and
caught colds uatil a certamn day when he came to know one
D W. Gorget, a delightful, flippant, lazy, easy-going fellow,
famed for his rowdiness, elegance, and wit and Gorget
coolly went about 1n 2 town-hat plus umbrella Fifteen years
later, when I visited Cambridge and was told by Sebastian's
best college friend (now a promument scholar) of all these
things, I remarked that everybody seemed to be carrying -
‘Exacily,’ said he, ‘Gorger’s umbrella has bred.”

‘And tell me,’ 1 asked, “what about games? Was Sebastian
good at games?®

My informant smiled.

‘1 am afraid,’ he answered, ‘that except a Iutle mild tennis
©on 2 rather soggy green court with a daisy or two on the
worst patches, nerther Sebastian nor I wentin very much for
that sort of thing, His racket, I remember, wasa xemaxka'blyy
expensive one, and his flannels very becorning - and ¢, *
ally he Jooked very tidy and nice and all that; but his
was a feminine pat and he rushed about a lot without
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anything, and as 1 was not much better than he, our game
mainly consisted in retneving damp green balls or throwing
them back to players on the adjacent courts - all this undcr
a steady drizle Yes, he was definstely poor at games.

‘Drd that upset im?”

‘It did 1n 2 way In fact, hus first term was quite poisoned
by the thought of his inferionity 1n those matters The first
time he met Gorget — that was 1n my rooms — poor Sebastian
talked so much about tenmis that at last Gorget ashed
whether the game was played with a suck This rather
soothed Sebasuan as he supposed that Gorget, whom he
liked from the start, was bad at games, t00”

‘And was he?’ |

‘Oh, well, he was a Rugby Blue. but perhaps he did not
much care for lawn tenms. Anyway, Sebastian soon got over
the game complex And generally speaking

We sat there 1 that dimly ht oak-panelled room, our
armchairs so low that it was quite easy to reach the tea
things which stood humbly on the carpet, and Sebastian’s
spinit seemed to hover about us with the flicker of the fire
reflected m the brass knobs of the hearth My mrerlocutor
had kinown him so inumately that I think he was right in
suggesting that Sebastian’s sense of inferionty was based on
his trying to out-England England, and never succeeding,
and gomng on trymg, unul finally he realtzed that 1t was not
these outward things that betrayed him, not the mannensms
of fashionable slang, but the very fact of his striving to be
and act like other people when he was blisstully condemned
to the solitary confinement of his own self

Still, he had done hus best to be a standard undergraduate,
Clad in a brown dressing-gown and old pumps, carrymg
soap-box and sponge-bag, he had strolled out on winter
mormngs on his way to the Baths round the corner He had
had breakfast in Hall, with the porridge as grey and dull as
the sky above Great Court and the orange marmalade of
exactly the same hue as the creeper on its walls He had

4 his ‘pushbike’, as my inf called it, and with
his gown across his Shouldcr had pedalled to this or that
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lecture hall. He had lunched at the Putr (which, I under-
stood, was a kind of club, probably with horsey pittures on
the walls and very old warters asking their eternal nigdle:
thick or dlear?) He had played fives (whatever that may he)
or some other tame game, and then had had tea with two or
three friends; the talk had hobbled along between crumpet
and pipe, carefully avoiding anything that had not been said
by others There may have been another lecture or two be-
fore dinner, and then again Hall, a very fine place which [
was duly shown It was being swept at the moment, and the
fat white calves of Henry the Exghth looked as if they mught
get tickled

‘And where did Sebastian <itd”

‘Dow there, against the wall *

“But how did one get there? The tables seem mules long.”

“He used to step up on the outer bench and walk across
the table One trod on a plate now and then, but 1t was the
usuat method.”

Then, after dinner, he would go back to tus rooms, or per-
haps make his way with some silent companion to the lirde
cinema on the market place where a Witd West film would
be shown, or Charhie Chaplin stifily mrotung away from the
big wicked man and skidding on the street corner,

Then, after three or four terms of this sort of thing a
curious change came over Sebasnan He stopped enjoymng
what he thought he ought to enjoy and serenely rurned 1o
what really concerned him Outwardly, this change resulted
m his dropping out of the rhythm of college hie He saw
o one except my informant, who remained perhaps the only
man in ks life with whom he had been perfectly frank and
patura] - it was a handsome friendstup and I quite under-
stood Sebastran, for that quiet scholar struck me as being
the finest and gentlest soul mmagmable They were both -
terested in Inghsh hterature, and Sebastian’s friend was
already then planning that first work of his, The Laws of
Literary magsnation, which, o or three years later, «
for hurn the Montgomery Prize

‘I must confess,” said he as he stroked a soft blue, *



ccladon eyes which had appeared from nowhere and now
made uself comfortable 1 his lap, ‘I must confess that
Sebasuan rather paned me at that parucular period of our
friendship Misang htm 1 the lecture hall, I would go to his
rooms and find him still 1n bed, curled up Like a sleeping
child, but glnomlly smoking, with agaretie ash all over his
crumpled pillow and mkstams on the shect which hung
loosely to the floor He would only grunt in reply to my
encrgetic greetng, not dugning even to change his position,
so after hovenng around and sartisfying myself that he was
not 11l I would go off 10 lunch, and then call upon tum again
only to find him lymg on his other side and usmg a slipper
for an ashtray I would suggest getting him something to eat,
for hus cupboard was always empty, and presently, when I
brought him a bunch of bananas, he would cheer up like 2
monkey and immediately start to annoy me with a series of
obscurely immoral statements, related to Lafe, Death, or
God, which he specially relished making because he knew
that they annoyed me - although I never believed that he
really meant what he sad

‘At last, about three o four in the afternoon, he would put
on his dressing-gown and shuffle into the sitting-room where,
in disgust, I would leave him, huddled up by the fire and
scratching hus bead And next day, as | sat working s my
dugs, I would suddenly hear a great stamping up the stairs,
and Sebastian would bounce into the room, clean, fresh, and
excited, with the poem he had just finished.”

All ths, I trust, 15 very true to type, and one little detail
strikes me as especially patheuc. It appears that Sebastian’s
English, though fluent and idiomatic, was decidedly that of 2
foreigner His r's when beginning a word, rolled and rasped,
he made queer mustakes, saying, for instance, ‘I have seized
a cold” or “that fellow 1s sympathetic’ - merely meaning that
he was a nice chap He misplaced the accent 1n such words
as “mteresting’ or ‘laboratory’. He muspronounced names
like ‘Socrates” or ‘Desdemona’. Once corrected, he would
never repeat the mistake, but the very face of his not being
quite sure about certamn words distressed ham enormously
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and he used 1o blush a bright pink when, owing to a chance
verbal flaw, some utterance of his would not be quite under-
stood by an obtuse histener In those days, he wrote far better
than he spoke, but sull there was something vaguely un-
Enghsh about his poerns None of them have reached me.
True, his friend thought that perhaps one or two

He put down the cat and remmaged awhile among some
papers in a drawer, but he could not lay his hand on any-
thing ‘Perhaps, ity some trunk at my sister’s place,” he said

wvaguely, ‘but 'm not even sure.  Lurtle things Like that are
ithe darlings of oblivion, and moreover 1 know Sebastian
‘would have applauded their loss”

‘By the way, I said, ‘the past you recall seems dismally
wet meteorologically speaking — as dismal, in fact, as today’s
weather {it was a bleak day in February] Tell me, was it
fnever warm and sunny? Does not Sebasuan humself refer
somewhere to the “puk candlesticks of great chestnut trees”
along the bank of some beaunful hrtle river?”

Yes, I was right, spring and sumymer did happen in Cam-
bridge almost every year (that mystenious ‘almost’ was sin-
gularly pleasing). Yes, Sebasuan quute iked to loll in a punt
on the Cam But what he liked above all was to cyde in the
dusk along 2 certain path skirting meadows There, he would
sit on a fence looking at the wispy salmon-pinl dlouds turn-
ing 10 a dull copper i the pale evening shy and think about
things. What things? That cockney girl with her soft hair
still in plaits whom he once followed across the common,
and accosted and kissed. and never saw agamn? The form of
a particular cloud? Some musty sunset beyond a black Rus-
sian fir-wood (ob, how much I would give for such a memory
coming to him')? The inner meanng of grassblade and star?
The unknown language of silence? The ternfic weight of a
dew-drop? The heartbreaking beauty of a pebble among
mullions and milliens of pebbles, all making sense, but what
sense? The old, old question of Who are you? to one’s own
self grown strangely evasive in the gloamng, and 1o €
world around to which one has never been really
Or perhaps, we shall be nearer the truth i < e



while Sebastian sat on that fence, his mind was a turmoil of
words and fancies, plete fancies and words,
but alrcady he hnew that this and only thus was the reality
of his life, and that his destiny lay beyond that ghostly
battleficld which he would cross i due ume.

‘Did I Iike his books? Oh, enormously I didn’t see much
of him after he left Cambnidge, and he never sent me any of
his works Authors, you know, are forgetful But one day 1
got three of them at the hibrary and read them in as many
nights I was always sure he would produce something fine,,
but I never expected 1t would be as fine as that. In his last
year here ~ 1 don't know what's the matter with this cat, she
does not scem to know mulk all of a sudden®

In his last Cambnidge year Sebastian worked a good deal;
his subject — Enghish Interature - was a vast and complicated}
one; but this same period was marked by his sudden trips to'
London, generally without the authoriues’ kave His tutor,
the late Mr Jeflerson. had been, I learnt, a mighty dull old
gentleman, but a fine inguist, who insisted upon considering
Sebasuan as 2 Russian In other words, he drove Scbastian to
the limit of exasperation by telling him all the Russian words
he knew - a nice bagful collected on a journcy to Moscow
years ago - and asking hum to teach hum some more One
day, at last, Scbastan blurted out [ha( there was some mus-
take - he had not been born i Russtz really, but in Sofia.
Upon which, the delighted old man at once started 1o speak
Bulgarian Scbasuan lamely answered that it was not the
specral dialect he knew, and when challenged to furmish a
sample, msented a new idiom on the spur of the moment,
whach greatly puzzled the old Iinguist unul 1t dawned upon |
him that Sebastian ~

‘Well, T think you have drained me now,’ said my infor-
mant with a stile My r es are getting shall
and sillier - and I hardly think 1t worth while to add that
Sebastian got a first and that we had our picture taken in full
glory ~ I shall try and find 1t some day and send it to you
if you like. Must you really leave now? Would you not like
1o see the Backs? Come along and visit the crocuses, Sebas-
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nan vsed to call them “the poet’s mushrooms”, if you see
what he meant.”

But it was raining too hard We stood for a minute or two
under the porch, and then I said [ thought I'd better be
going

“‘Oh, look here; called Sebastian’s friend after me, as I
was already picking my way among the puddles ‘T qurte for-
got to tell you The Master told me the other day that some-
body wrote to him asking whether Sebastian Kmght had
really been a Trinity man Now, what was the fellow’s name?
Oh, bother. ... My memory has shrunk in the washing Well,
we did give ita good rinsing, didn’t we? Anyway, I gathered
that somebody was collecting data for a book on Sebasuan
Knight. Funny, you don’t seem to have -

‘Sebastian Knight?” said a sudden voice in the mist. “Who
is speaking of Sebastian Knight?”




6

The stranger who uttered these words now approached — Oh,
how I sometimes yearn for the easy swing of 2 well-oled
novel! How comfortable 1t would have heen had the sotce
belonged to some cheery old don with long downy ear-lobes
and that puckening about the eyes which stands for wisdom
and humour A handy charaéter, a welcome passer-by
who had also known my hero, but from a different angle.
‘And now,” he would say, ‘T am going to tell you the real
story of Sebastan Knmight's college years” And then and
there he would have launched on that story But alas, noth-
ing of the hind really happened That Voice m the Mist rang
out m the dimmest passage of my mmd It was but the echo
of some possible truth, a nmely remnder+ don’t be too cer-
tain of learning the past from the hps of the present Beware
of the most honest broker Remember that what you are told
is really threefold shaped by the teller, reshaped by the
Iistener, concealed from both by the dead man of the tale.
Who 1s speaking of Scbastian Kmght? repeats that voice in
my conscience Who indeed? His best friend and his half-
brother A gentle scholar, remote from life, and an embar-
rassed traveller visiting a distane land  And where 1s the
third party? Rotung peacefully in the cemetery of St
Damier. Laughmgly alise m five volumes Peering unseen
over my shoulder as I write this (although I dare say he mis-
trusted too strongly the commongplace of eternity to believe
even now in his own ghost)

Anyway, here was I with the booty that friendship could
yneld To this I added a few casual facts occurnng m Scbas-
tian’s very short letters belonging to that pcnod and the
chance ol y life found d amongst
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his books. I then returned to London where I had neatly
planned my next move.

At our last meetng Sebastian had happened to mention a
kind of secretary whom he had employed from time to time
between 1930 and 1934. Like many authors m the past, and
as very few in the present (or perhaps we are simply unaware
of those who fail to manage their affairs 1n a sound pushing
manner), Sebastian was nidiculously helpless 1o business mat-
ters and once having found an adviser (who madentally
Tnight be 2 shark or a blockhead — or both) he gave himself
up to him entirely with the greatest relief Had I perchance
inquired whether he was perfecily certamn that Sc-and-So
now handling his affairs was not a meddlesome old rogue, he
would have hurriedly changed the subject, so1n dread was he
that the discovery of another’s mischief might force tus own
laziness 1nto action, In a word he preferred the worst agsis
tant to no asststane at all, and would convince himself and
others that he was perfectly content with his choice Having
said all this I should like to stress the fact as definitely as
possxble that none of my words are ~ from a legal pownt of
view — slanderous and thas the name lam aboux to mention
has not ap 1 this

Now what I wanted from Mr Goodman was not so much
an account of Sebastian’s last years - that I did not yet need
=~ {for I intended to follow his life stage by stage without
overtaking him), but merely to obtain a few suggestions as to
what people I ought to see who might know something of
Sebastian’s post-Cambridge period

So on 1 March 1936, I called on Mr Goodman at s office
1n Fleet Street. But before describing our interview I raust
beallowed a short digression.

Amongst Sebastian’s letters I found as already mentioned
some correspondence between him and his publisher dealing
with a certain novel, It appears that in Sebastian’s first book
{1925), The Prismatic Bezel, one of the minor ¢!
an extremely comic and cruel shit upon 2 <. |
author whom Sebastian found necessary to ch.
rally the publisher knew it immediately and ~*




him so uncomfortable that he advised Sebastian to modify
the whole passage, a thing which Sebastian flatly refused to
do, saymg finally that he would get the book printed else-
where - and this he eventually did.

“You seem to wonder’, he wrote in one letter, "what on
carth could make me, 2 budding author {as you say - but
that is a misapplied term, for your authentic budding author
remains budding all his life, others, ike me, spring 1nto blos-
sor 1n one bound), you seem to wonder, let me repeat (which
does not mean 1 am apologizing for that Proustian parenthe-
s1s), why the hell I should take a mice porcelamn blue con-
temporary (X does remind one, doesn’t he, of those cheap
china things which tempe one at fairs to an orgy of noisy
destruction) and let um drop from the tower of my prose to
the gutter below You tell me he 1 widely esteemed, thac his
sales in Germany are almost as tremendous as his sales here;
that an old story of his has just been selected for Afodern
Masterpreces, that together with Y and Z he 15 considered
one of the leadmng writers of the “post-war” generation, and
that, last but not least, he 1s dangerous as a criic You seem
1o hint that we should all keep the dark secret of his success,
which 1s to travel sccond-class with a third-class ticker - or
1f my sunile 18 not sufficiently clear - to pamper the taste of
the worst category of the reading public - not those who
revel an detecuve yarns, bless their pure souls ~ but those
who buy the worst banahues because they hase been shaken
up in a modern way with a dash of Freud or “stream of con-
sciousness” or whatnot - and madentally do not and never
will understand that the pretty cynics of today are Marie
Corellvs nieces and old Mrs Grundy's nephews Why should
we keep that shameful secret? What 1s this masonic bond
of triteness ~ or indeed mthetsm? Down with these shoddy
gods! And then you go and tell me that my “literary career”
will be hopelessly handicapped from the start by my attack-
mg an influential and esteemed writer, But even if there
were such a thing as a “huerary career” and I were dnsquali-
fied merely for nding my own horse, still T would refuse to
change one single word 1n what I have written For, helieve
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me, no imminent punishment can be violent enough to make
me abandon the pursuit of my pleasure, especially when this
Pleasure is the firm young bosom of truth There are in fact
not many things in life comparable to the delight of saure,
and when Iimagine the humbug’s face as he reads (and read
he shall) that particular passage and knows as well as we do
that it is the truth, then delhight reaches tts sueetest cimax

Ler me add that if I have faithfully rendered not only X's
inner world {which is no more than a tube stanon during
rush hours) but also his tricks of speech and demeanour, T
emphatically deny that he or any other reader may discern
the least trace of vulganty m the passage which causes you
such alarm. So do not let this haunt you anv onger Remem-
ber too that I take all responsibility, moral and commeraal,
in case you really “get into trouble” with my innocent htile
volume”

My point in quoting this letter (apart from sts own value
as showing Sebastian in thar bright boyish mood which later
remained as & rambow across the stormy gloom of s dark-
est tales) s to settle a rather delicate question In a minute
or two Mr Goodman will appear in flesh and blood. The
reader already knows how thoroughly I disapprove of that
gentleman's book Howevcr, at the ume of our first (and last)
interview I knew notlung about his work {insofar as a rapid
compilation may be called work) I approacked Mr Good-
man with an open mind; it 1s no longer open now, and
naturally this is bound to influence my descipion At the «
same ume I do not very well see how I can discuss my visit
1o him without alluding even as discreetly as in the case of
Sebastian’s college friend, to Mr Goodman’s manner if not
appearance. Shall I be able to stop ar that? Will not Mr
Goodman's face suddenly pop out to the owner's nghtful
annoyance when he reads these hnes? I have studied Sebas-
tian's letter and armyed at the conclusion that what Sebas-
tian Kmight might permit him<elf m respect to Mr X is
denjed me in regard to Mr Goodman. The {rankne _ ~
Sebastan’s genius cannot be mine, and Ishould only  °
in being rude there where he might have been bnilif



that T am treading on very thin ice and must try to step
wanily as I enter Mr Goodman's study. .
Pray be seated,” he said, courteously waying me into a
leather armcharr near his desk He was remarkably well-
dressed though decidedly with a aty flavour A black mask
covered his face “What can 1 do for you?’ He went on look-
ing at me through the eycholes and sull holding my card.
1 suddenly realized that my name conveyed nothing to
him Sebastian had made his mother’s name lus own com-

I am! 1 4 Kmght's half-brother,
There was a short stlence

‘Let me see,” smid Mr Goodman, ‘am I to understand, that
you are refernng to the late Sebasuan Kunight, the well-
known author?’

‘Exactly, smd 1

Mr Goodman with finger and thumb stroked his face ...
I maean the face under lus mask .. stroked 1t down, down,
reflectively

‘I beg your pardon,” he said, ‘but are you quite sure that
there 1s not some mistakhe?

‘None whatever,’ I replied, and 1n as few words as possible
T explained my relauonship to Sebastian

‘Oh, 15 that so?’ sad Mr Goodman, growing more and
more pensive ‘Really, really, it never entered my head 1 was
certainly quite aware that Knight was born and brought up
in Russta_But I somehow missed the point about his name.
Yes, now I'see.. Yes, 1t ought to be 2 Russian one. ... His
mother

Mr Goodman drummed the blotung-pad for a mmute
with hus fine whate fingers and then faintly sighed.

‘Well, what's done 1s done,’ he remarked *Too late now
toadd a ..Imean, he hurriedly continued, ‘that I'm sorry
not to have gone into the matter before So you are his half-
brother? Well, I am delighted to meet you.”

“First of all) I said, ‘1 should hke 1o scutle the business
question Mr Knight's papers, at least those that refer to his
Iiterary occupations, are not 1n very great order and I don't
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quite know exactly how things stand. I haven’t yet seen his
publishers, but 1 gather that at least one of them - the firm
that brought out The Funny Mountam - no longer exsts.
Before gomg further into the matter I thought I'd better
havea tatk with you.

‘Quite 50,” s3id Mr Goodman “As a matter of fact you
Ty not be cognizant of my having interest m two Knight
books, The Funny Mountam and Lost Property. Under the
dircumstances the best thing would be for me to give you
some details which I can send yau by letter tomorrow morn-
ing as well as 2 copy of my contract with Mr Kmght Or
should { eall am Mr . * and smihing under s mask Mr
Goodman tried to pronounce our stmple Russian name.

“Then there is another mauer,” 1 continued ‘I have de-
cided to write 2 book on his ife and work, and 1 sorely need
certain information. Could you perhaps .. *

It scemed to me that Mr Goodman suffened Then he
coughed once or twice and even went as far as 10 select a
blackcurrant lozenge from a small box on his disunguished-
looking desk.

My dear Sir,' he said, suddenly veering together with his
seat and whirling has eyeglass on hus ibbon ‘Let us be per-
fectly outspoken I have cerrainly known poor Kmight better
than anyone else, but ... look here, bave your started writ-
ing that book?”

No,' I sard

“Then don’t. You must excuse my bemng so very blunt. An
old habit — a bad hahit, perhaps You don’t mind, do you?
‘Well, what [ mean 1s .. how should I purit? .. You see,
Sebastian Kmight was not what you might call a great
writer. ... Oh, yes, | know ~ a fine arst and all that - but
with no appeal to the general public. I don’t wish to say
that a book could not be written about ura Ir contd. But
then 1t ought 10 be written from a special point of view
which would make the subject fasanating. Otherwise 5«
bound to fall flat, because, you s, I really don’t thi *
Sebastian Knight's fame 1s strong enough to susta’
thing hike the work you are contemplating Yl
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1 was so taken aback by this outburst that I kept silent.
And Mr Goodman went on:

‘I trust my bluntness does not offend you. Your half-
brother and T were such good pals that you quite under-
stand how I feel about it. Better not, my dear sir, better not.
Leave it to some professional fellow, to one who hnows the
book-market - and he will tell you that anybody trying to
complete an exhaustive study of Knight's hfe and work, as
you put 1t, would be wasting his and the reader’s time. Why,
even So-and-So’s book about the late ... [a famous name was
mentioned} with all those photographs and facsimiles did
notsell”

1 thanked Mr Goodman for his advice and reached for my
hat 1 felt he had proved a failure and that I had followed 2
false scent Somehow or other I did not care to ask him to
enlarge upon those days when he and Sebastian had been
‘such pals’ I wonder now what his answer would have been
had I begged him to tell me the story of his secretaryship.
After shaking hands with me most cordially, he returned the
black mask which I pocketed, as I supposed it might come
in usefully on some other occasion He saw me to the nearest
glass door and there we parted As I was about to go down
the stairs, a vigorous-looking girl whom I had noticed
steadily typing mn one of the rooms ran after me and stopped
me (queer - that Sebastian’s Cambnidge friend had also
called me back)

‘My name, she said, s Helen Pratr. I have overheard as
much of your conversation as I could stand and there is 2
lietle thing I want to ask you. Clare Bushop is a great friend
of mine. There’s somethung she wants 1o find out. Could I
talk to you one of these days?”

1 said yes, most certainly, and we fixed the time.

‘I knew Mr Knight quite well; she added, looking at me
with bright round eyes

‘Oh, really,’ sa1d I, not quite knowing what else to say.

' Yes/ she went on, 'he was an amazing personality, and I
don’t mind telling you that I loathed Goodman’s book about
him’
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“What do you mean?’ I asked. “What book?*

‘O, the one he has just wntten I was gomg over the
proofs with him this last week Well, I must be running,
Thank you $o mnch’

She darted away and very slowly I descended the steps.
Mr Goodman'’s large soft pmkish face was, and 15, remark-
ably like 2 cow’s udder



7

Mr Goodman’s book The Tragedy of Sebastian Knight has
enjoyed a very good Press It has been lengthily reviewed in
the leading dailies and weeklies 1t has been called ‘impres-
stve and convnang’ The author has been credited with
“‘deep 1nsight’ 1nto an ‘essenually modern’ character Pas-
sages have been quoted to demonstrate hs efficient handling
of nutshells, One critic even went as far as 1o take his hat off
to Mr Goodman - who, let 1t be added, had used his own
merely to talk through 1t In a word, Mr Goodman has been
patted on the back when he ought to have been rapped on
the knuckles

1, for one, would have ignored that book altogether had it .
been jJust another bad book, doomed with the rest of its
kind to obhvion by next spring. The Lethean Library, for
all 1ts incaleulable volumes, 15, I know, sadly 1ncomplete
without Mr Goodman’s effort. But bad as the book may be,
it 1s something else bessdes Owing to the quality of its sub-
ject, it 1s bound to becme quite mechanically the satellste of
another man's enduning fame. As long as Sebastian Knight's
name is remerabered, there always will be some learned in-
quirer conscientiousty chmbing up a ladder to where The
Tragedy of Sebastian Kmght keeps half awake bewween
Godfrey Goodman’s Fall of Man and Samuel Goodrich's
Recollections of a Lifetime. Thus, if 1 continue to harp on
the subject, I do so for Sebastian Knight's sake,

Mr Goodman’s method is as stmple as us philosophy. His
sole object 1s to show ‘poor Knight' as the product and vicum
of what he calls ‘our time’ - though why some people are so
keen to make others share 1n their chronometnic concepts,
has always been a mystery to me, ‘Post-war Unrest’, ‘Post-
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war Generation® are to Mr Goodman magic words opening
every door There is, however, a certain kind of ‘open sesame’
which seems less a charm than a skeleton-key, and ths, Tam
afraid, is Mr Goodman’s kind But he 15 quite wrong m
thinking that he found something once the lock had been
forced. Not that I wish o suggest that Mr Goodman thanks.
He could not if he tried. His book concerns itself only with
such ideas as have been shown (commercially) to atwract
mediocre minds,

For Mr Goodman, young Sebasnan Kmight ‘freshly
emerged from the carved chrysalid of Cambnidge’ 1s a youth
of acute sensibility in a crue) cold world In this world, ‘our-
side realuies mirude so roughly upon one’s most intimate
dreams’ that 2 young man’s soul 1s forced mto a state of siege
before it is finally shattered *The War', says Mr Goodman
withour so much as a blush, ‘had changed the face of the
umiverse.” And with much gusto he goes on to describe those
special aspects of post-war life which met 2 young man at
‘the troubled dawn of his career’* a feeling of some great
deception, weariness of the soul and fevenish physical excrte-
ment (such as the ‘vapid lewdness of the foxtrot’), a sense of
fuulity - and 1ts result  gross hiberty Cruelty, to; the reek
of blood still in the air; glanng pictare palaces, dim couples
in dark Hyde Park, the glories of standardizauon, the cule
of machinery; the degradanon of Beauty, Love, Honour,
Art ... and 5o on. It 1s really a wonder that Mr Goodman
himself who, as far as I know, was Sebastian’s coeval, man-
aged to live through those ternfic years

But what Mr Goodman could stand, his Sebasuan Knight
apparently could not. We are given a picture of Sebastian
Testlessly pacing the rooms of his London flat in 1923, after
a short trip o the Continent, which Continent ‘shocked him
indescribably by the vulgar glamour of its gambling hells’.
Yes, ‘pacing up and down ... clutching at kus temples ... in
a passion of discontent ..angry with the world .., alone. ..
eager to do something, but weak, weak. .. " The dots are not
Mr Goodman's tremolos, but denote sentences I have km- ~
Iefr out, “No,” Mr Goodman goes on, ‘this wasnot the  *



for an artist to live in. It was all very well to flaunt a brave
countenance, to make a great display of that cynicism which
so irnitates one in Knight's earlier work and so pains ene in
tis last two volumes .. 1t was all very well to appear con-
temptuous and ulirasophisticated, but the thorn was there,
the sharp, poisonous thorn’ 1 don’t know why, but the
presence of this (perfectly mythical) thorn seems to give Mr
Goodman a grim satisfaction
It would be unfair of me if T let it seem that this first
chapter of The Tragedy of Sebastian Knight consists exclu-
sively of a thick flow of philosophical treacle. Word-pictures
and anecdotes which form the body of the book (that is,
when Mr Goodman arnives at the stage of Sebastian’s life
when he met him personally) appear here too, as rock cakes
dottmg the syrup. Mr Goodman was no Bosuell; still, no
doubt, he kept 2 notebook where he jotted down cerram 1e-
marks of tus employer ~ and apparently some of these re-
lated to his employer's past. In other words, we must imagine
that Sebastran m between work would say Do you know,
my dear Goodman, this reminds me of a day in my life,
some years ago, when . . Here would come the story.
Half a dozen of these seem to Mr Goodman sufficient to
fill out what 1s to him a blank - Sebasuan’s youth in
England
The first of these stories {which Mr Goodman considers
o be extremely typical of ‘post-war undergraduate life’)
depicts Sebastian showmg a gul friend from London the
sights of Cambridge *And this 1s the Dean’s window,’ he
_ said; then smashing the pane with a stone, he added: ‘And
this is the Dean’ Needless to say that Sebasuan has been
pulling Mr Goodman’s leg. the story 1s as old as the Uni-
versity itself
Let us look at the second one. During a short vacation
trip to Germany (19217 1922?) Sebastian, one might, being
annoyed by the caterwauls in the street, started to pelt the
ffenders with objects includ! an egg.
Presently, 2 pohiceman knocked at his door, bringing back
all these objects minus the egg.
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This is from an old {or, 2s Mr Goodman would say, ‘pre-
war') Jerome K. Jerome book. Leg-pulling agamn

Thurd story: Sebastian speaking of his very first novel (un-
published and destroyed) explained that 1t was about a fat
young student who travels home to find his mother marned
to his uncle; this uncle, an ear-specialist, had murdeted the
student’s father.

