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HER mother had been a 
lodging-house keeper 
before her. And now, 
in the same northern town, 

she too let lodgings, she too 
was a widow now as her mo­
ther had been, and time still 
flying. Not that she thought 
of time as still flying; rather 
it seemed to have flown while 
she was not watching. For 
she was far on in the forties 
now, so it must have flown, 
looking at it that way. And
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yet with spring coming on, 
and two young men from the 
University, her lodgers, sit­
ting at that table of theirs 
talking poetry, time mightn’t 
have moved at all.

She had come into the sit­
ting-room to see after her 
goldfish, and there they were 
talking away. And it might 
have been thirty years ago, 
which only seemed like yester­
day, when her mother’s young 
lodger had talked the very 
same stuff to her.

She couldn’t help stopping 
a while to listen to them after 
she had fed her goldfish: it 
brought the years back so. No 
sense in it, and more than 
there had been in the talk of 
the other young man so long 
ago, but the same fervour, the 
same overwhelming certainty 
about something, whatever it 
was, as there is in the black­
bird’s voice in early April, 
when he seems so certain of 
spring.

Soi she stood still, smiling 
slightly, and listened as they 
talked to each other. Poetry 
as usual. And the curious 
thing about it was that 
though she could not under­
stand a word of what they 
were saying, yet not a phrase 
was new to her. Sometimes 
she almost thought she could 
have completed their senten­
ces for them. And then from 
the curious phrases one of 
them began to quote lines 
from an old poem. They 
were praising it with their 
queer words, lavishing prai­
ses upon it.

“I am afraid we are talk­
ing poetry, Mrs. Mulger,” 
said one of them.

“Never mind, sir,’’ she ans­
wered. “It doesn’t do any 
harm.” „

Nor did it, if one kept away 
from it. Curiously enough, 
she might once have married 

a young man that wrote 
poetry, wrote it himself, that 
lodger of her mother’s, a Uni­
versity student and all; but 
she knew what poetry led to. 
When she did marry, she mar­
ried the secretary of a branch 
of a trade union, a plumber 
in a good way of business; 
everybody wanted a plumber; 
and when he died he left her 
very well off. The other 
young man died long ago. The 
two men flashed through her 
thoughts all in a moment, 
like ghosts going home at 
cock-crow.

More talk and more lines 
quoted, and gradually the 
line began to arrange them­
selves into a pattern that 
grew clear to the widow; not 
the meaning, whatever that 
might be, but the sound of 
them, and certain sounds and 
sights of springs that were 
gone, which seemed somehow 
to hang and glitter along the 
lines. It seemed funny to her 
what things would call up me­
mories ; you couldn’t tell what 
would do it.
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‘ The incomparable majesty 
of the Ode to a Rose,” one 
of the young men was say­
ing, and Mrs. Mulger was 
still standing there smiling 
slightly, and he turned to her 
rather sharply.

“But I am afraid,” he said 
to her, “that the poem we are 
discussing is scarcely of in­
terest to you, Mrs. Mulger.”

For a moment her thoughts 
turned away from him down 
the years and came back 
again.

“You know,” she said, “my 
name’s Rose.”

“Almost perfect non-sequi- 
tur,” said one to the other.

And when she had insisted 
on having it explained what 
that meant, and having got 
at the meaning, she said. 
“Not so much of a non-what- 
you-call-it as all that.”

And there she stopped, 
thinking all of a sudden of a 
gun she had once heard fired 
in a wood, when she had gone 
five miles from town to see 
the spring, and all the birds 
were singing; and at the 
sound of the gun, their sing­
ing had ceased at once. She 
wouldn’t stop their merry 
talk, she thought, as what she 
had been about to say would 
have stopped it. Never mind 
whether there was any sense 
in it or not; let them talk, 
and let the birds sing. So she 
ended up with: “It’s a nice 
poem, I’m sure.”

But that ode had been writ­
ten to her.


