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“One of her very best—comic, heartrending,
original, brave; in short, like life itself.” m
—Shirley Hazzard
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HERE are various ways of mending a broken heart, but perhaps
going to a learned conference is one of the more unusual.
When Dulcie Mainwaring realized that her fiancé did not
want to marry her after all — or that he was not worthy of her love,
as he put it — she endured several months of quiet misery before she
felt able to rouse herself from this state. When the notice of the
conference came, it seemed to be just the kind of thing that was
recommended for women in her position — an opportunity to meet
new people and to amuse herself by observing the lives of others,
even if only for a week-end and under somewhat unusual circum-
stances.

For what could be more peculiar than a crowd of grown-up
people, most of them middle-aged or even elderly, collected to-
gether in a girls’ boarding school in Derbyshire for the purpose of
discussing scholarly niceties that meant nothing to most of the
world: Even the rooms — fortunately they were not to be crowded
into dormitories — seemed unnatural, with their twin iron
bedsteads and the prospect of strange companions at such close
quarters.

Dulcie began to speculate on who hers would be, and looked
I



forward to her entry — for surely the room-mate would be female?
— with some apprehension. But at least it would be interesting, she
told herself bravely, to share a room with a stranger, and when she
heard footsteps coming along the corridor, she braced herself and
wondered what they would say to each other when the door
opened. But the footsteps went past and stopped a little further on.
Then, looking again at the second bed, she noticed that it seemed
suspiciously flat, and when she lifted the cover she saw that it was
not made up. She was at once relieved and disappointed. When she
had plucked up enough courage, she would go and see who was in
the room next door.

It had been a mistake to come. Viola Dace realized that now, as
she looked round the little cell-like room in dismay which ap-
proached panic when she saw that there was a second bed, covered
like her own with a white honeycomb quilt. So she ‘might have to
share this miserable room with an unknown person — the idea was
insupportable! Cautiously she lifted a corner of the quilt to see if
the bed was made up; to her relief it was not, for underneath were
only a pillow in a striped ticking cover and a pile of grey blankets.
At least, then, she was to have the room to herself, and it might
just be possible to endure it for three nights.

She lit a cigarette and leaned out of the window. There was a
fine display of dahlias in a border below her, apples and pears hung
heavily on the trees, and in the distance moors stretched away to
hills and what was apparently the world outside and freedom.

There was a light tap on the door and Viola turned round,
startled, saying ‘Come in’ rather sharply. She saw a rather tall
woman in her early thirties, with a pleasant face and fair hair,
standing on the threshold. She wore a tweed suit and brogued
shoes which looked too heavy for her thin legs.

Already half way to being a dim English spinster, Viola thought,
conscious of herself ‘making a contrast’ in her black dress, with her
pale, rather haggard face and untidy dark hair.

Tm Dulcie Mainwaring,” said the fair-haired woman. ‘My
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room scems to be next to yours. I wondered if we might go down
to dinner together?’

‘If you like,’ said Viola rather ungraciously. ‘My name’s Viola
Dace, by the way. What does one do and wear?’

‘I suppose nobody really knows,’ said Dulcie. ‘It might be like
the first night on board ship when nobody changes for dinner. I
believe it’s the first time a conference of this sort has been held here.
I know they have “religious bodies”, and writers, too, I believe. I
suppose we're writers, in a way.’

‘Yes, we might call ourselves that.” Viola had taken out her
lipstick and was applying it almost savagely, as if she were deter-
mined to make herself look as unlike somebody who worked on
the dustier fringes of the academic world as possible.

Dulcie gazed fascinated at the result, but the brilliant coral-
coloured mouth in the sallow face certainly looked bizarre and
striking, and made her slightly dissatisfied with her own careful
‘natural’ make-up.

‘It’s an unusual idea having a conference of people like us,’
said Dulcie. ‘Do we all correct proofs, make bibliographies and
indexes, and do all the rather humdrum thankless tasks for people
more brilliant than ourselves?’

She seemed to dwell on the words almost with relish, Viola
thought, as if she were determined to create an impression of the
utmost dreariness.

‘Oh, my life isn’t at all like that,’ she said quickly. ‘I've been
doing research of my own and I've already started a novel. I've
really come here because I know one of the lecturersand ... *

She hesitated, the feeling of dismay rising up in her again, for
surely it had been a mistake to come. This worthy Miss Mainwaring,
whom one could just imagine doing all the dreary things she had
described, was not, however, the kind of person in whom she
would dream of confiding.

‘I just do odd jobs and make indexes,” said Dulcie cheerfully.
‘I found it better to work at home when my mother was ill, and I
haven’t really thought of taking a full-time job since she died.’

13



A bell began to toll, which seemed to Viola to add to the gloomy
feeling Dulcie had given her.

“That must be dinner,’ she said. ‘Shall we go down?’ It would
surely be possible to shake her off some time during the evening.