Mr Goodman misses the joke.

Fourth: Sebastian m the summer of 1922 had overworked
himself and, suffering from hallucinauions, used to see a kind.
of optical ghost - a black-robed monk moving swiftly to-
wards him from the sky.

Thisisa little harder. a short story by Chekhov.

Fifth:

But I think we had better stop, or else Mr Goodman might
be in danger,of becoming a centipede. Let us have hum
femain quadrupedal I am sorry for him, but 1t cannot be
helped. And f only he had not padded and coramented these
‘curious incidents and fancies’ so ponderously, with such a
tich crop of deductions! Churlish, capricious, mad Sebastian,
“struggling 1n a paughty world of Juggcrnauts, and aero-
nauts, and naughss, and what-nots. .. Well, well, there may
be something 1n all that

I want to be scientfically precise 1 should hate being
baulked of the uniest particle of truth only because at a
certain point of my search I was blindly enraged by a trashy
concoction ... Who is speaking of Sebastian Kmight? His
former secretary Were they ever friends? No - as we shall
see later Is there anything real or possible in the contrast
between a frail cager Sebastian and a wicked ured world?
Not a thing Was there perhaps some other kind of chasm,
breach, fissure? There was.

It is enough 1o surn to the first thirty pages or so of Lost
Property to sce how blandly Mr Goodman (who inadentally
never quotes anything that may clash with the main 1€
his fallacious work) misundersiands Sebasuan’s -
mde 1n regard to the outer world, Time for S¢*
never 1gr4 or 1920 or 1936 — 1t was always -~ !



paper headlines, political theories, fashionable ideas meant
to him no more than the loquacious printed notice {in three
languages, with mistakes in at least two) on the wrapper of
some soap or toothpaste. The lather might be thick and the
notice convincing - but that was an end of it. He could per- .
fectly well understand sensitive and intelligent thinkers nor
being able to sleep because of an earthquake 1 China; bue
bemg what he was, he could not understand why these
same people did not feel exactly the same spasm of rebellious
grief when thinking of some simyar calamity that bad hap-
pened as many years ago as there were mules to China. Time
and space were to him measures of the same eternity, so that
the very 1dea of hus reacting in any special ‘modern’ way to
what Mr Goodman calls “the atmosphere of post-war Europe’
is utterly prep He was inter 1y happy and un-
comfortable in the world o which he came, just as 2
ravelier may be extalarated by visions of tus voyage and be
almost simultaneously sea-sick. Whatever age Sebastian
might have been born in, he would have been equally
amused and unhappy, joyful and apprehensive, as a chuld 2t
2 pantomine now and then thinking of tomorrow’s dentist.
And the reason of his discomfort was not that he was moral
in an immoral age, or ummoral 5n a moral one, neither was
it the cramped feehing of his yowh not blowing naturally
enough in a world which was too rapid a succession of
funerals and fireworks; 1t was simply huis becorning anare
that the thythm of his inner being was so much richer than
thfn of other souls Even then, just at the close of his Cam-
bridge period, and perhaps catlier too, he knew that his
slxghte{t thought or sensation had always at least one more
dimension, than thase of hus neighbours. He might have
boasted of this had there been anything lurid in his nature.
As there was not, 1t only remained for him to feel the awk-
wardness of being a crystal among glass, a sphere among
circles {but all this was nothing when compared to what he
experienced as he finally sertled down to hus hterary task).
‘I was’, writes Sebastian in Lost Property, so shy that
always managed somehow to commit the fault I was most







consciousness 1 was afraid of meeting people, of hurting
their feelings or making myself ndiculous in their eyes. But
this same quality or defect which tormented me so, when
confronted with what is called the practical side of lfe
(though, between you and me, bookkeeping or bookselling
looks singularly unreal in the starhght), became an ipstru-
ment of exquisite pleasure whenever I yielded to my lonel-
ness. I was deeply 1n love with the country which was my
home (as far as my nature could afford the notion of home), I
had my Kipling moods, and my Rupert Brooke moods, and
my Housman moods The blind man’s dog near Harrods or
a pavement-arust’s coloured chalks, brown leaves 1n a New
Forest nide or a tin bath hanging cutside on the black brick
wall of a slum, a picture in Punch or a purple passage in
Hamlet, all went to form a definite harmony, where I, 100,
had the shadow of a place. My memory of the London of ry
youth 1s the memory of endless vague wanderings, of a sun-
dazzled window suddenly piercing the blue morning mist of
of beautiful black wires with suspended raindrops running
along them I seem to pass with intangihle steps across
ghostly lawns and through danang-halls full of the whine of
Hawanan music and down dear drab Ditde streets with pretty .
names, untd I come to a certain warm hollow where some-
thing very hke the selfest of my own self sits huddled up in |
the darkness .. *

It 15 2 pity Mr Goodman had not the leisure to peruse
this passage, though it 15 doubtful whether he would have
grasped 1ts inner meaning.

He was kind enough 1o send me a copy of his work. In the
letter accompanying it he explamned m heavily bantermg
tones, with what was epistolanly meant to be a good-natured
wink, that if he had not mentioned the book in the course of
our interview, 1t was because he wanted it 1o be a splendid
surprise. His tone, his guffaws, his pompous wit ~ all this
suggested an old gruff friend of the family turning up with
a precious gift for the youngest. But Mr Goodman is not 2
very good actor. Not for 2 moment did he really think that
would be dehghted erther with the book be wrote or with
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the mere fact that he had gone out of his way to advertise
the name 6f a member of my family. He knew all along that
his book was rubbish, and he knew that nerther its bindng,
nor its jacket, nor the blurb on the jacket, nor indeed any
of the reviews and notices in the Press would deceive me.

- Why he had considered it wiser to keep me 1 the dark 1s

Dot quite evident. Perhaps he thought I might wickedly sit
down and dash off my own volume, just in tune to have it
collide with his,

But he not only sent me his book. He also produced the
account he had promised me. This 15 not the place to discuss
these matters. I have handed them over to my sobicitor who
has already acquainted me with hus conclusions. Here T may
ouly say that Sebastian’s candour 1n pracucal affasrs was
taken advantage of in the coarsest fashion Mr Goodman has
mever been a regular literary agent He has only bet on
books. He does not nghtfully belong to that intelligent,
bonest and hard-workmg profession, We will leave 1t at that;
but I have not yet done with The Tragedy of Sebastian
Knight or rather - The Farce of My Goodman
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“Two years had elapsed after my mother’s death before I saw
Sebasuan again One picture postcard was all T had had
from him during that time, except the cheques he insisted
on sending me On a dull grey afternoon in November or
December 1924, as I was walking up the Ch::mps-Elysécs
towards the Erole I suddenly caught sight of Scbastian
through the glass front of a popular café I remember my
first impulse was to continue on my way, so pained was I by
the sudden revelation that having arrved an Paris he had not
communicated with me Then on second thought I entered.
I saw the back of Schastian’s glossy dark head and the down-
cast bespectacled face of the gurl sitting opposite hum. She
was reading a letter which, as I approached, she handed back
to him with a famt smile and took off her-horn-rimmed
glasses

“Isn’t 1t rich?* asked Sebastian, and at the same moment I
laid my hand on his thin shoulder

‘O, hullo, V" he said, looking up This §s my brother,
Miss Bishop. Sit down and make yourself comfortable’ She
was pretty in a quiet sort of way with a pale faintly frechled

1 sllghlly‘- 11 d cheeks, bl y johted

eyes, a thin mouth She wore a grey tailor-made with a blue
scarf and a small three-cornered hat. 1 believe her hair was
bobbed .

‘I was just going to ring you up,’ said Sebastian, not very
truthfully I 2m afraid ‘You see I am only here for the day
and going back to London tomorrow., What will you
have?”

They were drinking coffee. Clare Bishop, her lashes beat:
ing, rummaged m her bag, found her bandkerchief, and
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, dabbed first one pink nostril and then the other ‘Cold
getting worse,” she said and clicked her bag

‘Oh, splendidly,’ said Sebastian, m reply to an obviots
question, ‘As a matter a fact I have just fiished wrinng a
novel, and the publisher I've chosen seems to Like 1t, judging
by bis encouraging letter. He even seems to approve of the
tile Cock Robin Hits Back, though Clare doesn't”

‘I think it sounds silly, said Clare, ‘and bestdes, a bud
can’t hit”

‘It alludes to a well-k y-thyme,’ said Seb
for my benefit.

‘A silly allusion, said Clare; ‘your first title was much
better.!

‘1 don’t know. ... The prism. ... The prismatic edge ..."
mutmured Sebastan, ‘that’s not quite what I want. ... Pity
Coch Robin is so unpopular. ./

“A title,” said Clare, ‘must convey the colour of the baok,
not its subject.”

It was the first time and also the last that I ever heard
Sebastian discuss literary matters 1n my presence Rarely,
o0, had I seen him in such 2 light-hearted mood. He ap-
peared well groomed and fic His finely-shaped white face
with that slight shading on the checks - he was one of those
unfortunate roen who have to shave twice a day when dining
out — did not show a trace of that dull unhealthy tinge it so
often had His rather large shghtly pointed ears were aflame
as they were when he was pleasurably exated. I, for my
part, was tongue-tied and suff. Somehow, I felt that I had
barged in.

‘Shall we go o a cinema or something,’ asked Sebastian
diving into his waistcoat pocket, with two fingers.

“Justas you like, said Clare.

‘Gah-song,’ said Sebastian I had noticed before that he
tried to pronounce French asa real healthy Britisher would.
For some time we searched under the table and under
plush seats for one of Clare’s gloves, She used a nice cool, ~

fume At last I retrieved it, a grey sudde glove with a
lining and a fringed gaundet. She put themon ™ °




we pushed through the revolving door. Rather tall, very
struight-backed, good ankles, flat-heeled shoes.

“Look here; I said, ‘I don't think I can go with you to the
pictures I'm dreadfully sorry, but T have got some things w
attend to Perhaps... But when exactly are you leaving?’

‘Oh, tomght,’ rephed Sebastian, ‘bur I'll scon be oy el
again Stuptd of me not to have let you know carlier. At
any rate we can walk with you a litde way. ...”

‘Do you know Panis well?’ Lasked of Clare ...

My parcel,’ she sard stopping short

‘Oh, all nght, L'll fetch it,” said Sebastian and went back
to the café,

We two proceeded very slowly up the wide sidewalk. ]
lamely repeated my question *

“Yes, faurly,’ she sad ‘T've got friends here - I'm staying
with them untl Chnistmas”

“Sebastian looks remarkably well, I said.

“Yes, I suppose he does,’ said Clare looking over her
shoulder and then bhinking at me. ‘When I first met him he
looked a doomed man”’

“When was that?’ I probably asked, for now 1 remember
her answer. ‘This spring m London at a dreadful party, but
then he always looks doomed at parties.”

‘Here are your bongs-bongs,” said Scbastian’s voice behind
us I'rold them I was going to the Exoile underground station
and we skirted the place from the left As we were about to
cross the Avenue Kléber, Clare nearly got knocked down by
a bicycle,

“You little fool,’ said Sebastian, gripping her by the
elbow.

‘Far too many pigeons,” she said, as we reached the
kerb

“Yes, and they smell,’ added Sebastian,

*What kind of smell? My nose 15 stuffed up,” she askec
smffing and peering at the dense crowd of fat birds strutuing
about our feet.

‘Iris and rubber,’ said Sebastian,

The groan of a motor-lorry in the act of avoiding 2 furni
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ture van sent the birds wheeling across the sky They settled
among the pearl-grey and black frieze of the Arc de
Triomphe and when some of them fluttered off again it
scemed as if bits of the carved entablature were rumed mto
flaky life A few years later I found that picture, ‘that stone
melting into wing’, in Sebastian’s third book.

We crossed more avenues and then came to the white
banisters of the underground stanon Here we parted, quite
cheerfully. ... I remember Sebasuan’s receding raincoat and
Claie’s blue-grey figure She took us amm and altered her
step to fall in with hus swingng stride.

Now, I learnt from Miss Pratt a number of things which
made me wish to learn a good deal more. Her object m
applying to me was to find out whether any of Clare Bishop’s
letters 1o Sebastian had remained among lus thmgs She
stressed the point that it was not Clare Bishop's commission;
that in face Clare Bishop knew nothing of our interview She
had been married now for three or four years and was much
too proud 1o speak of the past Miss Prair had seen her a
week or so after Sebasuan’s death had got mto the papers,
but although the two women were very old friends (that is,
knew more about each other than each of them thought
the other knew) Clare did not dwell upon the event.

T hope he was fiot too unhappy, she said quietly and then
added, ‘I wonder if he kept my letters?'

The way she said this, the narrowng of her eyes, the
quick sigh she gave before changing the subject, convinced
her friend that 3t wauld be a great relicf for her ro know the
letters had been destroyed I ashed Miss Prat whether I
could get in touch with Clare; whether Clare might be
coaxed mto talking to me about Sebasnan. Miss Pratt
answered that knowing Clare she would not even dare 1o
transmit my request. ‘Hopeless,” was what she said. For a
moment  was basely tempted to hint that L had the *
in my keeping and would hand them over to Clare ;. ~
she granted me a personal interview, 5o passionate,”
longing to meet her, just to sce and 1o watch the *
the name I would mention flit actoss her face.



could not blackmail Sebastian’s past. That was out of the
question,

“The letters are burnt,” T said. T then continued to plead,
repeating again and again that surely there could be no
harm in trying, could she not convince Clare, when telling
her of our talk, that my visit would be very short, very
innocent?

“What is it exactly you want to know?’ asked Miss Pratt,
‘because, you see, I can tell you lots myself.”

She spoke for a long ume about Clare and Sebastian She
did 1t very well, although, like most women, she was inclined
tobe hat didactic in.

‘Do you mean to say,’ I mt:rmp(ed her at a certain point
of her story, ‘that nobody ever found out what that other
woman's name was?'

"No,’ said Miss Pratt.

‘But how shall { find her,’ I cried,

“You never will,

‘When do you say it began?’ I mtenuptcd again, as she
referred to hus illness.

‘Well) she sad, ‘I'm not quite sure. What I witnessed
wasn't his first attack We were coming out of some res-
taurant It was very cold and he conld not find a tax:. He got
nervous and angry He started to run towards one that had
drawn up 2 little way off Then he stopped and said he was
not feeling well I remember he took a pill or something out
of a hittle box and crushed 1t 1n his white silk scarf, sort of
pressing it to hus face as he did so. That must have been in
twenty-seven or twenty-eight.”

1 asked several more questions She answered them all in
the same consaentious fashion and went on with her dismal
le

When she had gone, I wrote it all down - but it was dead,
dead I stmply had to see Clarel One glance, one word, the
mere sound of her voice would be sufficient (and necessary,
absolutely necessary) to antmate the past. Why it was thus I
did not understand, Just as I have never understood why on
a certain unforgestable day some weeks earlier I had been so
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sure that if 1 could find a dying man alive and conscious I
would learn something which no human bemg had yer
learne. :

Then one Monday moming I made a call

The maid showed me 1nto a small sitting room. Clare was
2t home, this at least I learnt from that ruddy and rather
rw young female. (Sebastian mentions somewhere that
English novelists never depart from a cerwain fixed tone
when describing housemaids) On the other hand I knew
from Miss Prarc that Mr Bishop was busy in the City on
weekdays; queer - her having married a man with the same
hame, no relation either, just pure comnadence Would she
not see me? Fairly well off, I should say, but not very.
Probably an L-shaped drawing room on the first Boor and
aver that 2 couple of bedrooms. The whole street consisted
of just such ¢lose-pressed narrow houses. She was long in
making up her mind . . . Should [ have risked telephoning
first? Had Miss Pratt already told her about the letters?
Suddenly I heard soft footfalls coming down the staurs and
2 huge man in a black dresang-gown with purple facings
came bouncing into the room .

T apologize for my attre,” he smd, ‘but I am suffering
from a severe cold. My name 15 Bishop and I gather you
#ant to see my wife.”

Had he caught that cold, 1 thought 1n a curious flash of
fancy, from the pink-nosed husky-voiced Clare I had seen
twelve years ago?

“Why, yes,’ I said, ‘if she hasn't forgotten me. We met
ence in Paris?

‘Oh, she remembered your name all right,” said Mr Bishop,
looking ar me squarely, “but I am sorry to say she can't see

ou’

May Icall tater?’ Lasked.
There was a slight silence, and then Mr Bishop asked.
‘Am I right in presuming that your visit is cnnnec.(cé in,
some way with your brother's death?” There he stood *
me, hands thrust into his dressing-gown pockets, Yooki:,
me, his fair hair brushed back with an angry brush-a



fellow. a decent fellow, and I hope he will not mind my
saying so here Quite recently, I may add, in very sad ar-
curastances, letters have been exchanged bevween us, which
have quite done away with any ill-fecling that might have
crept into our first conversation

“Would that prevent her sceing me?’ I ashed in my tum.
Tt was a foolish phrase, Tadmit

“You are not gong to see her m any case,’ said Mr Bishop.
‘Sorry,” he added, relentung a little, as he felt I was safely
drifung out ‘T am sure that m other circumstances ... but
you see my wife 1s not overkeen to recall past friendships,
and you will forgive me if I say quite frankly I do not think
you should have come.”

1 walked back feeling I had bungled it badly I pictured to
myself what I would have said to Clare had I found her
alone, Somehow I managed to convince myself now that had
she been alone, she would have seen me- so an unforeseen
obstacle belittles those one had imagmed 1 would have said:
‘Let us not talk of Sebastian Let us ralk of Panis Do you
know 1t well? Do yon remember those pigeons? Tell me
what you have been reading lately. . And whar about
films? Do you still lose your glaves, parcels?’ Or else I might
have resorted to a bolder method, a direct attack. ‘Yes, I
know how you must feel about st, but please, please, talk 1o
me about him For the sake of hus portrait For the sake of
Little things which will wander away and penish if you refuse
1o ler me have them for my book about hum * Ok, I was sure
she would never have refused

And two days later with this last intention firm in my,
mind, I made sull another attempt. This time I was resolved
to be much more arcumspect. It was a fine morning, quite
catly yet, and I was sure she would not stay ndoors. I would
unobtrusively take up my position at the corner of her street,
wait for her husband’s departure to the city, wait for her to
come out and then accost her. But things did not work out
quite as I had expected

I had still some lttle way to go when suddenly Clare
Bishop appeared. She had just crossed from my side of the
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street to the opposite pavement. I knew her at once although
Lhad seen her only once for a short half-hour years before. 1
knew her although her face was now pinched and her body
strangely full She walked slowly and heavily, and as I
erossed towards her I realized that she nas in an advanced
stage of pregnancy. Owing to the impetuous strain m my
nature, which has often led me astray, I found myself walk-
ing towards her with a smile of welcome, but 1n those few
instants I was already overwhelmed by the perfectly clear
consciousness that I might neither talk to her nor greet her
in any manner. It had nothing to do with Sebastan or my
book, or my words with Mr Bishop, 1t was solely on account
of her stately concentration. I knew I was forbidden even 1o
make myself known to her, but as I say, my impetus had
carried me across the street and in such a way that [ pearly
bumped into her upon reaching the pavement. She side-
stepped heavily and lifted her near-sighted eyes No, thank
God, she did not recognize me There was something heart-
rending in the solemn expression of her pale sawdusty face.
‘We had stopped short. With nidiculous presence of mind 1
brought out of my pocket the first thing my hand met with,
and I 'said: ‘T beg your pardon, bur have you dropped this?”

No, she said, with an impersonal smile. She held 1t for 2
moment close to her eyes, ‘no,’ she repeated, and giving 1t
back 1o me went on her way. I stood with 2 key in my hand,
as if T had just picked 1t up off the pavement. It was the
Iatchkey of Sebastian’s flat, and with a queer pang I now
realized that she had touched it with her innocent blind
fingers. ...



9

Their relationship lasted six years, During that period
Sebastian produced his two first novels. The Prismatic Bezel
and Success It took him some seven months to compose the
first (Aprl-October 1924) and twenty-two months to com-
pose the second (July rgag-April 1977). Between autumn
1927 and summer 1929 he wrote the three stories which later
(1932) were republished together under the title The Funny
Mountain In other words, Clare mtimarely witnessed the
first three-fifths of his entire production (I skip the juvenilia
~ the Cambridge poems for instance - which he himself
destroyed), and as in the intervals between the above-men-
tioned books Sebastian kept twisting and laying aside and
re-twisting this or that imagmative scheme it may be safely
assumed that during those six years he was continuously
occupted And Clare loved his occupation.

She entered his life without knocking, as one might step
into the wrong room because of its vague resemblance to
one’s own She stayed there forgetting the way out and
quietly getting used to the strange creatures she found there
and petted despite thexr amazing shapes She had no special
intention of being happy or of making Sebastian happy, nor
had she the shightest misgivings as to what might come next;
it was merely a marter of naturally accepting hife with Sebas-
tian because life without him was less imaginable than 2
tellurian’s camping-tent on a mountain in the moon. Most
probably, if she had bomme him a child they would have
slipped into marnage since that would have been the sim-
plest way for all three; but that not being the case it did not
enter their heads to submit to those white and wholesome
formalities which very possibly both would have enjoyed had
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they given them necessary thought There was nothing of

your advanced prejudice-be-d d stuff abour Set
‘Well did he know that to flaunt one’s contempt for a moral
code was but 1 and prejudice turned

2
inside out., He usually chose the easiest ethucal path {just as
he chose the thorniest aesthetic one) merely because it hap-
pened to be the shortest cut to his chosen object, he was far
wo lazy in everyday hife (Just as he was far too hardworking
1 his artistic hife) to be bothered by problems set and solved
byothers

Clare was twenty-two when she met Sebastan She did
not remember her father, her mother was dead too, and her
stepfather had marred agam, so that the famnt notion of

_home which that couple presented to her might be com-
pared to the old sophism of changed handle and changed
blade, though of course she could hardly expect o find and
join the original parts - this side of Etermty at least. She
Irned alone m London, rather vaguely aitending an art
school and taking a course m Eastern languages, of all
things. People liked her because she was quietly attracnve
with her charming dim face and soft husky voice, somchow
remaining in one’s memory as 1f she were subtly endowed
with the gift of being remembered she came out well in
one’s mind, she was mnemogeme Even her rather large and
hnuckly hands had a simgular charm, and she was a good
fight silent dancer. But best of all she was one of those rare,
very rare women who do not take the world for granted and
who see everyday things not merely as fanuliar mirrors of
their own femimty She had imagimation — the muscle of the
saul - and her imagmanon was of a parucularly strong,
almost masculme quahity She possessed, too, that real sense
of beauty which has far less to do with att than with the
constant readiness to discern the halo round a frymg-pay
the hkencss berween a weeping-willow and a Skye .«
And finally she was blest with a keen sensc of hur -~
wonder she fitted into hus life so well e

Already during the first season of their acy
saw a great deal of cach other, in the autumn
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Paris and he visited her there more than once, I suspect. By
then his first book was ready. She had learnt to type and the
summer evemngs of 1924 had been to her as many pages
slipped mio the sht and rolled out agam alive with black
and violet words I should hke to imagine her tapping the
ghstening heys to the sound of 2 warm shower rusding in -
the dark elms beyond the open window, with Schastian’s
slow and serious voice (he did not merely dictare, sud Miss
Pratt - he officated) comung and going across the room. He
used to spend most of the day writing, but so laborious was
his progress that there would hardly be more than a couple
of fresh pages for her to type in the evening and even these
had to be done over agan, for Sebastian used to indulge in
an orgy of corrections; and sometrmes he would do what I
daresay no author ever did ~ recopy the typed sheet io his
own stanting un-English hand and then dictate it anew. His
struggle with words was unusually painful and this for two
reasons Ope was the common one with writers of his type:
the bridging of the abyss lying between expression and
thought, the maddening feelng that the right words, the
only words are awainng you on the opposite bank in the
misty distance, and the shuddenngs of the still unclothed
thought clamourtng for them on this side of the abyss He
had no use for ready-made phrases because the things he
wanted to say were of an exceptional buld and he knew
moreover that no real idea can be said to exist without the
words made to measure So that (to use a closer simile) the
thought which only seemed naked was but pleading for the
clothes it wore to become visible, while the words lurking
afar were not empty shells as they seemed, but were only
waiting for the thought they already concealed to set them
aflame and 1 motion. At umes he fel¢ like 2 child given a
farrago of wires and ordered to produce the wonder of light.
And he did produce 1t, and sometimes he would not be
conscious at all of the way he succeeded in doing so, and at
other times he would be worrying the wires for-hours in
what seemed the most rauonal way - and achieve nothing.
Angd Clare, who had not posed a single line of imagi
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tive prose or poetry in her life, understood so well (and that
was her private miracle) every detail of Sebastian’s struggle,
that the words she typed were to her ot sa much the con-
veyors of their natural sense, but the curves and gaps and
zigzags showing Sebastian’s groping along a certain ideal
Iine of expression.

This, however, was not all I know, I know as definitely as
I know we had the same farher, I know Sebastan's Russian
was better and more natural to him than hus English Tquite
believe that by not speaking Russian for five years he may
have forced himself into thinking he bad forgotten 1t Buta
language 13 a live physical thmg which cannot be so easily
dismissed, It should moreover be remembered that five
gears before hns first book — that 15, at the nme he left
Russia - his English was as thin as mme I have improved
ming aruficrally years later (by dunt of hard study abroad),
he tned 1o let his thrive naturally m us own surroundtngs
ft did thrive wonderfully but sull I mamtain that had he
started to write w Russsan, those particular lingusuc throes
would have been spared him Let me add that I have in my
possession a letter written by hum not long before his death
And that shore letter 13 couched m 2 Russian purer and
ticher than his Enghsh ever was, no matter what beaury of
expression he attained 1n his books

I know too that as Clare took down the words he disen-
tangled from his manuscript she someumes would stop tap-
ping and say with a bule frown, slightly fung the outer
edge of the imprisoned sheet and re-reading the hine ‘No,
tmy dear. You can’t say it so in English” He would stare at
her for an instant or two and then resume his prowl, reluc-
tantly pondering on her abservation, while she sat with her
hands softly folded in her lap quietly waiing “There is no
other way of expressing it,’ he would mutter at last. *And if
for instance,’ she would say - and then an exact suggestion
would follow

‘Oh, well, if you like, he would reply. .

T'm not insisting, Tay dear, just as you wish, if you thi ¥
bad grammar won't hurt...[



‘Oh, go on, he would cry, ‘you are perfectly rvight, go
on....

