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The Visitor




THE MAIL TRAIN rushed along toward Dublin, and all the passengers swayed and nodded with the uneven rhythm of it and kept their eyes fixed firmly in front of them as though the least movement would bring them to the end of their patience. Luggage had been piled hastily out in the corridor, and some people left their seats and stood there, leaning against windows all cloudy with breath and smoke.

Anastasia King rubbed a clear spot in her window and stared out, but in the rushing darkness only a few stray lights were discernible, blurred by the rain. She turned back into the corridor and took out a cigarette.

Around her in the garish yellow trainlight faces were shadowed and withdrawn, indifference heightened by the deafening clatter of the train. The din automatically raised a barrier of hostile irritation to daunt the chummy souls. She was glad of this.

A man spoke to her, standing very close because of the noise, startling her.

“May I borrow a match?”

“Of course.”

She frowned nervously. It occurred to her that he might have asked some other person, and she looked along the corridor. He caught the direction of her glance. He smiled a little.

“They all looked half-asleep,” he said, “but I saw you look out through the window there.”

“I looked out but I didn’t see much. It’s raining hard and it’s very dark.”

“It was raining when I left here. That was nearly two years ago.” His voice was idle and friendly. “Have you been away long?”

“Oh, yes, a long time. Six years last month.”

“That is a long time. You haven’t been back at all?”

“No.”

After a moment she said, “I’ve been living in Paris, with my mother. We moved there, six years ago.”

“I see.” He rubbed a place in the window and peered out. “Well, it’s raining all right. You know, if I wasn’t sure I’d been away I might think I hadn’t gone at all. It was exactly like this the day I left.”

He continued to stare out and Anastasia looked at her suitcases again.

I might be leaving too, she thought, instead of coming back.

She rocked with the train, her back to the window, and felt once again that she was remembering a long dream.

The future is wearisome too. I can’t imagine it now. It’s very late in the evening.

Her thoughts went back to Paris; dwindling uncertain pictures formed in her mind. Again she was saying goodbye to her father. There he was in miniature, and she also, in a clear cold miniature room. He turned and faded out through the hotel door that opened inward. He looked a bit like a tortoise, all bent and curving in on himself, carrying his hat in his hand. For the first time she had wanted to say she was sorry, at last to say how sorry she was, but he was already down the corridor and around the corner and gone.

He was alone and sad. Behind her in this tiny hotel room of memory her mother sat in a chair near the window. Her mother’s face was soft from crying, her hands were clasped upturned in her lap, and she met her daughter’s gaze with a glance of passive recognition and that was all . . .

The man beside her turned suddenly from the window to face her.

“Ah, I’m glad to be back again,” he said with a contented sigh. “I suppose you are too. People to visit, places to see. But you’ll find a lot of changes too, and so will I, I suppose. Even two years is a long time, these days.”

He smiled and she nodded at him and smiled too. He straightened himself and looked at his watch.

“Well, I’ll run along and get my stuff together. We’ll soon be pulling in. Thanks for the match. Goodbye now.”

A few steps away he turned.

“Have a nice holiday now,” he yelled above the train noise.

“It isn’t a holiday.”

“Oh, well.” He was uncertain. “Have a good time. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye.”

Bags were tumbling down from racks and coats were being pulled on. She looked out again into the darkness, but now there was nothing to be seen but the distorted reflection of the excited scene behind her.

“Here we are in Dublin,” said an English voice close to her.

Her eyes filled with tears. She bent to her suitcases. Somewhere in her mind a voice was saying clearly, “Ireland is my dwelling place, Dublin is my station.”

Then the porter had found her a taxi and was putting her bags in. She thanked him and tipped him and climbed in alongside the luggage.

She put one hand out to balance the smaller bag, which was in danger of falling, and then suddenly they had left the dim taxicab lane and were in the street, and there were many people, ordinary people, not travelers, walking along the rainy streets. The faces looked just as self-intent and serious as the faces in the strange cities she had seen; they seemed no different.

In a moment the windows were blurred with running water and the streets slid by unnamed and unrecognized. The rain fell slantwise on rows and rows of blank-faced houses, over the slate roofs, past their many windows. Anastasia slumped lower into her seat, trying not to recognize the sudden melancholy that was on her. The cabman drove without a word and his silence seemed sullen. She felt rebuffed for no reason.