Aylwin Forbes lifted a flat half-bottle of gin out of his suitcase
from among the folds of his pyjamas, where it had travelled safely
from London to this remote Derbyshire village. He placed it first
of all on the dressing-table, but it did not look right with his yeast
tablets and stomach powder and hair tonic, so, as there was no
other cupboard, it had to go in the wardrobe after all —that
traditional, if rather shameful, hiding place for bottles.

The other important item in his luggage — the notes for the
lecture he was to give on ‘Some problems of an editor’ — he placed
on the chair by his bed.

Then he noticed that there was, in fact, a small cupboard above
the washbasin, presumably intended for medicines, so he took the
bottle of gin out of the wardrobe and put it in the cupboard. A
thought occurred to him, and he wondered if the servants were
honest, imagining one of them lifting the gin bottle to her lips and
taking a quick swig as she did his room in the morning. Well, he
would have to risk that, he decided, and put the gin with the yeast
tablets and the stomach powder in the little cupboard; but he could
not decide where he was likely to be when he was using the hair
lotion, so he left that on the dressing-table. He next took up
the lecture notes from the chair by the bed and placed them
on the dressing-table by his brushes and Florentine leather
stud box.

All that now remained in his suitcase were the latest number of
the literary journal of which he was editor and the large photograph
frame — also of Florentine leather — containing the photograph of
his wife, Marjorie. He took out the journal and laid it on the chair
by the bed, with a slight feeling of distaste, as if picturing himself
lying in bed reading it, but there was no convenient place for
Marjorie so he put the frame back into the suitcase, shut it and
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pushed it under the bed. After all, there was really no point in
having it out now.

He opened the door cautiously and looked down the long
corridor, wondering where the lavatory might be. He had even
taken a few hesitant steps in one direction, when he saw an elderly
woman in pince-nez, hair-net, and quilted dressing-gown patterned
with large red flowers, carrying a towel and sponge bag, walking
purposefully towards him. Wherever he had been making for, she
would surely get there first. He withdrew rapidly into the shelter
of his room, deeply disturbed. Was there not even to be segregation
of the sexes?

The woman’s footsteps went padding past and seemed to stop at
the room next to his. And then he realized that it was Miss Faith
Randall, a fellow lecturer. In his mind’s eye he saw the title of the
lecture she was to give — ‘Some problems of indexing’. Was every
lecture to be on ‘Some problems of something’? he wondered,
going out into the corridor more boldly this time.

When he got back to his room he poured some gin into a tooth-
glass, added water from the tap, and drank it off rather quickly, as
if it were medicine — which, in a sense, it was. I must go down to
dinner, he thought, comforted by the remembrance that the lecturers
sat at a table apart from the other members of the conference. He
remembered Miss Randall with her hair-net and pince-nez, and
wondered if he would find himself sitting next to her and what
they could talk about. Indexes I have known: Abortion, adultery,
administration ... pottery, prawns, pregnancy — good-oh! Perhaps
he had drunk the gin a little too quickly.

“Who is that good-looking man?’ Dulcie whispered to Viola, as
they stood in the ante-room waiting for the final gong to sound for
dinner.

‘Good-looking man — where?’ Viola had been lost in contempla-
tion of their fellow conference members, who were not, on the
whole, good-looking. Indeed, she had been wondering what con-
ference could possibly consist of good-looking people, unless it
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were one of actors or film stars. But as soon as Dulcie spoke she
knew who it must be, and was annoyed and almost disappointed
that she should not have felt his presence in some mysterious way.

She looked up and saw the blond leonine head, the well-shaped
nose, and the dark eyes, so unusual with fair hair.

“That’s Aylwin Forbes,’ she said.

‘Ah, yes. “Some problems of an editor”,” Dulcie quoted. ‘He
looks as if he might have other problems too — being so handsome,
I mean. What is he editor of: —I've forgotten for the moment.
Does he really know about our problems?’

Viola named the journal which Aylwin Forbes edited. ‘I happen
to know him rather well,” she added.

‘Oh?’

‘He and I were once ...’ Viola hesitated, teasing out the fringe of
her black and silver stole.

‘T see,” Dulcie said, but of course she did not see. What was it
they were once, or had been once to each other: Lovers: Col-
leagues? Editor and assistant editorz Or had he merely seized her
in his arms in some dusty library in a convenient corner by the card
index catalogues one afternoon in spring? Impossible to tell, from
Viola’s guarded hint. How irritating it sometimes was, the delicacy
of women!

‘Is he married?’ asked Dulcie stoutly.

‘Oh, of course — in a sense, that is,” said Viola impatiently.

Dulcie nodded. People usually were married, and how often it
was ‘in a sense’.

Aylwin Forbes now came over to where they were standing.

‘“Why, hullo, Vi! I wondered if you might be here,” he said in
a jolly tone, which seemed as if it might have been assumed specially
for the conference.

‘Hullo, Aylwin,” said Viola, inhibited by Dulcie’s presence and
annoyed that he had called her ‘“Vi’. She did not like to be reminded
that she had been christened Violet, from some confused Words-
worthian fancy of her father’s — ‘a violet by a mossy stone, half
hidden from the eye’ — such a charming idea, he had thought, not
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