By November 1924, The Prismatic Bezel was completed,
It was published in the following March and fell completely
flar As far as I can find out by looking up newspapers of
that period, it was alluded to only once. Five linesand a ‘half
in 2 Sunday paper, between other lines refernng to other
books ‘The Prismatic Bezel 1s apparently a first novel and as
such ought not to be Judged as severely as (So-and-So’s book
meationed previousty) Its fun seemed to me obscure and its
obscurittes funny, but possibly there exists a kind of fiction
the miceties of which will always elude me. However, for the
benefit of readers who like that sort of stuff I may 2dd that
Mr Knight 1s as good at splitting haurs as he 1s at spliung
infininves

That spring was probably the happiest period of Scbas-
tian’s existence He had been delivered of one book and was
already feeling the throbs of the next one, He was in excel-
lent health He had a delightful companion. He suffered
from none of those petty worries which formerly used to
assail hum at times with the perseverance of a swarm of ants
spreachng over a haoenda Clare posted letters for him, and
cheched laundry returns, and saw that he was well supplied
with shaving blades, tobacco, and salted almonds for which
he had a special weakness He enjoyed dining out with her
and then gong to a play The play almost invaniably made
him wnithe and groan afterwards, but he derived a morbid
pleasure from dissecting platicudes An expression of greed,
of wicked eagerness, would make his nostrils expand while
his back teeth grownd i a paroxysm of disgust, as he
pounced upon some poor triviality. Miss Pratt rem¢mbered
one particular occasion when her father, who had at one
time had some financal interest in the cinema industry, in-
vited Sebastian and Clare to the puvate view of a very gor-
geous and expensive film, The leading actor was a remark-
ably handsome young man wearing a luxurious turban and
the plot was powerfully dramanc, At the highest point of
tension, Sebastian, to Mr Pratt’s extrene surprise and annoy-
"y



ance, began to shake with laughter, with Clare bubbling too
but plucking at his sleeve m a helpless effort to make him
stop They must have had a glorous time together, those
two And it is hard to believe that the warmth, the tender-
ness, the beauty of it has not been gathered, and 1s not
treasured Y 2 by some i 1 witness
of mormal ife They must have been seen wandering in Kew
Gardens, or Richmond Parh (personally I have never been
there but the names attract me), or eatng ham and eggs at
some pretty inn 1n their summer rambles in the country, or
teading on the vast divan 1n Sebastiap’s study with the fire
cheerfully burning and an English Christmas already filhng
the air with faintly spicy smells on a background of laven-
der and leather And Sebastian must have been overheard
telling her of the extraordinary thmgs he would try to
express in his next book Success

One day 1n the summer of 1926, as he was feelmg parched
and fuzzled after batting with a particularly rebellious
chapter, he thought he might take a month’s holiday abroad.
Clare having some business m London saxd she would Jom
him a weck or two later. When she eventually arrrved at the
German seaside resort which Sebastian had decsded upon,
she was unexpectedly informed at the hotel that he had
Ieft for an unknown destnauon bur would be back i a
couple of days This puzzled Clare, although, as she after-
wards told Muss Prate, she did not feel unduly amxious or
distressed We may picture her, a thin tall figure in a blue
mackintosh (the weather was overcast and unfriendly) stroll-
ing rather aimlessly on the promenade, the sandy beach,
empty except for a few undismayed chuldren. the three-
coloured flags flappmg mournfully in & dymg breeze, and
astecly grey sea breaking here and there into crests of foam.
TFarther down the coast there was a beech wood, deep and
dark with no undergrowth except bindwood patching ));:
undulaung brown soil; and a strange brown stillness,
waiting among the straight smooth tree-trunks: she |
she mught find at any moment a red-capped £ -
peeping bright-cyed at her from among the dcad'




hollow She unpacked her bathing things and passed 2
pleasant though somewhat listless day lying on the soft white
sand. Next morning was rainy again and she stayed in her
room until lunch time, reading Donne, who for ever after
remained to her associated with the pale grey light of that
damp and hazy day and the whme of a child wanting to
play m the corndor And presently Scbastian arrived, He
was certainly glad to see her but there was something not
quite natural m his demeanour He seemed nervous and
troubled, and averted his face whenever she tried to meet his
look He sasd he had come across a man he had known ages
ago, in Russta, and they had gone in the man’s car to - he
named a place on the coast some miles away. ‘But what 1
the matter, my dear?’ she asked peenng mto his sulky face.

‘Oh, nothing, nothing.’ he cried peevishly, ‘I can’t sit and
do nothing, I want my work,” he added and looked away.

‘I wonder 1f you are telling me the truth,’ she said.

He shrugged his shoulders and shid the edge of his palm
along the groove of the hat he was holding

‘Come along,’ he said. “Let’s have lunch and then go back
toLondon* -

Bur there was no convenient train before evening. As the
weather had cleared they went out for a stroll. Sebastian
tried once or twice 1o be as bright with her as he usually
was, but 1t somehow fizzled out and they were both silent.
They reached the beech wood There was the same mys-
terious and dull suspense about 1t, and he said, though she
had not told him she had been there before: ‘What a funny
quiet place. Eerte, 1sn't it? One half-expects to sec 2 brownie
among those dead leaves and convolvulus.

‘Look here, Sebastian,’ she suddenly exclaimed, puttng
her hands on his shoulders ‘T want to know what’s the
matter, Perhaps you've stopped loving me. Is it that?”

Oh my darhing, what nonsense,’ said he with perfec sin
cerity. ‘But . . if you must know . . you see ... I'm not
good at deceiving, and well, I'd rather you knew. The fact is
1 felt a confounded pain in my chest and arm, so I thought
T'd better dash to Berlin and see a doctor. He packed me off
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10 bed there. ... Serious? ... No, I hope not We discussed
coronary arteties and blood supply and sinuses of Salva and
he generally seemed to be a very knowing old beggar I'll
see another man in London and get a second opinion,
though I feel firas 2 fiddle roday ~ *

-I'suppose Sebastian already knew from what exact heart-
diseace he was suffering His mother had died of the same
complaint, a rather rare vamniety of angina pectors, called by
some doctors ‘Lehmann’s disease’. Ir appears, Rowever, that
after the first attack he had at least a year's respite, though
now and then he did expenence a queer twinge as of inner
itch in his left arm.

He sat down to his task again and worked steadily through
the aummn, spring, and winter The composing of Success
turned out 1o be even more arduous than that of hus first
novet and took him much longer, although both books were
about the same length. By 2 stroke of luck I have a direct
pieture of the day Success was finished This I owe to some-
one I met later - and 1ndeed many of ihe impressions I have
offcred in this chapter have been formed by corraborating
the statements of Miss Prate with those of another fnend
of Schasnan's, though the spark which had lindled 1t all

- belongs in some mysterious manner to that ghmpse [ had of
Clare Bishop walking heasily down a London street.

The door opens. Sebastian Kmight 15 disclosed lying
spread-eagled on the floor of s study. Clare is making 2
neat bundle of the typed sheets on the desk. The person who
entered stops short.

“No, Leslie," says Sebastian from the floor, T'm not dead.
{ have finished building a world, and this is my Sabbath
Test



bered, is still on the way and G. Abeson’s stff corpse lying
on the carpet). It gradually transprres that all the lodgers are
in various ways connected with one another. The old lady in
No 3 turns out 1o be the mother of the viohnist in No. 11,
The novelist occupying the front bedroom is really the hus-
band of the young lady m the third floor back. The fishy
art-student 1s o less than this lady’s brother. The solemn
moonfaced person who is so very polite to everyone, happens
to be butler to the crusty old colonel who, it appears, is the
violinist’s father. The gradual melung process continues
through the art-student’s bemg engaged to the fat lide
woman m Ne, s, and she 1s the old lady’s daughter by a pre-
vious marniage And when the amateur lawn-tennis cham-
pion 1 No 6 turns out 1o be the viohinist’s brother and the
novelist their uncle and the old lady m No 3 the crusty old
colonel's wife, then the numbers on the doors are quictly
wiped out and the boarding-house motf is painlessly and
smoothly replaced by that of 2 country-house, with all its
natural 1mplications And here the tale takes on a strange
beauty. The 1dea of tume, which was made to look-comic
{detective losing his way . . stranded somewhere in the
night), now seems to curl up and fall asleep. Now the lives
of the characters shine forth with a real and human signifi-
cance and G Abeson’s sealed door is but that of a forgotten
lumber room A new plot, a new drama utterly unconnected
with the opening of the story, which is thus thrust back into
the region of dreatns, seems to struggle for existence and
break inro bight. But at the very moment when the reader
feels quite safe 1n an atmosphere of pleasurable reality and
the grace and glory of the author’s prose seems to mdicate
some lofty and rich mtention, there 1s a grotesque knocking
at the door and the detective enters, We are agaip wallowing
in 2 morass of parody. The detective, a shifty fellow, drops
his h’s, and this is meant to look as if it were meant to look
quaint; for it is not a parody of the Sherlock Holmes vogue
but a parody of the modern reacfion from 1t The lodgers
are examined afresh. New clues are guessed ar. Mild old
Noscbag pottets about, very absent-minded and harmless.
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He had just dropped in to see if they had a spare room, he
explains. The old gag of making the most innocent-looking
petson turn out to be the master-villain seems to be on the
?om:ofbcmg foited. The sleuth suddenly gets i d
in snuffboxes, “‘Ullo, he says, * ‘ow about Hart? Suddenly a
policeman lumbers in, very red in the face and repors that
the corpse has gone. The detectve: ‘Whar dy'a mean by
gomn?* The pobicerman- ‘Gone, Sir, the room 1s empty.” There
wasa moment of ridiculous suspense. T think,” saxd old Nose-
bag quietly, “that I can explain * Slowly and very carefully he
removes his beard, his grey wig, his dark spectacles, and the
face of G Abeson is disclosed. ‘You see, says Mr Abeson
with a self-deprecating smule, ‘one dislikes being murdered”
Thave tried my best to show the workings of the book, at
least some of its workings Its charm, humour, and pathos
a0 only be appreciated by duect readimg But for enhghten-
ment of those who felt baffled by 1ts habit of metamorphoss,
or merely di d at finding hing ncompanble with
the idea of a ‘nice book’ in the discovery of a book’s being
an utterly new one, I should like to pomt out that The
Prismatic Bezel can be thoroughly enjoyed once it is under-
- st00d that the heroes of the book are what can be loosely
called ‘merthods of composttion’ It 1s as if a pamter said:
look, here P'm gowng to show you ot the pating of a
landscape, but the painting of different ways of pamting a
certaim landscape, and I trust their harmonious fusion will
disclose the landscape as I intend you to see it. In the first
book Sebastian brought this experiment to 2 logical and
sansfactory conclusion, By putting to the ad absurdum test
this or that hiterary manner and then dismissing them one
after the other, he deduced bus own manner and fully ex-
ploited it in his next book Success Here he seems to have
passed from one plane to another rising a step higher, for, if
his first novel 1s based on methods of literary composition ~
the second one deals mawmly with the methods of human
fate, With scientific precision in the classification, examina
tion, and rejection of an 1mmense amount of data (the -
mulation of which is rendered possible by the ¥~




assumption that an author is able to discover anything he
rmay want 10 know about his characters, such capacity being
Iimited only by the manner and purpose of his selection in
5o far as 1t ought to be not a haphazard jumble of worthless
details but 2 definite and methodical quest), Sebastian _
Knight devotes the three hundred pages of Success to one of
the most complicated researches that has ever been at-
tempted by a wniter We are informed that a certain com-
mercul traveller Percwval Q at a certain stage of his fife and
in certain circurnsrances meets the girl, a conjuror’s assistant,
with whom he will be happy ever after The meeting is ar
seems acctdental  both happen to use the same car belong-
ing to an ammable stranger on a day the buses went on strike.
This is the formula quite unintercsung if viewed as an
actual happening, but becoming a source of remarkable
mental enjoyment and exaitement, when examined from 2
special angle The author’s task 15 to find out how this for-
mula has been arrived at; and all the magc and force of his
art are summoned 1n order to discover the exact way in
which two lmes of hife were made 1o come into contact - the
whole book mdeed bemng but a glorioas gamble on causal-
wies or, 1f you prefer, the probing of the aetiological secret of
aleatory occurrences The odds scem unlimited Several obvi-
ous hines of inquiry are followed with varying success Worh-
ing backwards the author finds out why the strike was fixed
1o take place that parucular day and a cerrain politician’s
Iie-long predilection for the number nine 1s found to be at
the root of the business This leads us nowhere and the trail
is abandoned (not without having given us the opportunity
of witnessing a heated party debate) Another false scent 18
the stranger’s car. We try 1o find out who he was and what
caused him to pass at a given moment along a given street
but when we do learn that he had passed there on his way
to his office every week-day at the same time for the last ten
years of hus life, we are left none the wiser. Thus we are
forced to assume that the outward circumstances of the
meeting are not samples of fate’s activity mn regard to two
subjects but a given entity, a fixed point, of no causal im-
8o



port; and s, with a clear conscience we turn to the problem
of why Q and the girl Anne of all people were made to come
and stand side by side for a minute on the kerb at that
particular spot. So the gul's hne of fate 15 traced back for a
time, then the man’s, notes are compared, and then again
both lives are followed up 1n turn
We fearn a number of curious things The two lines which
have finally tapered to the point of meeung are really not
the straight lines of a triangle which duverge steadily towards
an unknown base, bur wavy lines, now running wide apart,
now almost touching In other words there have been at least
two occasions in these two people’s fives when unknowingly
{0 one another they afl but met. In each case fate seemed to
- have prepared such a meeting with the utmost care, touch-
ing up now this possibility now that one; screening exts and
Tepamting signposts; narrewing in s ereeping grasp the bag
of the net where the butterfhies were flapping, nming the
least detail and leaving nothing to chance The disclosure of
these secret preparations 1s a fascinating one and the author
seems argus-eyed as he takes into account all the colours of
place and circumstance. But, every ume, a minute mistake
{the shadow of a flaw, the stopped hole of an uanau:hc,d
Possiblity, a caprice of free will) spoils the necessitartan’s
pleasure and the two lives are diverging agam with imcreased
tapidity Thus, Percival Q 15 prevented, by a bee stinging
“ him on the fip, at the last minute, from coming to the party,
to which fate with endfess difficulty had managed to bring
Anne; thus, by a trick of temper she fails to get the carcfully
Pprepared job in the lost property office where Q's brother is
employed. Bur fate is much too persevesing to be put off by
failure. And when finally success is achieved 1t is reached by
such delicate machinations that not the merest click is avd-
ible when at Iast the two are brought together. 5
Ishall not go into further details of this dever and delight-
ful novel It is the best known of Sebastian Knight's w. -~
although his three later books surpass it in many ways
my demonstration of The Prismatic Bezxel, my sole o
10 show the workngs, pethaps detrimentally to d;c



sion of beauty left by the book itself, apart from its arnfices.
It contains, let me add, a passage so strangely connected with
Sebastian’s inner life at the ume of the completing of the last
chapters, that it deserves being quoted in contrast to a series
of observations referring rather to the meanders of the
author’s brain than to the emotional side of fus art.

‘William |Anne’s first queer effemmate fiancé, who after-
wards jilted her] saw her home as usual and cuddled her 2
Iittle in the darkness of the doornay All of a sudden, she felt
that his face was wet He covered 1t with his hand and groped
for his handkerchief. “Ramning in Paradise,” he sad .. “the
onion of happimess . poor Willy 1s willy nilly a willow.”
He kissed the corner of her mouth and then blew his nose
with a famt moist squizzle “Grown.up men don’t cry,” said
Anne. “But I'm not a grown-up,” he rephed with a whimper.
“That moon s childish, and that wet pavement is childish,
and Love 1s 2 honey-suckling babe . ” “Please stop,” she
sad “You know 1 hate when you go on talking like that. I’s
so silly, so . “So Willy,” he sighed. He kissed her again
dnd they stood like some sofr dark statue with two dim
heads A policeman passed leading the night on a leash and
then paused to let 1 sniff at 2 prilar-box. “I'm as happy as
you,” she said, “bur I don’t want to cry in the Jeast or to talk
nonsense ” “But can't you see,” he whispered, “can’t you see
that happiness at 1ts very best is but the zany of its own
mortality?” “Good-night,” said Anne, “Tomorrow at eight,”
he cned as she shipped away He patted the door gently and
presently was strolling down the street, She 1s warm and she
1s pretty, he mused, and I love her, and 1t’s all no good, no
good, because we are dying I cannor bear that backward
glide into the past. That last luss 15 already dead and The
Woman in Whate [a film they had been to see that night] is
stone dead, and the policeman who passed 1s dead too, and
even the door 1s as dead as its nail And that last thought is
already 2 dead thing by now. Coates (the doctor) is right
when'he says that my heart js 00 small for my size. And
sghs He wandered on talking to himself, his shadow now
pullinga long nose, now dropping a curssy, asit shipped back
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round a Jamp.-post. When he reached his dismal lodgings he
¥as a Joug time climbing the dark stairs. Before going to
bed be knocked ac the conjuror’s door and found the old
mau standing in bis underwear and inspecting a patr of
black trousers, “Well?” said William. ... “They don’t kinda
like my accent,” he replied, “but I guess I'm going to get that
furn all the same ” William sat down on the bed and said:
“You ought to dye your hair” “I'm more bald than grey,”
#id the conjuror. “I sometimes wonder,” said William,
“where the things we shed are ~ because they must go some-
where, you know — lost hair, fingernails. ...” “Been drinking
gain.” suggested the conjuror without much cunosrty He
folded us trousers with care and told William to quit the
bed, 2o that he might pur them under the mattress William
st down on a chair and the conjuror went on with his bust-
Ress; the hairs bristled on s calves, hus lips were pursed, his
“oft hands moved tenderly “I am merely happy,” said Wil-
Jiems, *You don't ook it,” said the sofenm old man. “Aay I
i5ﬂy yOu a rabbit?” ashed Wilkklam “I'll hire one when neces-
sary,” the conjuror rephied drawmg out the “necessary” as if
1t were an endless ribbon “A ridiculous profession,” said
William, “a pick-pocket gone mad, a matter of patrer The
Pennies in a beggar's cap and the omelette m your top hat.
Absurdly the same.” “We are used to tnsuly,” said the con-
Juror, He calmly put out the hght and Wilkiam groped his
#ay out. The books on the bed 1 his room seemed relucrant
to move, As he und d ke imagined the dden bliss
9f a sunlit lrundry: blue water and scarlet wrists Might he
Beg Anne 1o wash s shirt? Had he really annoyed her
again? Did she really believe they would be marned some
+ day? The pale lirtle freckles on the glistening skin under her
Imnocent eyes. The right front-tooth that protruded a little,
Her soft warm neck. He felt agam the pressure of tears.
Would she go the way of May, Judy, Julierte, Augusta, and
all the rest of his love-cmbers? He heard the danding-girl «
in the next room locking the door, washing, bumping <.,
2 jug, wistfylly cleasing her throat. Something dropped *
a tinkle. The conjuror began to snore.”




11

I am fast approaching the crucial point of Schastian’s senti-
mental Iife and as I consider the work already done in the
pale light of the task sull before me I feel singularly 1l at
ease Have I given as fair an 1dea of Sebastian’s hife up 10
now as I had hoped, and as I now hope to do, in regard to
its final period? The dreary tussle with a foreign 1diom and
a complete lack of hiterary experience do pot predisposc one .
to feebing over-confident But badly as I may have blundered
over my tash i the course of the preceding chapiers Iam
detefmined to persevere and m this I am sustained by the
secrct knowledge that i some unobtrusive way Sebastians
shade 15 trying to be helpful

I have recerved less abstract help too P. G Shelden, the
poet, who saw a grear deal of Clare and Sebastian between
1927 and 1930 was landly willing 10 tell me anytiing he
might know, when I called upon him very soon after my
strange half-meenng with Clare And 1t is he again who a
couple of months later (when I had already begun upon this
book) mformed me of poor Clare’s fate She had seemed to
be such a normal and healthy young woman, how was it that
she bled to death next to an empty cradle? He told me of
her delight when Success lived up to its tule. For 1t was &
success this ume Why it 15 so, why this excellent book
should flop and that other, as excellent, receive 1ts due, will
always remam something of a mystery., As had been the
case, 100, with hss first novel, Sebastian had not moved a
finger, not pulled the least string in order to have Success
briglitly heralded and warmly acclaimed. When a press-
cutung agency began to pepper hum with. samples of praise,
he refused either to subscnibe to the clippings or thank the
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kindly critics, To express his gratitede to a man who by
saying what he thought of a book was merely doing Ins duty,
seemed to Sebastian improper and even insulting as 1mply-
Ing a tepidly human side to the frosty seremty of dispassion-
ate judgement. Moreover, once having begun he would have
been forced to go on thanking and thanking for every fol-
lowing line lest the man should be hurt by a sudden lapse;
and finally, such a damp dizzy warmth would develop that,
in spite of this or that criuc’s well-known honesty, the grate-
ful author might never be quite, quite certain that here or
there personal sympathy had not tptoed i

Fame in our day is too common to be confused wxth the
enduring glow around a desersing book But whatever it was,
Clare meant to enjoy it She wanted to see people who
wanted to see Sebastian, who emphaticaily did not want to
sce them She wanted to hear strangers talk abour Success
but Sebastian said he was no longer interested in that par-
ticular book. She wanted Sebastian to join a lirerary club and
mix with other authors And once or twice Sebastan got nto
astarched shurt and got out of it agam withour having
uttered one single word at the dinner arranged 1n hus hon-
*our He was not feeling too well. He slept badly He had
drcadful fits of temper — and this was 2 thing new to Clare,
One afternoon as he was wotking at The Funny Mountam
in hig study and trying to keep to a steep shppery track
among the dark crags of neuralga, Clare entered and in her
Bentlest voice inquired whether he would not mind seeing 2
visitor -

‘No,” ke said, baring his teeth at the word he bad just
wrttten.

‘But you asked him to come atfineand ...’

‘Now you've done 1t ..." cried Sebastian, and dashed his
fountainpen at the shocked white wall ‘Can’t you let me
work in peace,’ he shouted in such a crescendo thar
Sheldon who had been playing chess with Clare in 1 3
room got up and closed the door leading to the -
meck hitle man was waiting !

Now and then, a wild frolicsorne mood «
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One afternoon with Clare and a couple of friends, he de-
vised a beautiful practical joke to be played on a person they
were going to meet after dinner, Sheldon curiously enough
had forgotten what it was exactly, that scheme. Sebastian
laughed and turned on his heel knocking his fists together
as he did when genuinely amused They were all about 1
start and very eager and all that, and Clare had “phoned for ©
a taxt and her new silver shoes glittered and she had found
her bag, when suddenly Sebastian seemed to lose all interest
in the proccedmgs He looked bored and yawned almost
without opening lis mouth 1 a very annoying manner and
presently said he would take the dog out and then go to bed
In those days he had a lLttle black bulldog; eventually it fell
ill and had to be destroyed

The Funny Mountamn was completed, then Albittos in
Black and then hs third and last short story, The Back of
the Moon You remember that debghtful character in 1t -
the meek litle man wasting for a tran who helped three
miserable travellers in three different ways? This Mr Siller
is perhaps the most alive of Sebastian’s creatures and I
mcidentally the final representative of the ‘research theme’s
which I have discussed in conjuncuon with The Prismatic
Bezel and Success. It 1s as though a certain idea stealy
growing through two books has now burst into real physical
existence, and so Mr Siller makes hus bow, with every detail
of habit and manner, palpable and umque - the bushy cye-
brows and the modest moustache, the soft collar and the
Adam’s apple ‘moving like the bulging shape of an arrased
eavesdropper’, the brown eyes, the wine.red veins on the big
strong nose, ‘whose form made one wonder whether he had
not lost his hump somewhere’; the little black tie and the old
umbrella (a duck n deep mourning); the datk thichets in
the nostrils, the beautiful surprise of shiny perfection when
he removes his hat But the better Sebastian’s work was the
worse he felt ~ especrally 1 the intervals, Sheldon thinks
that the world of the last book he was 1o write several years
later (The Doubtful Asphodel) was already casting 13
shadow on all things surrounding him and that his novels
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and stories were but bright masks, sly tempters under the
pretence of artistic adventure leading hum unernngly to-
wards a certain immi goal He was p bly as fond
of Clare as he had always been, but the acure sense of mor-
tality which had begun to obsess him, made s relations
with her appear more brittle than they perhaps were As for
Clare, she had quire inadvertently 1n her well-meanmg mnmo-
cence dallied at some pleasant sunlit corner of Sebasuan’s
hfe, where Sebastian himself had not paused, and now she
was left behind and did not qune know whether to try 2ud
<arch up with him or attempt to call him back She was kept
cheerfully busy, what with looking after Sebastian’s literary
affairs and keeping his Iife ndy n general, and although she
surely felt that something was awry, that 1t was dangerous o
Iose touch with his imagmative existence, she probably com-
forted herself by presuming it to be a passing Testlessness,
and that ‘it would all sertle down by-and-by’ Narurally, I
tannot touch wpon the mumate side of thetr relationship,
firstly, because it would be ndiculous to discuss what no ane
<an definitely assert, and secondly because the very sound of
the word *sex’ with 11s hissing vulganity and the ks, ke’ cat-
cll at the end, seems so inane to me that I cannot help
doubting whether there 1s any real idea behind the word.
Indeed, I beheve that granung ‘“sex’ a special situation when
tackling a human problem, or worse sull, letung the ‘sexual
idea’, if such a thing exsts, pervade and ‘explam’ all the
Test 15 a grave error of reasoning ‘The breaking of a wave
cannot explamn the whole sea, from its moon to 1ts ser-
pent; but a pool m the cup of a rock and the diamond-
nippled road to Cathay are both water.” (The Back of the
Moo,

‘Physical love is but another way of saying the same thing
fmd Dot a special sexophone note, which once heatd is echoed
in every other regron of the soul? (Lost Property, page 82)
‘Al things belong to the same order of things, for such is the
oneness of human perception, the oncness of individualics-
the oneness of matter, whatever matter may be. The
1cal number is one, the rest are mere repetivon.” (ibid, ,




83) Had I even known from some reliable source that le!rc
was not quate up to the standards of Sebastian’s love-making
I would still never dream of selecting this dissatisfaction as .
the reason for his general fey ertshness and nervousness. But
bemg dissatisfied with things in general, he might have been
dissatisfied with the colour of his romanice too. And mind
you, I use the word dissavsfactien very loosely, for Sebas-
tian’s mood at that peniod of his life was something far more
complicated than mere Welischmerz or the blues. It can
only be grasped through the medium of his fast book The
Doubtful Asphodel That book was as yet but a distant haze,
Presently 1t would become the outline of a shore In 1929, 2
famous heart-specialist, Dr Oates, advised Scbastian to spend
a month at Blauberg, in Alsace, where a certain treaument
had proved beneficial m several sinular cases. It seems to °
have been tacitly agreed that he would go alone. Before he
left, Miss Pratr, Sheldon, Clare, and Schasuan had tea to-
gether at his flat and he was cheerful and talkative, and
teased Clare for having dropped her own crumpled handker-
chief among the things she had been packing for him m his
fussy presence Then he made a darr at Sheldon’s cuff (he
never wore a wristwatch hunself), peeped at the ume and
suddenly began to rush, although there was almost an hour
to spare. Clare did not suggest seeing him to the uam ~ she
knew he disliked that He kissed her on the temple and
Shetdon helped him carry out his bag (have [ already men-
tioned that, apart from a vague charwoman and the waiter
who brought hum his meals from a nexghbourng rescaurant,
Sebastian did not employ servants?). When he had gone, the
three of them sat i silence for a while

All at once Clare put down the teapot and said: ‘[ think
that handkerchief had wanted to go with him, I've a great
mund to take that hint. B

“Don’t be silly,’ said Mr Sheldon,

“Why not?” she asked

f you mean that you want to carch the same train’
began Miss Pratt ..

“Why not,’ Clare repeated. T have forty minutes m which
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todoit, }'11 dash to my place, pack a thing or two, bolt into
aux.,,

And she did it. What happened at Victoria is not known,
but an hour or so later she rang up Sheldon who had gone
home, and told him with a rather pathetic hittle laugh that
Sebastian had not even wanted her to stay on the plaform
ontl his train left. I have a very definite vision somehow of
her arriving there, with her bag, her lips ready to partim a
humorous smile, her dim eyes peering through the windows
of the train, looking for him, then finding him, or perhaps
he saw her first. ... “Hullo, here I am,” she must have said
brightly, a little too brightly perhaps . -

He wrote to her, a few days later, to tell her that the place
was very pleasant and that he felr remarkably well Then
there was a silence, and only when Clare had sent an anxious
telegram did a card armve with the mformavon that be was
curtailing hus stay at Blauberg and would spend a week
Paris before coming home.