It seemed too long to her grandmother’s house, but she was startled when the car drew up at last, and she looked up apprehensively and saw the familiar door of years ago. The lights were on in the front hall. They had been waiting for her, her grandmother and Katharine. The door opened wide and lighted the steps for the cab driver, who was struggling up to the door with her bags.

She kissed her grandmother hastily, avoiding her eyes. The grandmother did not move from the door of the sitting room. She stood in the doorway, having just got up from the fireside and her reading, and contemplated Anastasia and Anastasia’s luggage crowding the hall. She was still the same, with her delicate and ruminative and ladylike face, and her hands clasped formally in front of her. Anastasia thought, She is waiting for me to make some mistake. Katharine stood as ever in the background, anxious and smiling in her big white apron, her scrubbed hands already reaching to help with the luggage, her eyes lively with pleasure and curiosity.

Anastasia said rapidly, “Did he bring all the bags? I was afraid he’d forget one. It’s the little one I’m worried about. It’s always getting lost, it’s so small. He was an idiot, that man. He talked the head off me, all the way from the station, really—”

The grandmother waited for her to finish.

She said, “It is nice to see you again, Anastasia. You are looking well. Isn’t she, Katharine?”

Her voice was cool and unemphatic. Hearing it, Anastasia was held to attention.

“Indeed, she looks grand!” Katharine said enthusiastically. “She’s a real young lady! I’d never have known her. How old is it you are, now?”

“Twenty-two,” said Anastasia. She touched her hair nervously and smiled at them. Her hair was dark and brushed smoothly back from her forehead. Her mouth was stubborn and her eyes were puzzled under faint, flyaway brows. She was anxious to please.

The grandmother finished looking at her.

“Well,” she said. “Katharine tells me your room is all ready for you. Would you like to go on up, and take off your coat?”

This was her own room, the room that had been hers since childhood. It was at the back of the house, on the third floor, and its windows overlooked the garden. She stood for a while by the window, and stared down where the garden was. She yielded for a moment to the disappointment that had been spreading coldly over all the homecoming. She tried to grow quiet, leaning against the hard window glass. She thought of her mother, who had been dead only a month, and the glass became hot with her forehead, and she pressed her hands to her face and tried to forget where she was, and that she was alone in her home.

Home is a place in the mind. When it is empty, it frets. It is fretful with memory, faces and places and times gone by. Beloved images rise up in disobedience and make a mirror for emptiness. Then what resentful wonder, and what half-aimless seeking. It is a silly state of affairs. It is a silly creature that tries to get a smile from even the most familiar and loving shadow. Comical and hopeless, the long gaze back is always turned inward.

The mother’s face, intent and gentle, is closer than the rest. Now it is a dead face, with no more bewilderment in it. She used to walk alone in the garden every evening after dinner. Close the eyes to see her again, a solitary figure in the fading light, wandering slowly down the garden and slowly back, between the neat black flowerbeds. It is unbearable to remember.

That was a time of uncertain mood, that time when she used to walk in the garden. Then the family, the sparse little family, was together, the grandmother, the father, the mother, the child. They were together and it was no satisfaction to them.

At night after supper they gathered together around the living-room fire and then quite soon separated, and went to their own rooms. While Anastasia was small she went the first. Taking her mother’s hand she proceeded upstairs and was put to bed. Her room was papered with pink and blue rosebuds in fancy baskets and she was in the habit of watching one of the baskets until she fell asleep. Her mother would fuss quietly about, tidying things away, arranging clothes, straightening up. Often Anastasia roused from sleep to see her mother sitting motionless at the window, looking out at the darkness. She would speak to her.

“Mother.”

“Yes, pet. Go back to sleep.”

“What’s out there, mother?”

“The garden, silly.”

“It’s dark in the garden now, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Very dark. You ought to be asleep.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s terribly late. It’s nine-thirty, and time for you to shut up both eyes and go fast asleep. Fast asleep, now.”

Fast asleep. Once the mother came and crept into Anastasia’s bed at night.

She said, “I’m cold, pet, and you’re warm as toast always.”

The bed was too narrow for the two of them. After a while they fell asleep.

At breakfast time Anastasia said proudly to her father, “Mother says I’m warm as toast.”

He laughed at her.

“I’m sure you are, at that.”

“She came and got into bed with me last night. She was cold and I warmed her up.”

The father looked up in surprise.

The mother said, “You’re a great talker, Anastasia.”

“Why on earth was that necessary, Mary?”

“Ah, John, don’t be angry. I was only cold.”

“I’m not angry, for God’s sake.
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