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1. Providence

Anita Brookners

Her main preoccupation was whe-
ther Maurice would ask her to go
with him to France. She would be use-
ful, she knew, could do all the boring
things, while he got on with driving the
car and getting from one place to an-
other and being inspired by what he
saw. French, after all, was her mother
tongue; she could save him a lot of time
and trouble. But how to suggest this?
The suggestion must surely come from
him, and he was still bent over his
maps, his hand blindly reaching for the
cup of coffee she had poured for him. It
seemed as if he could take the cathe-
drals of France without any human
company to dilute them. She felt hum-
bled by the comparison between them,
as always; he was finer, larger, better
than she was, his insights nobler, his
whole fabric superior. With his back-
ground, [ suppose, she thought vague-
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ly, imagining spacious lawns and grey stone and
summer afternoons and his impeccable mother re-
ceiving guests.

Although anyone who saw Maurice and Kitty
together would have thought them a charming
couple, she would have been remarked upon as the
luckier of the two, lucky to attract such a man as
Maurice. Both were tall and graceful, but there the
comparison ended, with their silhouettes. Kitty was
artfully put together, manufactured and tutored by
her grandmother in the way of presenting herself
advantageously, given the names of shoe designers
and handbag makers and a special price because of
her trade connections. She felt exhausted some-
times by the sheer effort of composing her appear-
ance, and not always sure of the results. Was she
perhaps too elaborate? Maurice was ineffably natu-
ral. He wore fine clothes, but carelessly, handmade
shirts without a tie, cashmere pullovers instead of
jackets. She had first seen him drinking tea in the
Senior Common Room at the university, a place
where low armchairs housed many spreading bot-
toms and stomachs clad in grey flannel or beige
tweed, where legs could be seen protruding in ma-
roon socks and ginger suede shoes. Kitty, alarmed
by her first entrance into this important place and
dressed as her grandmother decreed a lady should
be dressed, instinctively felt drawn to the tall figure
wandering around with a cup in one hand and a
saucer in the other, a signet ring just visible on the
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finger beneath the saucer, his brown hair—the hair
of a formerly blond child— curling behind his ears
and on the nape of his neck. He had swung round
and greeted her with a pleasant vague smile, the
smile she had come to know so well, and because
she was not yet afraid of him she had responded
naturally and they became friends. They both lived
in London and commuted to the university, which
was strictly against the rules, and this created a
further bond between them. Very occasionally he
gave her a lift back to town and it was during one of
these late evening drives that she had fallen in love
with him.

That had been two years ago. Since that time,
his smile had become no less pleasant and no less
vague, for however much she pined for him she
knew that she was not indispensable to him. And at
bad moments, when she woke in the night, she
knew that she was not even necessary. She con-
gratulated herself on her ability to hide her feelings,
unaware of the fact that the Roger Fry Professor’s
wife had observed to her husband, with some sat-
isfaction, “Well, she doesn’t appear to be getting
anywhere with him. Trying too hard, if you ask
me. "

On the evening with the maps she had moved
quietly round him, only too happy to have him in
her kitchen, and willing to forgo even the cathedrals
of France if only she could be sure that he would
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come back to her. As he plotted his courses, with
his diary in one hand, she permitted herself to gaze
at his fine head, since he could not see her doing
so. The longish brown hair, the clear green eyes,
the skin healthy with the country air of his weekends
at home. There was so much that she wanted to ask
him, but she knew that with Maurice questions
never met with answers. He remained formal and
pleasant, but he disarmed her easily. She wanted to
know if he ever thought about her (but she sup-
posed not, for he was always busy) and anyway, to
ask that sort of question was unimaginable. But if
he took her to France, that would be a sign, and
moreover a sign that the world would see, a sign
that her grandmother would welcome.

He straightened up, hands on hips. “You
ought to come with me, Kitty, " he said. She turned
away from him, to hide her trembling hands. “Why
not?” she said, after a minute, and with no partic-
dlar inflection in her voice. “My dear child,” he
laughed, stretching out a long arm and resting it on
her shoulder. “You know perfectly well why not.
Just think of your reputation. ”

This was his way and it confused her. She did
not know whether, in his world, it would have been
truly scandalous to contemplate such a journey with
a woman not merely of marriageable age but of
marriageable intentions. He was, after all, such a
very superior person and it was typical of him to
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