Towards the end of that week he rang me up and we dined
together at a Russian restaurant I had not seen lum since
1924 and this was 1929 He looked worn and 1ll, and owing
to his pallor scemed unshaven although he had just been to
the barber. There was a boil at the back of his neck patched
up with pik plaster,

After he had asked me a few questions about myself, ne
both found 1t a strain to carry on the conversation Iasked
him what had become of the nice girl with whom I had seen
him last time. “What girl?” he asked. ‘Oh, Clare. Yes, she’s
all right We're sort of married.’

“You look a bit seedy,” E sad.

‘And I don’t give a damn if T do Will you have “pel-
menies” now?’

‘Fancy your still remembering what they taste ke, I said.

‘Why shouldn’t 1?* he sad drily.

We ate in silence for some minutes. Then we had cof’

“What did you say the place was called? Blaubergt

“Yes, Blauberg”

“Was it nice there?”



‘It depends on what you call nice,” he said and his jaw-]
muscles moved as he scrunched a2 yawn. ‘Sorry,” he said, T
hope I get some sleep in the train’

He suddenly fumbled at my wrist.

‘Half past eight,’ I replied.

Tve got to telephone,” he mutrered and strode across the
restaurant with his napkin 1n hus hand. Five mnutes later
he was back with the paplun balf-stuffed into his coat-
pocket Ipulled itout.

‘Look here,’ he said, T'm dreadfully sorry, [ must be going.
IforgotThad an appointment.”

‘It has always disiressed me’, writes Sebastian Knight in
Lost Property, ‘that people in restaurants never notice the
animated mystentes, who bring them their food and check
their overcoats and push doors open for them. I once re-
minded a businessman with whom I had lunched a few
weeks before, that the woman who had handed us our hats
had had cotton wool m her cars He looked puzzled and said
he hadn't been aware of there having been any woman at
all ... A person who fails to notice 2 taxi-driver’s hare-lip
because heis m a hurry to get somewhere, is to me 2 mono-
mamac Ihave often felt as if I were situng among blind men
and madmen, when I thoughr that I was the only one in the
crowd to wonder about the chocolategirl's slight, very
slight limp *

As we left the restanrant and were making our way to-
wards the taxr-rank, a bleary-eyed old man wetted his thumb
and offered Sebastian or me or both, one of the printed
advértsements he was distributing. Neither of us took 1t
both looked straight ahead, sullen dreamers ignorng ‘the
offer. *Well, good-bye,’ I said 1o Sebastian, as he beckoned
toacab

‘Come arid see me one day in London,” he said and glanced
over his shoulder, “Wait a mnute,” he added, ‘this won't do.
I have cut a beggar. ...’ He left me and presently returned,
a small sheet of paper i his hand. He read it carefully
before throwing it away.

‘Wanta lift?’ he ashed.
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1felt he was madly anxious to get rid of me

“No, thanks,” T said. T did not carch the address he gave
10 the chauffeur, but I recall hus telling him to go fast

When he returned to London . No, the thread of the
narrative breaks off and I must ash others to e up the
threads again.

Did Clare notice at once that something had happened?
Did she suspect at once what that something was? Shall we
try t0 guess what she asked Sebastian, and whathe answered,
and what she said then? I think we will not. . Sheldon saw
them soon after Sebastian’s return and found that Sebasuan
looked queer. But he had looked queer before, too

Presently it began to worry me, smd Mr Sheldon. He
met Clare alone and asked her whether she thought Sebas-
tian was all ght, ‘Sebastian?* sard Clare wath a slow dread-
ful smile, “Sebastian has gone mad Quite mad, she repeated,
widely opening her pale eyes

‘He has stopped talking to me,’ she added 1n a small voice.

Then Sheldon saw Sebastian and asked bum what was
amiss. ,

Is 1t any of your business?’ snquired $cbastian with 2
Jnd of wretched coolness

T like Clare,” sard Sheldon, ‘and I want to know why she
walks zbout Lske a lost soul.” (She would come to Sebastian
every day and sit i odd corners where she never used to sit.
She brought sweets sometmes of a ue for Sebasuan. The
sweets remained uneaten and the tic hung hfelessly on the
back of a chair. She seemed to pass through Sebasuan ike a
ghost. Then she would fade away as slently as she had
come

“Well," said Sheldon, ‘out with it, man. What have you
done to her?”
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Sheldon learnt nothing from him whatsoever. What he did
learn was from Clare herself, and this amounted to very
little. After bis return to London Sebastian had been getting
Tetters in Russian from a woman he had met at Blauberg.
She had been hving at the same hotel as he, Nothing els¢
was known.

Six weeks later (in September 192g) Sebastian left England
again and was absent unul January of the following year
Nobody knew where he had been. Sheldon suggcsted it-
myght have been Iraly ‘because lovers usually go there’, He
did not cling to his suggestion.

Whether Scbastian had some final explanation with Clare, |
or whether he left a letter for her when he departed, is not
clear She wandered away as quietly as she had come. She
changed her lodgings they were too close to Sebastian’s
fiat. On a certain gloomy November day Miss Prart met her
1 the fog on her way home from a life-insurance office
where she had found work After that, the two girls saw each
other farly often, but Sebastian’s name was seldom men-
tioned Fuse years later, Clare married.

Lost Property which Sebastian had begun at that time
appears as a kind of halt 1 his literary journey of discovery
a summing up, a counting of the things and souls lost on the
way, a setting of beanings; the clinking sound of unsaddled
horses browsing in the dark, the glow of a camp fire; stars
overhead. There 18 in 1t a shorr chapter dealing with 2n aero-
plane crash (the pilot and all the passengers but one were
killed); the survivor, an elderly Englishman, was discove{ed
by 2 farmer some way from the place of the accident, sitting
on a stone. He sat huddled up - the picture of misery a?d
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pain *Are you badly hurt?’ ashed the farmer ‘No,’ answered
the Enghshman, ‘toothache. I've had it all the way.’ Half 2
dozen letters were found scattered in a field* remnants of
the air-mail bag Two of these were business letters of great
importance; a third was addressed to a woman, but began
Dear Mr Mortimer, in reply to yours of the 6th inst.
and dealt with the placing of an order; a fourth was 2 birth-
day greeung; a fifth was the letter of a spy with 1ts steely
secret hidden in a haystack of idle prattle, and the last was
an envelope directed to a firm of traders with the wrong
Iene.r inside, a love letter, “This will smart, my poor love, Our
picnic is finished; the dark rond 15 bumpy and the smallest
child in the car is about to be sick. A cheap fool would tell
you* you must be brave But then, anything 1 might rell you
1n the way of support or consolation 15 sure to be milk-
puddingy - you know what I mean You always knew what I
meant. Lafe with you was lovely — and when 1 say lovely, 1
mean doves and lilies, 2nd velvet, and that soft pink “v” 10
the middte and the way your tongue curved up to the long,
l‘f{gﬂmg “1”, Our hife together was alliterative, and when I
think of all the httle things which will die, now that we
cannot sha,re them, I feel as if we were dead 100 And per-
haps we are. You see, the greater our happiness was, the
!’)271:{ its edges grew, 2s if its outhnes were melung, and now
it has dussolved altogether I have not stopped loving you;
but somethmg is dead 1 me, and I cannot sce you it the
mist, , , This 15 all poetry I am lymng to you. Lxly-]nexcd.
There can be nothing more cowardly than a poct beating
about the bush 1 think you have guessed how things stand:
the damned formula of “another woman®. I am desperately
wihappy with her - here s one thing which is truc. And
think there is nothing much more to be said about that side
of the business.

I cannot help feeling there is something essentially wrong

about love Friends may quarrel of drift apart, close relanons
100, but there is not this pang this pathos, this fatality wt 0T
clings to love. Fricndship never has thar doomed look.

what is the matrer? I have not stopped loving |,



cause I cannot go on Lissing your dim dear face, we must
part, we must part. Why 1s it so? What is this mysterious
exclusiveness? One may have a thousand friends, but only
one love-mate Harems have nothing to do with this matter-
1 am speahing of dance, not gymnasucs Or can one 1magine
a tremendous Turk loving every one of his four hundred
wives as I love you? For if I say “two” [ have started to count
and there 1s no end to 1t. There is only one real number:
One And love, apparently, is the best exponent of this
singularity. .

‘Good-bye, my poor love I shall never forget you and
never replace you It would be absurd of me to try and per-
suade you that you were the pure love, and that this other
passion 1s but a comedy of the flesh, All is flesh and alt is
purity. But one thing 1s certain - I have been happy with you
and now I am muserable with another. And so life will go on.
Ishall johe with the chaps at the office and enjoy my dinners
{unul I get dyspepsia), and read novels, and write verse, and
keep an eye on the stocks — and generally behave as [ have
always behaved. But that does not mean that I shall be
happy without you. . . Every small thing which will remind
me of you - the look of disapproval about the furniture in «
the rooms where you have patted cushions and spoken to the
poker, every small thing which we have descried together =
will alwags seem to me one half of a shell, one balf of 2
penny, with the other half kept by you Good-bye. Go away:
g0 away Don’t write, Marry Charlie or any other good man
with a pipe 1 his teeth Forget me now, but remember me
afterwards, when the bitter part 15 forgotten This blot is not
due to a tear. My founain-pen has broken down and I am
using a filthy pen in thus filthy hotel room. The heat is
terrific and I have not been able to clinch the business *
I was supposed to bring “to a satisfactory close”, as that
ass I\’iortimcr says. I think you have.got a book or two
of mine - but that 15 not really important. Please, don’t
write. L’

If we abstract from this fictitious letter everything that is
personal to its supposed author, I believe that there 1 much
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it that may have been felt by Sebastian, or even written by
bim, to°Clare, He had a queer habit of endowing even bis
most grotesque characters with this or that idea, or impres-
sion, o desire which he hiraself might have toyed with His
hero's fetter may possibly have been a kind of code 1n which
he expressed a feww truths about his relations with Clare But
T fail to name any other author who made use of his art in
such g baﬂlmg manner - baffling to me who might desire ta
see the real man behind the author The light of personal
truth is hard to percerve in the shimmer of an wmaginary
nature, but what is still harder 1o understand 15 the amazing
fact that 2 man wrting of things which he really felt at the
ume of writing, could have had the power to create simul-
taneously — and out of the very things which distressed hus
mind - 2 fictitious and faintly absurd character.

Sebastian retured to London m the hegmning of 1930
2nd tock to his bed after a very badl hears attack Somehow
or other he managed to go on with the wnung of Lost
Property: his easiest book, I think Now, it ought to be
understood 1n connevion with what follows that Clare had
been solely responsible for the managing of hus literary
affairs After her departure, these soon became wildly en-
tangled In many cases Sebastian had not the vaguest 1dea
how things stood and what his exact relations with this or
that publisher were. He was so muddled, so utterly incora-
petent, so h y incapable of berng a single
name ar address, or the place where he put things, that now
he got into the most absurd predicaments. Curiously enough,
Clare’s girlish forgetfulness had been replaced by a perfect
clarity and steadiness of purpose when handling Sebastian’s
affairs, but now it all went amuck. He had never learnt to
Use a typewnter and was much too nervous to begin now.
The Funny M in was published simu} y in rv0
American magaznes, and Sebastian was at a loss to remerm-
ber how he had managed to sell it to two different people.
Then there was a complicated affair with a man who N
to make a film of Success and who had paid 7~ ~
advance (without his noticing it, so absenz  * *
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read letters) for a shortened and ‘intepsified” version, which
Sebastian never even dreamt of making. The Prismatic Bezel
was n the market agamn, bur Sebastian hardly knew of it
Invitations were not even answered, Telephone mumbers
proved delusions, and the harassing search for the envelope
where he had scrawled this or that number exhausted him
more than the writing of a chapter. And then - his mind was
elsewhere, following w the tracks of an absent nistress,
waiting for her call ~ and presendy the call would come, or
he himself could stand the suspense no longer, and there he
would be as Roy Carswell had once seen him: a gaunt man
in a greatcoat and bedroom slippers gettng into 4 Pullman
car.

It was in the beguning of this period that Mr Goodman
made his appearance Little by little, Sebastian handed over
to bum all hus literary affairs, and felr greatly relies ed to meet
so efficient a secretary ‘I usually found him’, writes Mr
Goodman, ‘Iymg in bed like a sulky leopard’ (which some-
how reminds one of the mightcapped wolf in ‘Litde Red
Ruding Hood’) . ‘Never 1 my Lfe had I scen’, he goes o8
in another passage, ‘such a dejected-looking being. ... T2m
m{d that the French author M. Proust, whom Knight con-
sclously or subconsciously copied, also had a great nclina-
uon towards 2 certain Iistless “interesting” pose. ..’ And
further. ‘Knight was very thin, mith a pale countenance and
sensitive hands, which he fiked to display with feminice
coquetry. He confessed to me once that he liked to pour Bf
a bottle of French perfume into his morning bath, but with
all that he looked singularly badly got up .. Knight was
extraordinanly vain, like most modernist authors. Once OF
twice I Faugh( him Ppasting cuttings, most certaiply reviews
concerning his books, into a beauriful and expensive album
which he kept locked up 1n s desk, feeling perhaps 2 htdle
ashamed to let my eritical eye consider the frnt of his
human weakness. .., He often went abroad, twice a year £
daresay, presumably to Gay Parec ... But he was very
mysterious about it and made a great show of Byronic lan-
guor. I cannot help feeling that trips to the Coniinent
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formed part of his artistic programme
“poseur”.”

But where Mr Goodman waxes really eloquent 1s when he
starts to discourse upon deeper matters His idea 1s to show
and explain the “fatal split between Knight the arust and
the great booming world abour him’ - {a aircular fissure,

bviously) ‘Knight’s gemality was bus undoing,” ex-
daums Goodman and clicks our three dots ‘Aloofness 1s a
cardinal sin in an age when a perplexed humanity eagerly
turns to its writers and thinkers, and demands of them atten-
tion to, if ot the cure of, its woes and wounds, .. The
“nory tower” cannot be suffered unless 1t 15 transformed mto
* alighthouse or a broadcasting stauon ... Insuchanage...
brimming with burning problems when . . economic depres-
sion.. dumped... cheated .. the man m the street. the
growth of totalitarian . . unemployment .. the next super-
great war ... new aspects of famuly life ... sex . structure
of the universe’ Mr Goodman's mterests are wide, as we
see ’Non:, Knight’, he goes on, ‘absolutely refused to take
any 1nterest wk m c p ¥y q
‘When asked to join 1n this or that movement, to take part in
some momentous meenng, or merely to append his signa-
ture, among more famous names, to some manifest of un-
dymg truth or denunciation of great miquity . he flatly
refused in spite of all my admonishments and even plead-
ings .. True, i hus last {and most obscure) book, he does
survey the world . . but the angle he chooses and the aspects
he notes are totally different from what a serious reader
naturally expects from a serious author. ... Itis as though a
conscientious inquirer into the tife and machinery of some
Breat enterprise were shown, with elaborate circumlocution,
adead bee on 2 window sill .. Whenever I called his atten-
tion to this or that just published book which had fascinated
me because it was of general and vital interest, he childishly
Tephed that it was “claptrap”, of made some other com-
pletely irrelevant remark. ... He confused solitude
alutude and the Latn for sun. He fatled to realize
was merely 2 dark corner. ... However, as he was

« he was the perfect




sensitive (I remember how he used to wince whea 1 pulled
my fingers to make the jomts crack -~ a bad habit 1 have
when meditating), he could not help fecling that something
was wrong .. that he was steadily cutung hamself away
from Lafe . and that the switch would not function in b
solartum The misery which had begun as an earnest young
fman’s reaction to the rude world mto which his temperd;
saental youth had been thrust, and which Iater contipued ©
be displayed as a fashionable mask in the days of his success
as a writer, now took on a new and hideous reality. The
board adorming his breast read no more “I am the lone
artist”; invisible fingers had changed it into “Tam blind™?

Tt would be an msult to the reader’s acumen wer¢ Tw

on Mr Goodman’s glibness If Sebastian was blind,
his secretary, in any case, plunged lustly into the part ofa
barking and pulling leader Roy Carswell, who in 1033 %23
painting Sebasttan’s portrait, told me he remembered roat- -
sng with laughter at Schastan’s accounts of his relations with
Mr Goodman Versy possibly he would never have been ener-
getic enough to get nd of that pompous person had the latter
not become a shade too enterprising In 1934 Sebastan wrote
1o Roy Carswell from Cannes elling him that he had found
out by chance (he seldom re-read his own books) that Good-
man had changed an epichet 1n the Swan edition of The
Funny Mountamm ‘I have given him the sack,’ he added Mr
Gooc.lmau modestly refrains from mentioning this minor
derail After exhausting hus stock of mmpressions, and cot-
cluding that the real cause of Sebastian’s death was the final
realization of having been ‘a human fatlure, and therefore *
an arustic one too’, he cheerfully mentions that his work a8
secretary came to an end owmg to bis entering another
branch of bustness I shall not refer any more to Goodman's
book. It is abolished,

But as 1look ar the portrait Roy Carswell parated 1 seem
to see a slight twinkle in Sebastian’s eyes, for all the sadness
of their expresston The pamter has ‘wonderfully rendere
the moist dark greemsh-grey of their ins, with a still darker °
rim and a suggestion of gold dust constellating round the
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pupil. The lids are heavy and perhaps 2 little inflamed, and
a vein or two seems to have burst on the glossy eyeball.
These eyes and the face itself are painted in such 2 manner
23 1o convey the impression that they are murrored Nar-
cissus-like in clear water — with a very shght nipple on the
bollow cheek, owing to the presence of a water-sprder which
has just stopped and is floating backward. A withered leaf
has setiled on the reflected brow, which 15 creased as that of
2 man peering intently. The crumpled dark hatr over 1t 1s
panly suffused by another npple, but one strand on the
temple has canght a glint of humid sunshine Thereisa deep
furrow between the straight eyebrows, and another down
from the nose to the tightly shut dusky lips There 1s nothing
much more than this head. A dark opalescent shade clouds
the neck, as if the upper part of the body were receding, The
general background 1s a mystenious blueness with a delicare
trellis of twigs in one corner. Thus Sebasnan peers 1o a
pool at himself,

I wanted to hint at a woman somewhere behmd him or
over him ~ the shadow of a hand, perhaps . . somethiog. ...
But then I was afra:d of story-telling instead of painting’

“Well, nobody seems to know anything about her. Not
even Sheldon.”

‘She smashed his life, that sums her up, doesn't ir?*

‘No, I want to know more. I want to know all. Otherwise
he will remar as incoraplete as your picture. Ok, it is very
good, the likeness is excellent, and I love that floating spider
immensely, Especially its club-footed shadow at the bortom
But the face is only a chance reflection. Any man can look
into water.”

‘But don’t you think that he did it parricularly well?*

“Yes, I can see your point. But all the same I must find
that woman. She is the missmg link in his evolution, and I
raust obtain her - it’s a scientific necessity.”

“T'Il bet you this picture thar you won't find her,

Carswell
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The first thing was to learn her identity How should 1 start
upon my quest? What data did I possess? In June 1929,
Sebastian had dwels at the Beaumont Hotel at Blauberg,and
there he had met her She was Russian. No other due vas
available N

1 have Sebastian’s averston for postal phenomena. It seems
easter to me to travel a thousand miles than to write the
shortest letter, then find an envelope, find the right aqdreSS.
buy the nght stamp, post the letter (and rach my brain 177"
ing to remember whether I have signed it) Moreaver, 11 the
delicate affair I was about to tackle, correspondence was out
of the question In March 1936, after a month’s stay i Eng-
tand, I consulted a tounst office and set out for Blauberg

So here he has passed, I reflected, as I Jooked at wet fields
with long trails of white mist where upright poplar wees
dimly floated A small red-tiled town crouched at the foot of
a soft grey mountamn, 1 left my bag m the cloaktoom of‘a
forlorn little station where musible cale lowed sadly
some shunted truck, and wene up a gentle slope towards 3
cluster of hotels and sanatortums beyond a damp-smclllmg
park There were very few people about, it was not the
beighe of the season’, and I suddenly realized with 2 p2ng
that I might find the hotel shut

But it was not, thus far, Iuck was with toe.

The house seemed fairly pleasant with jts well kept gardes
and budding chestnut trees, It looked as if it could not hold
miore than some fifty people — and this braced me: I war}!ﬂl
my choice restricted The hotel manager was 4 grey-ha'"d
man with a tnmmed beard and velvet black eyes. I pro-
ceeded very carefully.
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First I said that my late brother, Sebastian Knight, a cele-
brated English author, had greatly liked his stay and that I
a3 thinking of staying at the hotel myself i the suramer,
Pethaps Tought to have taken a room, sliding in, ingratiat-
ing myself, so to speak, and postponing my special request
until a more f: u how I thought
that the matter might be settled on the spot He said yes, he
temembered the Englishman who had stayed m 1929 and
had wanted a bath every morning,

‘He did not make friends readily, did he?’ I asked with
sham casualness, ‘He was always alone?’

‘O, I think he was here with hs father,’ said the hotel
manager vaguely

‘We wrestled for some time disentangling the three or four
Englishmen who had happened to have stayed at Hotel
Beaumont during the last ten years. I saw that he did not
Temember Sebastian any too clearly.

‘Let me be frank,’ I sud off-handedly, T am trying to find
the address of a lady, my brother’s friend, who had staged
Bere at the same time as he

The hotel manager lifted his eyebrows slightly, and
I had the unessy feeling that I had committed some
blunder.

‘Why?" he said. (‘Ought I to bribe him?’ I thought
quickly)

‘Well” T said, T'm ready to pay you for the trouble of
finding the information [ want.

‘Whay information?” he asked (Hle was a stupid and sus-
picious old party — may he never read these lines)

‘I was wondering, I went on patiently, ‘whether you
would be so very, very kind as to help me to find the address
of a lady who stayed here at the same time as Mr Kuighr,
that is in June 1929?* 3

“What lady?* he asked in the elenctic tones of Lewis Car-
10ll's carerpillar.

‘T'm not sure of her name,” I said nervously .

“Then how do you expect Ime to find her?” he said
shrug. B
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‘She was Russian,’ I said ‘Perhaps you remem.ber a Rus-
sian Jady - a young lady - and well ... good Jooking?

‘Nous avons eu beaucoup de joltes dames,” he rcphe:% get-
ting more and more distant ‘How should I remember?

“Well,” said [, ‘the simplest way would be to have a Iook‘
at your books and sort out the Russian names for June 1929

“There are sure to be several,’ he said ‘How will you pick
out the one you need, if you do not know it?’

‘Give me the names and addresse;,’ I said desperately,
‘and leave the rest tome *

He sighed deeply and shook his head.

‘No," he said .

‘Do you mean to say you don't keep books?* I asked trying
to speak quietly, .

‘Oh, I heep them all nght,” he said. "My business requires
great order in these matters. Oh, yes, I have got the names
allnghe . *

He wandered away to the back of the room and produccd
alarge black volume

‘Here,” he said “First week of July 1935. . - . Professor O
with wife, Colonel Samain. .. B

‘Look here,' T sard, ‘I'm not interested in July 1935. What
Iwant.  ”Heshuthis book and carried itaway.

‘I only wanted to show you,” he said with his back ‘rurned
to me - ‘to show you {a lock chicked] that I keep my books
in good order”

He came back to his desk and folded a letter that was
lying an the bloteing.pad

‘Summer 1929,’ [ pleaded. ‘Why don’t you want to show
me the pages I want?’

“Well?” he said, ‘the thing is not done Firstly, because I
don’t want a person who 15 a complete stranger to me {0
bather people who were and will be my chents. Secondlfs
‘because 1 cannot undersand why you should be so eager ©
find a woman whom you do not want to name. And thirdly -
1 do not want to get into any kind of trouble I have enough
troubles as it is In the hotel round the corner a Swiss couple
committed suicide in 1929, he added rather irrelevantly.
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‘Is that your last word?* T asked

He nodded and looked at his watch. I turned on my heel
and slammed the door after me — at least, I tried to slam 1t~
it was one of those confounded pneumatic doors which resist.

Stowly, I went back 1o the stavon The park Perhaps
Sehastian recalled that partcular stone bench under that
cedar tree at the time he was dymg The outhne of that
mountain yonder may have been the paraph of a certamn un-
forgettable evening. The whole place seemed to me a huge
refuse heap where I knew a dark jewel had been lost My
faifure was absurd, hornble, excruciating The leaden stug-
gishnes of dream-endeavour Hopeless gropings among dis-
solving things Why was the past so rebellious?

“And what shall I do now?’ The stream of the biography
on which I longed so to start, was, at one of ats last bends,
enshrouded in pale must; like the valley I was contemplating.

, Could I feave it thus and write the book all the same? A
book with a blind spot. An unfinished picture - uncoloured
litnbs of the martyr with the arrows in his stde.

1 had the feeling that I was lost, that [ had nowhere to go.
I had pondered long enough the means to find Sebasuan’s
last love to know that there was pracucally no other way of
finding her pame Her name! I felt I should recognize it at
once if I got at those greasy black folios Ought I to give it
up and rurn to the collecnion of a few other minor details
concerning Sebastian whach I snll needed and which I knew
where to obrain?

It was in this bewildered state of mind that ¥ got into the
slow local train which was to take me back to Strasbourg
Then I would go on to Switzerland perhaps ... But no, 1
could not get over the tinghng pain of my failure; though 1
tried hard encugh to bury myself in an English paper 1 had
with me: I was in training, so to speak, reading only Englsh
in view of the work I was about to begin, . .. But could one
begin something so incomplete in one’s mind?

T was alone 1n my compartment (as one usually 1=
second-class carnage on that sort of wain), but +*

next station, a lirtle roan with bushy eyebrows ge 5 *
I3



me continentally, in thick guttural French, and sat down
opposite The train ran on, right into the sunset. All o'f 2
sudden, I nouced that the passenger opposite was beaming
atme

‘Marrvellous weather,” he said and took off his bowler hat
disclosing a pink bald head, ‘You are Englsh?” he asked
nodding and smihing

“Well, yes, for the moment,’ I answered. .

‘I see, saw, you read English djornal,’ he said pointing
with his finger - then hurriedly taking off his fawn glove and
pointing agam (perhaps he had been told that it was rude 0
point with a gloved index} I murmured something and
looked away 1 do not Iike chatting in a train, and at the
moment I was particularly dismchned 1o do so He folloned
my gaze The low sun had set aflame the numerous windows
of a large bwilding which turned slowly, demonstrating one
huge chimney, then another, as the tram clattered by.

‘Dat,’ sud the httle man, ‘is “Flambaum and Roth”, great
fabnc, factory Paper.”

There was 2 little pause Then he scratched his big shiny -
nose and leaned towards me .
‘T have been; he said, “London, Manchester, Sheffield,
Newaastle He looked at the thumb which had been left -
uncounted, -
“Yes,' he said De toy-business Before de war. And I was
playing a Iitle football, he added, perhaps because he
noticed that I glanced at a rough field with two goals dejec:
tedly standing at the ends - one of the two had lost its

crossbar,

He winked; his small moustache bristled

‘Once, you know,’ he said and was convulsed with silent
laughter, ‘once, you know, I fing, flung de ball from “out”
direct into goal’ .

‘Oh,’ I said wearily, ‘and did you score?*

‘De wind scored. Dat was a robinsonnadal’

‘A what?* .

‘A robinsonnada — 2 marrvellous trick, Yes ... Are you
voyaging farr?” he inquired 1n a coaxing super-polite voice.
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“Well; 1 said, this wain does not go farther than Stras-
bourg, does 1t?*

‘No; | mean, meant in generahl. You are a traveller?”

Tsaid yes.

_Inwhat?” he asked, cocking his head.

‘Oh, in the past I suppose,” I replied.

He nodded as if he had understood, Then, leaning 2gain
towards me, he touched me on the hnee and said “Now I
sell fedder - you know - ledder balls, for odders to play.
Old! No force! Also hound-muzzles and fings like dat”

Agam he tapped my knee lighty, ‘But earlier,” he said,
‘last year, four last years, [ was in de police ~ no, no, not
onice, ot quite. . . . Plain-clotheses Understand me?”

Tlooked at him with sudden interest

‘Let me see,’ I said, ‘this gives me anidea . M

“Yes, he said, ‘if you want help, good ledder, cigarettes
étui, straps, advice, boxing-gloves -7

“Fifth and perhaps first,’ I sad

He took his bowler which Iay on the seat near him, put it
on carefully (his Adam’s apple rolling up and down), and
then, with a shiny smile, briskly ook 11 off tome

My name is Silbermann,’ he said, and stretched out his
hand I shook it and named myself oo

‘But dat is not English,’ he cned slappng his knee, ‘Dat
is Russian] Gavrst parussky? 1 know also some odder wordy
... Wait! Yes! Cookelka - de hittle doll®

He was silent for a minute, [ olled in my head the idea
he had given me. Should I uy ©© consult a private detective
agency? Would this hittle man be of any use humself?

“Rebah” he cned. ‘Der’s anodder Fish, so? and., ... Yes.

Braht, mylleg braht - dear broddes? .
T w’as thinkingy T said, “that perhaps, if I tald you of the
bad fix [am in... ¢ . )
“But dat is all, he said with a sigh. T speak [again the
counted) Lithuanian, German, English, French

fingers nere
5 mb remained). Forgotten Russian, ©

fand again the thu
Quite}’ ,
“Could you perhaps. -~ 1 began,
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‘Anyfing,’ he said ‘Ledder-belts, purses, notice-books, sug-
gestions.” i -

‘Suggestions,” I said. “You see, I am trying to trace 2 per-
son . . a Russian lady whom I never have met, and whose
name I do not know All I know is that she lived for a certain
stretch of nme at a certain hotel at Blauberg.”

“Ah, good place,” said Mr Silbermann, ‘very good® ~ :-md
he screwed down the ends of his lips in grave approbation.
‘Good water, walks, caseeno What you want me 10 do?’

“Well,' I said, ‘I should first like to know what can be done
in such cases.’

‘Better leave her alone,” said Mr Silbermann, promprly.

Then he thrust his head forward and hus bushy eyebrows
moved .

‘Forget her,’ he said ‘Fling her out of your head. It is
dangerous and ewsyless * He flicked something off my trouser
knee, nodded and sat back again, ,

‘Never mund that,” I said. “The question is how, not why.

‘Every how has its why,’ smid Mr Silbermann, ‘You find,
found her build, her picture, and now want to find herself
yourself? Dat 1s not love. Ppah! Surface!”

‘Oh, no,’ I cried, ‘1t 1s not like that. I haven’t the vaguest
idea what she 1s Iike. Bug, you see, my dead brother Iovfd
her, and T want to hear her talk about him. It’s really quite
simple.”

‘Sad!” said Mr Silbermann and shook his head.

‘I want to write a book about him,’ I continued, ‘and every
detail of his hife interests me.”

“What was he ill?* Mr Silbermann asked huskily.

“‘Heart," I rephied

‘Harrt - dat’s bad. Too many warnings, to0 many .-
general...general .

‘Dress rehearsals of death. That's right.”

“Yes. And how old?’

“Thirty-six. He wrote books, under his mother’s name.
Knight Sebastian Knight.”

“Write it here,” said Mr Silbermann handing me an extra-

ly mice new book losing a delightful silver

g
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pencil. With a trk-trk-trk sound, he neatly removed the page,
put it mo his pocket and handed me the book again.

“You like it, no?* he said with an anxious smile. ‘Permit
me alnde present,’

Really,’ I said, ‘thar’s very kind... *

‘Nofing, nofing,’ he said, waving is hand ‘Now, what you
want?”

‘T want;’ I replied, ‘to get a complete list of all the people
who have stayed in the Hotel Beaumont during June 1929 I
also want some particulars of who they are, the women at
Zeast. T want their addresses 1 want to be sure that under
a foreign name a Russian woman 15 not hidden Then i shall
choose the most probable one or onesand ..

‘And try to reach dem,’ sad Mr Silbermann nodding.
‘Welll Very well! I had, have all the hotel-gentlemans here
[he showed Hus palm], and it will be smple. Your address,
please”

He produced another notebook, this time a very worn one,
with some of the bescribbled pages falling off ike autumn-
leaves. T added that I should not move from Strasbourg untd
he called.

‘Friday, he said *Six, punctly.” .

Then the extraordmary little man sank back in his seat,
folded his arms, and closed his eyes, as if clinched business
had somehow pur a full stop o our comversation, A fly in-
spected his bald brow, but he did not move. He dozed until
Strasbourg. There we parted

“Look here; I said as we shook hands. "You must tell me
your fee . .. I mean, I'm ready to pay you whatever you think
suitable. ... And perhaps you would like something 1
advance, ...

“You will send me your book, he said hfting a stumpy
finger, ‘And pay for possible depences,’ he added under his

breath. ‘Cerrtaintyl”
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So this was the way I got a list of some forty-two names
among which Sebastian’s (§ Knight, 36 Oak Pask Gardens,
London, sw) scemed strangely lovely and lost. I was rather !
struck (pleasantly) by the fact that all the addresses were
there 100, affixed to the names. Silbermann hurriedly ex-
plained that people often die in Blauberg Out of forty-one
unknown persons as many as thirty-seven ‘did not come 10 -
question’ as the hittle man put 1t. True, three of these (un-
married women) bore Russtan names, but two of them were
German and one Alsatian  they had often stayed at the
hotel. There was also 2 somewhat baffling gis], Vera Rase:
Sitbermann however knew for certamn that she was French;
that, in fact, she was 2 dancer and the mustress of a Stras-
bourg banker. There was also an aged Polish couple whom
we let pass without a qualm Al the rest of this ‘out-of-the-
question’ group, that 1s thirty-one persons, conststed of
twenty adult males, of these only eight were married or at
least had brought their wives (Emma, Hildegard, Pauline,
and so on), all of whom Silbermann swore were elderly,
respectable, and emmently non-Russian.
Thus we were left with four names
Mademosselle Lydia Bohemsky with an address in Paris-

She had spent nine days in the hotel at the beginning of
Sebastian’s stay and the mapager did not remember any-
thing about her

= Madame de Rechnoy She had left the hotel for Pans oo
the eve of Sebastian’s departure for the same city. The
manager remembered that she was a smart young womant
and very generous with her tps The ‘de’ denoted, I knew,
certain type of Russtan who likes to accent, genulity, though
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zeally the use of the French particule before a Russian name
is not only absurd but illegal She might have been an adven-
turess: she might have been the wife of a snob

Helene Grinstein The name was Jewsh but t spite of the
‘steln’ it was not German-Jewish That ‘i’ m ‘grin’ displacing
the natural *w’ pointed to its having grown in Russia She
Bad arrived but a week before Sebasuan left and had stayed
three days longer The manager smd she was a pretry
woman. She hag been to his hotel once before and lived in
Berlin,

Helene von-Graun, That was a real German name. But the
manager was positive that several umes during her stay she
bad sung songs m Russian She had 2 splendid contralto, he
said, and was ravishing She had remawmed 2 month in all,
leaving for Pans five days before Sebastian.

1 meticulously noted all these paruculars and the four
addresses Any of these four might prove to be the one I
wanted I warmly thanked Mr Silbermann as he sat there
before me with his hat on his joined knees. He sighed and
looked down at the toes of hus small black boats adorned by
old mouse-grey spats

‘T have made dis,” he said, ‘because you are to me sympa-
thetic. But ... [be looked at me with muld appeal in
Ius bright brown eyes] but please, I fink it 15 ewsyless You
can’t see de odder side of de moon Piease donnt search de
woman, What 15 past is past. She doont remember your
brodder.”

U shall jolly well renmnd ber,” Ismd grimly.

‘As you desire,’ he muttered squanng his shoulders ax{d
but(oning up tis coat. He got up. ‘Good djorney,’ ke said
without his nsual smile

“‘Oh, wait a bit, Mr Silbermann, we've got to settle some-
thing What do [ owe you?’

Yes, dat 1s correct; he sud seating himself agam.
“Moment.” He unscrewed his fountain-pen, jotted down
few figures, looked at them tapping his teeth with
holder “Yes, sixey-cight francs” .

“Well, that’s not much,’ I said, “on’t you perbaps ..+,



“Wait, he cried, “dat is false, T have forgotten ... do you
guard dat notice-book dat I give, gave you?” -

“Why, yes,' I said, ‘in fact, 've begun using it. You see...
I thought ..

‘Den 1t 15 not sixty-eight,’ he said, rapidly revising his"
addition. It s .. Itis only eighteen, because de book costs
fifty. Exghteen francs in all Travelling depences..."

‘But;’ I sard, rather flabbergasted at hng anthmetic.....

‘No, dav’s now nght,’ said Mr Sithermann.

1 found a twenty franc com though I would have gladly
given him a hundred times as much, if he had only let me,

‘S0 he said, I owe you now . Yes, dav's right. Eighteen
and two make twenty. He knited his brows. “Yes, twenty.
Dat’s yours® He put my coin on the table and was gone.

T wonder how I shall send hum this work when it is fin-
ished the funny liude man has not given me his address,
my head was too full of other things to think of asking him

-t 1t But if he ever does come across The Real Life of
-ebastian Kmght I should Iike him to know how grateful I
am for his help And for the notebook. Tt is well filled by
now, and I shall bave a new set of pages clipped in when
these are completed.

After Mr Silbermann had gone I studied at length the
four addresses he had so magically obtained for me, and !
decided to begin with the Berlin one If that proved a disap-
pointment T should be able to grapple with a trio of possi-
bilities in Pans without undertaking another long journey,
a journey all the more enervating because then I should
know for sure I was plaging my very last card If on the
conirary, my first try was lucky, then... Butno matter/s.«
Fate amply rewarded me for my deaision

Large wet snowflakes were drifting aslant the Passauer
Strasse in West-Betlin as I approached an ugly old house,
its face half-hidden in a mask of scaffolding I tapped on the
glass of the porter’s lodge, a musltin curtain was Toughly

drawn aside, a small nindow was knocked openand a blowsy
old woman gruffly informed me that Frau Helene Grinstein
did live in the house I felt a queer little shiver of elation
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and went up the stairs. ‘Grinstein’, said a brass plate on the
door.

A silent boy in a black tie with a pale swollen face let me
in and without so much as asking my name, turned and
walked down the passage There was a crawd of coats on the
rack in the tiny hall. A bunch of snow-wet chrysanthemums
lay on the table between two solemn top hars As no one
seemed to come, I knocked at one of the doors, then pushed
1t open and then shut 1t again I had caught a glimpse of 2
dark-hared litde gurl, lying fast asleep on a divan, under a
mole.skin coat. [ stood for a minute m the middle of the
hall. T wiped my face which was sull wet from snow Iblew
1y nose Then I ventured down the passage A door was ajar
and T caught the sound of low voices, speaking 1n Russian.
There were many people 1n the two large rooms joined bya
Lind of arch One or two faces turned towards me vaguely as
Ustrolled in, but otherwise my entry did not arouse the
shghtest interest. There were glasses with half-finished tea
on the table, and a plateful of crumbs One man in a corner
was teading 2 newspaper A woman in 2 grey shawl was sit-
ting at the table with her check prapped on her hand and 2
tear-drop on her wrist Two or three other persons were sit-
ting quite still on the divan A little girl rather ke the one
Ihad seen sleeping was suroking an old dog curled up on a
chair Somebody began to laugh or gasp or somethung the
adjacent room, where there were more people situng of
wandering about. The boy who had met me in the Elau
passed carrying a glass of water and I asked him i Russian
whether I might speak to Mrs Helene Grinstein

‘Aunt Elena,’ he said to the back of a dark shm woman
who was bending over an old man hunched up i an arm-
¢hair She came up to me and muited me to walk into a
small parlour on the other side of the passage She was very
young and graceful with a small powdered face and [one
soft eyes which appeared to be pulled up towards tl:c
ples. She wore a black jumper and her hands were as ¢
asher neck -

‘Rahk eto oojahsno ... 1su't it dreadful?” she w



1 replied rather foolishly that 1 was afraid I nd clledat
the wrong moment. - ’

*Oh.” she said, ‘I thoughe .. " She looked ar me. “Sit down,
she said, 'I thought T saw your face just now at the funend
... No? Well, you see, my brother-in-law has died and o)
No, no, sitdown Tt has been an awful day.!

[ don’t want to disturb you, I said, Td better go... Tony
wanted to talk to you about a relation of mine...
1 think you knew ... at Blauberg ... but it does a0t
matter. ..."

‘Blauberg? I have been there ewice.” she said and ber face
witched as the telephone began ringing symewhere: ‘

“1is name was Scbastian Kaight,' § said looking ¢ ber
unpainted tender trembling lips.

“No, I have never heard that name,’ she said, ‘5o’

e was half-English,’ I said, 'he wrote books” L

She shook her head and then rmrned to the doof which
had been opened by the sullen boy, her nephen

‘Sonya ispmmingyup 1 half an hour,’ ke said She nodded :
and he withdrew. e

“I't f1ct I did not know anyone a2 e hoel,” she cono™
1 bowed and apologized again. T b ‘

“But what 1s your name,’ she asked peering A, me nldzmk
dim soft eves which somekow rcmizd:dm:ofﬂ“f—; s
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overcont and smoking a cigar. At first he could not
quite make our what 1 wanted but then was effusively
apologetic.
Afo@ehnwl felt sorry it had not been Helene Grinstemn.

hzhuugh of coutse she pever could have been the woman
who had made Sebistian so miserable. Guls of her type do
not smash a’man’s Ife - they build it. There she had been
steadily managing a house that was bursting with grief and
had found it possible to attend to the fantastic affaws of 2
complerely superfluous stranger And not only had she
Iistened to me, she had given me a tip whuch I then and
there followed, and though the people I saw had nothing te
do with Blauberg and the unknown woman, I collected one
of the most precious pages of Schasuan’s bfe A more
systematic mind than mine would have placed them 1n the
b‘S"}ning of this boak, but my quest had developed its own
magic and logic and though 1 someumes cannot help be-
heving that it had gradually grown into 2 dream, that quest,
using the pattern of reality for the weaviog of its own fan-
cles, I am farced to recoghize that { was being led nght, and
that in striving to render Sebastian’s e I must now follow
the same rhythmical interlacements

‘There seems to have been a law of some strange ‘harmony
in the placing of a meenng relating to Sebasuan's first
adolescent romance 1 such close proximity 1o the echoes of
his last dark love Two modes of lus hife question each other
and the answer 15 his bfe itself, and that is the nearest one
ever can approach 2 human truth He was sixteen and so
was she The lights go out, the curtain nises and a Russian
suramer landscape is disclosed; the bend of 2 rver half in
the shade because of the dark fir trees groning on one steep
day bank and almost reaching out with their deep black
reflections to the other side which is low and sunny and
sweet, with marsh-flowers and silver-tufted grass Sebasuan,
his close-cropped head hatless, his foose sk blouse :

blades, now to his chest «

clinging to his shoulder
to whether he bends or leans back, is lustily rowir

pamted a shiny green A girl is sirting ar the



shall let her remain achromatic: a mere outline, 2 white
shape not filled in with colour by the artist. Dark blue
dragonflies 1 a slow shipping flight pass hither and thither
and alight on the flar waterlily leaves. Names, dates, and
even faces have been hewn in the red clay of the steeper
bank and swifts dart in and out of holes therein, Sebastian’s .
teeth glisten Then, as he pauses and looks back, the boat
with a silky swish slides into the rushes.

“You're a very poor cox, he says.

The picture changes another bend of that river, A path
leads to the water edge, stops, hestates, and turns to loop
around a rude bench It 15 not quite evemng yer, but the air |
is golden and mudges are performing a primitive native-
dance in a sunbeam between the aspen leaves which are
quite, quite still at last, forgetful of Judas.

Sebastian 1s sitting upon the bench and reading aloud
some English verse from a black copybook. Then he stops
suddenly a httle to the left a naiad’s head with auburn hair
"2 seen just above the water, receding slowly, the long tresses
floating behmd Then the nude bather emerges on the oppo-
site bank, blowing his nose with the aid of s thumb; it is
the long-haired village priest. Set goes on reading to
the girl beside him The painter has not yet filled i the
white space except for a thin sunburnt arm streaked from
wrist to elbow along its outer side with glistening down.

As 1 Byron's dream, agan the picture changes, It is
night, The sky is alive with stars Years later Sebastian wrote
that gazing at the stars gave him a sick and squeamish feel-
ing, as for instance when you look at the bowels of a ripped-
up beast. But at the time, this thought of Sebasnan’s had
not yet been expressed. It is very dark. Nothing can be dis-
cerned of what is possibly 2o alley in the park. Sombre mass -
on sombre'mass and somewhere an owl hooting. An abyss of
blackness where all of a sudden 2 small greemsh dircle
moves up the luminous dial of a warch (Sebastian disap-
proved of watches in hus riper years). .

“Must you go?’ asks his voice -

A last change: a V-shaped fight of migrating cranes:
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thelr tender moan meking in a turquoise-blue sky high
above a tawny birch-grove. Sebastian, sull not alone, 15
scated on the white-and-cinder-grey trunk of a felled tree,
His bicyele rests, its spokes a-ghtter among the bracken, A
C'iml‘{emdl Beauty skims past and seules on the kers, fan-
ning its velyety wings. Back to town tomorrow, school be-
gnning on Monday.

s this the end? Why do you say that we shall not see
cach other this winter?" he asks for the second or third tme.
No answer. s it true that you think you've fallen in love
with that student chap? - vetovo studenta? The seated girl's
shape remains blank except for the arm and a thin brawn
hand toying with a bicycle pump. With the end of the
holder it slowly writes on the soft earth the word ‘yes', m
English, t0 make it gentler.

The curtain is rung down Yes, that is all It is very Jirtle
but it is heartbreaking Never more may he ask of the boy
who sits daily at the next school desk, ‘And how 1s your sis-
ter?’ Nor must he ever question old Miss Forbes, who stll
drops in now and then, about the htle girl to whom she had
also given lessons, And how shall he tread agaimn the same
Ppaths nexa summer, and watch the sunset and cycle down to
the river?, (Byt next summer was mamly deveied to the
futurist poct Pan )

By a chance conjuncture of circumstances it was Natasha
Rosanov's brother that drove me to the Charlottenburg
station to catch the Pans express I said how curious 3t had
been to have talked to hus sister, pow the plamp mother of
o boys, about a distant summer i the dreamband of
Russia. He answered that he was perfectly content with his
job in Berhin. I tried, as T had vainly tried before, 10 make
him talk of Sebastian’s schoof life. My memory is appal-
lingly bad. he rephed, ‘and anyway I am too busy to be
sentimental about such ordinary things.”

“Oh, but susely, surely,” I said, “you can recall some *
outstandmng fact, anything would be welcome,
laughed. ‘Well! he satd, hasen’t you just spent |
ing to my sister? She adores the past, doesn’t *



you are going to put her in a book as she was in those days,
she 1s quite looking forward to it, in fact” .

*Please, try and remember something’ I nsisted, stub-
bornly, -

‘1 am relling you that I do not remember, you queer
person, It's useless, quite useless. There is nothing to relate
except ordimary rot about cribbing and cramming and nick-
naming teachers, We had quite 2 good time, I suppose. ...
Bur you know, your brother .. how shall I put it? ... your
brother was not very popular at school..,
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As the reader may have noticed, T have tried to put into this
book as hitle of my own self as possible | have tried not to
allude {though 2 hint now and then smight have made the
background of my research somewhat clearer) fo the ar-
cumstances of my life So at this paint of my story I shall
a0t dwell upon certain business difficulties [ experienced on
my arrival in Paris, where I had a more or less permanent
home, they were 1n no way related to my quest, and if I
mention them 1n passing, 1t 1s only to stress the fact that 1
Was 5o engrossed 1 the ateempt to discover Sebastan’s last
lave that T cheerfully dismissed any personal troubles which
my taking such a long holiday might entail

1 was nor sorry that I had starced oft with the Berlin clue.
It had ar least led me to obtain an unexpected ghmpse of
another chapter of Sebasuan’s past. And now one name was
erased, and I had three more chances before me ‘The Paris
y yelded the nformation thar ‘Graun
‘Rechnoy, Paul’ (the ‘de’, I notced, was
absent) cotresponded to the ‘addresses I possessed The pros-
pect of meeting a husband was unplea.sam but unaveidable.
The tturd lady, Lydia Bohemsky, was igoored by both direc-
tories, thay is the telephone book and that other Botrin
Toasterpiece, where addresses are a{ranged according o
Streets Anyway, the address I had might help me 1o get at
her. T knew my Paris \\‘cll,. so that T saw at once the most
fime-saving sequence in which to dispose my calls 1f I wanted
20 have done with them in one day Let it be added, in case
der be surpnsed at the rough-and-ready style of
¢ 1 dishike telephoning as much as [ do

telephone director:
(von), Helene' and

the rea
activity, tha
letrers



‘The door at which I rang was opened by a lean, tall, shock-
headed man in hus shirtsleeves and with a brass stud at his
collarless throat He held a chessman ~ 2 black knight - in
his hand I greeted hum 1 Russian,

‘Come i, come 10, he said cheerfully, as if he had been
expecting me

‘My name 18 so-and-s0,” T saud

“‘And mine,’ he cried, ‘s Pahl Pahlich Rechnoy’ - and he
guffawed heartly as if 1t were a good Joke “If you please,” he
said, pointing with the chessman to 2n epen door. .

1 was ushered mto a modest room with a sewing machine
standing 1n one corner and a fant smell of ribbon-and-linen
in the air A heavily bult man was sitting sideways at @
table on which an ailcloth chessboard was spread, with pieces
100 large for the squares He looked at them askance while

"~ the empty aigarette holder in the corner of his mouth Jooked
the other way. A pretty little boy of four or five was kneeling
on the floor, surrounded by tny motor cars Pahl Pablich
chucked the black knight on to the table and its head came
off. Black carefully screwed 1t on again,

‘Sit down, saxd Pahl Pahhch, “This is my cousin,’ he added-
Black bowed I sat down on the third (and last) chair The
child came up to me and silently showed me a new red-and-
blue pencil

‘T could take your rook now if I wished,’ said Black darkly,
‘but I have 2 much better move.

He bfted huis queen and delicately crammed it mto 2
cluster of yellowish pawns — one of which was rcprcscmcd by
a thimble. .

Pahl Pahlich made a lighmmg swoop and took the queen
with his bishop. Then he roared with laughter.

. ‘{\nd now,” said Black calmly, when White had stopped
xoar'm};, ‘now you are in the soup. Check, my dove’

While they were arguing over the position, with White
1rying to tzke hus move back, T looked round the room I
noted the portrait of what had been in the past an Tmperial
Family. And thé moustache of a famous general, moscowed..
a few years ago Lnoted, too, the bulging springs of the bug-
us L



brown couch, which served, I felt, as 2 triple bed ~ for hus-
band and wife and child For a minute, the object of my
coming seemed to be madly absurd Somehow, too, I remern~
bered Chichikov’s round of wewrd visits i Gogol's Dead
Souls. The little boy was drawing a motor car for me

‘T am at your service,” said Pahl Pahlich (he had lost, I
saw, and Black was putting the pieces back into an old card-
board box — all except the thimble) I sad swhat I bad care-
fully prepared beforehand * namely that I wanted to see his
wife, because she had been friends with some  well, Ger-
man friends of mine. (I was afraid of mentioning Sebastian’s
Dame too soon )

“You'll have to wait a bit then, said Pahl Pahlich ‘She is
busy in town, you see. I think, shell be back i a moment.”

I made up my mind to war, although I felr that today }
should hardly manage to see h1s wife alone I hoped however
that a little deft questioning mught at once sertle whether
she had known Sebastian, then, by and by, I could make
her talk.

‘In the meantime, * said Pahl Pahlich, “we shall dap down
a litle brandy - cognachkoo

The chuld, finding that I had been sufficently interested
in his pictures, wandered off to lus uncle, who at once took
him on his knee and proceeded to draw with incredible
rapidity and sery beaunifully a racng car.

“You are an artist,’ I said - to say something.

Pahl Pahlich, who was ninsing glasses in the tiny kitchen,
laughed and shouted over his shoulder ‘Oh, he's an all-
round genius He can play the violin standing upon his head,
and he can multiply one telephone number by avother in
three seconds, and he can write his name upside down 1 his
ordinary hand.’

‘And he can drive a taxy,’ said the chuld, dangling 1ts ~
dirty little legs B

“No, I shan’t dnink with you,’ said Uncle B!

Pahlich put the glasses on the able. ‘T thlnL'I‘
boy out for a walk Where are bus things?’ 5+

The boy's coat was found, and Black ! ~



Pahlich poured out the brandy and said: ‘You must excuse
me for these glasses I was rich in Russia and I got rich again ‘
in Belgium ten years ago, but then T went broke Here's to
yours”

“Daes your wife sew?” I asked, so as to set the ball rol}mg.

‘Oh, yes, she has taken up dressmaking.’ he said with a
happy laugh ‘And I'm a type-setter, but L have just lost my
job She’s sure to be back 1n a moment. I did not know she
had German friends,” he added .

‘I think,’ I said, ‘they met her in Germany, or was it
Alsace?” He had been refilling hus glass eagerly, but sud-
denly he stopped and looked at me agape.

‘I'm afrad, there’s some mustake,” he exclaimed Tt must.
have been my first wife. Varvara Mitrofanna has never been
out of Paris - except Russia, of course — she came here from
Sebastopol via Marseilles.” He dratned his glass and began to
laugh, .

“That’s a good one,” he sard eyeing me curionsly. Have I
met you before? Do you know my first one personally?’

Ishook my head.

‘Then you're lucky, he cried ‘Dammed lucky. And your
werman friends have sent you upon 2 wild goose chase be-
cause you'll never find her” .

‘Why?” I asked getung more and more interested.

“Because soon after we separated, and thit was years ago, [
lost sight of her absolutely. Somebody saw her 1n Rome, and
somebody saw her m Sweden - but I'm not sure even of that.
She may be here, and she may be in hell.  don’t care’

‘And you could not suggest any way of finding her?’

‘None,’ he saxd

‘Mutual 2cquamtances?’ ,

‘They were her acquaintances, not mine,’ he answered
with a shudder.

‘You haven't got a photo of her or something?’

‘Look here,” he said, ‘what are you dnving at? Are the
police after her? Beause, you know, I shouldn’t be surpnsc‘d
if she turned out to be an mternational spy. Mata Han“
That's her type. Ob, absolutely, And then ... Well, she's



not a girl you can easily forget once she’s got into your
systern She sucked me dry, and in more ways than ane.
Money and soul, for mstance. I would have killed her ... i
ithad not been for Anatole.’

‘And who's that?’ I asked.

“*Anatole? Oh, that’s the executioner. The man with the
guillotine here. So you're not of the police, after all. No?
Well it’s your own business, I suppose But, really, she drove
me mad I met her, you know, in Ostende, that must have
been, let me see, 1n 1927 — she was tweaty theh, no, not even
twenty I knew she was another fellow’s mistress and all
that, but I did not care. Her 1dea of lifc was drinking cock-
tails, and eatng a large supper at four o'clock in the mom-
ing, and danang the shimmy or whatever it was called, and
inspecting brothels because that was fashionable among
Parisian snobs, and buying expensive clothes, and raising
hell in hatels when she thought the maid had stolen her
small change which she afterwards found 1n the bathroom.

Oh, and all the rest of 1t ~ you may find her in any cheap
nosel, she’s a type, a type And she loved mnvenung some
rare illness and going to some famous kurort, and .

‘Wait a bity I said. “That interests me. In June 1929, she
was alone in Blauberg®

“‘Exactly, but that was at the very end of our marriage.
‘We were living in Panis then, and soon after we separated,
and I warked for a year at a factory in Lyon. T was broke,
you see.’

‘Do you mean to say she met some man in Blauberg?”

‘No, that I don't know You see, I don’t think she really
went very far m deceiving me, not really, you know, not the
whole hog - at least I tned to think so, because there were
always lots of men around her, and she didn’t mind being
kissed by them, I suppose, but I should have gone mad, h:\d
Tlet myself brood over the matter. Once, T remember ...

“Pardon me, 1 interrupted again, ‘but are you qune sures
you never heard of an English friend of hers?”

‘English? I thought you said German No, 1 don’c *
There was 2 young American at Ste Maxime in .



heve, who almost swooned every time Ninka danced with
him - and, well, there may have been Englishmen at
Ostende and elsewhere, but really I pever hothered about
the pationality of her admurers.”

‘So you are quite, quite sure that you don’t know about
Blauberg and .. well, about what happened afterwards?

“No.’ ke saxd ‘I don't think that she was interested in any-
body there You see, she had one of her illness-phases at the
ume - and she used to eat only lemon-ice and cucumbers,
and talk of death and the Nirvana or something ~ she had a
weakness for Lhassa - you know what I mean...’

“What exactly was her name?’ I asked,

*Well, when I met her her name was Nina Toorovetz -
but whether - No, I think, you won't find her. As a matter
of fact, I often catch myself thinking that she has never
existed, I told Varvara Mierofanna about her, and she said
it was merely a bad dream after seeing a bad cinema film!
Oh, you are not going yet, are you? She'll be batk in 2
minute .’ He looked ar me and laughed (I think he had
had a little too much of that brandy).

‘Oh, I forget,’ he said ‘It 1s not my present wife that yout
want to find. And by the way,” he added, ‘my papers are in
perfect order I can show you my carte de travad, And if you
do find her, I should like 1o see her before she goes to prison.
Or perhaps better not.’

‘Well, thank you for our conversation,” 1 4aid, as we were,
rather too enthustastically, shaking hands - first 1n the roor,
then in the passage, then m the doorway

1 thank you,’ Pahl Pahlich cried “You see, I quite like
talking about her and I am sorry I did not keep any of her
photographs.’

I stood for a moment reflecting Had I pumped him
enough. . . Well, I could always see hum once more. . - »
Might there not be a chance photo 1n one of those Mustrated
papers with cars, furs, dogs, Riviera fashions? I asked about
that,

‘Perhaps.’ he answered, ‘perhaps She gor a prize once at2
fancy-dress ball, but I don't quite remember where it hap-
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pened. All towns seemed restaurants and dancing halls to
me*

He shook his head L b 1y, and
the door. Uncle Black and the child were sionly comng up
the stairs as T went down.

“Once upon a nme;” Uncle Black was saymg, ‘there was a
facing motorist who had a little squisrel; and one day ...

4
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My first impression was that I had got what I wanted - that
at least I knew who Sebastian’s mistress had been; but
presently I cooled down Could 1t have been she, that wind-
bag's first wife? 1 wondered as 2 taxi took me to my pext
address Was 1t really worthwhile following that plausible,
t00 plausible trail? Was not the image Pahl Pahlich had
conjured up a wifle too obvious? The whimsical wanton
thar rumns a foolish man’s hfe But was Sebastian foolish? I
called to mind his acute distaste for the obvious bad and the
obvious good, for ready-made forms of pleasure and hack-
neyed forms of distress A gutl of that type would have got
on his nerves immediately For what could her conversation
F-ve been, if mdeed she had managed to get acquainted
with that quier, w iable, ab: d Enghst at
the Beaumont Hotel? Surely, after the very first airing of her
notjons, he would have avoided her He used to say, [ know,
that fast girls had slow minds and that there could be noth-
ing duller than a pretty woman who hkes fun; even more:
that if you looked well at the prettiest girl while she was
exudmg the cream of the commonplace, you were sure to
find some mnure blemish m her beauty, conesponding 10
her habits of thought He would not mind perhaps having a
bite at the apple of sm because, apart from solecisms, he was
indifferent to the 1dea of sin; but he did mind apple-jelly:
potred and patentéd He might have forgiven a woman for
being a flirt, but he would never have stood a sham mystery-
He might have been amused by a hussy getting drunk on
beer, but be could not have tolerated a grande cocotte hint-
ing at a craving for bhang The more I thought of 11, the
less possible it scemed. ... At any rate, I ought not to bother
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about that girl until I had examined the two other possi~
res,
. Soit was with an cager step that I entered the very impos-

g house (in a very fashionable pare of the town) at which
my taxi had stopped The mad smd Madame was nat in
but, on seeing my disappointment, asked me to wait a
moment and then returned with the suggestion that af 1
Bked, T could 1alk to Madame yon Graun's friend, Madame
Lecerf. She turned ou ca be 2 small, slight, pale-faced young
Poman with smooth black hair I thought I had never seen
2 skin so evenly pale; her black dress was high at the neck,
nd she used a long black agarette holder.

So you would hike to see my friend?” she said, and there
*as, I thought, 2 delightful old-world suaviry 1n her crystal
lear French

Tintroduced myself.

'1;c5.’ she said, T saw your card. You are Russtan, aren't
Yyoup!

Thave come,’ 1 explamed. ‘on a very delicare errand, But
first tell e, am I right in assumng that Madame Graun1s a
fomparriot of mine?’

‘Mais oni, elle est tout ce quil y a de plus russe she
ahswered in her sofr nnkling vosce. ‘Her husband was Ger-
m“’:h buthe spoke Russian, 100, . ,

.’ I said, “the past tense 15 most welcome.
ou maydi:::u}i’tc ‘rank with me,” said Madame Lecert.
Trather like delicate errands’ |

Tam related.’ 1 went on, ‘to the English author, Scb.:zsnnn
Ruighr, who died two months ago; aud I am attempring to.
work put his biography Heheda close friend whom he met
ar Blaubery where he sayed in 1929 Lam trying to trace

her. This i 1 K

'Q;IZ;;: l;fs‘;:“;’;{:miu” she exclaimed “What 1 eurious
story. And what do you »ant her to tel] you?*

*Oh, anythung she pleases - But am I 1o understand

o you mean that Madime Graun is the pe ~
q“’:;:;n;nssibly.' she said, ‘though I don’c think 1 #



her mentioning that particular name. .., What did you say
it was?”

“Sebastian Knight"

‘No. Bur sull 1’5 quite possible. She always picks vp
friends ar the places where she stays I va sans die. she
added, “that you ought to speak to her personally Ob, I'm
sure you'll find her charming But whar a strange story,” she
repeated looking at me with a smile ‘Why must you write a
book about him, and how is it you don’t know the womaxg's
name?’

*Sebastian Knight was rather secrettve,’ I explained, ‘And
that lady’s letters which he kept . . Well, you see - he
wished them destroyed after hus death *

“That's ght,’ she said cheerfully, ‘I quite understand him.
By all means, burn Jove-letters, The past mahes noble fuel.
Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘NoJ Tsard “What I would like is to know when I can see
Madame Graun® .

‘Soon,’ stid Madame Lecerf. ‘She is not in Paris for the
moment, but I thik you might calt “again tomorrow
Yes, thatll be all night, I suppose She may even return”
tomight,”

Mght I ask you,’ T said, “to tell me more about her?”

‘Wcl'l. that's easy,’ sald Madame Lecerf. ‘She is quite 3
good SIger, t71gan songs, you know, that kind. She is extra:
ordmarily beauniful, Efle fast des passions 1 ke her awlully
and Lhave a room at thus flat whenever I say in Paris, Here
is her picrure, by the way.’

Slawly and notselessly she moved across the thick carpeted
drawing-room, and took large framed photograph which
was standing on the puano. I stared for a moment at an €%
quisite face half turned away from me The soft curve of the
cheek and the upward dart of the ghostly eyebrow were very
Russian, I thought There was a gleam on the lower eyeids
and a gleam on the full dark lips‘. The expression seemed 10
me a strange mixture of dreaminess and cunning

“Yes,' I said ‘yes .. 2 .

‘Why, is 1t she?” asked Madame Tecerf inquisitively.



“Te might be,” 1 replied, ‘and I am much looking forward
o meeting her.”

Tit try 1o find out myself, said Madame Lecerf with a
Charmxng air of conspiracy ‘Because, you see, I think writ-
ing a book abour people you know is so much more honest
than making a hash of them and then presenting it as your
own inventon!®

1 thanked her and made my adieux as the French have 1t.
Her hand was remarkably small, and as I madvertently
pressed it too hard, she winced, for there was a big sharp
ring on the middle finger It hurt me toa 2 hede.

“Tomorrow at the same time,’ she saxd and laughed gently.
A nice quiet, quietly moving person.

1 had learnt nothing as yet, but I felt T was proceeding
successfully Now 1t remained to set my mind at ease in
regard to Lydia Bohemsky When I called 2t the address I
had, I was told by the concierge that the lady had moved
some months ago. He said he thought she lived at a small
hotel across the street. There I was told that she had gone
three weeks ago and was hiving ac the other end of the town.
T asked my informant whether he thought she was Russtan
He said she was, ‘A handsome dark woman?’ I suggested,
using an old Sherlock Holmes smatagem ‘Exactly,’ ke re-
phed rather putting me off (the nght answer would have
been® Oh, no, she 1s an ugly blonde) Half an hour later, I
entered a gloomy-looking house not far from the Santé

prison My ning was answered by a fat elderly woman with
waved bright orange hair, purplish jowls and some dark
Huff aver her painted p.
“May I speak to Mademoiselle Lydia Bohemsky?* I said.

“‘Cest mos,’ she rephied with a ternfic Russian accent.

“Then I'll bring the things,’ I muttered and hurnedly left
the house I sometimes think that she may be sull standing
in the doorway. .

When pext day I called again ar Madame von Gr:
flat, the maid showed me inte another room - a * -
boudowr downg jts best to look charming: I had.”
noticed on the day before the intense warmth in



and as the weather outside was, though decidedly damp, yet
hardly what you would call chilly, this orgy of central heat-
ing seemed rather exaggerated I was hept waiting 4 long
time. There were several oldish French novels on the con-
sole; most of them by literary prizewinners, and a well
thumbed copy of Dr Axel Munthe's San Michele. A bunch
of carnations stood mn a self-conscious vase. There were a few
other fragile knick-knacks about - probably quite nice and
expensive, but T always have shared Sebastian’s almost
pathological dishke for anything made of glass or chna
Last but not least, there was a sham piece of polished furni-
ture, containmg, I felt, that horror of horrors: a radio set.
Sull, all things considered, Helene von Graun seemed tobe
a person of ‘taste and culture’ :

At last, the door opened and the Iady T had scen on the
previous day sidled in - I say sidled because she was trning
her head back and down, 2lking to what turned out to bea
frog-faced, wheezmng, black bulldog, which seemed reluctant
to waddle in

‘Remember my sapphire,’ she said giving me her hirtle cold
hand She sat down on the blue sofa and pulled up the heavy
bulldog ‘Viens, mon vrenx;” she panted, ‘viens. He is prning
away without Helene,’ she said when the beast was made
comfortable among the cushions, ‘It’s a shame, you Loow, I
thought she would be back this morning, but she rang up
from Dijon and smd she would not arrive dill Sacurday
(today was Tuesday) I'm dreadfully sorry I did not hnow
where to reach you, Are you very disappointed?” - and
she looked at me with her chin on her clasped hinds and
her sharp elbows 1 close-fitung velvet propped on her
knecs.

Well” T said, % you tell me something more about
Madame Graun, perhaps I may be consoled.”

I don’t know why, but the atmosphere of the place drove
mie somehow to affected speech and manner.

‘And what is more,” she said, bfting a sharp-nailed fingel
‘T'ai une petite surprise pour vous. But first we'll have te2
saw that I could not avond the farce of tea this time; fndeeds



the maid had already wheeled in 2 movable table with glit-
tering tea things.

. ‘Put it here, Jeanne,’ said Madame Lecerf. “Yes, that will
do’

‘Now you must tell me as exphatly as possible, said
Madame Lecerf, ‘fout ce que vous croyez rassonnable de
demander & une tasse de thé. I suspect you would like some
cream in it, if you have lived 1n England. You look English,
youknow.’

‘I prefer looking Russian,’ I said

‘Tm afraid I don't know any Russians, except Helene, of
course. These biscuits, I think, are rather amusmg*

‘And what 1s your surprise?’ I asked.

She had a funny manner of looking at you intently — not
into your eyes though, but at the lower part of your face, as
if you had got a crumb or something that ought to be wiped
off She was very hghty made up for a French woman, and
Ithought her transparent skin and dark harr quite atractive

‘AhT® she said ‘1 asked her something when she tele-
phoned, and -’ she stopped and seemed to enjoy my im-
patience,

‘And she rephied,’ I said, ‘that she had never heard the
name.”

‘No,’.satd Madame Lecerf, ‘she just laughed, but I know
that laugh of hers’

1 got up, I think, and walked up and down the room,

“Well; I said at length, ‘it 15 not exactly a laughing matter,
is 1t? Doesn’t she know that Sebastian Kmight 1s dead?’

Madame Lecerf closed her dark velvety eyes in a silent
‘Jes' and then looked ag2in ar my chn.

‘Have you seen her lately - I mean did you see her in
January when the news of his death was in the papers?
Wasn't she sorry?’

‘Look here, my dear friend, you are strangely naiv
Madame Lecerf. “There are many hinds of love and,”
Kkinds of sorrow Let us assume that Helene1s they
are seeking. But why ought we to assume thae -+ 7
enough to be upset by hus dying? Or perhaps *




him, but held special views about death which excluded
hysterics? What do we know of such matters? It's her per.
sonal affair She’ll tell you, I suppose, but until then it’s
hardly fair 1o msult het.’ ~

‘L did not 1nsult her,’ I cried ‘T am sorry if I sounded
unfair But do talk about her. How long have you known

her?”

‘Oh, I haven’t seen much of her these last years until this
one ~ she travels a lot, you know ~ but we used to go to the
same school - here m Paris, Her father was a Russin
pamter, I beheve. She was sull very young when she married
that fool * :

“What fool?’ I queried . :

‘Well, her hushand, of course. Most husbands are fools,
but that one was hors concours, It dida’t last long, happily.
Have one of mine.’ She handed me her lighter too The bull-
dog growled m 1ts sleep. She moved and curled up on the
sofa, making room for me. ‘You dont secm to know
;]nulch about women, do you?’ she asked, stroking her own

eel,

‘T'm only interested in one,’ I answered,

“And how old are you?* she went on. “Twenty-eight? Have
T guessed? No? Oh, well, then you're older than me But no
matter What was I telling you? ... I know a few things
about her - what she told me herself and what I have picked ™

up. The only man she really loved was a married man and
that was before her marriage, and she was a mere shp ofa
gurl then, mind you - and he got tired of her or something.

N She had a few affairs after that, but it didn’t much matter
really Un coeur de femme ne ressuscite jamais. Then there
was 'ODC story which she told me in full - it was rather asad
one.’

She laughed Her teeth were a little too large for her small

,pale mouth.

“You look as if my friend were your own sweetheatt, she
said teasingly ‘By the way, I wantéd to ask jou how did you
come to this address ~ I mean, what led you to look vp
Helene?’
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T 10l her about the four addresses I had obtuned in
Elauberg T mentioned the names.

‘That's superb,” she cried, ‘that’s what I call energy! Voyez
vous ¢a’ And you went to Berlin? She was a Jewess? Ador-
ablef And you have found the others too?”

‘Isaw one,’ I said, ‘and that was enough.”

Which?” she asked with a spasm of uncontrollable mirth.
‘Which? The Rechnoy woman?’

‘I_‘Io,’ Lsaid, ‘Her husband has married again, and she has

vanished.’
. You are charming, charming,' said Madame Lecerf, wip-
ing her eyes and rippling with new laughter ‘I can see you
¢rashing m and being confronted by an innocent couple Oh,
Lnever heard anything so funny Did Ius wife throw you
downstairs, or what?*

Let us drop the matter,” I said rather curtly I had had
enough of that girl's mernment She had, I am afraid, that
French sense of humour in connexion with connubial mat-
ters, which at another moment might have appealed to me
00; but just now I felt that the fippantly jndecent view she
took of my inquiry was somehow shghrng Sebastian’s
wemory, As this feeling deepened, I found myself thinking
all of a sudden that perhaps the whole thing was indecent
and that my clumsy efforts to hunt down a ghost had
swamped any idea that I might ever form of Sebastran’s last
love. Or would Sebastian have been nieckled at the grotesque
side of the quest T had undertaken for his sake? \Yo::ld the
biographee have found that special ‘Kmighuan twist’ ab?u[
it which would have fully compensated the blundering
biographer?

‘Please, forgive me,’
mine and looking at me fror
not be so touchy, you know.” .

She got up quickly and went to the mahogany affair in the
corner T looked at her thin githish back as she benr <
and I guessed what she was abolit toda.

“No, not that, for God’s sakel” [ cried.

Na2* she said, ‘I thought a fitde music might -

she said, putting her ice-cold hand on
m under her brows ‘You must



And generally create the right armosphere for our walk
No? Well, just as you like -

The bulldog shook himself and lay down again.

‘Thav’s nght,’ she sa1d 1n a coaxing-and-pouting voice.

“You were about to tell me,’ I reminded her.

“Yes,' she said sitnng down agan at my side and pulling
at the hem of her skirt, as she curled one leg under her. Yes.
You see, I don’t know who the man was, but I gathered he
was a difficult sort of man. She says she liked hus looks and
hrs hands and his manner of talking, and she thought 1t
would be rather good fun to have him make love to her -
because, you see, he looked so very intellectual, and it is
always entertaming to see that kind of refined, distant —
brainy fellow suddenly go on all fours and wag his tail
‘What's the matter now, cher Monsteur?”

“What on earth are you talking about?’ I cried. ‘When. ..«
‘When and where did it happen, that affair?”

‘Ah non mercy, 1e ne surs pas le calendrier de mon amie.
Vous ne voudriez pas' I didn’t bother about asking her dates
and names, and if she told me them herself, T have forgotten-
Now, please don’t ask me any more questions: I am telling

, + 4 what I know, and not what yow'd ke 1o know. I don't
think he was a relation of yours, because he was so unlhe
you - of course, as far as I can judge by what she told me
and by what I have seen of you. You are a nice eager boy -
and he, well, he was anything but nice ~ he got posiuvely
wicked when he found out that he was falling in love with
Helene Ok no, ke did not tum into a sentimental pup, 28
she had expected He told her bitterly that she was cheap
and vain, and then he kissed her to make sure that she w2
not a porcelam figure, Well, she wasnt And prcsemly he
found out that he could not live without her, and pmendy -
she found out thar she had had quite enough of hearitg,
him talk of his dreams, and the dreams in his drearas, and
the dreams in the dreams of his dreams. Mind you, T donot
condemn either. Perhaps both were right and perhaps
neither - but, you see, my friend was not quite the ordinary .
woman he thought she was - oh, she was something g\t
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different, and she knew a bit more about Life and death and
people than he thought he knew He was the kind of man, you
know, who thinks all modern books are trashy, and all mod-
em young people fools, merely because he 1s much too pre-
occupied with his own and 1deas to

those of others She says, you can’t imagme his tastes and his
whams, and the way he spoke of religion - 1t must have been
appalling, I suppose. And mmy friend, you knaw, 15, or rather
Was, very gay, trés vive, and all that, but she felt she was
getung old and sour whenever he arrived Because he never
stayed long with her, you know — he would come &
Pimproviste and plump down on 2 pouf with his hands on
the knob of 2 cane, withour taking off his gloves — and stare
gloomuly She got friendly with another man soon, who wor-
shipped her and was oh, much, much more attenuve and
kind and thoughtful than the man you wrongly suppose to
have been your brother (don’t scowl, please), but she did not
much care for either and she says 1t Was a scream to see the
way they were polite to each other when they met. She hked
travelling, but whencver she found some really nice place,
where she could forger her woubles and everything, there
he would blot out the landscape again, and sit down on the
terrace at her table, and say that she was vam and cheap,
and that he could not live without her Or else, he would
make a long speech 1n front of her triends - you know, des
feunes gens qui amment & rigoler — some long and obscure
speech about the form of an ashiray or the colour of ume -
and there he would be left on that chair all alone, smiling
Foolishly to himself, or counung his own pulse. 'm sorry 1f
he really turns out to be your relative because 1 don’t think
that she has retamed a particularly pleasant souvenir of
those days He became quite & pest at last, she says, and she
didn’t even let him touch her any more, because he would
have a fit o something when he got exated. One day, at last,
when she kncw he was going to arrtve by the mght train
atked a young man who would do anything to please

meet him and tell him that she did not want 1o sec 1.”

again, and that if he attermpted 1o se¢ her, he  *




garded by her friends as a troublesome stranger and dealt
with accordingly It was not very nice of her, I think, but she

supposed 1t would be better for um in the long run Andit .

worked He did not even send her any more of his usual en-
treating letters, which she never read, anyway No,no, really,
I don’t think 1t can be the man 1n question — if I (e'll youall
this it is merely because I want to give you a portrait of Hel-
ene - and not of her lovers. She was so full of hfe, so ready to
be sweet to everybody, so brimming with that vitalité joyeuse
qus est, darllenrs, tout-a-fat conforme & une phxlasop.hxe in-
née, & un sens quasi-religieux des phénoménes de la vie. And
what did itamount to? The men she liked proved dismal dis-
appointments, all women with a very few excep(ions.we.re
nothmg but cats, and she spent the best part of her life in
trymg to be happy in a world which did its best to break
her Well, you'll meet her and see for yourself whether the
world has succeeded ’

We were silent for quite a long time, Alas, I had no mor¢
doubts, though the preture of Sebastian was atrocious = but
then, too, I had got 1t second-hand.

“Yes,' T sard, I shall see her at all costs And this for 170
reasons Firstly, because I want to ask her a certain question
=~ one question only. And sccondly. ..

‘Yes?’ smd Madame Lecerf sipping her cold tea
‘Secondly?

“Secondly, ¥ am at a loss to imagine how such a woman
could attract my brother, so I want to see her with my 0¥B
eyes’

‘Do you mean to say,’ asked Madame Lecerf, “that 8
thik she is 2 dreadful, dangerous woman? Une femm¢
fatale? Because, you know, that’s pot so. She’s good as good
bread.’ .

‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘Not dreadful, not dangerous Clew:ﬂ- if
you like, and all that But .., No, I must see for myself. .

‘He who will Ive will see,’ said Madame Lecerf. No%
Jook here I've got a suggestion. I am going away wmof;"“:
T am afraid that if you drop in here on Saturday, He en-
may be in such a rush - she is always rushing, you knovw



that she'll put you off till next day, forgetung that pext day
she is commg for a week to my place i the country* so
you'll miss her again. In other words, I think that the best
thing would be for you to come down to my place, too Be-
cause then you are quite, quite sure to meet her So, what I
suggest is that you come Sunday mormng -~ and stay as long
as you choose. We've got four spare bedrooms, and I think
you'll be comfortable. And then, you know, if I talk to her
first a Inttle, she’ll be just tn the nght mood for a talk with
you Eh buen, étes-vous d'accord?”
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Very curious, I mused therc seemed to be a slight family
Iikeness berween Nina Rechnoy and Helene von Graun —or
at least between the two pictures which the husband of one
and the friend of the other had pamted for me. Between the
two there was not much to choose, Nina was shallow and
glamorous, Helene cunning and hard; both were flightyi
neither was much to my taste ~ nor should I have thought to
Sebastian's. I wondered 1f the two women had known each
other at Blauberg they would have gone rather well to-
gether - theoretically; 1n reality they would probably have
hissed and spat at each other. On the other hand, I could
now drop the Rechnoy clue altogether - and that was a great
‘xehef ‘What that French girl had told me about her friend’s
ver could hardly have been a coincidence Whatever the

zelings T expenenced at learning the way Sebastian had
been treated, I could not help being satisfied that my in-
quiry was nearing its end and that I was spared the impos-
sible task of unearthing Pahl Pahlich’s first wife, who for all
Tknew might be in julorin Log Angeles.

I'knew I was bemng given my last chance, and as I was
anxious to make sure I would get at Helene von Graun, |
made a tremendous effort and sent her a letter to her Paris
address, so that she might find it on her arrival It was qufe
short: I merely informed her that I was her friend’s guest af
Lescams and had aceepted this invitation with the sole object
of meeting her; T added that there was an important piect of
literary business which I wished to discuss with her. ThiS
last sentence was not very honest, but I thought it sounded
enucmg. T had not quite understood whether her friend b3
told her anything bout my desire to see her when she fel¢”
136 .



phoned from Dijon I was desperately afraid that on Sunday
Madame Lecerf might bandly inform me that Helene had
left for Nice instead. After posting that letter I felt that at
any rate I had done all in mypower to fix our rendezvous.

1 started 2t mine in the morning, so as to reach Lescaux
around noon as arranged I was already boarding the train
when I realized with a shock that on my way I would pass St
Damier where Sebastian had died and was buried Here I
had travelled one unforgettable night. But now I failed to
recognize anything: when the train stopped for a minure at
the httle St Damier platform, s nscription alone told me
that I had been there The place looked so simple and staid
and definite compared to the distorted dream impression
which kngered 1t my memory Or was 1t distorted now?

1 felt swrangely relieved when the train moved on: no
more was I treading the ghostly tracks 1 had followed two
months before The weather was fair and every ume the
rain stopped I seemed 10 hear the light uneven breathing of
spring, still barely visible but unquestionably present: “cold-
limbed ballet-girls waiting mn the wings’, as Sebastian put 1t
once

Madame Lecerf’s house was large and ramshackle A score
of unhealthy old trees represented the park. There were
fields on one side and a hill with a factory on the other.
Everythung about the place had a queer look of weanness,
and shabbmess, and dustiness, when later I learned that it
had only been built some thirty-odd years ago I felt sull
more surpnsed by its decrepitude AsI approached the main
entrance I met 2 man hastily scrunching down the gravel
walk hc stopped and shook hands with me-

é de vous itre;” he said, ing me up
with a melancholy glance, ‘my wife is expecting you Je suis
navré .. butlam nbhgtd 10 go to Paris (hns Sunday

He was a middle-aged rather co
with tited eyes and an automatic :mnleA \\c shook b
ONCe more.

‘Mon ami, yoult miss that train,’ came Madame *
crystal voice from the veranda, and he trotted off .




Today she wore a beige dress, her lips were brighily made
up but she had not dreamt of meddhng with her diaphanous
complexion. The sun gave a bluish sheen to her hair and
I found myself thinking that she was after all quite a pretry
young woman We wandered through two or three rooms
which looked as if the idea of a drawing-room had been
vaguely divided between them T had the impression that we
were quite alone in that unpleasant rambling house. She
picked up a shawl lymg on a green silk settee and drew 1t
about ber.

‘Isn’t it cold,’ she said “That’s one thing I hate in life, cold.
Feel my hands They are always like that exceptin summer.
Lunch will be ready in 2 minute. Sitdown.’

“When exactly 15 she coming?* T asked.

“Ecoutez.’ saxd Madame Lecerf, ‘can’t you forget her for a
mnute and talk about other things? Ce w'est pas trés poli,
vous savez Tell me something about yourself Where do you
live, and what do you do?’

“Will she be here in the afternoon?’

“Yes, yes, you obstinate man, Monsieur Pentété. She's sure
to come Don’t be so impatient. You know, women don’t
much care for men with an 1dée fixe. How did you like my .
husband?’

Isaid that he must be much older than she.

‘He is quite kind bur a dreadful bore,” she went on, laugh-
ing. ‘I sent him away on purpose ‘We've been married for
only a year, but it feels like a diamond wedding lready.
And T just hate this house, Don’t you?”

Isaid it seemed rather old-fashioned.

‘Oh, that’s not the nght term It looked brand new when
I first saw it But it has faded and crumbled away since. I
once told 2 doctor that all Aowers except pinks and daffodils
withered if { touched them - isn’t jt bizarre?”

‘And what did he say?*

‘He said he wasn’t a botanist There used to be a Persian
princess like me She blighted the Palace Gardens.”

An elderly and rather sullen maid looked in and nodded
to her mistress.



‘Comme along,” s2id Madame Lecerf. ‘Vous devez mourr de
farm, judging by your face.’

We collided in the doorway because she suddenly turned
back as I was following her. She clutched my shoulder and
her hair brushed my cheek. “You clumsy young man,’ she
said, 'l have forgotten my pills*

She found them and we went over the house in search of
the dining-room. We found 1t at last, It was a dismal place
with  bay window which had seemed to change 1ts mind at
the {ast moment and had made a half-hearted attempt to
Tevert to an ordinary state. Two people dnfted in silently,
through different doors One was an old lady, who, I gath-
eted, was a cousin of Monsieur Lecerf Her conversauon was
strictly himited to polite purrs when passing eatables The
other was a rather handsome man m plusfours with 2
solemn face and a queer grey streak i hus fair sparse hair.
He never uttered a single word dunng the whole lunch.
Madame Lecerf’s manner of miroducng consisted of a hur-
ried gesture which did not bother about names I nouced
that she ignored his presence at table ~ thar indeed he
scemed to sit apart The lunch was well cooked but haphaz-
ard The wine, however, was quite good.

After we had clattered through the first course the blond
gentleman It 2 aigarerte and wandered away, He came back
in a minute with an ashtray Madame Lecerf, who had been
engaged with her food, now looked at me and sard:

‘So you have travelled a good deal, lately? T have never
been to England you koow — somehow 1t never happened It
seems to be a dull place On doit s’y ennuyer Jollement, n'est-
ce-pas? And then the fogs .. And no music, no art of any
sort...., This 1s a special way of prepaning rabbut, I think you
will like 1t,”

‘By the way,’ I said, ‘1 forgot to tell you, I've wntten a
letter to your friend warning her [ would be down here and
+.. sort of reminding her to come.”

Madame Lecerf put down kmife and fosh She looked sur-
prised and annoyed “You haven't! she exclaimed

*Buy it can't do any harm, can 1, or do you think =



We finished the rabbit in silence. Chocolate cream fol-
Jowed The blond gentleman carefully folded his naphin,
inserted it into a zing, got up, bowed slightly to our hostess
and withdrew.

“We shall take our coffee in the green room,’ said Madame
Lecerf to the maid.

‘I am furious with you,’ she said as we sertled down. ‘I
think you have spotled it all*

“Why, what have I done?’ I asked,

She looked away Her small hard bosom heaved (Sebastian
once wrote that it happened only in books but here was
proof that he was mistaken) The blue vein on her pale
gihish neck seemed to throb (but of that ¥ am not sure). Her
lashes fluttered Yes, she was decidedly a pretty woman Did
she come from the Mids, I wondered From Arles perhaps.
But no, her accent was Parisian

‘Were you born in Paris?’ I asked ;

‘Thank you, she smd without looking, ‘that’s the first
question you've asked about me But that does not atone for
your blunder It was the silliest thing you could have done.
Perhaps, 1f I tried ... Excuse me, Il be back in a minute.

1 sat back and smoked Dust was swarming in a slanting
sunbeam, volutes of tobacco smoke joined it and rotated
sofrly, Insituatingly, as if they might form a live picture at
any moment Let me repeat here that I am loath to trouble
these pages with any kind of matter relating personally to
me; but T think 1t may amuse the reader (and who knows,
Sebastian’s ghost 100) 1 I say that for a moment I thought of
makmg love to that woman It was really very odd — at the
same time she got rather on my nerves - § mean the things
she said. T was losing my grip somehow. I shook myself
mentally as she returned . .

‘Now you've done it she said ‘Helene is not at home.”

‘Tant micux, 1 replied, ‘she’s probably on her way here,
and really you ought to und 1 how ternbly impauent
Lam tosee her.”

‘But why on carth did you have to write to her!’ Madame
Lecerf cried ‘You don’t even know her, And I had yrumiscd
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Jou she would be here today. What more could you wish?
And if you didn’t belicve me, if you wanted to control me ~
alors vous étes ridcule, cher Monsteur”

“Oh, look here;’ I said quite sincerely, ‘that never entered
my head. I only thought, well . . butter can’t spoil the por-
tidge, as we Russians say” .

‘I think I don’t much care for butter .  or Russians,’ she
said. What could I do? I glanced at her hand lymng near
mine. It was trembling slightly, her frock was flimsy - and a
queer little shiver not gxactly of cold passed down my spine.
Ought T to kiss that hand? Could 1 manage to achieve
courteousness without feeling rather a fool?

She sighed and stood up,

“Well, there’s nothing to be done about it. I'm afraid you
have put her off and 1f she does come ~ well, no matter, We
shall sec Would you bke to go over our domain? I think 3t
is warmer outside than i this miserable house ~ que dans
cette triste demeure.”

The ‘domain’ consisted of the garden and grove I had
already noticed. It was all very sull The black branches,
here and there studded with green, seemed to be Hstenng to
their own inner hfe, Something dreary and dull hung over
the place Earth had been dug out and heaped against 4
brick wall by 2 mystersous gardener who had gone and for-
gotten his rusty spade For some odd reason [ recailed 2
murder that had happened lately, a murderer who had
buried us victim m just such a garden as this

Madame Lecerf was silent; then she saxd~ “You must have
been very fond of your half-brother, :f you male such a fuss
about his past How did he die? Smade?’

‘O, no,’ [ smd, ‘he suffered from heart-disease.”

‘T thought you said he had shor himself. That would have
heen so much more romantic. I'll be disappointed in your
book if it all ends in bed. There are roses here 1 summer -
here, on that mud ~ but catch me spending the summer here
ever agamn.”

[ shall certainly never think of falsifying his Ife in any
way, I said.



“Oh, all right. I knew a man who published the letters of
his dead wife and distributed them among his friends. Why
do you suppose the biography of your brother will interest
people?” .

‘Haven't you ever read’ — I began, when suddenly a smart-
looking though rather mud-bespattered car stopped at the
gate

“Oh, bother,’ said Madame Lecerf.

‘Perhaps 1t's she,’ I exclaimed

A woman had scrambled out of the car right into a
puddle.

*Yes, it's she all right,’ sard Madame Lecerf Now you stay
where you are, please’

She ran down the path, waving her hand, and upon reach-
ing the newcomer, kissed her and led her to the left where
they both disappeared behind a clump of bushes I espied
them agamn a moment later when they bad skirted the gar-
den and were gong up the steps. They vanished into the
house Ihad really seen nothing of Helene von Graun except
her unfastened fur coat and bright-coloured scarf.

I found a stone bench and sat down. I was excited and

"« pleased with myself for having captured my prey at
last Somebody’s cane was lying on the bench and I poked
the rich brown earth. I had succeeded! Thus very night after
talking to her I would return to Paris, and. ... A thought
strange to the rest, a changelmg, a trembling oaf, shpped
in, mingling with the crowd. .. Would I return tomght?
How was 1t, that breathless phrase in that second-rate Mau-
passant story: ‘T have forgotten a book * But I was forgetting
mine too.

‘So that’s where you are,’ said Madame Lecerf's voice. T
thought perhaps you had gone home.

“Well, 1s everything all night?’

‘Far from 11’ she answered calinly ‘I have no idea what
you wsote, but she thoughe it referred to a film affair she’s
trying to arrange She says you've tntrapped her Now you'll
do what I tell you, You won’t speak to her today or tomorro¥
or the day after. But you'll stay here and be very nice to het-
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" And she has promised to tell me everything, and afterwards
perhaps you may talk to her, Is that a bargain?”
g_t‘s zeally awfully good of you to take all this trouble, I
said.

She sat down on the bench beside me, and as the bench
Wwas very short and I am rather ~ well - on the sturdy side -
her shoulder touched mune. T moistened my Lips with m:
tongue and scrawled lines on the ground with the stick T was
holdimg.

“What are you trying to draw?” she asked and then cleared
her throat.

‘My thought-waves,’ I answered foolishly.

"Once upon a time,” she said softly, ‘I kissed 2 may jusc
because he could write his name upside down*

The stick dropped from my hand ¥ stared at Madame
Lecerf. 1 stared at her smooth white brow, I saw her violer
dark eyelids, which she had lowered, posubly mistaking my
stire - saw a tiny pale buth-mark on the pale cheek, the
Aelieate wings of her nose, she pucker of her yoper Ky o she
bent her dark head, the dull whiteness of her throat, the
lacquered rose-ted nails of her thim fingers. She lifted her
face, her queer velvety eyes with that ris placed shghtly
higher than usual, looked at my lips.

Tgotup

‘What's the matter,’ she said, ‘what are you (hihking
about?’

1 shook my head. But she was nghr. T was thiuking
of something now — something that had to be solved, at
once.

“Why, are we going in?” she asked as we moved p the
path

Inodded.

“Bur she won't be down before another minute, you know,
Tell me why are you sulking?” .

1 think I stopped and stared at her again, this time at her
slim Kirtle figure m that buff, cose-fitung frock.

I moved on, brooding heavily, and the sun-dapp
scemed to frown back at me.



Vous wétes guére amiable,’ said Madame Lecerf,

There was a table and several chairs on the terrace. The
silent blond person whom I had seen at lunch was sitting
there examining the works of his watch As I sar down I
clumsily Jolted his elbow and he let drop a tiny screw.

‘Boga rads,’ he smd (don’t mention ir) as I apologized. ,

(Oh, he was Russian, was he? Good, that would help

me)

The lady stood with her back to us, humming gently, her
foot tapping the stone flags.

It was then that I rurned to my silent compatriot who was
ogling tus broken watch

‘Ah-oo-neigh na-sheky pah-ook,’ 1 said softly.

The lady’s hand flew up to the nape of ber neck, she
turnied on her heel

‘Shto? (what?) asked my slow-minded compatriot, glanc-
ing at me Then he looked at the lady, grmned uncomfort-
ably and fumbled with his watch,

‘J'as quelque chose dans le cou .. There’s something on
my neck, I feel 1t,” said Madame Lecerf,

‘As a matter of fact; I said, ‘T have just been telling this
Russian gentleman thar I thought there was a spider on your
neck Bur I was mistaken, it was a trick of light’

‘Shall we pur on the gramophone?“ she asked brightly.

‘I'm awfully sorry,’ I said, ‘but I think I must be going
home. Youll excuse me won't you?*

‘Mais vous étes fou, she cried, ‘you are mad, don’t you
want to see my friend?’

‘Another tme perhaps,” T said soothingly, ‘another nme.”

“Tell me;’ she said following me into the garden, ‘what i
the matter?’ )

‘It was very clever of you, I said, in our liberal grand
Russian Janguage, ‘it was very clever of you to make me
believe you were talking about your friend when all the me

- you were talking about yourself This litle hoax would have
gone on for quite a long time if fate had not pushed yout
elbow, and now you've spilled the curds and whey. Becaus¢
I happen to have met your former husband’s cousin, the on€
134



#ho could write upside down So I made a litrle test. And
whexn you subconsciously caught the Russian sentence I mut-
tered aside. ..." No, ¥ did not say a word of all this I just
bowed myself out of the garden. She will be sent a copy of
this ook and will understand.
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That question which I had wished to ask Nina remained
unuttered I'had wished to ask her whether she ever realized
that the wan-faced man, whose presence she had found so
tedious, was one of the most remarkable writers of his time.
What was the use of asking! Bogks mean nothing to a
woman of her kind, her own Life seems to her to contain the
thrlls of a hundred novels Had she been condemned to
spend a whole day shut up in a hbrary, she would have been
found dead about noon Iam quite sure that Sebastian never
alluded to his work 1n her presence it would have been like
discussing sunduals with a bat So let us leave that bat to
qurver and wheel i the deepening dusk: the clumsy mimic
~fa swallow, -

In those last and saddest years of his life Sebastian wrote
1€ Doubtful Asphodel, which is unquestionably his master-
plece Where and how did he write it? In the reading room
of the Brtish Museum (far from Mr Goodman’s vigilant
€eye) At a humble table deep in the corner of a Parisian
‘bistro’ (not of the kind that his mustress might patronize)
In a deck-charr under an orange parasol somewhere in
Cannes or Juan, when she and her gang had deserted him
for a spree elsewhere In the waiting room of an anonymous
station, between two heart attacks, In a hotel, to the clatter
of plates being washed in the yard. In many other places
which I can but vaguely conjecture. The theme of the book
is simple: a man s dymg* you feel him sinking throughout
the book; his thought and his memories pervade the whole
with greater or lesser disunction (like the swell and fall of
uneven breathing), now rolling up this image, now that,
letung it ride in the wind, or even tossing it out on the shore,
146



where it seems 1o move and live for 2 minute on its own and
Presendy is drawn back again by grey seas where it sinks or
18 strangely transfigured A man is dying, and he 1s the hero
of the tale; but whereas the lives of other people in the book
seem perfectly realistic (ot at least realisic n a Knightian
sense), the reader is kept 1gnorant as to who the dying man
s, and where his deathbed stands or floats, or whether 1t is
abed at all. The man is the book; the book itself is heaving
and dying, and drawimg up a ghostly hnee One thought-
mage, then another breaks upon the shores of consciousness,
and we follow the thing or the being that has been evoked:
stray remnants of a wrecked life, sluggish fancies which
crawl and then unfurl eyed wings. They are, these lives, but
dommentanies to the main subject. We follow the gentle old
chess player Schwarz, who sits down on a chair m a room in
a house, to teach an orphan boy the moves of the knight, we
meet the fat Boherman woman with that grey streak showing
in the fast colour of her cheaply dyed hair, we listen 10 2
pale wretch noisily denouncing the policy of oppression to
an attentive plainclothes man in an ill-famed public-house.
‘The lovely tall ptima donna steps in her haste into a puddle,
and her silver shoes are rumed An old man sobs and is
soothed by a sofr-lipped girl w2 mourning Professor Nuss-
baum, a Swiss scentist, shoots his young mistress and him-
self dead in a hotel room at half past three 1n the moming
They come and go, these and other people, opening and
shutting doots, hving as long as the way they follow is lit,
and are engulfed 1 turn by the waves of the dominant
theme a man 1s dymg He seems to mose an arm or turn
his head on what might be a pillow, and as he moves, this or
that life we have just been warching, fades or changes At

s p ity grows ious of wself, and then
we feel that we are passing down some mam artery of the
book ‘Now, when 1t was too late, and Life’s shops were
closed, he regretted not having bought a certain book he had
always wanted, never having gone through an earthquale,
a fire, a train accident; never having seen Tatsienlu in Tiber
or beard blue magpies chattering in Chinese willows;




having spoken to that errant schoolgirl with shameless eyes,
met one day in a lonely glade; not having laughed at the
poor little Joke of a shy ugly woman, when no one had
laughed 1n the room, having missed tramns, allusions, and
opportunities, not having handed the penny he had in his
pocket to that old street violinust playing to himself aemul-
ously on a certatn bleak day m a certain forgotten town”

Schastian Kmighe had always liked jugghng with themes,
making them clash or blending them cunmingly, making
them express that ludden meaning, which could only be
expressed in a succession of waves, as the music of a Chmese
buoy can be made to sound only by undulation, In The
Doubtful Asphodel, his method has attained perfection. It
is not the parts that matter, 1t 1s their combinations

There seems to be a method, too, in the author's way of
expressing the phystcal process of dying- the steps Jeading
into darkness, action bemng taken m turns by the brain, the
flesh, the lungs. First the brain follows up 2 certain hierarchy
of ideas - 1deas about death sham-clever thoughts scribbled
in the margin of a borrowed book (the episode of the philo-

" 1) ‘Auraction of death physical growth considered

oside down as the Jengtheming of a suspended drop; at last
falling 1nto nothing.’ Thoughts, poctical, religious: *.- the
swamp of rank materialism and the golden paradises of those
whom Dean Park calls the optimystics. .." ‘But the dying
man hnew that these were not real ideas, that only one half
of the notion of death can be said really to exist: this side of
the queston - the wrench, the parting, the quay of hfe
gently mowung away aflutter wath handherchiefs® ah! he
was already on the other side, if he could see the beach
receding; no, not quite - 1f he was sull thinking,’ (Thus, one
who has come to see a friend away may stay on deck too
late, but still not become a traveller.) )

Then, hittde by litde, the demons of physicxl sickness
smother with mountams of pan all kinds of thought, philo-
sophy, surmise, memories, hope, regret. We stumble and
crawl through hideous landscapes, nor do we mind where we
go - because it 1s all anguish and nothing but anguish. ‘The
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method is now reversed Instead of those thought-images
which radiated fainter and fainter, as we followed them
down blind alleys, it is now the slow assault of hosnible
uncouth visions drawing upon us and hemming us m  the
story of a tortured child; an exile’s account of life m the
el country whenee he fled; a meek lunatic with a black
eye; a farmer kicking his dog - lustily, wickedly. Then the
pain fades too “Now he was left 5o exhausted that he failed
t© be interested in death’ Thus ‘sweaty men snore in a
crowded third-class carnage; thus a schoolboy falls asleep
over his unfinished sum* ‘I am tired, tired . . a tyre rolling
and rolling by 1tself, now wobbling, now slowing down,
now....

This is the moment when a wave of Light suddenly floods
the book: %, as 1if somebody had flung open the door and
people in the room have started up, blinking, feversshiy pick-
ing up parcels” We feel that we are on the brink of some
absolute truth, dazzling in its splendour and at the same
time almost homely in its perfect simplicity By an mcredible
fear of suggestive wording, the author makes us beheve that
he knows the truth about death and that he is going to tell
it. In a moment or o, at the end of this sentence, in the
middle of the next, or perhaps a little further sull, we shall
learn something that will change all our concepts, as if we
discovered that by moving our arms in some simple, but
never yet attempted manner, we could fly “The hardest knot
is but 2 meanderiug striog, tough to the finger nails, but
really a matter of lazy and graceful loopings The eye undoes
it, while clumsy fingers bleed He (the dying man) was that
knot, and he would be unued at once, if he could manage to
see and follow the thread. And not only himself, everything
would be unravelled - everything that he might imagine

in our childish terms of space and time, both being nddles
invented by man as riddles, and thus coming back tous  the
boomerangs of nonsense ... Now he had caught something
real, which had pothing to do with any of the thoughts or
feelings, or experiences he might have bad in the ki
garten of hfe...."



The answer to all questions of life and death, ‘the abso-
lute solution’ was written 2ll over the world he had known!
it was like a traveller realizing that the wild country he sur-
veys 1s not an accidental assembly of natural phenomena,
but the page tn 2 book where these mountains and forests, |
and fields, and rivers are disposed 1n such a way as to forma
coherent sentence, the vowel of a lake fusing with the con-
sonant of a siilant slope, the windings of a road writing its
message 1n a round hand, as clear as that of one’s father;
trees conversing 1n dumb-show, making sense to one who has
learnt the gestures of their language . Thus the traveller
spells the landscape and 1ts sense 15 disclosed, and kkewise,
the inwcate pattern of human life turns out to be mono-
grammatic, fow quite clear to the inner eye disentangling
the mterwoven letters And the word, the meanng which
appears 1s astounding 1n 1ts simphaity  the greatest surprse
being perhaps that 1n the course of one’s earthly existence,
with one’s brain encompassed by an 1ron ring, by the close-
fiting dream of one’s own personality - one had not made by
fhancc that simple menral jerk, which would have set free
imprisoned thought and granted it the great understanding
Now the puzzle was solved, ‘And as the meanmg of all things
shone through their shapes, many 1deas and events which
}{ad seemed of the utmost 1mportance dwindled not to in-
significance, for nothing could be insignificant now, but to
fhe same size which other 1deas and events, once denied 20y
Importance, now attamed.” Thus, such shining giants of our
bram as scence, art or religion fell out of the famibar
scheme of their classification, and joning hands, were muxed
and joyfully levelled Thus, a cherry stone and its 1By
s}.ndow which lay on the painted wood of a tired bench, or 8
bit of torn paper, or any other such trifle out of millions and
mullions of trifles grew to a wonderful size. Remodelled and
re-combined, the world yielded its sense to the soul 23
naturally as both breathed,

And now we shall know what exactly it is; the word will
be uttered — and you, and I, and every one in the world will
slap himself on the forehead: What fools we have been! At
10



this last bend of his book the author seems to pause for a
iminute, as if he were pondering whether it were wise to let
(hc. truth out, He seems to lift his head and to leave the
dying man, whose thoughts he was following, and to turn
away and to think: Shall we follow him to the end? Shall we
whisper the word which will shatter the snug silence of our
brains? We shall, We have gone too far as 1t is, and the word
is being already formed, and will come out. And we turn
and bend again over a hazy bed, over a grey, floating form
~ lower and lower. ... But that minute of doubt was fatal;
the man is dead.

The man is dead and we do not know. The asphodel on
the other shore is as doubtful as ever. We hold a dead book
in our hands Or are we mistaken? T sometimes feel when I
turn the pages of Sebastian’s masterpiece that the ‘absolute
solution’ is there, somewhere, concealed in some passage I

. have read too hasuly, or that it is intertwimed with other
words whose familiar guise deceived me. I don’t know any
ather book that gives one this special sensation, and perhaps
this was the author's speaial intention.

Lrecall viidly the day when I saw The Doubtful Asphodel
announced n an Enghsh paper I had come across a copy of
that paper 1 the lobby of a hotel m Paris, where I was
waiting for a man whom my firm wanted wheedled into
setthng a certain deal. T am not good at wheedling, and
generally the business seemed to me less promising than it
seemed to my employers And as { sat there alone in the
lugubriously comfortable hall, and read the publisher’s ad-
v and Set ’s hand; black name in block
letters, I envied hus lot more acutely than I had ever envied
it before, 1 did not know where he was at the time, 1 had not
seen him for at least six years, nor did § know of his bemg
50 111 and so miserable On the contrary, that announcement
of his book seemed to me a token of happiness — and I
imagmed him standing m 2 warm cheerful room at some
club, with his hands 1 s pockets, his ears glowing, his
eyes monst and bright, a smile flutterng on his lips - and
the other people 1 the room standing round him, he®




glasses of port, and laughing at his jokes. Tt was a silly pic-
ture, but 1t kept shinng in its trembling pattern of white
shirtfronts and black dmner jackets and mellow-coloured
wine, and clear-cut faces, as one of those coloured photo-
graphs you see on the back of magazines, I decided to get
that book as soon as it was published, I always used to gethis -
books at once, but somehow I was particularly impaticnt to
get tus one Presently the person I was waiting for came
down He was an Enghshman, and fairly well-read As we
talbed for a few moments about ordinary things before
broaching the busmess n hand, I pointed casually to the
adserusement 1n the paper and asked whether he had read
any of Sebasuan Knight's books He said he had read one or
two — The Prismatic Something and Lost Property. L asked
him whether he had hiked them He said he had in a way,
bur the author seemed to him a terrible snob, intellectually,
at least Asked to explamn, he added that Knight seemed 10
him to be constantly playmng some game of bis own inven-
tion, without telling his partners 1ts rules. He said he pre-
ferred books that made one think, and Knight's books didn’t
- they left you puzzled and cross Then he talked of another
Living author, whom he thought so much better than Knight.
T took advantage of a pause to enter on our busmess con-
versation It did not prove as successful as my fim had
expected

The Doubtful Asphodel obtaned many reviews, and most
of them were long and quite flattering. But here and there
thc’ hunt kept recurring that the author was a tired author,
which seemed another way of saying that he was justan old
.bore Ieven caughe a fainr suggestion of commiseration, 25
if t'hey knew certamn sad dreary things about the author
whl.ch were not really i the book, but which permeﬂ!ed
their attitude towards 1t One critic even went as far as to 53y
that he read 1t ‘with mingled feelings, because 1t was a rather
unpleasant experience for the reader, 1o sit beside 2 deathbed
and never be quite sure whether the author was the doctof
or the patient’. Nearly all the reviews gave to understand
that the book was a little too long, and thar many passages



vwere obscure and obscurely aggravating, All praised Sebas-
tian Knight's ‘sincerity’ — whatever that was I wondered
what Sebastian thought of those reviews,

lent my copy to a friend who kept 1t several weeks with-
out reading it, and then lost 1t 1n a train I got another and
never lent it to anybody Yes, I think that of all his books
this is my favourite one T don't know whether 1t makes one
“think’, and Y don’t much care if 1t does nor 1 Iike 1t for its
own sake. I like 1ts manners And sometimes I tell myself
that it would not be inordimnately hard to translate it mnto
Russian.
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I have managed to reconstruct more or less the last year of
Sebasnan’s fe 1935 He died m the very beginning of 1936,
and as T look at this figure [ cannot help thinking that there
is an occult resemblance between a man and the date of his
death Sebastian Knight d 1936 ... This date to me seems
the reflection of that name n a pool of ripphng water. There
is something about the curves of the last three numerals
that recalls the smuous outlines of Sebastian’s personality.

I am trymg, as I have often tried m the course of this
book, to express an 1dea that might have appealed to him.....
1£ here and there T have not captured at least the shadow of
his thought, or 1f now and then unconscious cerebration has
not led me to take the nght turn in his private labyrinth,

~ then my book 15 a clumsy failure
The appearance of The Doubtful Asphodel in the spring ’

of 1935 comncrded with Sebastian’s last attempt to see Nina.
‘When he was told by one of her sleck-haired young ruffians
that she wished to be rid of him for ever, he returned to
London and stayed there for a couple of months, making 2
piuful effort to decewve sohitude by appearing in public as
much as he could A thm, mournful, and sdent figure, he
would be seen in thus place or that, wearing a scarf round his
neck even m the warmest dining-room, exasperating host-
esses by his absent-mindedness and his gentle refusal IO.bC
drawn out, wandering away in the middle of a party, or being
discovered in the nursery, engrossed in a jig-saw puzzle. One
day, near Charing Cross, Helen Prate saw Clare into a book-
shop, and a few seconds later, as she was continuing her wage
she ran into Sebasuan. He coloured shghtly as he shook
hands with Miss Pratt, and then accompanted her to the
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underground station She was thankfol he had not appeared
2 minute earher, and sull more thankful when he did not
trouble to allude to the past He told her mstead an elaborate
story about a couple of men who had atterepted to swindle
him at a game of poker the night before

‘Glad to have met you,' he said as they parted. T think I
shall get it here

‘Get what?” asked Miss Pratt

‘1 was on my way to he named the bookshop), but I sce
I can get what I want at this stall *

He went to concerts and plays, and drank hot milk 1n the
muddle of the mght at coffee stalls with taxi drivers, He 1s
said to have been three times to sce the same film — a per-
fectly msipid one called The Enchanted Garden A couple of
months after his death, and a few days after I had learnt
who Madame Lecerf really was, 1 discovered that film in a
French cinema where I sat through the performance, with
the sole intent of Jearming why 1t had attracted him so
Somewhere in the middle the story shifted to the Riviera,
and there was a ghmpse of bathers basking 1n the sun, Was
Nina among them? Was 1t her naked shoulder? T thought
that one gurl who glanced back at the camera looked rather
like her, but sun-oil and sun tan, and an eye-shade are much
too good ar disgmsing 2 passing face. He was very ill for a
week in August, but he refused to take to his bed as Doctor
Qates prescribed In Seprember, he went to see some people
in the country he was but very shghtly 2cquainted with
thern; and they had invited him out of mere paliteness, be-
cause he happened to have sud he bad seen the picture of
their house in the Prattler For a whole week he wandered
about a coldish house where all the other guests knew one
another intmately, and then one moming he walked ten
mules to the station and quictly travelled back to town, leav-
ing dinner jacket and sponge bag behind. In the beginning
of November, he had lunch with Sheldon at Sheldon's club
and was so taciturn that his friend wondered why he t -
come at all. Then comes a blank. Apparently he -
abroad, but I hardly believe that he had any deﬁnhlc'



about trying to meet Nina again, though perhaps some faint
hope of that kind was at the source of his restlessness.

I had spent most of the winter of 1935 in Marseilles, at-
tending to some of my firm's business. In the middle of
January 1936, I got a letter from Sebastian. Strangely
enough, it was written 1 Russian.

‘I am, as you see, 1n Paris, and presumably shall be stuck
[zasstrianoo] here for some time. If you can come, come; if
you can’t, I shall not be offended, but 1t might be perhaps
better if you came I am fed up [osskomina] with a number
of tortuous things and especially with the patterns of my
shed snake-skins [uypolziny] so that now I find a poetic solace
in the obvious and the ordinary which for some reason or
other I had overlooked mn the course of my life Ishould like
for example 10 ask you what you have been doing during all
these years, and to tell you about myself: I hope you have
done better than I Lately I have been seeing a good deal of
old Dr Starov, who treated maman {so Sebastian called my
mother] I met him by chance one might in the street, when
T was taking a forced rest on the running-board of some-

dy’s parked car He seemed to thunk that I had been

getating in Pans since maman’s death, and I have agreed
Ius version of my emgré existence, because [eeboh] any
explanation seemed to me far too complicated. Some day you
may come upon certain papers; you will burn them at once;
true, they have heard voices m Jone or two indeciphesable
.words Dot chetu?], but now they must suffer the stake I
kept them, and gave them night-lodgings [notchleg], because
it is safer to let such things sleep, lest, when killed, they
haunt us as ghosts One night, when I felt particularly mor-
tal, I signed their death warrant, and by it you will know
them I'had been staying at the same hotel as usual, but now
L have moved to a kind of sanatorium out of town, note the
address. This letter was begun almost a week ago, and up t0
the word “life” it had been destined {prednaznachalos 10
quite a different person Then somehow or other it turned
towards you, as a shy guest in a strange house will talk 3t
unusual length to the near relative with whom he came 10
o,



the party. So forgive me if I bore you [dokoochayoul, but
somehow I don’t much kike those bare branches and twigs
which I see from my window’

‘This letter upset me, of course, but 1t did not make me as
anxious as I should have been, had I known that since 1926
Sebasuan had been suffering from an incurable disease,
growing steadily worse during the last five years. I must
shamefully confess that my natural alarm was somewhat
subdued by the thought that Sebastian was very high-strung
and nervous and had always been inclined to undue pessi-
mism when his health was impasted 1 had, I repeat, not the
smallest inkhng of hus heart trouble, and so I managed to
convince myself that he was suffening from overwork. Sull,
he was 1ll and begging me to come 1n a tone that was novel
10 me He had never seemed to need my presence, but now
he was positively pleading for 1t. It moved me, and 1t puzzled
me, and 1 would certainly have jumped into the very first
train had I known the whole truth [ got the letter on Thurs-
day and at ofice resolved to go to Panis on Saturday, so as
to journcy back on Sunday mght, for I felt that my firm
would not expect me to take a holiday at the critical stage
of the business I was supposed to be looking after in
Marselles. I decided that instead of writing and explaining
I would send him a telegram Saturday morning, when
I should know whether, perhaps, I could take the earher
tram

And thar night I dreamt a singularly unpleasant dream.
1 dreamt I was sittmg 1o 2 large dim room which my dream
had hasuly furnished with odds anfl ends collected in dif-
ferent houses I vaguely knew, but with gaps or strange sub-
sututions, as for mstance that shelf which was at the same
time a dusty road Ihada hazy feeling that the room was 1n
a farmhouse Or a country Inn — a general impression of
wooden walls and planking We were expecting Sebasnan ~
he was due 1o come back from some long journcy I was
sitting on a crate or something, and my mother was also **
the room, and there were two more persons drinking .
the table round which we were seated —a man from ’



and his wife, both of whom Sebastian had never known, and
who had been placed there by the dream manager - just be-
cause anybody would do to fill the stage.
Our wait was uneasy, laden with obscure forebodings, and
I fele that they knew more than I, but I dreaded to inquire
why my mother worried so much about a muddy bicyde
which refused to be crammed 1nto the wardrobe: its doors
kept opening, There was the picture of a steamer on the wall,
and the waves on the picture moved lihe a procession of
caterpillars, and the steamer rocked and this 2nnoyed me -
unul I remembered that the hanging of such a picture was
an old and commonplace custom, when awasting a traveller's
return He might arnve at any moment, and the wooden
floor near the door had been sprinkled with sand, so that he
might not shp My mother wandered away with the muddy
spurs and stirrups she could not hide, and the vague couple
was qutetly abolished, for I was alone in the room, when 2
door opened 1 a gallery upstairs, and Sebastian appeared, -
slowly descending a nckety flight of stairs which came
-aight down 1nto the room His harr was tousled and he
. coatless he had, I understood, just been taking a nap
+ hus journey As he came down, pausing a little on every
.» with always the same foot ready to continue and with
his arm resung on the wooden handrail, my mother came
back agamn and helped him to get up when he stumbled and
shithered down on hus back He laughed as he came up to me,
but I felt that he was ashamed of something, His face was
pale and unshaven, bur 1t looked fairly cheerful. My mother,
with 2 slver cup in her hand, sat down on what proved to be
a stretcher, for she was presently carried away by two men
who slept on Saturdays 1n the house, as Sebastian told me
with a snule Suddenly I noticed that he wore a black glove
on his left hand, and that the fingers of that hand did not
move, and that he never used 1t — I was afraid horribly,
squeamishly, to the point of nausea, that he might inadver-
tently touch me with it, for I understood now that jt was 2
sham thing attached to the wrist — that he had been operated
upon, or had had some dreadful accident. I understood teo



s¢emed so uncanny, but though he perhaps noticed my shud-
der, he went on with his tea My mother came back for a
moment to fetch the thumble she had forgotten and quickly
went away, for the men were in a hurry Sebastian asked me
whether the manscurist had already come, as he was anxious
10 get ready for the banquet. I tried to distiss the subject,
because the idea of his maimed hand was nsufferable, but
presently I saw the whole room in terms of jagged finger-
nails, and a gul I had known (but she had strangely faded
now) arrived with her manicure case and sat down on a stool
in front of Sebastian He asked me not to look, but I could
not help looking I saw him undoing his black glove and
slowly pulling it off, and as it came off, 1t spilled 1ts only
contents - a number of tiny hands, like the front paws of a
mouse, mauve-pink and soft - lots of them - and they
dropped to the floor, and the girl in black went an her knees.
1 bent down to see what she was doing under the table and
1 saw that she was picking up the Little hands and putung
them mto a dish - I looked up and Sebastan had vanished,
and when I bent down agam, the girl had vanished too I felt
I could not stay in that room for a moment longer But as I
turned and groped for the latch 1 heard Sebasuan’s voice
behind me; 1t seemed to come from the darkest and remotest
corner of what was now an enormaous bam with gram trick-
Ing out of a punctured bag at my feet. I could not see hum
and was s0 eager to escape that the throbbing of my im-
pauence seemed to drown the words he said. I knew he was
calling me and saymg something very umportant - and
P g to tell me h more 1mp sull, if only
I came 1o the corner where he sat or lay, trapped by the
heavy sacks that had fallen across his legs Imosved, and then
tus voice came in one last loud insistent appeal, and a phrase
which made no sense when I brought 1t out of my dream,
then, 1n the dream itself, rang out laden with such ;\bsol}xw-
moment, with such an unfailing intent to solve for
monstrous riddle, that I would have run to Sebastan, -
all, had I not been half out of my dream already. o

why his app and the whole here of his arrival




1 know that the common pebble you find in your fist after
having thrust your arm shoulder deep into water, where a
jewel seemed to gleam on pale sand, is really the coveted
gem though 1t looks like 2 pebble as it dries 1 the sun of
everyday Therefore I felt that the nonsensical sentence
which sang 1n my head as T awoke was really the garbled
translation of a stnkmg disclosure, and as I lay on my back
hstening to the famrhar sounds 1n the street and to the inane
musical hash of the wireless bnghrening somebody's early
breakfast 1 the room above my head, the prickly cold of
some dreadful apprehension produced an almost physical
shudder 1 me and I decrded to send a wire telling S¢bastian
I was comng that very day Owing to some 1diotic piece of
commonsense (which otherwise was never my forte), I
thought I'd better find out at the Marseilles branch of my
office whether my presence might be spared. I discovered
that not only it might not, but that 1t was doubtful whether
I could absent myself at all for the weekend. That Friday 1
came home very late after a harassing day. There was a tele-
gram waiting for me smce noon ~ but so strange is the
sovereignty of daily plantudes over the delicate revelations

T a dream that I had quite forgotten jts earnest whisper,
and was simply expecting some business news as I burst the
telegram open,

‘Bevastian’s state hopeless come immediately Starov.’ It
was worded in French, the ‘¢ in Scbastian’s name was 2
transcripuon of 1ts Russian spelling; for some reason un-
known, I went to the bathroom and stood there for a mo-
ment io front of the looking-glass. Then I snatched my
hat and ran downstairs. The time was a quarter to twelve
when I reached the station, and there was a train at 002,
arriving at Pans about half past two pm. on the following

ay.

Then I discovered that T had not enough cash about me to
affard a second-class ticket, and for a minute I debated with
myself the question whether generally 1t would not be better
to go back for some more and fly to Paris as soon as I
could get a plane. But the train’s near presence proved



too tempting. 1 took the cheapest opportunity, as 1
ustally do 1n life And no sooner had the tram moved
than T reahzed with a shock that I had left Sebastian’s
letter 1 my desk and did not remember the address he had
given.



20

The crowded compartment was dark, stuffy, and full of legs.
Raindrops trickled down the panes they did not wickle
straight but 1 a jerky, dubious, zig-zag course, pausing
every now and then The violet-blue night-lamp was reflected
in the black glass The tram rocked and groaned as it rushed
through the night What on earth was the name of that
sanatortum? It began with an ‘M. Tt began with an ‘M. It
beganwithan . the wheels got muxed up in their repetitive
rush and then found therr rhythm agam Of course, I would
obtain the address from Doctor Starov, Ring him up from
the station as soon as I arnved Somebody’s heavily-booted
dream tried to get in between my shins and then was slowly
withdrawn What had Sebastian meant by ‘the usual hotel?
1 could not recall any special place m Paris where he had
stayed Yes, Starov would know where he was Mar.. Man

. Mat .. Would I get there m nme? My neighbour's hip
pushed at mine, as he switched from one kind of snore t0
another, sadder one, Would I arnive in time to find him alive
... arrive .. alise ... ammve ... He had something to tell
me, something of boundless importance The dark, rocking
comp chock-full of sprawling ics, seemed t0
me 2 section of the dream I had had, What would he tell me
before he dred? The rain spac and tinkled against the glass
and a ghost-like snowflake settled in one corner and melted
away Somebody mn front of me slowly came to life; rustled
paper and munched 1n the dark, and then Iit a cigarette, and
its round glow stared at me like a Cyclopcan eye. I must, 1
must get there in ume. Why had I not dashed 1o the aero-
dromne as soon as I got that letter? 1 would have been with
Sebastian by now! What was the illness he was dying of?
.




Cancer? Angina pectoris — hke his mother? As 1t happens
with many people who do not trouble about rehigion in the
ordinary trend of life, I hasuly nvented a soft, warm, tear-
misty God, and whispered an nformal prayer Let me get
there in tme, let him hold out ull I come, let him tell me
hus seeret, Now 1t was all snow  the glass had grown a grey
beard. The man who had munched and smoked was asleep
again, Could I try and stretch out my legs, and put my feet
up on something? 1 groped with my burnmng toes, but the
night was all bone and flesh I yearned n vamn for a wooden
something under my ankles and calves Mar ..Matamar,,,
Mar .. How far was that place from Paris? Doctor Starny,
Alexander Alexandrovich Starov. ‘The train clattered over
the points, Tepeating those x’s Some unknown statiun, As
the train stopped votces came from the next compartment,
somebody was telhng an endless tale There was alws the
shifung sound of doors being moved aside, and some manns
ful traveller drew our door open 100, and saw 1t was Tiope leag,
Hopeless Etat désespéré 1 must get there m time How lnnig
that train stopped at stations! My right hand nei;ghlnu;
sighed and tried to wipe the window pane, but it remained
misty with a faint yellowish light glmmering through,
tramm moved on agamn. My spme ached, my bones werg
leaden I tried to shut my eyes and to doze, hut my eyl
were lined with floating destgns — and a tny bundle of Fiyhe,
rather like an infusoria, swam across, starting again from the
same corner I seemed to recognize in 3t the thape of the
statton lamp which had passed by long ago Then erdomry
appeared, and 2 pink face with a large gazellr ¢ye elimly
turned towards me - and then a basket of flawers, a1, of,0n
Sebasuan's unshaven chin I could not stang 1f,,¢ egtinat
pamntbox any longer, and with endless, cautious 11,4770 yv-
ring, rescmbling the steps of some !>all:: danges 4fied 15
slow moton, 1 got out into the corridor. It was biphay £2
and cold. For a ume 1 smoked and then stagyerad ¢/ wars
the end of the carmage, and fﬂaycd 10T @ Margepy e *
filthy roanng hole mn the ram’s bot:om. a{xd Bagyern Lo
and smoked another agarette. Never in my 10, gaig®



wanted 2 thing as fiercely as I wanted to find Sebastian alive
— to bend over him and catch the words he would say His
last book, my recent dream, the mysteriousness of his Ietter
- all made me firmly believe that some extraordinary revela-
tion would come from his ips If I found them sull moving.
1f 1 were not too late There was 2 map on the panel between
the windows, but it had nothing 1o do with the course of my
journey. My face was darkly reflected in the window pane.
Il est dangereux .. E percoloso ... a soldier with red eyes
brushed past me and for some seconds a horrible tingle re-
mamned 1n my hand, because 1t had touched his sleeve.
craved for a wash I longed to wash the coarse world away
and appear 1 a cold aura of punty before Sebasuan. He had
done with mortality now and I could not offend his nostrils |
with 1ts reek Oh, I would find him ahve. Starov would not
have worded hus telegram that way, had he been sure that
would be late The telegram had come at noon The tele-
gram, my God, had come at noon! Sixteen hours had already
passed, and when might I reach Mar . Mat ... Ram ...
Rat  No, not ‘R’ - 1t began with an ‘M’ For a moment I

~w the dum shape of the name, but it faded before I could

+ -p it. And there mght be another setback: money. I
should dash from the station to my office and get some at
once. The office was quite near. The bank was farther Did
anybody of my numerous friends live near the stauon? No,
they all hived 1 Passy or around the Porte St Cloud — the
two Russian quarters of Pans I squashed my third cigarette
and looked for a less crowded compartment. There was,
thank God, no luggage to keep me in the one [ had left. But
the carriage was crammed and 1 was much too sick in mind
10 go down the tran. I am not even sure whether the com-
partment mto which I groped, was another or the old one:
it was just as full of knees and feet and elbows — though per-
haps the air was a little less cheesy. Why had I never visited
Sebastian in London? He had invited me once or twice. Why
had T kept away from him so stubbornly, when he was the
man 1 admired most of 2ll men? Those bloody asses who
sneered at his genius. ... There was, in pamcul:u, one old
' t



fool whose skinny neck I longed to wring — ferociously. Ah,
that bulky monster rolting on my left was 2 woman; eau-de-
Cologne and sweat struggling for ascendancy, the former
losing Not a simgle soul in that carriage knew who Sebastian
Kmight was. That chapter out of Lost Property so poorly
translated i Cadran, Or was it La Ve Lattérawre? Or was I
200 late, too late ~ was Sebastian dead already, while I sat on.
this accursed bench with a derisive bit of thin leather pad-
ding which could not deceive my aching buttocks? Faster,
pleasc faster] Why do you dunk 1t worth stopping at this
station? and why stop so long? Move, move on, So - that's
better,

Very gradually the darkness faded to a greyish dimness,
and a snow-covered world became faintly perceptible through
the window. T felt dreadfully cold 1 my thin raincoat. The
faces of my travelling compantons became visible as if layers
of webs and dust were slowly brushed away. The woman
nexr 1o me had a thermos flash of coffee and she handled it
with a kind of maternal love I felt sticky all over and ex.
cruciaungly unshaven I think that if my bristly check had
come into contact with satin, 1 s}:c.uld have fainted. There
was a flesh-coloured cloud among the drab ones, and a dull
pink flushed the patches of thawing snow in the tragic lone-
Tiness of byrren fields A road drew out and ghded for a

minute along the train, and just before 1t turneq away a man
on a hicycle wobbled among snow and slush and puddles.
Where was he going? Who was hep Nobody will ever
know

1 think I must have dozed for an hour or 60 - or a9 Jeast 1
managed to heep my wner viston dark, My ompanions were
talking and eaung when I opened my eyes and | suddenly
felt so sick that I scrambled out and sat on a strapontin for
the rest of the journey, my mind as blank as the wrerched
morning. .The tram, 1 learnr, was very lare, oning to the
night blizzard or something, s0 it was only ar 3 quareer to
four 15 the afternoon thar we reached Paris My teorh, chat-
tered as I walked down the platform and for an iy, 11 °
= foolish tmpulse to spend the two or three qun“: =



my pocket on some strong liquor. But I went to the tele-
phone nstead I thumbed the soft greasy book, looking for
Dr Starov’s number and trying not to think that presently I
should know whether Sebastian was still ale. Srarkaus,
cutrs, peauv, Starley, jongleur, humoriste; Starov ... ah,
there 1t was Jasmin 61-93. I performed some dreadful mani-
pulavons and forgot the number in the middle, and
struggled again with the book, and redralled, and listened
for a while to an ominous buzzing. I sat for a minute quite
still somebody threw the door open and with an angry
muttering retreated Agam the dial turned and clicked back,
five, s1x, seven umes, and again there was that nasal drone;
donne, donne, donne, . . Why was I so unlucky? ‘Have you
fimshed?* asked the same person - a cross old man with a
bulldog face My nerves were on edge and I quarrelled with
that nasty old fellow Fortunately a neighbouring booth was
free by now, he stammed himself in I went on trying At last
Isucceeded A woman's voice replied that the doctor was out,
but could be reached at half past five - she gave me the pum-
ber When I got to my office I could not help notiang that
ny arrnval provoked a certamn surpnise I showed the telegram
had got to my chief and he was less sympathenc than one
wight have reasonably expected. He asked me some awk-
ward questions about the business in Marseilles. Finally I
ot the money I wanted and paid the taxi which [ had left
at the door. It was twenty minutes to five by then so that I
had almost an hour before me.

I went to have a shave and then ate a hurried breakfast.
At twenty past five I rang up the number I+had been given,
and was told that the doctor had gone home and would be
back i a quarter of an hour, I was 100 impatient to wait and
dialled his home number. The female vorce 1 already knew
answered that he had just left. I leant against the wall {the
booth was 1n a café this time) and knocked at 1t with my
penail. Would I never get to Sebastian? Who were those idle
idiots who wrote on the wall ‘Death to the Jews’ or ‘Vive e
front populaire’, or left obscene drawings? Some anonymous
artist had begun blacking squares - a chess board, ein
166



Schachbrett, un damier, ... There was a flash in my brain
nd the word sevtled on my tongue: St Damier! Y rushed out
and hailed a passing raxicab Would he takeme toSt Damuer,
wherever the place was? He leisurely unfolded a map and
studied it for some time. Then he replied that it would take
o hours at least to get there — seeing the condition of the
road, T asked him whether be thought T bad better go by
train. He did not know.

“Wel), try and go fast, I said, and knocked my hat off as I
plunged into the car.

We were a long tume getting out of Paris Every kind of
known obstacle was put in our way, and I think I have never
hated anything so much as I did 2 certam policeman’s arm
at one of the crossroads At last we wriggled out of the traffic
jam into a long dark avenue Bur sull we did not go fast
enough. I pushed the glass open and 1mplored the chauffeur
to icrease his speed. He answered that the road was far too
slippery — as 1t was we badly skadded once or twice. After an
hour’s drive he stopped and asked his way of a policeman on
a bicycle They both pored at length over the policeman's
map, and then the chauffeur drew his own out, and they

compared both. We had taken a wrong turning somewhere
and now had to go back for at least a couple of miles I
tapped again on the pane: the taxi was positively crawling
He shook his head without as much as turping round. I
looked at my watch, it was neating seven o'clock. We stopped
at a filing-station and the dnver had a confidental wlk
with the garage man. I could not guess where we were, but
as the road now ran along a vast expanse of fields, I hoped
that we were getting bearer my goal Ram swept and swished
against the window-panes and when I pleaded once mote
with the driver for a little acceleration, he lost hus remper
and was volubly rude. T felt helpless and numb as I sank
back 1 my seat. Lighted windows blurredly pzsl‘fd ‘;YI
Would 1 ever get to Schastian? Would I find him alive 1

did ever reach St Damter? Once ot twice we were overtaken
by other ears and I drew my driver’s attention (0 thefr specd.
He did not answer, but suddenly stopped and with 2 viof



gesture unfolded his ridiculous map. I inquired whether he
had lost his way agam. He kept silent but the expression of
Tus fat neck was victous We drove on. I nouced with savss-
faction that he was going much faster now. We passed under
a railway bridge and drew up at a station. As I was wonder-
1ng whether 1t was St Damier at last, the driver got our of
his seat and wrenched open the door. ‘Well,’ I asked, “what's
the matter now?’

“You shall go by train after all; said the driver, T'm not
willing to smash my car for your sake. This is the St Damier
hne, and you're lucky to have been brought here.”

T'was even luckter than he thought for there was a train in
a few minutes The station guard swore I would be at 5t
Damier by mine That last phase of my journey was the
darkest. I was alone i the carnage and a queer torpor had
seized me 1 spite of my impanence, I was terribly afraxd
lest T might fall asleep and miss the station. The train
stopped often and 1t was every time 2 sickenung task to find
and decipher the station’s name At one stage I expérienced

the hideous feehing thar I bad just been jerked awake after
+, heavly for an unknown length of tme — and when 1
-ked at my watch 1t was a quarter past nine. Had I missed
¢ T was half mchned to use the alarm signal, but then I
felt the tramn was slowmng down, and as I leant out of the
window, I espied a Lighted sign floating past and stopping:
St Darmser
A quarter of an hour's stumble through dark lanes and
what seemed by 1ts sough to be a pme wood, brought me to
the St Damter hospital I heard a shuffling and wheezing
behind the door and a fat old man clad in a thick grey
sweater mstead of a coat and n worn felt slippers let me in.
1 entered a kind of office dimly lit by a weak bare electric
lamp, which seemed coated with dust on one side, The man
laoked at me blinking, hs bloated face ghstcning with the
slime of sleep, and for some odd reason I spoke at firstin 2
whisper

‘I have come,’ I said, ‘to see Monsieur Sebaspan Knight, *

K.n,i, g, ¢ Knight. Night”
KR




He grunted and sat down heavily at a writng desk under
the hanging lamp

“Too late for visitors,’ he mumbled as if ralking to himself,

‘T got a wire; I said, “my brother is very ill' - and a5 |
spohe I felt I was trying to imply that there was noy the
shade of a doubr of Sebastian sull being alive.

“What was the name?" he asked with a sigh.

‘Knight,’ I said. Tt begins with a “K”. Tt is an Englich
name’

‘Foreign names ought to be always replaced by numbers,’
muttered the man, ‘it would sumplify matters There was a
pauent who died last might, and he had a name, ...

I was struck by the hornble thought that he mighy be
referring to Sebastian. . .. Was I too late after all?

‘Do you mean to say. .. * I began, but he shook his head
and turned the pages of a ledger on hus desk.
~ ‘No,’ he growled, ‘the English Monsieur is not deaq, K,

<KL’

‘K,n,1,g. .'Ibegan once agam

‘C’est bon, Cest bon,” he nterrupted, K, n, K, g...n ..,
I'm not an idiot, you know Number thirty-six.”

He rang the bell and sank back n his armchair with
yawn 1 paced up and down the room m a tremor of uncon-
trollable tmpauence. At Jast a nurse entered and the night.
porter pointed at me.

“Number thirty-six,’ he sard to the nurse,

I folloned her down a white passage and up a short ﬁight
of stairs “How 1s he?” I could not help asking.

I don’t know,’ she s1ud and led me to a second nurse whe
was sitting at the end of another white passage, the axact
copy of the first, and reading a. book‘ ata httle table.

‘A wisttor for number thutysix,’ said my guide and
shipped away- .

‘But the Englsh Monsieur is asleep’ said the nufse, a
round-faced young woman, with a very small and very shany
nose
“Is he better?” I asked. “You see, ' his brother, and § .

a telegram. ..’



‘I think he’s a little better,” said the nurse with a smile,
which was to me the loveliest smile I could have ever
imagied

‘He had a very, very bad heart attack yesterday morning.
Now he s aslcep

‘Look here,’ I said, handing her a ten or twenty franc
coin ‘I'll come tomorrow again, but I'd like to go into his
room and watt for a minute there’

‘Oh, but you shouldnt wake him, she said, smiling
again

‘I shan’t wake him 1 shall just sit near him and stay only
aminute’

“Well, I don’t know,’ she said. “You raight, of course, peep
in here, but you must e very careful* :

She led me to the door, number thirty-six, and we entered
2 uny room or closet with a couch, she pushed shghtly an
inner door which was standing ajar and I peered for a
moment 1nto a dark room At first I could only hear my
heart thumping, but then 1 d d a quick soft breathing.
I suamed my eyes, there was a screen or something half
round the bed, and anyway it would have been too dark to

nguish Sebasuan,

‘There,’ whispered the nurse. ‘I shall leave the door open
an inch and you may sit here, on this couch, for a2 minute.”

She_hr a small blue-shaded lamp and left me alone. I had
2 stupid impulse to draw my cigarette case out of my pocket.
My hands stll shook, but I felt happy He was alive. He was
p?accfully asleep So 1t was lus heart - was 1t? — that had let
him down . The same as his mother. He was better, there
was hope I would get all the heart specialists in the world
10 have him saved His presence in the next room, the faint
sound of breathing, gave me a sense of secunty, of peace, of
wonderful relaxation. And as I sat there and listened, and
clasped my hands, I thought of all the years that had passed,
of our short, rare meetings and I knew that now, as soon as
he could Listen to me, I should tell him that whether he
Iiked 1t or not I would never be far from him any more. The
strange dream [ had had, the beltef in some momentous




truth ke would Empart © oe before dring - now seemed
vague, abstract, as if it kad bcmé:m_r:::d in some warm
flow of simpler, more hmsnas eretion, In the wave of love I
felt for the man who was slerpinz bevond that half-opened
door. How had we maraged t drift apart? Why had |
always been so silly and sullen, and shy during our short
interviews in Paris? [ wonld g away presently and spend the
night in the hotel, or perhaps they could give me a room at
the hospital - just uatil I cou'd see him? For 2 moment it
seemed to me thar the fame thythm of the sleeper’s breath
had been suspended, that he had awzked and made a light
damping sound, before sinking agzin into sleep: now the
rhythm continued, so low that 1 could hardly disungush ¢
from ray own breath, 2s I sat and listened. Oh, T would tell
him thousands of things - I would talk to bim about The
Prismatic Bezel and Success, and The Funny Mountain, anq
Albanos 1n Black, and The Back of the Moon, and Lost Prop.
erty, and The Doubtful Asphodel —all these books that 1
Lnew as well as 1f I had written them myself. And he would
talk, 100 How hittle T knew of hus life] But now I was lears,
ing something every instant. That door standing slightly apr
was the best hink imaginable. That gende breathing was ref;.
ing me more of Sebastian than 1 had ever known before 16y
could have smoked, my happiness would have been perfegy.
A spring clanked in the couch as T shifted my posiion
slightly, and 1 was afraid that it might hasve disturbed yy
sleep Butno- the soft sound was there, following a thin twait
which seemed to skart time itself, now dippieginto a holloy,
now appearing again — steadily travelling across 2 landsmP;
formed of the symbols of silence - darkness, and Curtam,
and a glow of blue light at my elbow,
Presently I got up and tiptoed out into the corridor,
‘I hope,’ the nurse said, ‘you did not disturb him? g i
good that he sleeps.” .
“Tell me;’ I asked, ‘when docs Doctor Starovwame>*
“Doctor who?” she said. ‘Oh, the Russi

le docteur Gunet qus le sorgne. You'll ©
row morning.’
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INVITATION TO A BEHEADING

“Cincinnatus 13 a political prisoner condemned, in the opening
sentence of the book, to death for no crime that one can make
out but simply because he 15 2 man, v %&% hout his im-
prisonment, which lasts the length ofithe bobk, ReTighs his fear,
reviews his former life, and watches tHe scene of his cell turned
1mto 3 stage round which strut the puppet figures of the director
of the prison, the warder, Marthe, the wife of Cincinnatus,
Emmue, the daughter of the director, and others. . .. Mr Nabokov
shows i his use of words an inventive mastery that keeps them
always alive’ - The Tsmes Laterary Supplement

‘Excellently wnitten and there 15 talent stamped all over it' ~
Maurce Richardson 1n the New Statesman

LAUGHTER IN THE DARK

The author of Lolita outlines the plot of this early novel of his
1n 1ts first sentences 'Once upon a time there Lived 1n Berlin,
Germany, a2 man called Albinus He was rich, respectable, happy;
one day he abandoned his wife for the sake of a youthful mus-
tress, he loved. was not loved, and his life ended in disaster.”
A well-nigh medieval eruelty inspires this story which de-
velops at are of The D, Never-
theless the reader 15, a3 1t were, hypnotized by the author’s
narrative virtuosity
The wriung - the author’s translation of his original Russian —
1s as superb as always’ ~ Phalip Toynbee 1 the Observer
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